MIGRATION AND CULTURAL CHANGE OF INDIGENOUS 
CHIAPANECOS IN THREE CALIFORNIAN CITIES

Abstract: Interviews and ethnographic data in San Jose, San Francisco and Los Angeles, California, suggest that urban dynamics and large ethnic communities influence the Chiapas indigenous immigrant/migrant experience, social integration and cultural adaptation. Evidence shows that living experiences of Chiapas indigenous migrants are very different, and depend on the size of the ejido from which they originate, specific neighborhood and cities in California in which they live, and the communities they share everyday life with. For example, Tzeltales in San Francisco appear significantly more satisfied than their counterparts in San Jose, or with Choles in Los Angeles; this is directly related to the size of the Tzeltal community (which in San Francisco is the largest Chiapas indigenous community within the state of California), while San Francisco’s Central American movement in The Mission District is another key aspect. These examples help provide greater understanding in the way migrants from Chiapas are welcomed into a new community, and are not targeted as ‘indigenous’ in a way that could be perceived as negative or derogatory.

Keywords: Chiapas, California, Ethnicity. Mobility, Cultural Adaptation.

Author: Tania Cruz Salazar, Researcher at El Colegio de la Frontera Sur, Carretera Panamericana y Periférico Sur S/N, Barrio María Auxiliadora, CP 29290, 9676749000 ext 1540, tcruzs@ecosur.mx, taniacruzmx@yahoo.com

Tania Cruz Salazar, Social Anthropology (CIESAS). Researcher at El Colegio de la Frontera Sur. Member of  the Mexican National Research Council and member of the Chiapas State Research Council. She was a Visiting Scholar and Posdoctoral Researcher in the Latin American and Latino Studies Department at University of California, Santa Cruz, 2011-2013.  In 2008 she was a Visiting Professor at the Latin American Institute of the Free University of Berlin. Her research interests focus on Youth Identities,  Youth Migration, Generational change, Intercultural Education and Gender relations,

The University of California at Santa Cruz under UCMEXUS and CONACYT Posdoctoral Scholarship supported this work, from 2011-2013. El Colegio de la Frontera Sur funded the translation and edition for this work in 2013.


MIGRATION AND CULTURAL CHANGE OF INDIGENOUS CHIAPANECOS IN THREE CALIFORNIAN CITIES

Introduction 
Although studies show that international migration of indigenous peoples from Chiapas to the United States is recent, in actual fact the phenomenon began almost thirty years ago (Rus and Guzman, 1996). The flow increased in the late 1990s and it has led to major changes within indigenous communities, notwithstanding their long tradition of internal migration. In this paper it is revealed how migration patterns of indigenous Chiapaneco migrants are conformed, and how ‘cultural impact’ is dependent on the Californian city in which they live. The paper opens with migrant trajectories and their socioeconomic profile: the regions inside Chiapas from which they hail originally, their cities, neighborhoods and communities following migration, strategies during border crossings and stories upon ‘arrival’. This will be followed by analysis into how these patterns are linked to the specific experiences of migrants during their time in California. With a focus on ‘flexible ethnic identity’ – a result of immigrant inter-ethnic contact experience in three Californian cities – the paper then examines a variety of cultural transformations, linked to the ‘nature’ of the Californian cities, employment and spaces immigrants have access to. Differing cultural backgrounds and how these interact with each other – specifically, Tzeltales, Ch’oles, Maya-Lacandones and Tzotziles – are also key factors. These groups face diverse challenges depending on the city in which they decide to set up home, employment opportunities, new networks they create, and old ones that remain. Their strategies are not simple and are not the same: this paper will highlight the key issues.


Main Findings
Ethnographic findings suggest that Chiapas indigenous migration flow began in 1985, yet did not grow solely because of the Zapatista Rebellion and/or social conflicts within the state. Indeed, a decade would pass until significant flow increased, although the migrant profile changed. There are three generations, which I have termed: the Pioneer, the Follower and the Daughter. These generations refer to the First Generation flow, 1985-2000 (born in Chiapas), the Second Generation flow, 2000-2006 (also born in Chiapas, although growing up in California), and the Third Generation, 2000-2012 (born in California). Interview data suggests that between the first and second migrant generations, reasons for leaving the ejido, as well as for staying in California, differ considerably. 

