Text, Practice, Performance II (2000): 101-104

Review

The Mexican American Orquesta:
Music, Culture, and the Dialectic of Conflict
Manuel Pefia

Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1999
350 pp.

Misica Tejana:

The Cultural Economy of Artistic Transformation
Manuel Pefia

College Station, Texas: Texas A&M University Press, 1999

University of Houston Series in Mexican American Studies
239 pp.

Peter C. Haney

Manuel Pefia’s landmark first book, The Texas-Mexican
Conjunto, is the first extended scholarly treatment of its subject, and
since its publication in 1985, relatively little has been written about the
rich musical culture of ethnic Mexicans in Texas. In the Conjunto
book, Pefia advanced a staunchly Marxist interpretation of the process
by which the accordion-based ensemble called the “conjunto” became
a strong symbol of Texas Mexican working-class identity. The conjunto,
he argued, was defined in opposition to the orquesta, an ensemble which
blended greater Mexican brass and string band traditions with those of
the American big band. In his first book, Pefia portrayed the orquesta
as the symbolic baggage of an assimilated Mexican American middle
class that sought to put on airs and distinguish itself from the common
people. Now, in two recently published works, he has not only revised
his view of the orquesta but also extended the reach of his scholarship
to include almost every important genre of Texas Mexican music from
the nineteenth century to the 1990s.
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The Mexican American Orquesta from the University of Texas
Press covers the history of that ensemble from the bailes and fandan-
gos of the nineteenth century to the form’s decline in the early 1980s,
including accounts of the orquesta tradition in Los Angeles and an in-
triguing ethnographic chapter describing the author’s own experiences
as a musician in Fresno, California. Miisica Tejana, the inaugural vol-
ume of the University of Houston’s new Series in Mexican American
studies, begins once again in the nineteenth century, and traces the his-
tory of Texas Mexican music, examining in turn vocal music, the
conjunto, the orquesta, and contemporary Tejano music. As might be
expected, there is considerable thematic, theoretical, and historical
overlap between the two books. Those already familiar with Pefia’s
published work to date will find the most new material in The Mexican
American Orquesta. Those who are not will find in Misica Tejana a
good general overview of Texas Mexican musical history which brings
various threads of Pefia’s work together in a single narrative.

Pefia’s recent works both revolve around three key theoretical
armatures. The first and most important of these, which is most fully
developed in Orquesta, is a Marxist/Hegelian interpretation of Chicano
history as driven by a “dialectic of conflict.” In this process, overt
ethnic conflict between Anglo-Americans and Mexicans in the south-
western United States converges with latent class struggle to produce
an ideology in which oppositions between capitalist and proletarian,
dominant and subordinate, and “Anglo” and “Mexican” line up neatly.
In practice, however, these dichotomies erode, forcing Anglos and
Mexicans to continuously redefine their identities with respect to one
another and to work toward more progressive social relations. One
result of this process is the contradictory ‘dual consciousness’ of the
Mexican American middle-class that emerged most prominently after
World War II. This group, by many accounts, has felt caught between
class-inflected ethnic loyalties and subtly racialized class identities.
Pefia argues that the orquesta created a fictive solution to this problem,
by combining “ranchero” musical styles that evoked the culture of
greater Mexico’s rural poor with “jaitén” (“high-toned”), jazz-inflected
styles evocative of American high-society. In an intriguing chapter of
the Orquesta book and in sections of Miisica Tejana, Pefia posits a
homology between the switching between ranchero and jazz styles in
the orquesta and the English-Spanish code-switching that is so com-
mon among Mexican Americans in Texas. The former, he calls an






