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Figure 3.4. Restaurante Alcatraz. Oxkutzcab, Yucatán. July 2010. Author photograph. 
 

 
 
Figure 3.5. Super California sign (upper left), Plaza California. Oxkutzcab, Yucatán. July 

2010. Author photograph. 
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Alianza del Pueblo Maya 

Alianza del Pueblo Maya crystallized out of the convergence of two parallel 

activities. The first began with Tomás, a young man in his early-thirties and the president 

of the board of Alianza when I began working with the NGO in April of 2010. As Tomás 

tells it, in the late 1960s, roughly a decade before he was born, his father, a medical 

doctor, moved the family from Yucatán to Mexico City, Distrito Federal. After practicing 

medicine in Mexico like his father, Tomás left for San Francisco in the late-1990s 

primarily to be with his girlfriend, and secondarily, to attend a masters program in Public 

Health. Later, he gained citizenship through a strategic short-term marriage (not with the 

girlfriend, though, that didn’t work out).  

While still in el DF, Tomás had drawn several editorial cartoons for La Jornada, a 

major newspaper in Mexico. Upon arrival to San Francisco he sought out a publication 

with which he could continue this work and found El Tecolote, a weekly bi-lingual 

newspaper situated in the Mission District of San Francisco. El Tecolote is dedicated to 

covering local issues, providing training to aspiring journalists, and serving as a forum to 

expose local talent, and is published by the afore mentioned, Acción Latina. Among his 

portfolio materials, it was a cartoon image of the Statue of Liberty stepping on a 

migrant’s hand that most appealed to the small publication. Tomás and then-editor of the 

paper, Alfredo Canul, bonded over their Yucatán connection; having grown up in 

Yucatán Alfredo took Tomás’ under his wing and introduced him to the Yucateco scene. 

Among others, Alfredo introduced Tomas to his friend and fellow Yucateco, Candela 

Herrera, who at that time was working with the pan-Maya organization, Grupo Maya 

Cuzama Hunab. Candela had been looking to form an exclusively Yucateco group, but it 



 

 
135 

was not until after Hurricane Isidoro hit the Yucatán peninsula that a group coalesced 

around a feeling of obligation to raise relief funds.  

The group titled its efforts the Yucatán Hurricane Relief Fund and raised a modest 

2,000 dollars to send to the town of Tixcocob for repairs to church towers damaged in the 

storm. Tomás recognized that their approach to fundraising was a bit disorganized; they 

had not thought out to whom donors would write their checks (Tomás? Candela?) or if 

donations were tax-deductible. It was understood that the group would have to find a 

more organized way if they were to attempt a similar project in the future. So the 

members of the Yucatán Hurricane Relief Fund began meeting regularly and invited 

Valerio Cahuich, an older Yucatecan migrant who had been living in San Francisco for a 

considerable amount of time. Tomás was introduced to Nic through a journalist friend 

who had featured him in a San Francisco Chronicle article on the new wave of Yucatecos 

in San Francisco (Burke 2002). However, other than meeting and discussing local issues 

and goings on back in Yucatán, the group had not yet defined a clear purpose. As Tomás 

described it: “We would talk for hours and hours about nothing. It’s a very Yucateco 

way.” 

Parallel to the formation of the Yucatán Hurricane Relief Fund, a participatory 

action research study was underway led by Anne Whiteside, a UC Berkeley doctoral 

candidate in linguistics teaching English-as-a-Second Language classes at City College of 

San Francisco. Whiteside’s dissertation research explored how Yucatec speakers used 

multiple languages across varied social spaces in the management of actions and 

identities, and more specifically, how their legal status might affect “the right to speak in 

those spaces where it counts” (Whiteside 2006). Whiteside’s participatory research model 
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involved training community researchers—her Yucatec Maya-speaking ESL students—in 

qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis. Acción Latina told Whiteside 

about this “other” group of Yucatecos to contact for her project, and so it came that 

Whiteside, her students, Tomás, Candela, Alfredo, Valerio and several other Yucatecos 

who had joined along the way, sat down together and organized a day-long retreat at 

Whiteside’s house with the goal of fomenting a larger Yucatecan organization. A 

consultant friend of Candela worked pro-bono to facilitate a group discussion that 

resulted in the decision to become a non-profit and in a mission statement that focused on 

the urgent needs of the Yucatecan community in San Francisco.  

The process of incorporation required a board president, vice president, treasurer, 

and secretary. Although Alfredo was the only member to lobby for a position, his 

overzealous campaigning for board president aggravated quite a few people. Meanwhile, 

Tomás focused his energy on making connections with the Fine Arts Museum of San 

Francisco, who had asked the group to participate in and organize various activities 

related to its exhibit the Courtly Art of the Ancient Maya. Tomás believes this led the 

members of Alianza to view him as someone who could “make things happen.” Tomas 

was elected president to the embitterment of Alfredo, who then began to distance himself 

from the group. Once the board was finalized the group began the expensive 

incorporation process. They put on garage sales, delivered tamales, sold cochinita, and 

finally raised the money needed to apply for 501(c)(3) status. And so it was that Alianza 

del Pueblo Maya was formed. 

Despite most of its founding and participating members and constituency 

originating from Oxkutzcab, Alianza is not a Hometown Association (HTA). The goal of 
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an HTA is to advance development projects in its town of origin. In the case of Mexico, 

this often comes in the form of 3x1, a government program intended to channel 

remittances into development projects in migrants’ home communities, and in which the 

burden of cost is divided in equal measure between the HTA, and the federal, state, and 

municipal governments. Alianza, however, is focused on the needs of migrants in San 

Francisco, and further, has refused to participate in 3x1, wanting to distance itself from 

the partisan politics of Yucatán and Mexico. 

Returning to the present, when I began working with Alianza in April 2010, the 

board of directors consisted of individuals of varying citizenship status, including those 

with U.S. citizenship, those with San Francisco residency, and those without any “official 

documentation.” The oldest member, in both age and time spent in U.S. is the 

aforementioned Candela Herrera, who moved from Oxkutzcab to the U.S. in the late 

1960s on a work visa sponsored by an American couple that had hired her as a nanny. 

Several years later in the early 1970s Candela left that job and brought her younger 

cousin Gloría Herrera from Oxkutzcab to replace her. Thanks to Candela’s citizenship 

status, Gloría had residency status upon arrival and she too became a citizen as soon as 

possible. Both Candela and Gloría have been U.S. citizens for over 25 years and live 

comfortably with stable employment, Gloría an accountant, and Candela a retired teacher. 

In the mid-2000s Candela began building a house in Oxkutzcab, where she intends to 

spend her winters. 

Don Alonso migrated to the U.S. in 1975; a 19-year-old wandering around 

Oxkutzcab with nothing much to do, his uncle suggested that Alonso join him in San 

Francisco where he had been living and working for many years. Once Alonso was 
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granted residency through the Reagan’s amnesty program he had the freedom to leave his 

job as a farm worker and eventually found employment with MUNI—San Francisco’s 

public transit system—where he has worked as a bus driver for many years. Alonso’s 

love life, however, has not gone quite so smoothly. Although Alonso had an enamorada 

back in Oxkutzcab, like all long-distance romances of that time, keeping in touch was 

difficult; letters took months to make their way to a small town, and phones were not 

readily available back home, let alone computers for Skype or email. Years later Alonso 

married a Salvadoreña he had met in San Francisco, and through his residency secured 

her a visa. As he tells it, she began an affair shortly thereafter, he began drinking heavily, 

and they divorced. In recent years Alonso’s luck has turned around. While on a visit with 

his family in Oxkutzcab, he met Lydia and after a few years of long-distance courtship 

they were married. Only recently has Alonso decided to move forward with his 

citizenship so that Lydia could join him in San Francisco and move away from the 

(literally) watchful eye of her mother-in-law who lives down the block. 

