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Keynote Address- Woodrow Wilson Center

The Media and Democracy in Mexico and the United States—The Role of the Press

1—In 1988, just at the cusp of the initiation of a strong movement toward democratization in Mexico, John Bailey, an astute observer of the Mexican scene, reached the following conclusions about print coverage of Mexico in the New York Times and the Washington Post:

a)
The bulk of their coverage focused on political and economic subjects

b)
Other specific subjects included drugs, corruption, immigration, violence and disasters

c)
Coverage of Mexico as a whole had not increased in the preceding decade

d)
The media had done much to raise Mexico’s standing in the US issue agenda, but less to inform the public

e)
Finally, coverage of the 1988 presidential election showed improvement

And in US or Mexican newspapers generally:

a)
Virtually no news on Mexico printed in the US originated from Mexican reporters or media

b)
Most news from Mexico published in the US was reported by regular correspondents and part-time stringers

c)
Mexican newspapers frequently carried editorials and articles by columnists about Mexico appearing in US newspapers, while US newspapers have rarely if ever published such sources from Mexico 

d)
On the Mexican side, major newspapers covered the US every day, and the subject matter ranged from politics to sports.

e)
Local or regional papers, however, gave little coverage to the US, and news of the US was largely provided by US wire services.

f)
Observers argued that except for the rare, open conflicts between the US and Mexican government, the news Mexicans received about the US was identical to the national news US citizens received.

2—Two of the few actual studies of US press views of Mexico from this same period reached the following conclusions:

a)
“American newspaper readers have a very incomplete, shallow, gap-filled and fuzzy image of their neighbors to the south. Certainly, if such important and cosmopolitan dailies as the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, and Washington Post give so little attention to Mexico, we can assume that smaller newspapers in the U.S. do an even poorer job of reporting and interpreting the activities of Mexico.” 

b)
“US journalists have often seemed to see Mexico in much the same fashion as tourists at a border-town market, coming back with a kind of curio coverage… It rarely captures the reality beneath the surface. While the crisis has produced some attentive reporting (and more than twenty full-time Mexico City correspondents representing twenty-seven U.S. news organizations), the shallow, belated, and rather helter-skelter nature of Mexican coverage as a whole seems woefully inadequate for a story that is taking place so close at hand.”

3— Regardless of the press coverage of each country, the degree to which ordinary citizens are influenced by the print media depends largely on their respect for and confidence in it. As press coverage evolved in the last decade, the World Values Survey of 40 countries in the 1990s had the following to say about citizen confidence in the press

a)
In the United States, 56 percent expressed considerable or great trust in the press, substantially above the world norm of 42 percent. Forty-nine percent of Mexicans expressed such a view of their print media. In 2001, this figure had increased to 55 percent among Mexicans.

i - Typically, citizens of both countries rank educational and religious institutions as the most trustworthy. Political institutions rank near the bottom, and the armed forces in the middle.

b)
Individually, in 2002, Mexican citizens ranked politicians and policy-makers as the most likely to be corrupt, and reporters, along with priests and teachers, as the least likely.

4—In terms of the media’s potential influence on political activity, scholarship suggests, “that the degree of political participation of an individual will vary directly and strongly with the number and kind of his organizational and media ties to society.”

5—At the end of the decade, the Wall Street Journal conducted an extensive poll that reveals several relevant underlying conclusions about citizen views of each other that may well affect the media’s impact or individually may have been formed by the print media:

a)
Latin Americans, and Hispanics in the United States, viewed Mexico as the best friend of the United States among all Latin American countries, by a huge margin.

b)
Mexicans viewed the US, followed by Japan, as their best friends.

6—In spite of these rather positive views on friendship, in 2000, 70 percent of Mexicans viewed the US as trying to dominate the world, compared to only 21 percent who saw them playing a constructive role.

7—To understand the impact that journalists have on citizens generally, and politics specifically, it is worth noting briefly where individuals obtain their information about politics. 

a)
Only 20 percent of Mexicans indicate they obtain their information about politics from the newspaper, 80 percent, on the other hand, point to television as their most important source.

b)
On the other hand, 31 percent of Mexicans read a newspaper at least 5 or more days a week, and an additional 37 percent do so 1-4 days a week. Eighteen percent indicate they pay a lot of attention to political news in the newspaper, and 23 percent pay some attention.

c)
Two thirds of Mexicans have either read in print media or heard from electronic media about US activities— a third of Mexicans viewed US actions toward Mexico in a positive light, and a fifth viewed them as ok. Only 15 percent viewed them negatively, and surprisingly, a third had no opinion on this issue.

d)
Generally, two-fifths of Mexicans expressed a positive view of the US, and a third an ok view.

