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    Daniel Mato


"...


 Oye latino, oye hermano, oye amigo


 nunca vendas tu destino


 por el oro y la comodidad


 nunca descanses, pues nos falta andar bastante"

 
  ...
 

 
 "...

            Orgulloso de su herencia, de ser latina 


 de una raza unida, la que Bolívar soñó.


 Siembra: 


 Panamá,


 Puerto Rico, 


 México,


 Venezuela,


 Perú, 


 República Dominicana,


 Cuba, 


 Costa Rica,


 Colombia, 


 Honduras,


 Ecuador,


 Bolivia, 


 Argentina,


 Nicaragua sin Somoza,


 el barrio,


 la esquina." (2)  (R. Blades, excerpts from his song "Plástico")


What is the united race invoked in this Rubén Blades' song, produced and recorded in the United States, which contains other lyrics alluding to U.S. Latinas/os, and which is included in an album containing also other lyrics referring to U.S. Latinas/os?


Who are those constituting the united race ("raza unida") community that Rubén Blades both visualizes himself and would stimulate us to visualize? 


Have you noticed that through the lyrics of the quote, and others like them, he simultaneously appeals to and proposes the existence of a transnational community that binds together so called U.S. Latinas/os, whole "Latin" American countries, and specific urban communities like "el barrio"? (3)


Have you also noticed that the expression "el barrio" has two meanings. Depending on the context of interpretation it may be a particular New York "Latino" neighborhood, and  more in general each and every barrio--the generic Spanish word for neighborhood, and more particularly for "popular" neighborhoods--in every "Latin" American city where his song is listened to? 


Blades's lyrics are a way of interpreting and representing certain social experiences, and, in doing this, they also stimulate our feelings and imaginations. They do both express feelings and build meaning. The circulation of these representations and their appropriation by diverse social agents take part in larger social processes of both visualizing and developing a transnational community. 


But, these lyrics do not operate in a vacuum. This "latina/o united race" transnational community is not the exclusive reference of Blades' lyrics. It is also the subject of, or at least it is embedded in, the discourses of a significative number of social actors throughout the American continent. In this way, Blades' lyrics also constitute a significant hint to larger ongoing transnational social processes.  


These lyrics, as other similar representations, are indicative of the existence of significant ties linking, if not the daily practices, at least the souls, imaginations, and feelings, of diverse populations spanning from one end to the other of this continental mass named America. Do Blades's lyrics include all of them? Are not there any kind of exclusions? Nor significant reductive homogeneizations? These are key questions that underlie this article's discussion. 


As I said, Blades is not alone. Nor has his expression reached us through several kinds of media just by chance. His expression overlaps with those of a whole list of several kinds of artists, made not only of poets and singers, but also of writers; musicians; visual artists; and video, television, cinema and theater creators who increasingly and diversely appeal to our consciousness and subconsciousness with different representations of that more or less same imagined transnational community. I have to state clearly that beyond any possible debates regarding the interpretation of Anderson's idea of imagined community (1991), I am not using the adjective "imagined" as opposite ro "real," but to emphasize the existence and importance of a mental image of such a proposed community. In a certain way,  assuming that any specific group of people constitutes a community always involves a mental image of that group which emphasizes the importance of certain common factors over others that may constitute references of differences among them, or us---depending on if we are part or not of the community in question. In this sense any community would be imagined. But, in the particular case of this transnational community the importance of such a mental image is perhaps even greater because of the immensity of the proposed community. 


The issue is that those producers of influential representations of such a transnational community are not lonely spirits dreaming in a vacuum. Their works reach us through some specific means: books, magazines and newspapers, films, television, performances, compact discs and tapes, festivals, exhibitions, multimedia events, etc. The production of these concrete means involve the creative initiatives, and the voluntary and/or waged energy, that is the work of many individuals. All this also involves capital expenditures in producing, promoting, and making these creators' images available to different audiences, readerships, and viewerships. With this in mind, our list of producers of representations of this transnational community must be enriched by adding to it other key players like entrepreneurs, corporate managers, advertising campaign creators and organizers, actors and actresses, models, etc. In addition, in making this enhanced listing of producers of images of that imagined community we cannot ignore the roles played by scholars, intellectuals, social leaders, politicians, and state agencies from different countries. Moreover, we have to take into account that these images are also diversely supported, enjoyed, co-imagined, and--in certain ways co-produced--by millions of individuals who at the same time constitute the audiences, readerships, viewerships, followers, or clients, of those makers of public images, among who also exist diverse kinds of mutual or complementary relations. 


All this means that the different representations of such an imagined community, "una raza unida," elaborated and advanced by all these particularly influential kinds of public image-makers resonate--in diverse ways--in the souls, heads, and bodies (questionable partitions of the selves, but suggestive for the present purposes) of several million people. This, does not mean that all the incumbent representations and associated social, political, cultural, and economic practices traversing the continent--as well as some latitudes beyond--are alike, but that there are significant resonances among them.


The former reflexive (and also self-reflexive) description is to call our attention on the fact that numerous social actors are advancing representations of  peoplehood that would bind large populations throughout the American continent, spanning across countries' borders. This is to say that representations of a transnational U.S. Latina/o--'Latin' American identity are being produced and circulated by multiple social actors. 