After the tumultuous years of Alonso’s first marriage he joined Alcoholics 

Anonymous where he met his best friend, Don Fidencio, who came to the U.S. via la 

frontera in 2001. Fidencio had a successful pig farm in Oxkutzcab until Walmart was 

introduced in Yucatán. After carnicerias began buying meat from Walmart at a much 

cheaper price and reselling it in Oxkutzcab, Fidencio fell into financial crisis. Bankruptcy 

was not uncommon; local producers throughout Yucatán could not complete with the 

cheap American products flooding the Yucatecan market after the passing of NAFTA. 

Fidencio has risked the return trip to Yucatán around five times to participate in major 

events like his daughter’s quinceñera, and has quite astonishingly eluded the Immigration 
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and Naturalization Service on every perilous journey across la frontera and back to San 

Francisco.  

David May also has residency and is raising two children—first generation 

“Yucafriscans,” the community’s clever moniker. As I was told, David and his wife, 

Maricely, came to the U.S. on her tourist visa over 13 years ago. Because of the money 

they have collectively earned working in the U.S. Maricely now owns and runs several 

small businesses back in Oxkutzcab including a hotel named after an ancient Mayan 

goddess, and a popular clothing boutique in the central mercado. David himself has 

become a skilled chef, even moving to Portland, Oregon to work at a new branch of a 

restaurant where he was then employed. Although in the end David moved his family 

back to San Francisco, he and Maricely still own the house in Portland where their 

children were born. David’ great love of baseball brought him to Alianza, who was 

sponsoring an intramural baseball team of Yucatecos. 

Carlos Cahuil, the current president of Alianza, has mayoral ambitions in his 

home municipality of Santa Elena—famous for its proximity to the archaeological site of 

Uxmal. Uxmal is a site second only to Chichén Itzá in size and significance, but one that 

never materialized as a major tourist destination to the disappointment of not only the 

town, but the state as well. Returned migrants increasingly use past participation with 

Alianza as a springboard to a political career or a position in a state or local government 

institution more generally. That the UN’s International Migrants Day is a widely 

celebrated holiday in Yucatán is an obvious indication of the increasing “value” of 

migrants to the state. Remittances enable families to create small businesses and gain 

purchasing power that will significantly strengthen the economies of their pueblos. And 
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3x1 development programs give state and local governments a platform on which they 

can legitimate themselves as successful and productive. Every completed 3x1 

development project has a visible plaque on its façade that displays the name of the 

participating hometown association along with each of the three levels of government and 

the peso amount that each of the four contributed.49  

Like its board, Alianza’s constituency, the Yucatecan diasporic community in San 

Francisco, is comprised of individuals and families of varying immigration status 

including but not limited to: those with resident- or citizen-status who have lived in the 

city for decades; those with work visas; those with temporary U-visas (visas granted to 

individuals who aid in the prosecution of a crime, these are often women reporting 

instances of domestic violence); first generation Yucafriscans; and those considered 

“undocumented.” The majority of community members actively involved in the 

organization and increasingly taking on leadership positions is, in fact, of the latter 

category. To simply say that Alianza is an NGO of, by, and for the Yucatec migrant 

community in San Francisco obscures this impressive heterogeneity of diasporic 

experiences among its board and constituency, experiences that affect their connections 

to Yucatán and personal aspirations, and thusly, their claims, commitments, and visions 

of Mayaness that they come to mobilize through their engagement with the NGO. 

 

San Francisco, 2010 

Returning to San Francisco, certainly, confusion and unfamiliarity about how the 

census wanted to enumerate them contributed to the board’s dilemma in 2010, Tomás 

                                                             
49 In actual practice, these numbers represent the peso amount that each party would have contributed if it 
were possible for such newly formed Yucatecan hometown associations to raise the exorbitant amount of 
money necessary to cover one-fourth of the cost of these development projects. 
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himself admitted that he had no idea how to answer the two questions, which he and the 

board saw not as a combination, but as conflicting for their need of expressing 

indigeneity. In fact, this example challenges the notion that by simply adding and 

combining identity terms we can be more comprehensive.  

In the end, the group deliberated the following possibilities for question 9, “What is 

Person 1’s race?”:  

1. Check the box for “some other race” and write-in “Yucateco.” 
2. Check the box for “some other race” and write-in “Maya.” 
3. Check the box for “American Indian” and write-in “Yucateco” as the principal 

tribe. 
4. Check the box for “American Indian” and write-in “Maya” as the principal tribe. 

 
Several individuals chose to check-off “Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano” in 

question 8, believing it the easiest option, no additional writing necessary; a perfect 

example of the confusion over the Bureau’s meaning of the Hispanic origin and race 

categories that it had attempted to solve through a reordering of the questions.  

Conversation ensued about whether “Yucateco” or “Maya” was the best write-in 

option for the principal tribe and other race options. “Maya” alone would not offer a fine-

grained distinction between the Yucatec Maya community and the various diasporic 

Maya communities from across Central America. But would Yucateco alone sufficiently 

reflect their Maya heritage? In Yucatán, Yucateco is not used to refer to an explicitly 

Mayan identity but to anyone born and living in Yucatán; everyone, is Yucateco. 

However, the term Yucateco has gained salience in San Francisco as a form of distinction 

from other Mexicans and Latinos. Yucatec Mayans comprise the vast majority, if not all, 

migrants from Yucatán. As in the rest of Latin America, indigenous communities in 

Yucatán are among the most poor and disenfranchised and in search of work to salir 
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adelante. In San Francisco, then, Yucateco has come to encompass both Yucatec and 

Maya.  

Through the act of moving across national borders, migrants  “enter not only a 

different labor market and political structure but also a new system of social stratification 

by class, race, ethnicity, and gender” (Duany 1998:147). Much anthropological work has 

been done on this reimagining of collective self-representation among diasporic 

communities, in particular, from Caribbean and West Indian nations. Race and color have 

played a key role in the reimagining of Caribbean diasporic racial, cultural, and ethnic 

identities, which are often, but not always, based upon white understandings of race. For 

example, the white establishment in the U.S. relies upon the rule of hypodescent to 

maintain a hierarchical division between whites and non-whites; Dominican migrants in 

the U.S. found themselves regarded as black, when back home they had considered 

themselves to be white, indio, or Hispanic (Duany 1998). The particular forms that 

diasporic identities take are also entangled with the larger political economy at any point 

in time. In Irma Watkins-Owens’ (1996) study of the role of African American migrants 

from the southeastern U.S. and Afro-Caribbean migrants in the co-construction of 

Harlem as an emerging “black metropolis” in the early 20th century; a time when African-

Americans and black immigrants were, in many respects, more alike than similar. 

