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Introduction


by José E. Limón, Ph.D.


Even before there was a United States, Hispanics were present in what would become this country. Beginning in the sixteenth century, Spanish explorers traversed North America, and their explorations encouraged settlement as early as the sixteenth century in what is now northern New Mexico and Florida, and as late as the mid-eighteenth century in what is now southern Texas and California.


Later, in the nineteenth century, following Spain’s gradual withdrawal from the New World, Mexico in particular established its own distinctive presence in what is now the southwestern part of the United States, a presence reinforced in the first half of the twentieth century by substantial immigration from that country. At the close of the nineteenth century, the U.S. war with Spain brought Cuba and Puerto Rico into an interactive relationship with the United States, the latter in a special political and economic affiliation with the United States even as American power influenced the course of almost every other Latin American country.


The books in this series remind us of these historical origins, even as each explores the present reality of different Hispanic groups. Some of these books explore the contemporary social origins—what social scientists call the “push” factors—behind the accelerating Hispanic immigration to America: political instability, economic underdevelopment and crisis, environmental degradation, impoverished or wholly absent educational systems, and other circumstances contribute to many Latin Americans deciding they will be better off in the United States.


And, for the most part, they will be. The vast majority come to work and work very hard, in order to earn better wages than they would back home. They fill significant labor needs in the U.S. economy and contribute to the economy through lower consumer prices and sales taxes.


When they leave their home countries, many immigrants may initially fear that they are leaving behind vital and important aspects of their home cultures: the Spanish language, kinship ties, food, music, folklore, and the arts. But as these books also make clear, culture is a fluid thing, and these native cultures are not only brought to America, they are also replenished in the United States in fascinating and novel ways. These books further suggest to us that Hispanic groups enhance American culture as a whole.


Our country—especially the young, future leaders who will read these books—can only benefit by the fair and full knowledge these authors provide about the socio-historical origins and contemporary cultural manifestations of America’s Hispanic heritage.
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chapter 1


Ancestors
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Luis is a quiet young man. He doesn’t talk a lot. But he could tell some stories. He’s had his share of problems.


Luis grew up in California. His neighborhood was poor. People didn’t have jobs. He started selling drugs and ended up in jail.


But Luis got a second chance at life. He met a chaplain in jail. The chaplain told Luis that God loved him. He had a good plan for his life. Luis trusted him.




A chaplain is a church leader who works in a jail, on a ship, in a hospital, with the Army, or in another place outside of a regular church.





When Luis got out, he joined a church. That was a good choice for him. Now Luis spends time each week volunteering. He hands out food to people who need it. Luis smiles when he talks about how grateful he is to be helping others.


Luis changed his life because of his beliefs. He found strength in Christianity. He’s like millions of other Latinos who also think religion is important.


Of course not all Latinos are alike. Religion is part of many of Latinos’lives. But not everyone’s. Each person is different.


There are lots of Latinos in the United States. Most of them are Catholic. That’s a type of Christianity. Others are Pentecostal. That’s another kind of Christianity. Some Cubans follow Santería, a religion with African roots. A few are Muslim, Jewish, or they believe in another religion.
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LATIN AMERICA


There are lots of countries to the south of the United States. Most people who live in those countries speak Spanish. Some of them speak Portuguese or English. All together, all of those countries are called Latin America.


Latinos are people who come from any Latin American country. They could speak Spanish. Then we can also call them Hispanic. Or they could speak Portuguese. Or English. Or even French. Those people aren’t Hispanic. But they are Latino because they live in Latin America.
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