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History, Reconsidered

By now, the bare-bones story of the Chicano Movement is well known: Brave,
determined men like César Chavez and Sal Castro in California 50 years ago pushed
society to recognize the civil rights of Latinos and opened new opportunities in
politics and education.

A new book, however, demonstrates that El Movimiento was much more diverse and
dynamic than the casual history recounts. “Rewriting the Chicano Movement: New
Histories of Mexican American Activism in the Civil Rights Era” (The University of
Arizona Press, 2021), edited by UC Santa Barbara scholars Mario T. García and Ellen
McCracken, brings a fresh depth and inclusionary take on the decades-long struggle.

“Some 50 years after the key manifestations of the movement, it is necessary to
reexamine the history of the Chicano Movement in a more encompassing way to
include, for example, the role of women in the movement, the greater stress on the
role of artists in the movement, and to stress other Southwestern urban areas not
often discussed in movement histories,” said García, a professor of Chicano and
Chicana Studies. “It is important to rewrite the history of the Chicano Movement so
that younger generations can greater appreciate the importance of the movement
and be inspired by its commitment to expand American democracy to all
Americans.”

A virtual book launch for “Rewriting the Chicano Movement” will be held
Wednesday, March 3, at 5:30 p.m. The event is free and open to the public.
Registration, which is required, can be done here. García and McCracken, a

https://www.chicst.ucsb.edu/people/mario-t-garcia
https://www.spanport.ucsb.edu/people/ellen-mccracken
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https://www.eventbrite.com/e/rewriting-the-chicano-movement-book-celebration-and-discussion-tickets-133552002635


professor of Spanish and Portuguese, will host the event.

The 10 essays in the book were initially prepared for the 2018 Sal Castro Memorial
Conference at UCSB, a bi-annual event named for the teacher who urged thousands
of Chicano students to walk out of their high schools in Los Angeles to protest
substandard education in “Mexican Schools.”

The essays cover a broad swath of time and geography in examining the movement.
From the 1936 El Paso school strike to the Chicana mural movement to antiwar
protests in Houston in the 1960s and ’70s and more, the essays expand our
understanding and appreciation of the Chicano Movement, García said.

“The history of any social movement cannot and should not remain static and fixed
in stone. It cannot become an orthodox history,” he said. “Instead, the histories of
social movements like the Chicano Movement have to continue to grow and bring in
new winds of revisionist studies.

“The essays in our book,” García continued, “bring in new historical actors to the
movement that had earlier been excluded and, secondly, the book attempts to
nationalize the movement in that it made Chicanos and other Latinos for the first
time into national political actors and laid the foundation for today's recognized
Latino political power. It is not excluding or downplaying earlier histories of the
movement but rather expanding them.”

As García noted, the Chicano Movement was crucial in the history of Mexican
Americans in the U.S. It made Chicanos and other Latinos into national political
actors and opened up new opportunities that were barely available, such as in
higher education.

The movement may be consigned to history, he said, but it remains a vibrant part of
American life today.

“Later generations have been influenced by the legacy of the movement set in the
struggle for civil rights, community empowerment and social justice,” García said. “It
is the spirit of the movement that still exists.”
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