Racially segregated housing did not leave room for the kind of ethnic enclaves seen 

among white immigrant groups at the time, nor those characteristic of West Indian 

migrants in the later part of the 20th century. Watkins-Owens also found that limited job 

opportunities available for black men in general hindered the establish the kind of 

occupational niches seen among white ethnic groups in industrial cities at the time, and 
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“would have undoubtedly heightened the competition between immigrant and native job 

seekers” (167). At the turn of the 21st century, we find English-speaking migrants from 

the West Indies strongly collectively self-identify as West Indian despite coming from an 

intensely nationally fractious region (Manning 1990, Nurse 1999, Hintzen 2001). The 

traditionally and characteristically Trinidadian carnival has become a tool for the 

construction of collective identity only among West Indians abroad (Manning 1990, 

Nurse 1999); such public displays help the West Indian community demand recognition 

as a major political bloc (Kasinitz 1992). This collective identification becomes further 

entrenched with the realization of the significance of white America’s perception of West 

Indians as not African American. West Indians are labeled a “model minority” by the 

white mainstream because it can recognize its very particular image of achieving success 

“through merit, sacrifice, and hard work…[and] having overcome the obstacles of 

poverty and migratory” reflected back upon it by the West Indian community (Hintzen 

2001:36). Returning to the case at hand, while Yucatec Maya individuals differentiate 

themselves from other Mexicans and Mayans through the collective identity of Yucateco, 

in the context of Alianza and its constituency, there remains an acceptance of various 

forms of collective identity even if not expressed in name; Alianza participates in the 

Mission’s annual pan-Latin American Carnival parade in May and a universal indigenous 

rights poster hangs on the door to the office. As anywhere, these positionings are in 

always in motion. 

With the U.S. system of race and ethnicity in mind, Tomás was wary of checking 

the box for “American Indian” because, as he explained, he did not want to affect how 

the U.S. government determines funding for U.S. Native American groups, which he 
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believed was based on census data. He understands generally that numbers are used in 

decisions on the allocation of resources and recommended instead that individuals select 

“some other race” and write-in “Yucateco.” In this instance, allying himself with and 

focused on the needs of Native American NGOs and their funding concerns. However, 

others made the argument that they are Indians of the Americas and, therefore, American 

Indian and wanted to be recognized as such; recognition, here, being validation through 

enumeration. Because of his sensitivity to the imagined needs of another indigenous 

community Tomás considered this to be a “careless” position that would result in 

unintended consequences, in particular: 

that the Native American groups would see us as opportunistic. The thought was 
that these people have been struggling for generations to earn rights, and they 
finally got them. And it’s this weird system where you have to register with your 
tribe, and you have to prove that you have some genetics, or relatives, or 
connections to the tribe to then access those resources, and so we don’t want to 
make those people feel that now we are trying to take advantage of this. 
Immigrants are already seen as opportunistic and stealing services from people 
and things like that. So we didn’t want to add to that and then alienate somebody 
who we thought were our potential allies.  

 
The above quote begins with Tomás expressing concern over impacting the struggles for 

American Indian rights in the U.S. In particular, he expresses awareness of a government 

recognition process through which American Indian groups attain special rights, though 

he does not have the specialized knowledge of what, exactly, that process is. Census 

information, it turns out, has little to no influence upon the federal recognition process 

precisely because “American Indian” is presented as a racial category not a political one; 

the census “counts” all self-reported American Indians as American Indian.  

The federal recognition process in the U.S. is fraught, with well over one hundred 

federal recognition petitions currently, each taking over a decade for the Bureau of Indian 
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Affairs (BIA) to review and make a verdict. The development of and politics surrounding 

U.S. federal and state recognition policies are beyond the scope of this chapter,50 

however, in the most basic of explanations, the seven requirements listed by the BIA 

(1978) that must be met for a tribe to be considered “Indian” under federal law are: 

(1) Establish that they have been identified from historical times to the present on 
a substantially continuous basis as “American Indian” or “aboriginal”; 
 

(2) Establish that a substantial portion of the group inhabits a specific area or 
lives in a community viewed as American Indian and distinct from other 
populations in the area, and that its members are descendants of an Indian 
tribe, which historically inhabited a specific area; 

 
(3) Furnish a statement of fact, which establishes that the group has maintained 

political influence or other authority over its members as an autonomous 
entity throughout history until the present; 

 
(4) Furnish a copy of the group’s present governing document, or in the absence 

of such a written document, a statement describing in full the membership 
criteria and the procedures through which the group currently governs its 
affairs and its members; 

 
(5) Furnish a list of all known current members of the group and a copy of each 

available former list of members based on the group’s own defined 
membership criteria. The membership must consist of individuals who have 
established, using evidence acceptable to the Secretary of the Interior, 
descendancy from a tribe which existed historically or from historical tribes 
which existed historically or from historical tribes which combined and 
functioned as a single autonomous entity; 

 
(6) Establish that the membership of the group is composed principally of persons 

who are not members of any other North American Indian tribe; and, 
Establish that neither the group nor its members are the subject of 
congressional legislation which has expressly terminated or forbidden the 
Federal relationship. [Miller 2003:79] 
 

Technically, federal acknowledgement legislation does not include the blood quantum 

requirement that Tomás mentioned, but the requirement to prove lineal Indian ancestry 

through various forms of “official” documentation, is indeed biogenetic in nature (Tolley 
                                                             
50 For history and analyses of federal recognition and non-recognition, and contemporary sovereignty 
battles see Miller (2003), Miller (2004), Tolley (2006), Klopotek (2011), Den Ouden and O’Brian (2013) 
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2006:168).51 State recognition is an uncodifed process varying from state to state. At 

minimum, it merely acknowledges Indian identity without any guarantee of land rights, 

protection from federal or state taxes, or EPA legislation (Koenig and Stein 2013). The 

federal recognition process creates a particular kind of power relationship, not only 

between the U.S. government and Native American tribes, but also between federally and 

non-federally recognized tribes themselves. Recognition creates boundaries that serve to 

prescribe who has legitimacy to represent the needs of indigenous communities and to 

argue for indigenous rights, whose suffering is acknowledged, and who is deserving of 

sovereignty. And with the tangible benefits that result from gaming enterprises, 

recognition creates significant wealth disparities as well.52 

In his role as president of an NGO the census was not singularly and strategically 

about creating a demonstrable target community of Yucatec Mayans. In thinking about 

how to present the Yucatec Maya community to the U.S. federal government Tomás was 

simultaneously taking into account what he believed to be the needs and concerns of U.S. 

Native American groups as well as the attitude of American public toward migrants 

regarding citizenship and resource distribution: “Immigrants are already seen as 

opportunistic and stealing services from people and things like that. So we didn’t want to 

add to that and then alienate somebody who we thought were our potential allies.” This is 

more than a simple issue of strategic essentialism of the Yucatec Maya community in 

relation to the U.S. state in order to gain access to resources. The consequences of any 

particular positioning must be weighed not only in terms of how the character of the 
                                                             
51 It should be noted that legal Native Hawaiian status continues to have a 50-percent-or-more blood 
quantum due to the U.S. government’s distinction between “Indian Nations” and “foreign tribes” in the 
Constitution (Kauanui 2008). J. Kēhaulani Kauanui has done remarkable work on the development of the 
fifty-percent blood quantum regulation; see additionally (1999, 2002). 
52 As of this writing federal recognition criteria are in the process of being modified by the Obama 
administration. 
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Maya community might be viewed by others in general, but also in terms of the material 

consequences for the Native American community, who are seen as potential allies 

through a shared indigeneity that could materialize as both political solidarity and a more 

general solidarity in identity. 