6—Finally, the degree to which journalists can have an influence on fundamental citizen views and attitudes toward politics, let alone other subjects, is affected by the existing attitudes that those citizens already express toward such values. 

a)
Since democratic politics is at the heart of their respective political models, it is important to emphasize that Mexicans, Mexican-Americans, and all other Americans, have distinct views of democracy and what they expect from democracy. It may well be that the print media is reinforcing those differences, or breaking them down.

b)
For Mexicans, no consensus exists about democracy, and about half of all Mexicans are equally divided in conceptualizing democracy as liberty and equality

c)
For Mexican-Americans, two fifths view it as liberty and another 15 percent as equality.

d)
Among Other Americans, two-thirds view it as liberty, while only 8 percent as equality

7—Politically, reporting on elections and democracy have dominated much of the content in American newspapers. Perhaps the most influential single political event, where American media coverage contributed significantly to the long-term outcome of Mexican politics and democracy, as well as to US perceptions of Mexican politics, goes back to a editorial which appeared in the Wall Street Journal, following a highly controversial gubernatorial election in Guanajuato in 1991.

a)
The editorial, which alleged extensive fraud on the part of the PRI, forced President Salinas, anticipating the need to present a favorable image among elite readers toward Mexican democracy to ensure passage of NAFTA, to nullify the outcome in favor of his party. Instead of allowing the PAN candidate to take office, he appointed a Panista of his own choice. That ignored candidate was, of course, Vicente Fox, who went on to become the party’s candidate for governor six years later, winning by an overwhelming margin.  Meanwhile, the constitution was altered to allow children of parents who were not the children of native-born Mexicans to run for the presidency, making him eligible to run in 2000. Fox used his base in Guanajuato to propel himself into the presidency. The point is a WSJ editorial initiated this chain of events, which could hardly have been anticipated from an editorial written nine years earlier.

8—The most significant example of the role that media generally has played on a policy decision affecting Mexico and the United States, and where one could even make the claim that both Mexican and United States media played complementary and allied roles, was in their coverage of the Zapatista uprising in January, 1994. I personally received more calls from correspondents in the month following the uprising, than for any other event during my professional lifetime, between 100 and 200 calls in a 30 day period.

a)
Most scholars would agree that the media coverage of that event resulted in short and long term policy consequences, including:

i - a quick end to the armed forces suppression of the rebels

ii - a reversal of the Salinas administration’s policy toward the rebels

iii - a reexamination within the armed forces of its structure, professionalization, and public relations, which led to significant internal reorganization, and the rise of a new generation of officers to three star rank and command of the national defense ministry.

iv - the development of a new wartime strategy that the RAND Corporation labeled net war, i.e., fighting a war through the print and electronic media, especially the internet, rather than through traditional means. 

v - bringing human rights to the forefront of government policy as well as military policy.

vi - and the explosion of civic organizations and NGOs, contributing significantly to grass roots support for democracy.

10—The most influential contribution the media has played politically in presenting both countries’ perspectives to their respective readership, however, is the long term campaign for electoral democracy, especially from 1994 through 2000.

a)
The print media has accomplished this in several ways.

b)
Most importantly, it began to certify and popularize the use of public opinion research to legitimize elections and therefore increase the likelihood that those elections would be fair and honest.

i - initially, polls were abused and published with partisan biases, contributing to the dubiousness of their contribution.

ii - eventually, as the press itself discussed the methodological abuses, however, and some media such as Reforma hired their own pollsters, and more commonly reputable professional pollsters, they were able to accurately predict and or certify official election results. Well-read independent voters knew, a week before the election when the campaign ended in 2000, that the PRI and PAN candidates were in a dead heat, and that Mr. Fox indeed could win.

11—According to Chappell Lawson, one of the most careful analysts of media influence in Mexico, the transformation of Mexico’s media to a more investigative, objective and independent force in the 1990s produced powerful and far-reaching influences on Mexican political life, including its coverage of civil society and legitimizing independent political activity while discrediting authoritarian institutions, thus increasing support for opposition parties.

12—Fifteen years ago, the Bi-lateral Commission on US-Mexican Relations recommended the following in regard to media:

a) Closer contacts between Mexican and US journalists—I think that has improved, as illustrated by this particular event

b) The development of a service to provide English translations of Mexican news and commentary to U.S. print media—some examples of this now exist, such as the Lazos news service from Foreign Relations

c)   An increase in information services to the US media from Mexican private and      public agencies—the internet alone has influenced this source 

d)   An increase in workshops by both countries directed at the needs of editors and journalists—that too has increased based on my own personal experiences with Tulane University, UC-Berkeley and the Center for US/Mexican Studies at UCSD.

13—If we return to the original perceptions of both print media at the beginning of the 1990s, what has changed in the last decade and a half?

a)
The bulk of the coverage, based on my brief survey of some US papers, remains concentrated on political and economic subjects

b)
The other subjects John Bailey identified as common in the 1980s, remain equally visible today, that is, drugs, corruption, immigration, and violence

c)
Although I have no empirical data to compare with the extensive data analyzed previously, I would say coverage of Mexico had increased overall, and especially so prior to September 2001

d)
It is still true today, based on my reading of the Los Angeles Times, the New York Times, and the Washington Post, that news on Mexico printed in the US does not come from Mexican sources.

e)
Most news from Mexico published in the US is still reported by correspondents and part-time stringers.

f)
Mexican newspapers continue to translate and publish editorials and articles by leading journalists from the US.

i - For example, one regional newspaper I read has published every article in the last 6 years from the NYT, the Washington Post and the LA Times the day that it appears in those respective newspapers. Indeed, typically I read it in Spanish before I read it in English.

g)
Regional newspapers, have, however, increased significantly their coverage of international news, and news about the U.S. I read a Yucatan newspaper, and the coverage of the Kerry campaign and the presidential race is a daily event.

i - I believe, based on my own contacts with reporters, that more Mexican journalists today report on the US first-hand than prior to 1990.

h)
Lawson argues that Mexican newspapers began to cover subjects that were previously off-limits, drug trafficking, official corruption, electoral fraud, and government repression—I would argue, however, that those topics already had been covered in the 1980s as well, just not as thoroughly and more selectively.