The findings also suggest, that in comparison to other indigenous migrant communities (such as Maya-Yucatecos or Mixteco-Oaxaqueños), neither Tzeltales nor Choles are consolidated into a network. This is largely due to the fact that initially, male migrants would generally expect to bring their spouses to California at a later date; however this was not possible, due to various factors (for example, migration laws and the growing economic crisis). In contrast – and although the Second Generation migratory flow was also generally representative by way of young, single males – here, some women participated. Generally speaking, Tzeltales and Choles male migrants in California seek a Latin partner; indeed, the majority of young men ‘date’ Central American women or rural women from northern Mexico. This has a major impact in their decision whether or not to return back to the ejido.
Differences between the two main generations – The Pioneer and The Follower – were evident. The first generation came to California around 10 years ago, average age 25 years old. The second-generation came to California around 6 years ago, average age 18 years old. The profile of a trilingual man is one with basic education, a member of an extended, indigenous, lower-middle class farming family (ie. with some savings and properties to invest and the ability to pursue a migration strategy); this profile encompasses both generations. Within the Pioneer generation, most men were in a relationship, or were married when they decided to leave Mexico, while in the Follower generation most men were single. Members of both generations crossed the border (and desert) with a relative. The Pioneer generation helped the followers come and establish themselves. Before coming to the US they migrated from their rural community to a Mexican city, thereby obtaining inter-state migration experience. Tabasco, Cancun, Puebla, Mexico, Tijuana are some of the cities they lived in and worked before migrating to the US. The two main differences between the generations were age and gender: a) while the pioneers generally left the country when they were 25 years old the followers were generally 18 years old; b) the pioneer generation counted on just one woman, while in the follower there were 13. The third generation is the most recent. I have termed it the ‘daughter’ generation, and refers to the children of these two migrant generations, born in California between 2007 and 2011.

All of the migrants that took part in this investigation originally come from conflictive regions of Chiapas – the eastern lowland Lacandon Jungle, the Central Highlands, and specifically, the municipalities of Ocosingo, Palenque, Huixtán, Pantelhó, Chilón and Oxchuc. These regions have suffered social conflict for decades, reaching its height during the Zapatista Rebellion of the early 1990s (Ribeiro, 2011). The migrants then subsequently arrived in Orange County and the Bay Area of California.

Map I Origins and Destinies of Tzeltales and Choles from Chiapas in California.[image: ]

The typical immigrant profile includes relatives and other family members living in various states of the US, these include: Oregon, Utah, Texas, Minnesota, Arkansas, Georgia, Florida, South Carolina, North Carolina and New York. Desk studies and field work for this paper included mapping typical migratory trajectories of the Cañadas[footnoteRef:1] peoples’ presence and their relationships within Californian cities, the close contacts they have around the US, as well as their contacts back home, thereby establishing key circuits and flows. The rural ejidos in Chiapas are the following: El Limonar, Mensabak, Lacanjá, Cuauhtemoc, San Jerónimo Tulijá, Panamavil, La Siria, Damasco, Jericó, Chancalá, Ángel Albino Corzo Section I and II, 20 de Noviembre, Bachajón, Santa Lucía, La Independencia. Host US cities are: Sacramento, Salinas, San Francisco, San José, Watsonwille, Fresno, Bakersfield, Los Angeles, Inglewood, Santa Ana, Fullerton, Oxnard, Temecula and Buena Park. Employment opportunities generally arose for these immigrants due to assistance from other family members already in the area.  [1:  Las Cañadas, one of the Lacandonas’ sub-regions is divided in two areas --northern and southern. Ocosingo and Altamiraro are municipios in the north part; Tzeltales and Ch’oles reside there and 80 percent of the population were enganchados and worked for the fincas before arriving to Las Cañadas. Las Margaritas is the municipio in the second area where Tojolabales indigenous reside. Between 500 and 1000 micro-towns have been estimated inside the Lacandon Jungle, “it is not risky to say that in the Lacandona there is more than 1000 settlements and not less than 100 000 people” (Ibid. 30). Las Cañadas’ people had lived from subsistence agriculture, working their own land and selling the production in the city market of Ocosingo until the 1980s when the peasant agricultural production was negatively impacted by the neoliberal economic project  (Mancina, 2010).  Unlike other migrants who left their hometowns earlier when the Mexican government tried to modernize the state, Las Cañadas people stayed inside the Jungle working their own land until the late XX century.] 