Tomás acknowledged that the census had facilitated this conversation about the 

positioning of the Yucatec Maya community within the politics of race in the U.S. It is a 

conversation that he knew was ongoing, but one that he felt the Yucatec Maya 

community had never been compelled to become a part of: it “was not present in our 

everyday lives, as if, for example, we were African Americans.” What I think Tomás was 

trying to express is a belief that the Yucatec Maya community, as a very recent migrant 

group in the history of the U.S., is as of yet unprepared to engage in a discussion about 

race in the U.S. because they had never been in a situation like the census, in which such 

a specific articulation of race was necessary. Here, Tomás is not suggesting that only 

African Americans have race (in the way that only women have gender, for example), but 

rather, that this is how he sees race being framed in the U.S. context. “Race,” it seems to 

him, is imposed upon the African American community, whereas the Yucatec Maya 

community can choose not to be a part of it.  

 

Discussion 

Every ten years the U.S. Census Bureau asks individuals to make themselves 

statistically legible within a landscape of federally recognized identities. The particular 

issues of identity politics I have explored in this chapter have focused on how the 

Yucatec Maya community in San Francisco might best represent itself in order to be in a 
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position to acquire material and other government or private resources in the future. 

When funding for various health and social welfare programs necessitates a target 

population this would require filling out the census form as uniformly as possible to be 

able to produce measureable “hard data.” The nature of these categories, and Tomás’ 

struggle over which boxes to check, are shifting not merely because of political and 

economic interests, but his own personal experiences and needs and those of the Yucatec 

Maya community in San Francisco that he feels a responsibility to. It reflects the different 

and sometimes competing interests among the obligations that one feels to various 

communities and interest groups. He was explicitly concerned with the Yucatec Maya 

community alienating “potential allies.” 

My feeling was that we were scared of it: “Ok, do we really want to go that route 
and push our agenda based on “We’re Native Americans” or “We’re indigenous” 
or “We’re Mayans,” or what are we, right? Are we Latinos, are we not? What are 
the consequences and implications of going whichever route? I think there’s also 
the fact that when we talk about race and try push the indigenous agenda too far 
there’s also a danger to alienate the Latino community against you. Because they 
are as much a part of us in terms of the immigrant experience, even though we see 
them as—“Ok, you guys weren’t very nice to us back home”…In the end it could 
turn out to be pretty ugly dynamics and what are the consequences of doing it, 
right?  
 

Tomás’ concern is not simply a question of self-identification—“are we” or “are we not” 

Latinos? Or, Native Americans? Or, Mayans? There is a politics that emerges in urban 

communities in which people find themselves always in the position of having to form 

alliances, a “slipperiness of identity” that Roger Sanjek (1998) recognized in his 

chronology of neighborhood activism in New York City in the second-half of the 20th 

century, The Future of Us All. He explored the processes through which collective 

identities form in response to government policies and local development. In San 

Francisco, it is the census that sets the terms for the politicking around which Alianza del 
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Pueblo Maya must position itself. In his work Sanjek identified “in their common culture 

of political struggle, [neighborhood groups] began to see each other ‘in the round,’ as 

persons who resided in the same place and faced the same threats to their quality of life” 

(330). And it is in this realization as well that Tomás finds himself trying to reckon the 

history of racism in Mexico and Latin America, with value of coalition in diaspora, and 

with what is arguably an implicit association of indigenous peoples from Latin America 

with the greater Latino community in the U.S. as we saw, for example, in the census 

meetings held by Acción Latina. 

I began this chapter with numbers and the enumeration of the Yucatec Maya 

population in San Francisco. Numbers bring things into existence, and in very particular 

ways. In the end, an inability to reach a consensus caused Tomás to see this attempt as a 

complete failure in the effort to count Yucatecans, Mayas, Native Americans, and Latinos 

in the city. In the next chapter, deliberations over the use of the English word 

“indigenous” and the Spanish word “indígena” during the grant-writing process for a 

California state-funded public health grant, will offer us another window into identities 

are negotiated.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Anxiety of Coalition 

 

When I began my research with Alianza del Pueblo Maya in April of 2010, the 

organization had recently been awarded a five-year, $1.25 million dollar grant from the 

San Francisco Department of Public Health’s Community Behavioral Health Services. 

The grant was designed for the creation of preventative and early-intervention programs 

to treat mental illness among underserved communities. Alianza was still in its first year 

of the Indígena Care Initiative, a public health initiative aimed at the indigenous Latin 

American migrant community. In this chapter, I will examine the grant writing process 

and, specifically, how the director of Alianza, Tomás, had to navigate questions of 

community and indigeneity. In chapter four I explored how the process of filling out the 

U.S. Census led the organization to discuss its place in a landscape of federally 

recognized identities, in which the decision about which boxes to check was open to 

interpretation. Tomás felt that their answer to the census’ Hispanic origins and race 

questions would have ramifications for the alliances that Alianza could form. Chapter 

five begins with Alianza’s “indigenous” status as a given. We will see how indigeneity 

was simultaneously presumed to already exist but also negotiated to leave openings for 

collaboration, re-defining, re-positioning in the future.  

* * * 

Just one year earlier Alianza’s office was little more than a utility closet in the 

recreation center of a Presbyterian Church. Tomás knew it was in the organization’s 

interest to find a sustainable funding source to build its infrastructure and reach more 
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people.  At the time, these activities were limited to a jarana dance troupe that practiced 

regularly on Sundays and participation in the Mission’s annual Carnival Parade in May, 

and financial support of two baseball teams for their Yucatec Maya constituency, who 

played in a league of other teams from Mexico.  

In 2008, Alianza organized an Indigenous Interpreters program with partial 

funding from the Office of Minority Health in San Francisco, with the intention of 

facilitating access to medical and legal services of Maya speakers in San Francisco. Six 

members of the Maya community in San Francisco were trained and certified to provide 

interpreter services in their native languages, including Yucatec Maya, Tzeltal and Chol 

(spoken in Chiapas), and Mam (spoken in Guatemala). That the Yucatec Maya interpreter 

was flown to Los Angeles to act as a court interpreter is a testament to the need for this 

service.   

With the money provided by the grant Alianza rented two offices in the Mission 

District, a major hub of activity amongst the Latin American and Latino communities. 

One office contained a large conference table and cubicles for the Indígena Care 

Initiative Program Manager (Tomás), Program Assistant, and Case Manager. The other 

held the Indígena Care Initiative’s programs and supplies, as well as a mini-fridge, coffee 

pot, and all the usual office staples that the utility closet had no room for. This space also 

allowed Alianza to institutionalize Plaza Educativa Maya, a program in collaboration 

with the Mexican Consulate and the Berkeley Bi-national Educational Initiative to 

provide adults with the education and exams necessary to obtain primary and middle 

school diplomas from Mexico. This program had been all but impossible in the smaller 

office space.  
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Proposition 63 

Tomás functioned as the face of Alianza—the member most involved with other 

Latino and Indigenous groups in San Francisco. As I explained in chapter four, he also 

has a very different background and journey to San Francisco than the majority of the 

organization’s constituency. He comes from a middle-class family in Mexico City. His 

father and two brothers are doctors, a third brother is an architect, and his mother recently 

received her doctorate in archaeology. The vast majority of Alianza’s constituents, the 

promotores, and several board members, did not have access to even secondary school 

education and came to the U.S. to earn money to support their families in Yucatán. 