The development of representations of this transnational identity is not good or bad in itself. It does not have any particular pre-assigned meaning. But it is taking place. Speculations about whether it may result in being more or less strategically beneficial are also taking place. But, then "for whom?" and "how?" become the obvious questions. 


As an intellectual who feels part of these ongoing historical social processes, I consider it necessary to contribute to its development by producing and encouraging both conscious critical reflection and open dialogue. 


The overall argument that I will present through the rest of this text may be briefly summarized as follows. Identities are not legacies passively received but representations socially produced, and--in this sense--matters of social dispute. The case under discussion presents particular dimensions in connection to both a certain historical macrocontext, the present age of globalization, and the histories of the U.S. and the different "Latin" American countries. Every and each collective identity representation highlights assumed similarities while obscuring presumed differences that at times may become more or less significant. Current representations of a U.S. Latina/o identity as well as of a "Latin" American identity and of an all-encompassing transnational U.S. Latina/o--"Latin" American identity entail images that according to several social actors' representations obscure differences that are significant. 


I do not believe that the existence of certain significant assertions of difference may invalidate per se any social practices which are based upon or promote representations of a U.S. Latina/o--"Latin" American identity. But, I do think that the existence of these assertions of difference make it unavoidable to think these identity representations by means of those representations of difference. Explicitly, I state that is necessary to think representations of a U.S. Latina/o-"Latin" American identity by means of significant representations of difference, and to adopt a conscious posture toward avoiding homogenizing traps. I am conscious that perhaps this position is not shared by other people. I do not know how acceptable such a position would be from, for example, the perspective of marketing campaigns' producers, whose main interest seems to be expanding the scope of the category "Latinos," or sometimes "Hispanos" [sic, and even taking the masculine forms as paradigmatic], as much as possible, as a way of reaching the widest possible audiences with their campaigns. But, I think that, if one is to develop a social practice that in any way embodies representations of such an all-encompassing identity, and--at the same time--is aimed at lessening social, political, and economic injustices, one cannot avoid thinking of such an identity by means of those assertions of differences, be they related to race, ethnicity, class or socio-economic status, gender, sexual orientation, local experiences, international and transnational relations of domination, or any other relations of power. 


Before expanding on the Latina/o-"Latin" American case, I will present a few preliminary theoretical remarks that will enhance our discussion of the case. They are related to three specific issues: the idea of globalization, the social processes of identity making, and the social processes of identity making in the present age of globalization. 

ON THE IDEA OF GLOBALIZATION

The use of the word globalization has become a wide spread phenomenon in these days. I think that this fact is revealing of the worldwide development of something that we may call a consciousness of globalization. It does not matter in this moment how differently globalization is represented by the many different narratives of the phenomenon that we may find throughout the planet. But the point is that forms of a consciousness of globalization are currently being developed throughout the planet. An important consequence of the development of this consciousness is that it informs the social practices and representations of numerous social actors throughout the world (not just economic agents, but also political, cultural, etc).


This consciousness is a relatively new phenomenon. An indication of its newness may be that the word globalization was included in the Webster dictionary only in 1961. Nevertheless, I would say that globalization is not a recent phenomenon, which would be just a consequence of certain business practices, communication technologies, and neoliberal macroeconomics, as it is often portrayed. Globalization may be more fruitfully analyzed as a long-standing historical tendency towards the worldwide interconnection of the peoples of the planet, their cultures, and institutions, resulting from many different social processes. These social processes produce--among other things--forms of tendential worldwide interconnection, and because of this they may be called globalizing processes, or globalization processes.


In view of widely assumed misconceptions, it is particularly important to highlight that the keyword to explain globalization is worldwide interconnections, and not homogenization. The diverse ongoing processes of globalization have different outcomes: while some may be said to produce homogenization, others foster differentiation, and still others have combined effects. This is a matter that we do not have space to discuss now, but that I have addressed in previous writings (Mato 1995, 1996a). 


Although globalization is an old phenomenon, there are good reasons to characterize our present times as the age of globalization. This present age of globalization exhibits three significant characteristics, that are particularly relevant to our discussion. The first of these salient characteristics is the already mentioned worldwide development of a consciousness of globalization. The second is that because of different historical circumstances those previously mentioned interconnections have--for the first time--acquired nearly a worldwide scope. Interconnections are not just flows of ideas, symbols, and commodities, but of permanent relationships among social agents (this concept, of course, includes economic agents but is not limited to them). Striking among the historical circumstances that have made possible that interconnections became almost fully planetarian have been: a) the development of an almost planetarian system of production and exchange of goods and services, b) the growing diffusion of communication technologies, c) the dissolution of the old colonial empires and the (quasi)-end of the Cold War and the associated barriers to direct relations between social agents in certain regions of the planet, and d) the development of numerous international and transnational organizations and institutions whose very rationale is global linking. And, I think that this latter circumstance, the development of numerous international and transnational organizations, is at the same time the third significant characteristic of this age of globalization.


As we will see in the following pages, these three characteristics of the age of globalization are crucial in discussing current identity making processes worldwide. 