Literature on Indigenous Migration
International Migration is nowadays viewed as a key factor in the maintenance of a global economic system whereby the ‘Core Countries’ coerce those on the periphery (Wallerstein, 1999; Massey 1993). Mexican international indigenous migration is a response to land property concentration in specific Latin American regions. For example, increasing mechanization and commercialization of agricultural production has left small-scale, local producers largely unprotected, while the 1994 NAFTA agreement ensured Mexican indigenous peasants no longer have the ability to compete with heavily subsidized US or Canadian agricultural production and commerce. This ‘internationalization’ of agricultural processes has led to economic stagnation and the polarization of agricultural production in Chiapas, thus exacerbating extreme poverty and marginalization (Villafuerte, 2012).

The so-called Chiapas ‘depeasantization’ pushes the rural indigenous population into leaving their communities, since they can no longer make a living through working the land, and instead start depending on a wage income via working in factories or as employees in other industry sectors. Many indigenous migrants from Chiapas depend on a dynamic system of flexible production that is currently taking place throughout the US, whereby employment opportunities are constantly in flux (Cruz 2012). 

Their presence in California dates to the mid-1980s however most of them arrived between 1995 and 2005, along with the millions of undocumented Mexicans all around the US.[footnoteRef:2] The California economic breakdown, along with the rise of antimigrant US policies, stopped what it must have been the rise of this non-traditional indigenous migration flow in its tracks. They moved into other states where their labor was needed, places and times of capital production.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Gomberg-Muñoz registered the arrival of 1.8 million undocumented migrants in the 1980s decade, 4.9 in the 1990s and 4.4 more between 2000 and 2005 (2011:33).]  [3:  Most of the Tzotziles from Highlands left to the East Coast (Florida), a good amount of the Tzeltales and Ch’oles stayed in the West Coast (California).] 


Desde el 2006 los trabajos de la construcción se vinieron abajo y mucha gente se empezó a regresar, otros se fueron allá a Florida, ahí hay bastante chiapaneco. Antes cuando vinimos había más chamba pero ahora se escasea cada rato, el patrón nos descansa y tenemos que esperar  (Gonzalo, 30 años, San José, 2011). 

Labour flexibilization trapped them into a mobile wage-seeker logic as there is a fluctuating demand for immigrant labor in the whole country (Cfr. Aquino 2010, Mancina 2010; Gomberg-Muñoz 2011). Postfordism has generated new capital dependents since they follow the flexible production which opens and closes permanently (Harvey, 1989). Aquino (2010) confirmed the high mobility of Tojolabal indigenous youth when job openings emerged that showed their presence in 14 different US States and more than 40 locations in a very short time. 

La movilidad de estos jóvenes no sólo es geográfica: ellos se mueven, de forma permanente, de un empleo a otro. A diferencia de otros grupos que han logrado establecerse en un mismo nicho laboral, los jóvenes chiapanecos de Las Margaritas han circulado por todo tipo de empleos. Han trabajado tanto en los campos de cultivo californianos como en los casinos de Biloxi, Mississippi; han pasado de cosechar jitomate en algunos ranchos de Alabama, a trabajar como obreros en fábricas de aluminio o a destazar pollos y marranos en diferentes agroindustrias de ese mismo estado; han laborado en los invernaderos de Florida; han limpiado escombros en Mississippi después del paso del huracán Katrina; han sido albañiles, trabajadores de limpieza, recamareros en hoteles de cinco estrellas, jardineros en campos de golf, etcétera. Se trata casi siempre de trabajos temporales y de tiempo parcial —sin contrato ni derechos laborales—, que les exigen disponibilidad y flexibilidad totales. Ellos se han convertido en una suerte de "nómadas laborales",2 pues para subsistir tienen que circular por diferentes localidades y campos de lo más variados, aunque siempre en condiciones precarias (Aquino, 2009: 40).