 Within Alianza, the position of President is a volunteer position. Tomás’ salary 

came from his job as a counselor with the Fundación Chicano/Latino, an organization 

whose mission is “to promote and enhance the health and wellbeing of Chicanos/Latinos 

and multicultural/multiracial youth in San Francisco.”53 It was through this connection 

that Alianza began addressing the health of the migrant community.  

Alianza’s funding was created through the State of California Mental Health 

Services Act, or Proposition 63, passed in 2004. The measure was a response to the 

drastic cuts made to services for people with severe mental illness in California thirty 

years prior. The bill argues that the previous cuts led to an increase in the homeless 

population of the state that imposes high costs on state and local governments as a result 

of strain on emergency medical care, unemployment services, housing aid, law 

enforcement, and adult and juvenile jail and prison expenses (sec. 2c).  Prop 63 was 

meant to provide the finances and programs necessary to identify those most affected by 
                                                             
53 http://ifrsf.org  
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serious mental illness deserving of priority attention, which include prevention and early 

intervention programs, as well as appropriate medical care. 

The bill sought innovative public health service programs “including culturally 

and linguistically competent approaches for underserved populations” (sec. 3c). 

Fundación Chicano/Latino and Alianza successfully proposed the Indigena Care Project, 

whose mission is “to improve the health and wellness of indigenous families in San 

Francisco.” The Indígena Care Initiative features two public health interventions. The 

first, Cultura y Salud (Culture and Health), addresses the immediate concerns of Prop 63 

through services and activities that include “the delivery of traditional spiritual and other 

healing activities, targeted health education and early interventions, and bridging cultural 

and linguistic gaps that exist within public health settings.”54 The second, Indigena Care 

Promotores Program, is the peer-based component of the Initiative’s intervention and 

outreach, which I will discuss later in this chapter. 

In the proposal a distinction is made between indígena and Latino migrants. In 

San Francisco indigenous migrants “speak their native languages and preserve and 

practice in their daily lives much of their ancient culture and traditions.” The grant 

continues to make a case for indígena migrants as an underserved and at risk population: 

Unfortunately, in their countries of origin these same differences have contributed 
to the exclusion of these communities and they have been misused to justify 
discrimination, racism, and economic and political oppression against Indigena 
people. In the United States, some of these same factors exist creating social 
isolation of this community and enhancing the mistrust of Indigena families to the 
social systems of support. Centuries of discrimination, isolation, poverty, political 
and economic oppression and more recently, civil war, immigration and family 
separation are contributing factors to the raising levels of stress, depression and 
trauma that many Indigena families suffer in San Francisco. The effects of factors 
in addition to the historical trauma that many Indigena families carry in part 
contribute to other community health issues such as alcoholism, drug addictions, 

                                                             
54 To maintain anonymity all bibliographic details of the grant proposal will be excluded. 
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domestic violence, gang involvement and incarceration. 
 

The argument put forth is both historically- and geopolitically-situated. The grant 

proposal traces racial and ethnic discrimination from indigenous migrants’ countries of 

origin, to the U.S. A distrust of the government developed “back home” is brought to 

bear on the relationship between indigenous migrants and social welfare opportunities in 

San Francisco. The distinction between indígena and Latino migrants is further situated 

temporally, as carrying the baggage of centuries of discrimination and oppression from 

Spanish invasion to recent civil war, to contemporary migration patterns that divide 

families. The toll this takes on the physical and mental wellbeing of indígena migrants is 

presented as uniquely their own. An argument is made for a targeted public health 

program to respond to the needs of indígena migrants, without explicitly implicating the 

non-indigenous Latin American migrant and Latino communities in the traumas faced by 

the indígena population. 

 

Indígena Care Initiative 

Indigena Care Promotres Program 

The Promotres de Salud (Health Promoters) delivered the Indígena Care 

Initiative’s peer-based intervention and outreach to the Maya community. In 2009 

Alianza put out a job announcement in search of promotores, the essential criteria being 

the ability to speak, or at least understand, Maya from Yucatán, Chiapas, and Guatemala. 

Although Spanish often serves as a lingua franca among indigenous migrants from Latin 

America in San Francisco, the requirement of speaking a Mayan language was still a 

pragmatic one. It not only provided for translation services for those in need, but allowed 
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for outreach to members of the migrant community who might better trust an 

organization that appeared to represent them, as language remains inseparable from larger 

group and individual identity (see esp. Whiteside 2004).  

Tomás, Elías, a board member, and Victor, the behavioral health specialist for the 

Indígena Care Initiative, reviewed the 15-20 applications submitted and the most 

significant question influencing their decision turned out to be “Why do you want to be a 

promotora?” There were those respondents who had left it blank and others that wrote 

something akin to, “Because it would be cool.” Those who were eventually selected 

wrote about wanting to be a community worker or seeing the position as a career path. 

Tomás also admits to a bias toward a few volunteers who were already close to the 

organization. For example, two of the promotores, Irma and Santino, had completed the 

Indigenous Interpreters certification course in 2008, in Yucatec Maya and Tzeltal, 

respectively. 

Seven promotores were hired to create and run the “cultural programs” offered by 

Alianza under this grant. Felipa, a Maya K’iche’ woman from highland Guatemala, was 

the only promotora who had a visa to move between the U.S. and home. She was also the 

only promotora who had received post-secondary education—she earned a bachelor’s 

degree in social work in Guatemala—and has a long history as an educator, activist, and 

researcher. 

 Of the remaining six promotores, four are from Yucatán. Irma, Julia, and Marta, 

who migrated to the U.S. with her father when she was eight years old, came from 

Oxkutzcab, and Briceda, from the nearby municipality of Akil. Finally, from Chiapas, 

Gabriela and Santino—who often spoke of one day returning home and becoming a 
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Zapatista. These six individuals entered the U.S. clandestinely; the five women have 

since started families in San Francisco. Briceda crossed the frontera with her husband and 

young son, but had to leave her other child with family back in Akil. Irma, Julia, Marta, 

Briceda, and Gabriela have all obtained U-visas since arriving in the U.S. The U-visa is 

given to individuals who aid in the prosecution of a crime.55 It permits temporary legal 

status for four years, along with a work permit and Social Security number. All state 

employees are required to have a valid Social Security number, a mandate that also 

applied to those employed through state funded grants. To comply, Santino had been 

using a purchased Social Security number. One afternoon while we were making 

decorations for the Carnival parade, Tomás was informed that a random social security 

check found Santino’s number to be invalid.  He had to leave the Indígena Care Initiative, 

but remained able to work with Alianza as an Indigenous Interpreter.  

The promotora model is aimed at community empowerment. Tomás had worked 

with promotores in San Mateo County, California for many years in a previous public 

health job. He believed in its ability to strengthen the community and “[get] some people 

started onto becoming self-sufficient and helping their fellow community members being 

as well self-sufficient.” He also saw the potential for the promotora model to create 

leaders, which he saw as one of the goals of the Indígena Care Initiative. The promotores 

would also bring their own connections to the community, which would help Alianza 

expand membership. The promotores received training in conducting research, education 

and outreach activities, and social services referrals.  