ON THE SOCIAL PROCESSES OF IDENTITY MAKING 

A good number of recent case studies illustrate how cultural identities, as other social representations, are socially produced and not passively inherited legacies. Representations of identities are continuously produced by individual and collective social actors who constitute and transform themselves through both these very symbolical practices, and their relations (alliance, competition, struggle, negotiation, etc) with other social actors. It may be said that the work of producing symbolic representations is permanent and that it may include, at least in theory, cases ranging from fully unconscious making to fully intentional constructions--this latter sometimes named "inventions."  Although not always explicitly differentiating between so called "invention" and "construction," and beyond diverse theoretical differences, numerous studies may be cited as presenting examples that illustrate this argument (e.g., Anderson 1983, Fox 1990, Gellner 1983, Habermas 1989, Handler 1988, Herzfeld 1982, Hobsbawm 1983, Linnekin 1991, Mato 1994a, 1995, 1996b, 1996c, 1997, in-press-a, in-press-b, Rogers 1996, Wagner 1981). 


The constructed character of identities is not asserted here as opposed to something presumibly more "real." From my point of view, the proposed dilemmas "real vs. imagined," "authentic vs. false," or "genuine vs. spurious," are simply non pertinent. Asserting that identities are socially constructed does not imply that they are false or arbitrary, but that identities are not things, but matters of social dispute (4).


Collective social actors form and transform themselves through identity making process. Social actors take part in identity making processes of a wide range of social collectivities, like so called ethnic, local, regional, and national societies. They participate in these processes advancing and transforming their own representations--whether consciously or unconsciously elaborated. In the present age of globalization identities--as other representations--are socially produced in contexts that are increasingly interconnected, both internationally and transnationally. 

ON THE SOCIAL PROCESSES OF IDENTITY MAKING IN THE AGE OF GLOBALIZATION

In the present age of globalization there are practically no fully isolated social units. Although perhaps some exceptions may exist, most social aggregates, or at least some social actors within, are in one way or another internationally and/or transnationally linked. 


According to the scope of their practices social actors may be classified in local, regional, national, international, transnational, and global. Limits are of course difficult to assert with precision but this differentiation may be helpful in explaining differences in the representations and orientations of practices among several actors participating in any given process. Global social actors like the multilateral banks, U.S. and Western European countries' governmental agencies, non-governmental organizations based in these same countries act tendentially almost everywhere, and do this by advancing their own representations of, for example, democracy, citizenship, justice, race, gender, etc. This implies that not only the media--as often recognized--but also this wide diversity of social actors take part in varied ways in identity making processes throughout the world. 


A brief example may be illustrative. In these days Amazon indigenous peoples identity making processes take place in the context of the complex and varied relations they maintain not only with neighboring ethnic groups and mestizo populations, state and country governmental agencies, non-governmental organizations and professionals, but also with distant indigenous peoples with whom they interact in an increasingly complex system of transnational meetings. But our list of meaningful interrelations cannot end here. It must also include: conservationist and indigenous peoples' advocacy organizations, anthropologists, environmentalists, journalists, cinema-producers, agents of oil, timber, pharmacological, biochemical corporations, bilateral development agencies, the World Bank and the Inter-America Development Bank, etc, etc. However different these agents may be, all of them--through their relations--advance their own representations of self and other, and some of them even promote and/or finance projects that encourage the development of certain representations to the detriment of others. It is in this sense that I say that all identities are nowadays made in transnationally and internationally linked social fields. This does not imply any assumption regarding the possible shapes and meanings of these identities and other representations. In other words this does not imply that local identities are shaped or influenced by global agents, but rather that they are made by local actors in social fields directly and indirectly (e.g.through the media) exposed to the practices and representations of global agents.


If the previous description based on mine and others' research (e.g.: Amodio 1996, Brysk 1994, Chirif, García, and Smith 1991, Conklin and Graham 1995, Gnerre and Botasso 1985, Jackson 1995, Mato 1992, 1996c, 1997, in press-a, in-press-b) on the cases of Amazonian and other South American indigenous peoples makes it meaningful to understand how identity making processes of supposedly remote and isolated peoples are affected by transnational and international relations, it may also be at least suggestive to understanding identity making processes in a wide variety of local, regional, and national societies more openly--although not necessarily more intensely--interconnected.


To finish this preliminary theoretical considerations I must explain both the distinctions I am pointing out through using the adjectives transnational and international applied to relations, and the distinctions I will be indicating between transnational and pannational when talking of identities in the next section.


According to current usage among some International Relations literature, I call international relations those maintained among states, or state agencies, or among them and intergovernmental organizations. I call transnational relations those maintained between agents from two or more states, when at least one of these agents is not a governmental agent (Keohane and Nye 1971). Consistent with the implicit meaning of the word nation in this usage, I call pannational identities those encompassing the dominant representations of national identities of significant groups of countries, and transnational identities those proposed as binding segments of populations of two or more countries across international borders. 