Mancina (2011:5) highlights that Las Cañadas community has used transnational migration as “a technique by an informal indigenous neoliberal apparatus in response to a set of neoliberal crisis that have jeopardized Tzeltal-Maya indigenous, ladino, and gringo strategies, techniques, tactics, and technologies for capitalism”. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ladino is a term used to identify a person who speaks Spanish and wear non-indigenous clothing. Gringo refers to a foreign person.] 


While Pacheco (1999) emphasises the oppressive disadvantages facing the indigenous youth sector within global industrial development, Griffin (2012) explains how areas of southern Mexico and northern Central America are collaborating in the US food industry via a reliance on worker participation within the informal, cheap labour market; namely peasants who choose to migrate for country specific issues (read war, poverty, violence, gangs, family reunification). This engages Sassen (2003) regarding foreign investment provided by third-country migration flows: these investments create “emerging economic circuits” fuelled by clandestine migrant labour participation in informal and underground economies.

Despite the increase of educational options (scholarships, schools, state programmes), Chiapas indigenous migrants (particularly the youth) are part of a large population of Latin American unemployed. Indeed, they are what Marx termed the 'industrial reserve army' due to lack of a formal market space or lack of enrolment opportunities in educational institutions, while the subsequent labour of these young indigenous groups is the commodity that fuels greater economic arenas.

Methodology
The sample consists of 106 registered indigenous people from Chiapas living in California; three tracked generations, two of which consist of adults and young adult migrants; the other is made up of children born in California. I named them: the Pioneer, the Follower and the Daughter Generations.

The subsample consists of 88 semi-structured interviews, with respondents recruited via family members back home in Chiapas. World-of-mouth snowball sampling from one interviewee to another was the main strategy. Ethnography and participant observation in different Californian cities as well as in Chiapas’ ejidos from 2010-2012 were crucial to complement the research method, as well as to understand the migration process. San Jose, San Francisco and Los Angeles were selected due to the fact that these centers were where the majority of respondents were living. First I introduced myself to respondents via long distance phone calls. We then arranged meetings in various locations throughout California. Research did not begin until it was established (and respondents were satisfied) that I was a researcher from Chiapas undertaking a study, and not working for ‘La Migra’.[footnoteRef:5] I then tracked them from Chiapas to California; first southeast San Jose, then the Mission District in San Francisco, and finally downtown Los Angeles.  [5:  Term used by migrants to refer to Migration Officers.] 


Migration experiences, urban integration and cultural adaptation were the main topics covered during structured interviews. Participant observation consisted of observing at close hand their everyday life; I visited them mostly on weekends, when they were free from work. Regarding the youth, we went together to various locations: the mall, flea market, restaurants, soccer fields, bars, clubs, concerts, rodeos, fairs, etc. In essence, I shadowed their lives during the weekends and occasionally accompanied them to their work sites and to the church. I also visited their relatives in Chiapas and delivered gifts and video recorded messages to their families. Interviews were given in Spanish. The sample represents male and female respondents; all were not-authorized migrant workers; all names are pseudonyms. Spanish and Tzeltal and Chol terms are italicized and translated.



Table I. Tracked Indigenous Chiapanecos and Generations
	Generations
	Age And Age Groups
(San José, San Francisco, Los Ángeles + Orange County)

	RFN:1968-1981
Average Age: 33 Years Old

Residency: 11 a 7 años.
	K1
(40)
	K35
(38)
	K07
(34)
	K50
(40)
	K63
(36)
	K53
(33)
	K51
(33)
	K54
(32)
	K85
(40)
	K87
(37)
	K88
(32)
	
	
	

	
	K12 
(30)
	K21
(33)
	K25
(30)
	K05
 (30)
	K52
(31)
	K56
(30)
	K57
(30)
	K55
(30)
	K92
(30)
	K96
(30)
	
	
	
	33.28

	RFN:1982-1993
EMG: 24 años
Años en CA:
6 a 2 años.

	K22
(27)
	K14
(26)
	K16
(25)
	K15
 (27)
	K28
(26)
	K68
(28)

	K73
(28)
	K74
(26)
	K71
(25)
	K91
(29)
	K90
(28)
	K106
(26)
	K104
(25)
	

	
	K04
(26)
	K19
(25)
	K08
(25)
	K39
(25)
	K20
(24)
	K58
(24)
	K72
(23)
	K64
(23)
	K70
(23)
	K89
(28)
	K83
(28)
	K100
(23)
	K101
(22)

	

	
	K26
(24)
	K06 (24)
	K11
(24)
	K29
(24)
	K09
(24)
	K34
(24)
	K66
(23)
	K59
(23)
	
	K95
(28)
	K94
(27)
	K102
(22)
	K103
(22)

	

	
	K32
(24)
	K37
(24)
	K38
(24)
	K36
(24)

	K41
(23)
	K40 
(22)
	K67
(24)
	K65
(22)
	
	K93
(27)
	K82
(24)
	K105
(22)
	
	

	
	K13
(24)
	K33
(23)
	K10
(22) 

	K27 (22)
	K30
(22)
	K31
(22)
	K60
(22)

	K62
(21)
	
	K86
(22)
	K84
(20)
	
	
	

	
	K02
(22)
	K03
(22)
	K17 (20)

	K24
(20)

	K18
(18)

	K23
(18)
	K69
(22)
	K61
(21)
	
	
	
	
	
	23.94

	
	K45
(6)
	K44
(4)
	K43
(2)
	K42
(1)
	K75
(7)
	K76
(4)
	K77
(3)
	K98
(10)
	K99
(8)
	K107
(1)

	
	
	

	
	K47
(1)
	K48
(2)
	K49
(1)
	K78
(7)
	K79
(5)
	K80
(2)
	K81
(-1)
	K97
(5)
	
	
	
	
	4.05



Subsample characteristics
The subsample consists of 88 respondents: 45 (56.5%) were living in San Jose; 25 (28.4%) in San Francisco; 15 (17%) in Los Angeles; 7 (7.9%) in Orange County. They originally came from the six different Chiapas municipalities already mentioned, with Ocosingo and Palenque the most representative (58 respondents [66%] from the former and 23 [26%] from the latter. Two respondents (2.6%) came from Huixtán, three (3.4%) from Pantelhó, and one each (1.1%) from Chilón and Oxchuc. The data established that all respondents were originally from Chiapas’ Jungle Region. 

Eighty (91%) of the respondents spoke a variant of Tzeltal as a first language and all spoke Spanish as a second language, as well as knowing some English. Sixteen spoke two indigenous languages and Spanish (17%), while 73 (83%) were bilingual. Twelve spoke Ch’ol and Tzeltal (13.6%), two spoke Ch’ol (2.3%), four spoke Tzotzil (4.5%) and three spoke Maya-Lacandon and Maya-Tzeltal (3.4%). All respondents had completed a basic education. Nineteen had attended primary school (21.6%), 51 attended high school (58%), 17 finished high school (21.6%), and one attended university (1.1%). Thirty-six had children (41%); 36 males were fathers and four women were mothers. Fifty-seven (63%) were single, while 28 (32%) were married, and one respondent (1.1%) was divorced.

The average residence period was 3.5 years; the minimum three months and the maximum 15 years. Most of the men engaged within the workforce as bricklayers, landscapers, waiters, janitors and fabric employees; none were peasants or pickers. Percentage ratios for work type (fixed rate or ‘piece work’) were 66.3% for the former and 25.6% for the latter), while average monthly income range was US$200 to US$662 (although there were also cases with an average of around US$3,000 a month. 80% send remittances while 20% do not. 

The average age was 26.2 years: the Pioneer Generation cohort born between 1972 and 1982 had an average of 33.45 years, while the Follower Generation cohort born between 1983 and 1994 had an average of 23.6 years. Age range was between 18 and 40 years, while 24 years was the age with the highest incidence. Seventy-four of the 88 were male (84%), with 14 (16%) female. Male and female average age was 26.3 years and 25.4 years respectively.  Fifty-seven respondents were single, twenty-eight married; two were living as a couple and one was divorced. 