 

 
                                                             
55 Often, these are women reporting instances of domestic violence. 
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Indígena Care Initiative Programs 

In addition to the existing activities offered by Alianza, which I mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, they also created several new programs specifically for the 

Indígena Care Initiative.  Xúunán Cab, a semi-weekly workshop for women largely 

focused on the hilo contado style of needlepoint in Yucatán. The program is named for 

the stingless bee indigenous to the Yucatán Peninsula. The workshop was designed to be 

a safe, therapeutic environment where women could share their difficulties and 

experiences. Another program, Los míercoles son para compartir (Wednesdays are for 

sharing), was a space for people to come together to talk about the issues they faced. 

Each week focused on a particular theme, which included natural medicine, domestic 

violence, migrant rights, addiction, stress, maternity and childrearing in Maya culture, 

cuentos y leyendas de nuestros pueblos, proper food storage techniques to prevent illness, 

and padres y hijos, which engaged with strategies for maintaining good communication 

and familial relationships.  

While I was with Alianza two additional programs were introduced. The first, 

Actividad Física y Nutrición (Physical Activity and Nutrition), was presented in 

conjunction with Campeones del Cambio (Champions for Change), a program under the 

California Department of Public Health meant to encourage families to consider better 

nutrition and physical activity. This was comprised of semi-weekly sessions that included 

discussion about nutrition and twenty-minutes of exercise (usually Zumba). The second 

program was a semi-weekly workshop dedicated to teaching the hand weaving technique 

of hammock making.56  

                                                             
56 Due to the excessive heat, the hammock is a preferred means of sleeping for many people in Yucatán. 
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Finally, the Indígena Care Initiative proposal included promoting information 

concerning health resources during various cultural events and activities that include “Día 

de Los Muertos, Fiesta de Colores, Mayahuel, Año Nuevo Maya and at least one of the 

traditional celebrations that [Alianza del Pueblo Maya] organizes every year.” This 

traditional celebration materialized to be a yearly Encuentro de Culturas de America 

(Meeting of the Cultures of America), an event to celebrate “the guardians of our 

traditions.” The encuentro I attended included food from across Yucatán and Central 

America (the promotores did the cooking). It began with a kind of pan-indigenous 

“traditional” opening ceremony that involved candles, flowers, and praying to the four 

cardinal directions. This was followed by dance performances from various Native 

American and Mayan groups in the Bay Area, and awards given to personas que trabajan 

en preservación de la cultura Maya (people who work to preserve the Maya culture). The 

first went to a Kaqchikel curandero from Guatemala and the second to a long-time 

migrant from Peto, Yucatán who formed the first Jarana dance troupe in the Bay Area. 

An exit survey asked questions including: “Did this event bring back memories of your 

town or country? How did you feel during this event? Could you recognize traditions and 

customs from other pueblos/cultures? Is it important to hold this type of event? Would 

you participate in an event like this again?” 

 

Grant Writing 

Tomás recalls when the grant came to the attention of the Public Health and non-

profit community in San Francisco. Various working groups were convened separately 

among the African American, Asian Pacific American, and Native American 
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communities. Tomás explained that he was brought on board when Fundación 

Chicano/Latino formed such a working group among the Latino community. In his 

words: 

…basically, they brought me on board trying to represent the indígena element, 
which I was very resistant to accept because at the time [Alianza] was already—
we were already an organization but we weren't like, as we are now. So, I was 
very hesitant to just step-in and say: "Yeah, we're representing all of the 
indigenous in San Francisco," right?  But I guess I just went along with it, and it's 
one of those situations where it's a little bit about the politics and you kind of have 
not much choice, and you're sitting in there and people see you in a particular 
way, so even if you fight it they just insist because it is convenient for them to see 
you that way… 
 

At the time Alianza operated out of the utility closet. It was a much more limited 

operation in terms of budget, activities, and outreach. They are a relatively recent migrant 

community in San Francisco, who, as discussed, are still figuring out who they are in this 

context, and how to create and pursue alliances. Alianza itself only solidified as an 

organization in 2004. “We were already an organization but we weren’t like, as we are 

now,” Meaning that they are now an organization with greater visibility and name 

recognition among multiple communities. A high profile grant brings with it visibility to 

the NGO community and the encuentros were a way to reach out to other groups.  

But then again, when we wrote the proposal it was understood that the ones who 
were going to bring the indigeneity to the Indígena Care Initiative was, us. That 
was our element. If we weren’t there the thing could not be called the Indígena 
Care Initiative, even though Anita continues to think that they are indígena 
because they do Aztec dance every other month and they perform some 
ceremonies that are beautifully staged. The reality is that given the city was under 
the understanding that this program was going to provide services to Maya 
immigrants, then if you’re gonna do that then you need to have some Maya 
presence in the design and thinking and the delivery.  
 

Although Tomás expressed discomfort in feeling like he was being put in the position to 

represent all indigenous people of Latin American descent in San Francisco, he went 
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along with it because he felt the politics of the situation left him no choice: People see 

you a certain way because it helps them to further their goals. Of course, it also helps 

Alianza further its goals of moving out of the utility closet. Tomás’ narrative also makes 

clear that he did not need the Latino working group to tell him he was indigenous, or 

even to put him in that box, he already knew that was the role he would play. This is a 

different framing than we saw with the Census, when the Yucatec Maya community was 

not so clearly defined. Indeed at the Acción Latina meetings, some felt that indigenous 

groups from Latin America were being folded into the Latino community and not 

distinguished from it. In this instance, Tomás does not face the same conflict of “are we” 

or “are we not” Latino or indigenous. 

I would like to focus in on the “they” whose authenticity Tomás called into 

question in the sentence “Anita continues to think that they are indígena because they do 

Aztec dance every other month and they perform some ceremonies that are beautifully 

staged” (emphasis mine). He is referring to the Mexica danzantes of the Aztec revivalist 

movement. It is an urban mestizo movement originating in Mexico City and dating back 

some 30 years (Job 2010:6). It began as a reaction against Mexico’s domination by the 

U.S., as well as materialism, corruption, and moral decay (ibid.). Calpullis, dance groups, 

are the foot soldiers of this movement—called guerreros (warriors). They believe that it 

is only through carrying out particular movements that one can transcend the current state 

of the world (ibid.). The dance is a sacred ritual that venerates ollin, the Fifth Sun or Age 

of Aztecs, and prepares for the coming of the Sixth Sun. The beating drums represent the 

heartbeat of Tonatzin, Mother Earth, and the dance gives back energy to the Earth and the 

Sun; “the dance is a “sacrifice” of time, energy and “normal life” which gives back to 
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those—the ancestors, the plants, the animals, the water, the Earth, the Sun, the Cosmos—

who gave us life” (Job 2010:7). Many dancers learn to speak Nahuatl, a language traced 

back to the ancient Aztecs, and give themselves Aztec names, complete with naming 

ceremonies. The Aztec revivalist movement is an explicitly cultural survivalist discourse; 

the focus is not on continuity from the past but on reclaiming it. 