I have decided to adhere to this usage of the word nation in order to avoid complicating the presentation of my arguments through the incorporation of too many ad-hoc categories. Nevertheless, there are some problems with this terminology that in the context of a discussion on the making of identities and other representations---like the present--must at least be mentioned. This whole set of categories carries implicit the assumption that the word nation is an equivalent of the words country and nation-state. I have to make explicit that these equivalencies have been criticized from at least two perspectives that are relevant to our present discussion. First, because they imply that states are equivalent to nations, and to the extent to which no further specifications are made, they also imply that governments and states actually represent whole nations, or whole country populations, as if these populations were practically homogeneous. Second, because of the ethnic dimension of the word nation, which in the "Latin" American context has motivated a number of indigenous peoples' organizations to argue that it tends to delegitimize their own claims of being nations. 

INTERNATIONAL AND TRANSNATIONAL RELATIONS IN THE MAKING OF "LATIN" AMERICAN IDENTITIES 

As it already emerged when discussing the word nation, words, or at least some words, are not neutral. They carry particular meanings, some of which are highly political, and/or become politicized. And as I said before, these sort of questions cannot be avoided when discussing matters of social representations. To make things more difficult, some particular words evoke quite different meanings for different audiences. Therefore, I have to make explicit that I use the word America to name the whole continental mass, the word United States or its abbreviated expression the U.S. to name this particular country, and the abbreviated adjective U.S. to identify individuals, institutions, or phenomena based on or taking place in this country. This usage is not personally mine, but well extended in "Latin" America. This is not the opportunity to explore the different meanings that the word America has for U.S. and "Latin" American redearrships, but to mention the point is necessary to communicate the following ideas more clearly. 


While I use the term Latin America, I find it problematic too, and this naming problem is central to the present discussion. The expression is problematic in various respects, but for the moment I like to call your attention only on the first of them, which is related to the word "Latin" in this name. This word recalls a long-term process of social making of social identities and differences and still serves as a subtle legitimating device for certain social groups, and simultaneously legitimate discriminations against other population groups in America---that is, in the continent.  


XIX century Latinoamericanismo may be characterized as a nationalist ideology advancing the idea of a quasi-continental "nation" (Zea 1986). Its roots--not the expression itself--come from the period of the anticolonial movements. As almost any nationalist ideology it advanced representations of cultural homogeneity that contributed to obscuring social differences and legitimating social discrimination along the lines of those differences. 


At that time, white and mestizo elites began building new nation‑states upon the system of exclusions of the colonial period. Those elites assumed that they, not the so-called indios, nor the imported African slaves and their descendants, were "the people." The alliances developed during the quasi‑continental anticolonial war were the origin of the making of the interdependent system of national identities and inter‑state-crafted representations of what later was to be called Latin American culture. 


Nevertheless, it must be noted that the expression "Latin America" did not exist in the lexicon of the independence movements of the end of the XVIII century and the beginning of the XIX century. At that time the names for the whole region that lies south of the United States and that today is called "Latin America" were Nuevo Mundo, América, América del Sur, América Meridional. The portion that were under Spanish colonial rule was also called América Española and Hispanoamérica. The idea of latinness and its application as an adjective to this region was crafted by the French intellectual Michel Chevalier in 1836.  On the other hand, "Latin America" as a compound name first appeared in writing in a book by the Colombian intellectual José María Torres Caicedo in 1865 (Ardao 1980). Interestingly, as Arturo Ardao has pointed out in its documented study on the genesis of the name Latin America, to understand this name it is necessary to place it in the context of the ideas and historical facts that make it emerge as one of the two elements of "the antithesis Saxon [sic] America-Latin America." As he said, this terminological creation was the result of very complex historical circumstances, "the dominant of which came to be the annexation of Texas, the invasion and dismembering of Mexico, and the Central American incursions of William Walker. All this in the context of the intense ethno-cultural speculation of romantic historicism." (1980:8; my translation).


This genealogical reference of the use of the expression "Latin America" cannot be ignored in our present discussion. Because it reminds us of at least three meaningful circumstances. First, that the name "Latin America" has itself emerged from complex international and transnational circumstances. Second, that it emerged in oppositional terms to that which was regarded as a different part of America, the United States. And third, that since that very period, since 1848, when Northern Mexico became the U.S. Southwest, and a large Mexican population became foreign, or estranged, in its own homeland, a stateless people within the United States, since that very moment the United States became incurably pregnant of Mexicaness, and potentially of Latiness. As we will see later, this latter element is crucial in discussing the making of a Latina/o identity in the U.S..


But, let us for the moment go back to so called "Latin" America. The interdependent making of both national identities and a Latin American all-encompassing pannational identity did not cease in the XIX century. "Latin" American political ruling groups controlling state apparatuses are also nowadays involved in different international systems of mutual support and legitimation for their participation in the social processes of constructing culture and power in their home countries. 


Cultural, educational and political relations and the coordination of policies are cultivated in the name of ‑‑and mutually reinforce ‑‑the idea that a language (or a pair of related romance languages) and a colonial and post‑colonial history are the common and distinctive features shared by the millions of inhabitants of so called "Latin" American countries. State bureaucracy and ruling group discourses assume and address these millions of people as "latinoamericanos" as if they (we) were a sort of extended ethnic group, homogeneous crowd, undifferentiated in terms of class, gender, or race, "la raza cósmica". Such a pretended extended ethnic group has its own mythology of origin, which has been long crafted through educational systems and other social institutions. Such a mythology begins with the arrival of Columbus, yearly celebrated in "el Día de la Raza" or "Día del Descubrimiento de América", and the subsequent process of "mestizaje". School books and thousands of statues constantly remind us of this founding myth. The European root has been overemphasized everywhere, while the American and African roots--not to mention some specific others--have been practically ignored in "Latin" American states' practices and discourses. This "mestizo" identity has been crucial in providing meaning and legitimating diverse social, cultural, and economic mechanisms that have historically undermined the situation of both indigenous peoples and diverse populations constituted by the descendants of the African slaves within these national societies, including forms of open exclusion.    


Apart from their longstanding regional networking and construction of what I would call an "official inter‑states 'Latin' American identity," mutually supportive with the related "national identities",  these "Latin" American states have been more recently participating in other international systems of relations. Significantly, most of them also take part in the construction of a supposed "Latin" identity at a planetary level, which is advanced by the "Unión Latina", an inter‑governmental body, mainly promoted by French diplomacy in which are represented the about twenty‑five nation‑states in which the official language is a romance language. It seems interesting, however, to point out that the Unión Latina has recently confronted dilemmas in accepting the demands for incorporation made by some ex‑colonial African states in which Romance languages are the official language. On the other hand, as the Quincentenary was approaching, another version of such European root centered cultural representations became notorious, a postulated Ibero‑American Identity, which has been celebrated as binding the peoples of "Latin" America and those of the Iberian peninsula. This identity has been the subject of intensive interstate networking in recent years. Related discourses and actions were deployed during not only the celebration of the Columbus Quincentenary but also its preparation, including the associated series of Ibero‑American Presidential Summits, as well as numerous cultural and educational activities, longterm programs, and permanent mechanisms for policy‑making coordination. 


Paradoxically, the Quincentenary has been a benchmark in the history of the conflicts around the making of an extended socio‑symbolic representation of the peoples of so called "Latin" America and the associated system of "national identities."  Even those less concerned about these matters noticed that the Quincentenary was commemorated not only by official celebrations but also by numerous critical or alternative events and demonstrations. On the very day of October 12, 1992 different groups publicly voiced their alternate points of view in most capital cities of the region, as well as in many other regional and extra‑regional localities. While most of these groups were Amerindian, some were Afro‑American groups (please remember that I use this denomination in relation to the whole continent). Such a coordinated display was not incidental; it was the public emergence of the transnational practices of numerous non‑governmental agents of diverse kinds. Nor was this display purely circumstantial and exclusively related to the Quincentenary. There are many public evidences that this display was just one coordinated action, among many others, emerging from the transnational relations mantained by a large number of social agents engaged in the making of transnational and related local identities in the region (Mato 1994b, 1996c, in-press-a, in-press-b).

 
In constructing both national identities and a "Latin" American identity states' policies and practices regarding Amerindian and Afro‑American peoples have not been totally homogeneous. They have varied with countries' peculiarities and with historical circumstances. Even in the same country and period they have differed according to different constructions of ethnic and racial identities of these populations. Nevertheless, in one way or another, these peoples have been subject either to systematic discrimination or to paternalistic policies of integration and "modernization." 


The case is that in response to both those long-term issues and the problems and opportunities that the globalization process entails for them, the social and political organizations of these excluded groups--particularly of the indigenous peoples--have begun to develop diverse transnational practices as well as construct local and related transnational identities. These identity-making processes are meaningfully interconnected with other ongoing transnational phenomena, and must be analyzed in the context of these interconnections. Three interconnected phenomena have been particularly striking on this regard. One has been the increasing importance of the practices of transnational corporations of diverse sectors, including among others, those in the mass media and entertainment industries. Other has been the increasing importance of transnational migration movements, which have been related to diverse political and economic factors, not a few of them related to global phenomena like civil wars that have been nurtured by Cold War schemes, and/or the application of structural adjustment programs. And yet another has been the increasing importance of the practices of a diversity of international and transnational organizations that have in different ways promoted linkages among social movements and non-governmental organizations throughout the continent.


In connection with all this "Latin" America has become the locus of various processes of construction of transnational identities and related social movements, as well as of local identities diversely associated to them. There are diverse kinds of transnational identities, and it is worthful to differentiate among them. Chronologically speaking, the first transnational cultures and identities were those that we could call "border ethnic transnational identities."  They were a consequence of the new international borders that modernist nation‑states set up across the former territories of particular ethnic groups. Cases of this kind remain numerous and culturally and politically relevant. Two significant examples would be the cases of the Aymaras (Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, and Peru), and the Mayas (Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras), but there exist many others. Discussing this conceptual sub-class of transnational identities is not the subject of this text. Nevertheless, this class has to be mentioned for two reasons. One, to avoid projecting a partial image of the category transnational identity as if it were the whole. Second, because some of these ethnic transnational identities are significant in discussing the Latina/o-"Latin" American case, as I will illustrate later on. A different kind of transnational identities in border regions begun to develop later and not necessarily centered around indigenous peoples' ethnicities. These more recent border identities more recently acquired new characteristics and importance in connection with the activities of transnational corporations and free trade regional agreements (NAFTA, and Mercosur). The US-Mexico border case is not only a notable example in this regard, but also meaningful to our present discussion because it is interwoven with the U.S. Latina/o case. 


