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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


LATINOS IN THE UNITED STATES
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The United States is made up of a lot of different people. Over the past 500 years, people from all over the world came to America. People from just about every corner of the globe are here now.


One of the biggest groups of people that call the United States home are Latinos. Latinos are people that come from Latin America. In the United States, we call people from Latin American countries Latinos. Lots of people from Latin America have come to the United States. Some came a long time ago. Many more have come in the last few years. Each year, more and more Latinos arrive in the United States.


[image: Image] A Lot of variety


The word Latino refers to a lot of different people. A Latino could be from any country in Latin America. There are a lot of countries there. They are all different. They have different histories. Some are thousands of miles apart. That means Latinos can be very different from each other.


Sometimes people like to be identified by the country from which they came. So, instead of “Latino,” we could say “Guatemalan” or “Peruvian.” Each country is different from the next. People don’t always like to be all lumped into the term “Latino.” 


 Everyone from Latin America is different. For example, most Latinos speak Spanish. But not all. In the United States, some Latinos only know English. Their families have been here a long time. They don’t use Spanish anymore. Other people from Latin American don’t speak Spanish at all. People from Brazil speak Portuguese. People whose families are native speak native languages like Quechua. 




Native means that someone or something was born or came to be in a particular place. So if you were born in the United States, then you are a native. But people also often use the word “native” to talk about the first people who lived in the Americas, the people that are sometimes called “Indians” (even though they’re not from India!).
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