 Tomás’ challenge is coming from a very particular critique regarding the claiming 

of indigeneity. Of these Aztec revivalist groups he explains, “They can choose and pick 

when they want to and when they do not want to be indigenous. They can afford it. And 

Yucatecos mostly cannot.57 They are indigenous everywhere they go.” He argues that 

these groups garner resources as Latinos, while also tapping into resources for indigenous 

peoples, further disempowering an already disenfranchised indigenous community who 

can only claim the latter: “Do you guys have to tap into our only little sources of funding 

for our program by claiming something that you can easily not claim that you are?” he 

asks. For Tomás, the way in which Aztec revivalist dance groups in San Francisco take 

advantage of various indigenous funding opportunities ignores the history of 

marginalization of, and violence against, indigenous experiences back in Mexico and 

Latin America, as well as in the U.S. 

I just think that in indigenous communities that have remained more or less closer 
to their ancient pre-Columbian language and culture have been historically 
excluded and pushed around and mistreated, or plain killed and tortured over this 
particular fact that they speak this language and the fact that they practice all these 
cultural practices. 
 

He offered two examples to illustrate the way that indigeneity was being manipulated to 

garner resources. The first, a grant from The San Francisco Arts Commission’s program 

called Native American Cultural Arts Traditions. The initial call for applications was 
                                                             
57 Here, Yucateco is being used to refer to Yucatec Mayan individuals. 
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exclusive to Native Americans within the United States. After realizing that only a few 

organizations from San Francisco were eligible, the Arts Commission extended the grant 

to apply to indigenous peoples from across the Americas. The major Latino 

organizations, he said, “have all got their token Maya person on their board of directors.” 

Fundación Chicano/Latino, in particular, brought on board a woman “who claims to be 

indígena and she’s from Guatemala, and she’s Mayan.” Not only do they forefront this 

person’s participation when they apply, but to Tomás “it’s evident that they just brought 

this lady on board so that they could access this funding,” which they succeeded in doing. 

Next Tomás recalled, 

A long time community leader, Pedro Rodriguez, he’s from Guatemala, but if you 
look at him, you know he’s mestizo, he’s a Guatemalteco. They put out a proposal 
for some “Maya Youth 2012,” some weird thing with the calendar. And he got the 
money! And I’m just looking at those people and I feel like: “Gosh, you guys are 
tapping into this money and you’re not looking back at who you are doing this to. 
It’s a little bit difficult to watch that happen. 

 
Tomás’ critique that these Latino organizations are not “looking back at who you are 

doing this to,” reflects the concern he had when considering the potential consequences 

of the Yucatec Maya community self-identifying as American Indian on the U.S. Census 

form: “The thought was that these people have been struggling for generations to earn 

rights, and they finally got them…and so we don’t want to make those people feel that 

now we are trying to take advantage of this.” However, what is different in the critique 

leveled against Latino organizations is that it is further situated within a space of unequal 

distribution of power and resources. He views the Latino community as already having a 

great deal of power and resources in hand. At the same time, Tomás struggles with how 

reasonable it is to level these critiques against them.  
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And then again, it's hard, because here we are, all of us talking about how our 
cultures were obliterated, right? They were just erased. The language, the culture 
were colonized. And part of it was this culture of colonization. And then there's 
this group of people who have decided "Oh, we're just going to reclaim our 
indigenous identity and try to reinterpret it to the best of our knowledge.” And I 
kind of want to give them credit for that. That's a good thing! That's 
commendable. Yeah, I think we're in this position that's really difficult to argue 
with because part of what we do is actually about that; to get people to be proud 
of who they are and, you know, claim it.  
 

Tomás recognizes the common culture of political struggle that exists between Yucatec 

Mayans and the non-indigenous Latino community. They share a history marked by the 

trauma of colonization. But when limited resources come into play, it can be difficult to 

maintain this perspective. 

 

Indigenous, or Indígena? 

Note that in the Indígena Care Initiative title, the word indígena remains in its 

Spanish-language form. Tomás explained that in considering the name of the program 

Anita argued that “indigenous” is a self-referential term used by Native Americans in the 

U.S. Although skeptical of Anita’s interpretation, he explained:  

And again, we didn’t want to step on those toes and say: “We’re indigenous and 
not you and we’re more and so,” you know, “we’re wronging you over,” and that 
kind of thing. And so, we were like, “Well, maybe we can do it in Spanish? And 
that way we’re not calling ourselves indigenous, we’re calling ourselves 
indígena.” And the other part of it is, most people of indigenous descent in 
Spanish-speaking countries are familiar with that term, “indígena”…That was 
very much Anita’s own agenda. 

Regardless of whether or not he agrees with Anita in this instance—that the Native 

American community in the U.S. commonly refers to itself as indigenous—Tomás 

expresses a critical awareness of not only what this term is but what it could be and what 

it can potentially do. What we see in Tomás’ narrative about the naming process is the 

carving out of a space to be indigenous in relation to others. But it is also an issue of self-
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identification among their Spanish-speaking constituency. Here indígena acts as a 

chronotopic association with Latin America through the invoking of Spanish as a code. 

Both he and Anita are imagining future ways they may be situated in relation to other 

communities and diverse groups, carefully leaving openings that would allow for 

everyone to be indigenous. Through his position and experience in the public health 

sector and non-profit community, Tomás is heavily involved in interacting with other 

Latino-, indigenous-, and Native American-focused organizations in San Francisco and 

feels an obligation to work around the—however imagined—needs and concerns of these 

communities. If we can only make claims to rights vis-à-vis identity categories (i.e. the 

culturalization of politics) then we will retain this problem of how to mobilize broadly. 

Tomás is recognizing that problem, too.  

This was also a moment when, according to Tomás, Alianza was becoming a 

formal institution: “we were already an organization but we weren't like, as we are now.” 

“As we are now,” again, meaning an organization with a budget of $1.25 million dollars, 

with offices, and without the threat of imminent collapse hanging over their heads. “As 

we are now” also means programs that reach a broader audience and have more impact 

within the Yucatec Maya community.  

Tomás is aware that maintaining a good relationship with Anita and the Native 

American community could pay off in terms of future opportunities or funding and 

collaboration for Alianza. For instance, months later, Alianza was asked by a local 

American Indian community organization to join in a multi-year implementation and 

evaluation of a “wraparound services” program for Native American youth, funded by 
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the Health and Human Services Division of the Federal Government.58 Because the 

organization did not believe it had a large enough constituency to fulfill the necessary 

quota of participants for the study, the director invited Alianza to participate. In this 

instance, whether or not Alianza’s constituents were Native American was never called 

into question.  

In this instance, indígena is used to signal indigenous persons who are non-U.S. 

citizens and non-U.S. federally-recognized Native Americans who were not in 

competition for particular forms of government funding. “Indígena” becomes a crucial 

word that is being deployed to perform as conventionally used and expected symbols of 

“authentic indigenous culture”– such as language, dance, dress, ritual – that are mobilized 

to demonstrate authenticity within multicultural societies. However, within the U.S. NGO 

landscape indígena is a word that will implicitly mark them as indigenous but not Native 

American.  

 

Discussion 

Anthropologists have theorized different forms of constructivism and essentialism 

for years, yet none serve adequately to characterize this particular context of identity 

politics. While there is certainly a purposeful element to the ways in which Tomás and 

Alianza consider their position across the landscape of coalition-based political struggle 

in San Francisco, strategic essentialism tends to theorize a one-to-one correlation between 

self-representation and political solidarity or desired outcome, and presents claims of 

indigenous identity as calculating and inauthentic. Eric Hobsbawm’s (1983) “invention of 

                                                             
58 The wraparound services model attempts to integrate all services a family is receiving such as those 
pertaining to physical health, mental health, food assistance, financial support, after school programs, and 
so on, to improve communication and coordination among all providers. 
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tradition” suggests a similar elaboration and implication of inauthenticity. Edward 

Fischer (1999) attempts to bridge the gap between constructivism and essentialism with 

his concept of cultural logic, “the essential continuity underlying cultural forms” (488). 