Other kinds of transnational identities are those constructed in connection with the practices of transmigrants and their organizations (Basch, Glick-Schiller, and Szanton 1993). This conceptual class has probably been the most studied, to the point that sometimes it is the only kind of case that come to the minds of most people when discussing transnational identities. Various significant transnational identities of this class have been advanced by diverse social actors throughout the continent and several of them are also significantly interwoven with the Latina/o-"Latin American case that we are discussing. It is interesting to note that many of this cases may be said to have "national identities" as their symbolic referential axis, like for example the Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Dominican, and Colombian cases in the U.S.. Instead, other cases have a particular local community or an ethnic identity as their reference, like the case of U.S. residents from specific Mexican localities, or the Mixteco and Zapoteco identities which constitute the reference of transnational identities currently advanced by U.S. residents of Mixteco, or Zapoteco, indigenous origin in connection with their ethnic fellow individuals and organizations in Oaxaca, Mexico (e.g., Georges 1990, Kearney 1992, Smith 1992). 


Finally, another class of transnational identities could be called "extended racial transnational identities," and would include three currently significant cases, which could be called: Afro‑American, Amerindian, and "Latina/o"-"Latin" American. Note that this latter transnational identity, which is the focus of our present discussion, is mainly advanced by a wide arrange of non‑governmental subjects and should not be confused with the "pannational" case promoted by "Latin" American governments, although both have their common roots in XIX century Latinoamericanismo, and although overlapings and mutual influences among them must also be recognized. The making of these three extended transnational racial identities involve social actors throughout "Latin" America and even beyond its currently assumed borders, including related groups in the United States and Canada. Some of them are interwoven in different ways not only with processes of identity making at local and national levels, but also with cases of transmigrant and transnational border identities (Mato 1994b, 1995).  For the present discussion, the relevant issue regarding these extended identity making processes is that these constructions of identity inform and legitimate the practices of organizations and individuals that are important producers and disseminators of public representations as well as producers of political agendas (e.g. certain social movements, nongovernmental organizations, civil leaders, artists, intellectuals, etc). 

TRANSNATIONAL RELATIONS AND THE US LATINA/O-"LATIN" AMERICAN CONNECTION


On September 19, 1993, the famous salsa singer and --at the time--Panamanian presidential candidate Ruben Blades gave a concert in San Antonio, Texas. This concert, which was organized by the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center of San Antonio, may be significant in various respects. First of all, the concert was in part a "progressively" oriented politicized meeting. Some Panamanians were there waving Panamanian flags and voicing their support for Blades's campaign. They were echoed by non‑Panamanian people as well. The exchanges between the public and the singer mainly expressed rejection of corrupt politicians, military governments and paramilitary actions; and the hope for freedom, redemption, and progress toward a "united Latin America," most of these expressions also constitute themes poetically elaborated in Blades's and others' salsa compositions. Secondly, and more significantly for this article, the concert was an example of the ongoing making of a what some Latina/o intellectuals called a "Latino unity" (Padilla 1989) in the United States. In the audience there were Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Panamanians, and Peruvians, who made public their national affiliation in various ways, but, based upon the research I conducted during as well as before and after the event, I can tell that there were also other Central Americans and South Americans of diverse national origins, as well as of what in the U.S. would be considered diverse "colors." Such a mix partially represents what Rubén Blades's lyric calls "the united race dreamed by Simón Bolívar" (the quasi-continental anti‑colonial leader) (my translation of Blades' lyrics). 


While the song's lyrics merit discussion themselves, what I consider more significant is their appropriation by social actors. These and other lyrics of key cultural political meaning were first disseminated as such in an album released in 1978. Since then they have been constantly echoed by grassroots cultural and political activists throughout the region, as well as sung by concert audiences and groups of people at private and public fiestas. These and other politicized salsa lyrics, as well as others less and non politicized have achieved an amazing dissemination through live concerts and recorded productions. What is significant about them is that they have been taken, re‑sung, and even transformed by the public in an extended "Latin" America, one that in this system of representations explicitly includes "Latina/o" populations in the United States. From my own participation in diverse cultural and intellectual circles in various "Latin" American countries as well as from interviews with participants in others I can attest that these lyrics have acquired a sort of emblematic status.


One simplistic interpretation of salsa's success is to assume that it is just a commercial musical phenomenon produced by the record industry. It would also be simplistic to attribute salsa's success exclusively to the lyrics' mix of political and romantic content. But the things seem to be more complex than these one-dimensional interpretations. While we need specific studies of the subject, it seems reasonable to assume provisionally that on the one hand the record industry and the media pursue their profitable business, while on the other hand that business is possible because large groups of people far away from each other feel certain connections related to both such a powerful musical fusion and those progressively politicized lyrics. It is also likely that such a convergence of feelings happens because‑‑among other reasons‑‑some other connections do exist among such audiences. Unfortunately, my limited knowledge does not allow me to discuss the significance of the music itself, which in this case constitutes a powerful element. Nevertheless, I can at least mention that salsa brings together elements borrowed from several Puerto Rican and Cuban popular rythms, which already combined elements of African and Spanish musical  traditions, and reworks them with an important influence of jazz.  But, let me briefly note a few thought‑provoking facts in relation to those connections througout involved audiences.