Municipalities from the Jungle Region in Chiapas: Ocosingo and Palenque
The Jungle Region is composed of fourteen municipalities, with the largest and most prominent (with regard to history and production) being Ocosingo, followed by Palenque. Both are crucial in this migration flow, and their role in the Zapatista Rebellion was decisive, since people from these areas were very much involved in this internal conflict. 

Tzeltal people founded Ocosingo before the arrival of the Spanish. Then, in 1564, Spanish missionaries relocated many people from different jungle towns into Ocosingo.  According to INEGI (2005), Ocosingo has 198,877 habitants. 

Ch’ol dispersed families who lived inside the Lacandon Jungle founded Palenque in 1574. According to INEGI (2005), Palenque has 85,464 habitants, 37,032 of whom speak an indigenous language: Ch’ol, Tzeltal, or Lacandon. Its demographic structure is primarily young; 69% are under 30 years of age and the average age is 18 years old.  People from Palenque work the land in production activities. The towns in these municipalities are very rural, with farming and ranching the key economic activities. 

Before 1880, the Lacandona was an isolated, almost uninhabited territory.  It then became a peasant-colonized region and by 1950 had distinct socio-politic and economic dynamics. According to Leyva and Asencio (2002), the region was colonized from 1930 by finca peons from Ocosingo, Altamirano, Comitán and Las Margaritas[footnoteRef:6]. The first migrations took place because of short-term employment opportunities, while the second flow colonized and settled the land. From 1910 to 1990 the municipalities[footnoteRef:7] that grew fastest were Ocosingo and Palenque (from 8,946 to 121,012 inhabitants and from 2,400 to 63,209 habitants respectively) (Leyva and Ascencio 2002:29). “The Lacandona jungle population exploded from 5,000 in 1970 to 250,000 in the early 1990s as highlanders joined indigenous immigrants from throughout Chiapas in seeking a place to make a secure living” (Rus, 2010:2). Not just campesino-indigenous people migrated to the jungle but also people from other southern states such as Campeche, Tabasco, Quintana Roo, Guerrero, Yucatán, Veracruz and Puebla. A direct consequence of this was that the linguistic composition increased tremendously between 1940 and 1990. Tzotzil, Ch’ol, Tzeltal, Zoque, Tojolabal, Lacandon are the indigenous languages spoken in most subregions (although some are more prominent than others). [6:  These four cities are the capitals of each municipality and are where the majority of the non-indigenous people live. Thus, these towns are seen as Ladino concentrated centres, since the finqueros, rancheros and the wealthiest people inhabit them. Most of the indigenous peoples live in the ejidos; that is, the most rural places outside of the cabeceras municipales (Leyva and Ascencio, 2002).]  [7:  Administrative entities group by one or more towns.] 


Las Cañadas, one of the Lacandonas’ sub-regions, is divided in two areas – the northern and the southern. Ocosingo and Altamiraro are municipalities in the northern part; Tzeltales and Ch’oles reside there and 80% of the population were enganchados[footnoteRef:8] and worked for the fincas before arriving in Las Cañadas. Las Margaritas is the municipality where the Tojolabales indigenous reside. It has been estimated that there are between 500 and 1,000 micro-towns[footnoteRef:9] inside the Lacandon Jungle, a fact that highlights the dispersed nature of settlements within the region: “…it is not an exaggeration to say that in the Lacandona there are more than 1,000 settlements and not less than 100,000 people…” (Ibid. 30). [8:  The Enganche System operated for decades in Chiapas. Indigenous people living in The Highland Region (Tzotziles and Tzeltales) were hired as temporary jornaleros by mestizo enganchadores who would in turn become money lenders while the jornaleros (also known as enganchados) were in festivities (which generally meant drinking large amounts of alcohol); the debt was then increased which subsequently meant the need to migrate and work on the low-region lands growing and harvesting coffee. For the capitalist class (finqueros, empresarios and hacendados) the Tzotzil slavery was the perfect labor supply for making their production succeed (De Vos 2010; Rus 2002, 2010). A powerful mestizo group from San Cristobal developed this complex exploitation system throughout the last centuries, and by 1880 they arranged with the finqueros from the Soconusco region of Chiapas to provide them with cheap indigenous peasant labor every year. Thousands of Tzotziles were taken by mestizos enganchadores to harvest millions of hectares of planted coffee (Rus 2010). ]  [9:  These towns are small rural places that vary in extension and population; some are comunidades, ejidos, localidades or rancherías.] 


