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Exploring the Contours of Dialogue across the Border


Few neighboring countries have as intense, frequent, and complex a relationship as Mexico and the United States: brought together by a shared border, trade, and demography, yet divided by legacies of history, culture, and conflict.  In the region where the two countries meet around the shared border—often called Mexamerica—cultures, language, and economics seem to blend.  However, there is no question that even there, where the exchange of ideas, influences, and goods is at its peak, each side retains its distinctive flavor and a strong sense of identity separate from the other, founded on divergent perceptions of the “other” across the border.  These differences—and the challenges and opportunities they create—only multiply as we move further away from the border itself.  

Intellectual and political elites in Mexico City, trapped in the memory of past conflicts, have been anxious to distance themselves from their troublesome neighbor to the north.  U.S. elites, on the other hand, move, often abruptly, between fascination and forgetting with regards to their southern neighbor.  At the same time, average citizens in both countries appear to share more pragmatic and realistic assessments of the other, based, in part, on their day-to-day interactions with citizens of the other country.  However, Mexicans are unquestionably more aware of the United States than the other way around.


Yes these differences in perceptions have also shifted considerably over time.  Thirty years ago public discussion of the bilateral relationship was minimal, even though political, cultural, and economic engagements were already quite frequent between the two countries.  This has changed in the past two decades, however, as economic integration has deepened, spurred in large part by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and as the population of Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in the United States has grown and increased in influence.  Today the countries are no longer distant neighbors, as they once were, but instead cautious partners, each exploring the contours of a relationship that grows deeper but also more complicated each day.


In an effort to understand the way that perceptions shape the relationship between the two countries and how these perceptions have shifted over time, the Woodrow Wilson Center’s Mexico Institute and Letras Libres magazine organized a conference in Washington, DC on “Perceptions and Misconceptions: How We See Each Other in Mexico-U.S. Relations,” on February 27, 2004.  The conference brought together writers, journalists, businesspeople, and diplomats from both countries to address the ways that we represent each other and interact with each other across the shared border.  

A New Cultural Chapter in NAFTA


Enrique Krauze provided the keynote address, exploring the historical factors that have divided the two countries and led to cyclical patterns of engagement and distance between them.  He noted that President Vicente Fox and George W. Bush had the prudence to seek closer relations at the beginning of their terms in office, deepening a trend of more than a decade, but the events of 9/11 had ended this era of coming together.  Following the events of that day, the Mexican political leaders found themselves unable to express publicly their solidarity with the neighbors to the north, and the United States quickly lost interest in Mexico and turned to other matters.  “Are we condemned to be distanced neighbors?”  Krauze wondered.  “Will we ever be free of our grievances, historic resentment, prejudice, stereotypes and ghosts?”


There is a distinct difference, Krauze argued, between the way that the cultural and political elite of Mexico view the United States and the way that average Mexicans do.  Average Mexicans have a largely non-ideological, pragmatic view of the neighbor to the north.  However, cultural and political elites have developed an highly ideological anti-Americanism rooted in the history of conflict and nurtured, specifically, by the disappointment that 19th-century liberals suffered regarding the United States. The 1846-48 war certainly created resentments in Mexico towards the United States, but Mexican intellectuals never stopped traveling to the United States.  More significant, however, was the Spanish-American War of 1898, hich left Latin American liberal democrats as “ideological orphans” as they saw the discrepancy between the ideals of the United States and its actions.  This feeling was confirmed repeatedly in the twentieth century by the actions of the U.S. government in Latin American, including the coup against Gustavo Madero and later support of dictators in the region.  This disillusionment led to the rise of nationalism, set sharply against U.S. interventionism, which became a leading philosophy in the hemisphere.  


The reality remains, nonetheless, that Mexico’s excessive nationalism is schizophrenic given the real interests that the country shares with the United States.  Mexico receives numerous benefits—jobs, credit, investment—from its closeness to the northern neighbor.  Average Mexicans, who are not ideologues, realize this and have a pragmatic view of the United States.  The elite’s rejection of the United States, however, hurts Mexico.  Instead, Mexico needs to develop a “healthy patriotism” that allows the country to fight for its interests with “intelligence and creativity.”  This includes engaging the United States fully and lobbying for Mexican interests at the federal, state, and local levels in the U.S.  

At the same time, much more effort is needed to help Americans to understand Mexico more fully.  There is a long history of U.S. writers who have lived in and written about Mexico: John Reed, Hart Crane, Jack London, Catherine M. Porter, John Dos Pasos, Bruno Travin, