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he concept of intangible cultural heritage was de-
fined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to explain the
preservation and safeguarding of cultural diversity in the frame-
work of globalization. In recent years, globalization has gen-
erated the mobility of numerous cultural groups who have
undergone a process of international migration moving their
wisdom, values, thinking, and idea systems to other places
that become new cultural and identity spaces.
Mexico, as a UNESCO member, participated for the first
time in discussions on this topic, proposing in 2003 that the in-

digenous festivity for the dead be a candidate. The National

Mural in the Mission District.

Altar.

Council for Culture and the Arts (Conaculta) argued before
the UNESCO that this festivity was celebrated by 41 of Mex-
ico’s ethnic groups in 20 of 31 states, that non-indigenous
populations also participated, and that the practice has even

spread to the Mexicans residing in the United States.

OUR DAY OF THE DEAD

The Day of the Dead is a Mexican tradition that combines
medieval Christianity with Mesoamerican roots, and the re-
sult of the lobbying is that it has been recognized as part of
Mexico’s intangible cultural heritage.

In San Francisco’s Mission District —or “La Misién,” as
it is known in the Mexican community there—, for more than
three decades, every November 2, the dead are celebrated,

as is the beginning of another life cycle. This is a cultural refer-

*Post-doctoral fellow at CISAN and professor at the UNAM School
of Philosophy and Letters. Photos courtesy of the author.
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Mission District mural by Homies Organizing the Mission to Empower Youth (HOMEY), 1997. Mexica dancers in Mission District, 2013.

ence point for immigrants living in the city's Mexican neigh-
borhood, but the lack of a local cemetery makes the celebration
different from the Mexican tradition. In Mexico, on Novem-
ber 1 and 2, families gather in cemeteries to pay homage to
their dead.

The Mission District was founded in the eighteenth cen-
tury when the viceroyalty of New Spain expanded and mis-
sions were built in new regions of Upper California. In 1847,
these territories stopped being part of the nascent Mexican
nation and became part of California. During the Gold Rush,
its economic and social development exploded, and with time,
it has become very prosperous in the sphere of business and
services.

Today, San Francisco’'s Mission District is a place where
different cultures coexist, although Mexican culture predom-
inates and shapes the neighborhood structure with business-
es, venues for entertainment and leisure, schools, and cultural
centers that are more involved in Mexican day-to-day living
than U.S. American. So, when you walk through the neigh-
borhood, you can see places that sell Mexican-style sand-
wiches-on-a-bun, or tortas, tacos, bakery goods, and murals
that re-signify Mexican culture. Spanish is also the dominant
language and most inhabitants have ethnic Mexican and

Latino features, even though there is also an important U.S.

American and European population.
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THE FESTIVITY

In the Mission District, the visit to the cemetery on the Day
of the Dead is replaced with a ritual that begins with the
prayer of fire, dedicated to Huehuetéotl, the Mesoamerican
god of fire. Then, participants are invited to join together in
invoking the five directions, beginning with the North, the
place of the Lord and Lady of Mictldn, the underworld of
Aztec mythology, so they will grant wisdom. Then, they hon-
or the East, fire, the place where the sun rises, and that rep-
resents childhood, youth, and passion, ruled by the feminine/
masculine duality of Xoquiquetzal and Xochipilli, the pro-
tectors of love, the arts, and poetry. Then, all participants

look to the South, or the land of rain and Mesoamerica; and
then the West, or the wind, the place where the sun goes down.
Finally, they invoke the fifth direction: the Center, which rep-
resents the Mayan mantra In lak'ech (“You are my other 1.”).2

This festivity in the Mission District is a cultural phenom-
enon made up of an infinite number of expressions and prac-
tices. In addition, Mexican and Central American migrants
add elements that reflect their own experience, like the prox-
imity of death during the border crossing and the loss of
identity in the migratory process due to the cultural immer-
sion in their new places of residence.

Richard Bauman considers performance a form of collec-
tive communication with two artistic phases: the action and
the event. The action, from the perspective of folk art, helps
bring together different cultural elements at a specific mo-
ment, which in turn becomes an event that envelops the per-
former, the form of art he/she expresses, and the audience in
a present that joins the unfolding of the ephemeral and the
constant.’

Therefore, it is interesting to analyze the Day of the Dead
in San Francisco’s Mission District from the perspective of
performance art, because this manages to differentiate it from
other communication phenomena that are also expressed as

events. In it, communication is intense and allows the actors

Opening of the Day of the Dead procession, Mission District, 2013.
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and audience to join together for an instant. That is,
each of those present can participate in diverse ways
to recreate a Mexican tradition expressed differently

from what takes place in Mexico.

DIALOGUE BETWEEN CULTURES

At the same time that the celebration takes place in
two languages, it also springs from two cultural cur-
rents and traditions, the U.S. American and the Mexi-
can, and manages to consolidate an authentic form of
local expression that is popular, multicolored, and dis-
jointed, all at the same time. In this sense, it should be
underlined that U.S. American cultural tradition has
an attached and abstract interest in the concept of
death. That is, even though the ritual, festive atmo-
sphere is permeated by the Mexican idea that the dead
return on that day to accompany their loved ones, the
U.S. American participants center their interest on
the figure of death and his dark, sinister side, which is
why they dress and disguise themselves in a way that
alludes to it; however, they are also interested in join-
ing the festivities and understanding the Mexicans’
beliefs, which they find very attractive. And that is why
they are invited by the Mission District community
to participate.

It should be emphasized that San Francisco is one
of the United States’ most liberal cities, expressed in
its inhabitants’ openness to communicating with di-
verse cultures and social groups. That is how the La-
tino, white, Asian, and Afro-American communities
create spaces for living and playing together, like this
event that is no longer exclusive to the Mexican com-
munity. There, they all collaborate, contribute, and dia-
logue about what death and the dead mean to everyone.

Discovering the immigrants’intangible cultural her-
itage is an interesting way to analyze and understand
the make-up of the identity of Mexicans, Mexican-
Americans, and Chicanos, given that it forces us to
think about the social uses that immigrants make of
traditions, ideas, values, and world views inherited from
their cultures of origin, and about the fact that in the
context of migration, they re-create them in a different
space. This new territorialization of culture implies a

different practice of that heritage.
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Mission District mural.

A MULTICULTURAL VISION OF MIGRATION

Mexicans’ experience in the United States goes far be-
yond just crossing the border and sending remittances
to their families at home. The process of creating the
identities of Mexicans, Mexican-Americans, and Chi-
canos brings with it feelings of oppression, inequality,
and poverty, and is intimately linked to the passage be-
tween life and death: anyone who crosses the desert
and does not die must withstand the next step, which
is the racism and social and cultural segregation in
their destinations, whether it be the United States or
Canada.

Globalization has transformed culture in local, na-
tional, and transnational spaces, as well as practices,
customs, and traditions, like in the case of the Day of the
Dead. A multi-culturalist vision of migration helps us
understand the concept of immigrants’ intangible cul-
tural heritage as a broadening out of cultural diversity,
because it focuses on the convergence of cultures that
promotes the creation of diverse identities, as well as

new uses and practices of cultural heritage.* KNUM
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