Las Cañadas’ people had lived on subsistence agriculture, working their own land and selling the production in the city market of Ocosingo until the 1980s, when peasant agricultural production began to be negatively impacted by neoliberal economic policies  (Mancina, 2010).  Unlike other migrants who left their hometowns earlier (when the Mexican government attempted to modernize the state), the Las Cañadas people stayed inside the jungle, working their own land until the late XX century.

Destination Cities in California: Bay Area and Orange County
Within California there are three large groups, located in San Francisco, San José and Los Angeles. The strongest ties are between the groups located in San Francisco and San Jose because in these places many people are related to one another. The immigrants located in Los Angeles have some contact with those in San Francisco and in San Jose, although they do not visit each other quite so often. Immigrants in Los Angeles have the strongest contact with those who reside in nearby Orange County (namely, Fullerton, Santa Ana and Buena Park). 

The Mission District in San Francisco concentrates the largest and most heterogeneous group of indigenous people from Chiapas. They are from very different ejidos (most of them located in Ocosingo and Palenque). The powerful presence of Central American people in the Mission District, especially Salvadorans, has helped those from Chiapas to integrate themselves into a so-called ‘Sanctuary City’. As they have put it: “no nos pueden hacer nada, estamos libres aquí, es la ciudad del santuario, ¿lo sabías? estamos protegidos, andamos como peces en el agua, aquí la policía no nos puede hacer nada” (Carmelo, Efraín y Lupe 2011).

Since the mid-1980s, Central American refugees led the ‘Sanctuary Movement’ which has created many ways of living in the city, including that as a place of refuge; that is to say, one that is more open and protected than Los Angeles and San Jose for the typical Latino migrant community. Therefore the Maya community in San Francisco is the most heterogeneous and open, because they feel more relaxed and free. It is also the best-integrated Mayan group, due to their active involvement within the urban dynamic, which in itself stems from the sheer number of Latin American indigenous people who came before them, particularly the Guatemalans. Most speak Tzeltal and Ch’ol and work in restaurants, with some working as bricklayers when the tourist season is low. Similar to other immigrants, these Mayas first went to Calle Cesar Chavez to wait for their new ‘patron’ on the street corner until they were picked up.

The less consolidated group is located in the southeast area of San José, California. Asian immigrants, particularly the Vietnamese, were the first to arrive to this area; in fact, this area today hosts the largest Vietnamese immigrant community in the world. They have very strong networks and they dominate the local business community as well as the fruit, vegetable and tea markets. They have hired Latino immigrants to work as employees at their restaurants and supermarkets. The indigenous youth from Chiapas who arrived in San Jose found support networks through the already established Central American community. Salvadorans and Guatemalans share the rent or offer rooms to the migrants from Chiapas. This Maya group is the smallest and is made up of Tzeltales from Las Cañadas, Tzeltales and Tzotziles from the Highland region and Maya-Lacandones. They have had trouble integrating themselves as a unique Tseltal community because of the cultural differences between their ejidos of origin, particularly linguistic differences, which has had the effect of separating them into smaller groups. These youths were not particularly well adapted to the Latino immigrant community or into the urban dynamic of San Jose because their jobs were extremely unstable and flexible.