I once heard that for us so‑called Latin Americans, "Latin" America became a reality because of the multiple exiles and economic migrations in the seventies that threw together in Mexico and Venezuela "Latin" Americans from diverse latitudes. I have personally experienced this phenomenon. Reflection on it was pervasive among groups of exiled or simply migrated "Latin" Americans in Venezuela, where I have lived since I left Argentina, where I grew up. I have more recently become acquainted with the argument of some Latina/o intellectuals that salsa is an expression of the "Latinos"' amalgamating experience in the United States--closely associated to their common experiences of racism--and of their permanent relations with their countries of origin (Padilla 1989). The making of such a "Latino" identity in the United States has not been a process free of differences and conflicts. It has sometimes been contested and at other times helped by the making of more particularistic identities and social movements, most notably those of Chicanos and Puerto Ricans. 


This is not the opportunity to attempt a comprehensive theorizing on these social processes. Nevertheless, it seems that significant moments and events have been: the transformation of Northern Mexico into the U.S. Southwest since 1848 and the associated incorporation of a Mexican population within the U.S.; the later transborder movement of both family linked and non-linked Mexicans; the war between the U.S. and Spain and the quasi-colonial incorporation of Puerto Rico to the U.S. since 1898; the increasing migrations of populations from other and diverse "Latin" American countries; the experiences with racial discrimination of these populations; the civil rights movement; the creation of the Hispanic label by the U.S. government, its incorporation into numerous public policies and practices, and thus the exposure of populations to the term in highly racialized social contexts. The point that I want to make here is that these historical references contribute to understanding the multiple discourses of identity through difference that some Latina/o intellectuals advance (Acosta-Belén and Santiago 1995, Flores 1990, Flores and Yudice 1993, Giménez 1992, Oboler 1992) 


Beyond the particularities of these developments in the U.S. and different "Latin" American sites, it seems that quasi‑continental and crisscrossed networks of diverse kinds of individuals and organizations have developed throughout the continent. It also seems that at least some of these networks create overlapped spaces of political activism, cultural production and consumption, and a panoply of related business. These crisscrossing networks play significant roles in the ongoing making of this transnational culture and particularly in the production, marketing, and consumption of certain common cultural products. I have learned from personal experience and fieldwork that political subjects, literary readerships, film, theater and musical audiences, as well as other groups of cultural consumers and producers create overlapped realities in particular neighborhoods--e.g., Mount Pleasant in Washington, DC, the so‑called Harlem Latino or Hispano in New York City--and in diverse kinds of spaces in certain cities in the United States, México, Venezuela, e.g., bookstores, cultural centers, academic institutions, and social clubs. The Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center in San Antonio, which hosted Ruben Blades's concert, is just one example of this kind of organization.


I noted that the Rubén Blades concert was organized by the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center. Let me now say that Rubén Blades did not request‑‑nor did he receive‑‑any honorarium for his performance. It was a generous contribution on his part to the work of the cultural center. Due to its geographical location and constituency, the Guadalupe Cultural Center is mainly a Chicano center, but it is open to other streams of the "Latino"/"Hispanic" world. It annually organizes an International Latino Film and Video Exhibition. During its sixteenth festival, U.S. Latino productions of diverse backgrounds were presented alongside productions from Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Puerto Rico, and Venezuela. Similarly, the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center, among other activities involving artists from "Latin" America, hosted a concert of the famous Argentine politically progressive folk singer Mercedes Sosa.


At the time of Ruben Blades' concert, the Guadalupe Center's director was also the second chairperson on the board of the National Association of Latino Arts and Culture (NALAC), a recently created arts service association that coordinates the activities of several important U.S. Latino cultural organizations. NALAC's agenda explicitly includes the development of international relations with the "communities of historic origin" of participant organizations. The Caribbean Cultural Center of New York is one of those organizations. On October 20 to 23, 1993, it held a conference that it presented as the third biannual international gathering of scholars, artists and "culturalists" who actively promote "cultural rights" and "social equity." Among the cultural groups participating in this conference were three so‑announced traditional music groups representing "Latinoamerica Negra" "direct" from Cuba, Mexico and Venezuela. Among the sponsoring agencies were the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center and the National Association of Latino Arts and Culture. Among the participant scholars was a member of the Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños (CUNY‑Hunter College). At that time, this center was also hosting a fellowship‑in‑residence program entitled "Claiming Social Equity and Cultural Rights," which‑‑according to its brochure‑‑encourages comparative studies to "help to build alliances and construct social visions of the future." This center maintains active relations with Puerto Rico, Mexico, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, and constantly receives expressions of interest in developing collaborative relations from academic institutions and advocacy groups throughout "Latin" America and the Caribbean. The fellowship program of the Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños was supported by the Rockefeller Foundation. Other activities of the Center dealing with questions of equity and cultural rights receive support from the Rockefeller and Ford foundations, among others. These two foundations were also founders of the conference at the Caribbean Cultural Center. The National Association of Latino Arts and Culture has already received a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. The Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center has received support from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Ford Foundation, among other major supporters. 