Maya culture, here, is “a historically continuous construction that adapts to changing 

circumstances while remaining true to a perceived essence of Mayaness” (488). Joannes 

Fabian criticizes this concept as “faith in the explanatory power of ‘logic’” (1999: 490). It 

relies on a static notion of authenticity that describes an underlying condition, not the 

responses to the changing political conditions Fischer references. What we see in San 

Francisco, I would argue, is savvier and more self-aware than any of these previous 

interpretations of identity politics allows. These concepts are also unable to take into 

account the multiple, simultaneous, constantly shifting fields of power in which these 

actors are embedded. 

 Tania Li (2000) draws on Stuart Hall’s framing of positioning and articulation in 

order to understand why certain groups in Indonesia—who no one would argue were not 

the original inhabitants of the land—come to mobilize a collective “indigenous” or 

“tribal” identity while others do not. She argues, 

A group’s self-identification as tribal or indigenous is not natural or inevitable, 
but neither is it simply invented, adopted, or imposed. It is, rather, a positioning 
which draws upon historically sedimented practices, landscapes, and repertoires 
of meaning, and emerges through particular patters of engagement and struggle. 
The conjunctures at which (some) people come to identify themselves as 
indigenous, realigning the ways they connect to the nation, the government, and 
their own, unique tribal place, are the continent products of agency and the 
cultural and political work of articulation. [151] 
 

I find Li’s approach most suited to helping us move toward an understanding of how and 

why anxieties arise at various, and shifting, moments of recognition in this particular 

context. In this chapter, the Latino working group had already prescribed the role of 
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“indigenous” to Alianza, which is also how the organization self-identifies. However, 

there is a contentious history of the relationship between indigenous and non-indigenous 

peoples in Latin America that is brought to bear on this collaboration as well. Tomás does 

not see the Aztec revivalist movement and the danzantes as indigenous, as they see 

themselves. That some of the funding will likely go to develop programs for such groups 

is a reflection of the power imbalance being replicated in their use of indigenous people 

as tokens to encroach upon resources intended for indigenous groups.  

 In choosing the name “Indígena Care Initiative,” language and political 

geography were considered important factors to work around. The word “indígena” 

worked to signal that the program was not taking funding away from Native American 

groups. Indígena would also signal to the indigenous migrants from Latin America that 

this program was for them to utilize. 

 In the inter-group discussions about the options for filling out the U.S. Census, 

Alianza was again thinking about the relationship between indigenous and non-

indigenous people from Latin America who were not sure they wanted to be enumerated 

as a part of the Hispanic/Latino community. In choosing which boxes to check or names 

to fill in on the census form, consideration was also made about the fact that migrants in 

the U.S. are often presented to the public as “opportunistic and stealing resources,” as 

Tomás expressed in chapter four. There is nothing necessary, determined, absolute, or 

permanent about how Alianza was positioning the Yucatec Maya community in relation 

to different populations within San Francisco. Each instance of legibility was informed 

by what their relationship is, has been, and could be with the Latino and Native American 

communities in both Latin American and the U.S., problematizing the essentialist 
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readings of the mobilization of culture to make claims to resources. It is in having to 

document and formalize one’s indigeneity, that individuals negotiate the boundaries of 

what that means not only in the moment, but also to leave open the possibility for 

collaboration and re-defining and re-positioning themselves in an imagined future. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

 

This dissertation has tracked the mobilization of Yucatec Maya culture and 

identity across Yucatán, Mexico and San Francisco, California. I explored the efforts of 

Tuch Mukuy, U Najil Xook, and Alianza del Pueblo Maya to position themselves to be 

seen as Maya or indigenous by state and non-state actors across shifting fields of power 

and authority in Mexico and the United States.  

I sought to answer the question, what does the transnational do to culture, by 

examining how the current Yucatec Maya cultural revitalization movement is situated 

historically and geopolitically within Yucatán and Mexico, and the ways in which certain 

mobilizations of Maya culture are foreclosed upon. I then explored how migration 

between Yucatán and San Francisco opens up possibilities for alternative visions and 

mobilizations of culture and identity, and thusly, for the creation of alternative social 

projects built around coalition. 

Within Yucatán, in the space of the national, Tuch Mukuy and U Najil Xook have 

been trapped into particular configurations of culture that will always be past-oriented. 

We have seen how Maya culture becomes framed through terms such as revitalization 

and preservation, and packaged in forms of easily legible Mayaness, such as language 

and dress. Chapter two traced how the particular forms of Mayaness that Tuch Mukuy 

has cultivated are rooted in decades of state-sponsored theater in Mexico and state 

projects of cultural promotion and preservation. However, as Tuch Mukuy becomes more 

representative of “the community” from which it comes, it strays further from the state’s 
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vision of Maya culture and the distinction it bestowed upon Tuch Mukuy. The state’s 

recognition leaves no room for alternative visions of a Maya community theater troupe, 

visions that include Ana’s rejection of the ipile or Marisol’s inability to speak Maya.  

Chapter three explored the history of intensified attention to language that informs 

the current Maya language revitalization movement in Yucatán. I situated Antonia and U 

Najil Xook within the contemporary landscape of language revitalization in Yucatán. In 

this context, being a native Maya speaker (i.e. having spoken Maya since birth) has 

become the standard through which one’s identity as Maya is proven. Although 

seemingly exclusionary, linguistic unity is viewed by many in the movement as one of 

the only avenues of decolonization that the Maya have left. 

Chapters four and five shifted focus to San Francisco, California, where Alianza 

del Pueblo Maya becomes untethered from the future anterior temporality characteristic 

of recognition claims within the Mexican nation-state. Chapter four examined the many 

considerations made during the 2010 Census drive concerning how the organization’s 

constituency might answer the questions regarding Hispanic Ethnicity and Race in a way 

that would result in a statistically legible Yucatec Maya population. I found Tomás trying 

to reckon the history of racism in Mexico with the value of coalition in diaspora, while 

trying not to become constrained by what he sees as an implicit association of indigenous 

people from Latin America with the greater Latino community. 

Finally, chapter five examined the grant writing process for Alianza’s public 

health initiative the Indígena Care Initiative. I discussed how the word “indígena” was 

strategically deployed to leave room for potential future collaborations with Latino and 

Native American groups. Alianza cannot make the recognition claims based upon how 
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Chan Dznunu’un and U Najil Xook would make such claims “back home,” because there 

is a different history of rights and recognition in the U.S. context. Chapters four and five 

illustrated the way in which the potential for coalition, generates imagined obligations 

and commitment to other civil society organizations, and in particular, a commitment to 

not foreclose the possibility of future claims to indigeneity by other groups. The concerns 

related to resources are about this new context and how these groups can co-exist in this 

new place. In the space of the transnational, Alianza is not simply mobilizing culture 

toward a particular, tangible end as we see in practices of strategic essentialism, but 

leaving space for an unknown future of claim-making. 
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