Amongst these groups are three different subgroups i) the religious ii) the established and iii) the dispersed. The first is integrated through the Christian religion and has acquired strong support from the Salvadorian community. Most of them have secure jobs and have brought their Tseltal wives – thus they have children who were born in California. The second group is the larger subgroup and its members come from the same ejido located in the heart of the jungle, most of them being related to one another and who work for the gardening industry (which is ruled by Mexican immigrants from the center-north of Mexico, particularly Guadalajara, Michoacan and Queretaro). Most of the men are single, or else alone while their wives remain in Chiapas. They forge a day-to-day existence based on wage labour. On weekends they ‘hang out’ at the Asian supermarket or at the flea market. The third group is the smallest and the less integrated. They suffer a lot since they have extreme difficulty in finding and holding onto jobs. These men give the impression of being very lonely and tend to drink large quantities of alcohol.

The last indigenous group from Chiapas is located in Los Angeles, California. This community is not as large as the one in San Francisco but they have built a strong community nevertheless. Most speak Chol, CholanoTzeltal and Tzeltal, due to the fact they generally come from municipalities located in the northern part of the state: Palenque and Chilon. This community lives in downtown Los Angeles although it also has connections with Mayan living in Fullerton, Santa Ana and other places outside the city. They also live in Central American neighborhoods and share urban space with the poor African-American community. Its members have worked within the textile industry for the past 11 years. Even if they know each other or have heard about one another, only a few relatives live together. I assume this is due to the urban dynamic, which is more complex than San Francisco and San Jose. Before the Latin American immigrant community arrived to this area of the city, the working class of European descent lived there. Gentrification processes took place and now they share one of the most dangerous spaces in the city with Salvadoran, Guatemalans, Honduran and African American people.

Cultural Transformation and Ethnic Identity Impact
Tzeltal and Chol migrants experienced a set of cultural changes while they were in California. For those that became adults in California, cities such as Los Angeles, San Jose and San Francisco has given them the possibility to live and extend their youth through consumption, leisure practices, courtship, dating and ‘hanging out’. Back in the ejidos, the rural way of life and the indigenous world-view do not offer the opportunity to experience this transit to adulthood in the ‘typically Western’ way. This cultural transformation is directly related to capitalism development. The earnings of these young men, gained while working in California, has given them greater options. In order to enjoy their youth, they need to have their own money and spend it on things as simple as going to the movies or shopping. Back home in the ejidos the Western idea of ‘enjoying youth’ does not fit with the reality of everyday life and migration is the opportunity to grasp a new form of youth. Back home in Mexico, the option to grow up and just ‘be boys’ has largely been lost, since work and responsibility from a very young age is expected.

Other cultural transformations are related to kinship and farm structure. For example, while in the ejidos, Maya people marry relatives because the population is small and closed; however, when they migrate, kinship is not so endogenous and they marry from outside the ejidos. This has a very strong impact on the Maya family structure and on Mayan heritages. Before migration started to be so common among Maya people, the last son of the Tzeltal families – Xuts or K’och – were expected to take care of the parents until they died, and were not even permitted to leave the town (Sánchez, 2009). In return, Xuts would receive the house and land from his parents. They would marry a Tzeltal girl, live aside the family household and work the land they received. Maya tradition and heritage is linked to cultural ethnic identity and the production and reproduction of the Tzeltal family and its peasant structure. With Tzeltal migration to the US now including Xuts, the result has been a terrible impact on the Tzeltal family structure, with parents remaining home alone. Furthermore, young females are also starting to migrate to the biggest cities of Chiapas, due to the fact that their male peers have already left the ejidos, and there is no way of knowing if they will ever return to look for a potential bride. 

The impact on ethnic identity is decisive because the followers, the youth generation, are dating non-indigenous girls in California, most of whom are migrants who come from rural areas of northern Mexico. Within Chiapas, indigenous people will generally inter-marry (it is very rare to see mestizo-indigenous couples). Upon migration to California, integration into the immigrant community begins (be that within exclusively Mexican communities or within Latino communities in general), including greater possibilities to meet and date non-indigenous girls. This is viewed as a positive amongst young Chiapas males, since it is a way to avoid a certain level of cultural discrimination. Racism in Mexico is so intense that they always feel targeted, since they represent ‘The Cultural Others’. Once they enter US cities however, they become undocumented migrants, not indigenous, at least to the American eye. Although racism is still present, this usually happens within the Latin American and/or Mexican community.
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