14—So, where does this leave us? From an academic’s point of view, journalists might consider the following:

a)
Although it may be difficult to sell to your editors, Mexican and U.S. journalists need to do more to present the ordinary side of both cultures, even when they are focusing on high visibility, political topics. American journalists have pursued this tack much more commonly than Mexican journalists. I never encounter individual portraits of Americans in the Mexican media. However, what I have noticed about the American essays is that the Mexicans portrayed typically are products of adverse circumstances. 

i - readers in both countries have an incomplete view of these two societies’ cultures

ii - one of the best articles I read recently about Mexico in the US media was a detailed analysis of the lack of access among recent high school graduates applying for college admissions to public institutions—it was informative (I learned plenty as an expert on Mexico), moving, involving a young woman’s suicide, and significant, the inadequacy of public education for top students.

iii - considering the huge attention paid to the NAFTA debate back in the 1990s, little coverage by comparison has been paid to the consequences of NAFTA for most Mexicans 

iv - what I am suggesting is that journalists explore the lives of successful individuals, not those whose settings stem from violence, corruption or institutional failures

15—I also believe reporters should take the initiative to identify deserving topics and actors, even if they are not “in the news” at the moment, and explore them from a particular angle.

a)
For example, in the political realm in Mexico, reporters from both countries have rarely analyzed the roles of two influential actors, the armed forces and the Catholic Church. Neither is well understood on either side of the border.

i - I would particularly fault Mexican reporters on this score—civil-military relations are a crucial variable in the success of Mexican democracy, yet few, if any Mexicans, including Mexican leadership, understand or know anything about the armed forces.

ii - Discussing the military is not even part of the policy agenda in Mexico, and rarely reaches the level of a public debate

iii - instead of focusing on the failures of the Fox regime, it would be equally valuable to explore long-term structural changes that his election has set in motion.

b)
For example, one of the most influential changes he has produced is an increased emphasis on the legal system to solve political as well as legal issues—much of his campaign was about the culture of law

i -  Now it just happens to be culminating in a legal reform package before congress, but many other consequences already have occurred

ii -  By far one of the most important changes that has actually been implemented in Mexico is the transparency law, indeed, it has played a tremendous role in establishing accountability, and it is a crucial vehicle for the media. It has opened up the armed forces, the most closed institution in Mexico, to public scrutiny.

c)
Some of you have called me from time to time and asked for such topics, but this needs to be done more frequently and regularly.

16—Finally, and difficult to do, if reporters perceive part of their role as raising the caliber of debate on public policy issues, then it is important to anticipate those issues and discuss them in greater detail.

a)
For example, if indeed President Bush revives immigration reform as an agenda item in congress, it will become a campaign issue in the presidential race. Others, with partisan agenda’s, will complicate the debate on that issue as well as cultural conservatives who view Mexican and Latino immigrants as a frontal attack on American culture.

b)
We know a great deal about immigrants now, collectively and individually. It might surprise American and Mexican readers alike to know that they share certain similarities with each other in how they learn about politics. It may also surprise them to know that Mexican-Americans, in terms of some of their views about democracy, quickly take on a traditional American view. Even more interesting, Mexican-Americans are more satisfied with democracy than are all other Americans. 

i - Professor Huntington, in his controversial work, never considered these findings, indeed he never cited a single empirical piece of information about the political or economic beliefs of Mexican-Americans

ii - Or in the debate about bi-lingual education, it would be worth knowing that language, not time spent in the US, is the crucial variable for assimilating political values.

iii - Journalists from both sides of the border need to focus on Mexican-Americans as the issue of their voting in Mexican elections once again becomes part of the public agenda—76 % of the Mexican public and approximately the same percentage of members of congress agree on this policy

iv - In a recent Pew Foundation study, fewer than half of all Hispanics believe the English language media does a good job of covering news relevant to them versus 70 percent for Spanish-language media

v - Half of Hispanic voters obtain their news in English and 40 percent from both languages

17—Perhaps journalists do not view their mission in terms of news other than presenting and interpreting the facts, but in terms of complex issues, I believe they do and should perform an important service to their respective societies in terms of civic education.

i - A crucial caveat which applies to your role, regardless of the mission you perform, it is important to remember that whatever North American journalists write about Mexico, it will influence and educate Mexican readership too. This is not yet the case of Mexican journalists writing about the US.