The interconnected practices of all these organizations around that set of events is not an isolated case. It is just one significant example of the kinds of practices of some transnational organizations, which I earlier pointed out as characteristic of this age of globalization. It is also revealing of ways in which transnational identities are constructed in our historical time, and it is also suggestive of how some representations of this particular transnational identity are advanced. But there are several different circuits, which do not necessarily advance the same kind of representations of this imagined community. 


As I said, Rubén Blades is just one case. Also the activities and productions of other individuals and organizations are echoed, announced, and disseminated by local "Latino"/"Hispanic" radio stations, journals, and newspapers in the United States. Some musical and audiovisual productions also reach mainstream markets, and in some cases, like that of Rubén Blades, they are even televised. In connection with this, let me mention that Univisión, a television corporation co-owned by U.S. investors, Televisa of Mexico, and Venevisión of Venezuela, is watched in 18 "Latin" American countries and reaches "91 percent of all U.S. Hispanic households through 36 broadcast affiliates and more than 600 cable affiliates" (Subervi-Vélez 1994:349). The interesting point here is that this television corporation is simultaneously exposing U.S. "Latinos" to soap operas, news, and other productions from "Latin" America, and "Latin" American audiences to news and other programs that allow them to learn about the lives of "Hispanos" in the U.S.. Through several programs it celebrates the national independence days of many "Latin" American countries, as well as diverse elements of their national identities. It also maintain very good coverage of significant political news in these countries as well as for Hispanos in the U.S.. Both audiences are becoming familiar with each other's daily lives, and both are directly addressed as "Hispanos," through some editorial programs like Noticias Univision, and as Hispanos or Latinos through different programming. From what I have observed personally, these representations have became familiar among, and partially incorporated in the vocabulary of, members of viewerships in at least Argentina, Bolivia, Peru, and Venezuela. In this way, Univision is participating as a big player in the making and disseminations of representations of a large transnational community that is relatively new in the minds of many "Latin" Americans. It incorporates 30 million new brothers and sisters from the U.S.--whos existence many were ignoring until very recently--- into the already large transnational community that others have been proposing. This imagined transnational community as represented by Univision speaks Spanish, and therefore does not include the numerous U.S. Latinos who only speak English, nor does it include Brazilians, and again leaves aside at least those indigenous populations who do not speak Spanish.

A FEW FINAL REMARKS FOR DEBATE

As I said at the beginning of this text, current representations of a U.S. Latina/o identity as well as of a "Latin" American identity and of an all-encompassing transnational U.S. Latina/o--"Latin" American identity encircle images that according to several social actors' representations obscure differences that are significant. 


In order to stimulate reflection and debate I would like to finish this article by restating something that I already said above: I do not believe that the existence of certain significant assertions of difference may invalidate per se any social practices which are based upon or promote representations of a U.S. Latina/o--"Latin" American identity. But, I do think that the existence of these assertions of difference make it unavoidable to think of these identity representations by means of difference. Explicitly, I state that it is necessary to think of representations of U.S. Latina/o-"Latin" American identity by means of significant representations of difference, and to adopt a conscious posture toward avoiding homogenizing traps. I am conscious that perhaps this position is not shared by other people, as for example those involved in marketing campaigns who represent these populations as  undifferentiated. But, I think that, if one develops a social practice that in any way embodies representations of such an all-encompassing identity, and--at the same time--is aimed at lessening social, political, and economic injustices, one cannot avoid thinking such an identity through those assertions of differences, be they related to race, class or socio-economic status, gender, sexual orientation, local experiences, international and transnational relations of domination, or any other relations of power.

NOTES

Daniel Mato is Professor of Social Sciences and the Director of the Program on Globalization, Cultural Processes, and Sociopolitical Change at Universidad Central de Venezuela. He has also been a Visiting Professor at several universities in Latin America and the United States.

(1) This article is a revised version of the text that I prepared as a basis for my lecture as the E.L. Tinker Visiting Professor at the Institute of Latin American and Iberian Studies at Columbia University, in the Summer semester of 1996. The present version has benefitted from the discussion following that presentation, as well as from the comments and suggestions that some friends and colleagues have made on former presentations of some of the ideas offered in this text, they are Olivia Cadaval, Juan Flores, Néstor García Canclini, Nina Glick-Schiller, Lawrence Grossberg, Richard Handler, Michel Kearney, Agustín Lao, Alberto Moreiras, Marvette Pérez, Federico Subervi-Vélez, George Yúdice, and Patricia Zavella---of course, they are not responsible for my opinions and mistakes. 

(2) "... Listen Latino, listen brother, listen friend / never sell your destiny / for gold or comfort / never rest, fo rwe have a long way to go ... ." "... Proud of his heritage, of being Latino/ of being a united race, as Bolívar dreamt/ Sow: Panama, Puerto Rico, ...., Nicaragua without Somoza, el barrio, the corner." 

(3) "El Barrio" is the name colloquially given by its inhabitants--and many others--to a sector of East Harlem (New York City) predomiantly inhabited by Spanish speaking people. References to "el Barrio," literally "the Neighborhood," are also made in a number of salsa compositions.

(4) I have discussed the ideas of invention and social construction more in detail in Mato 1994a, 1995, 1996b.
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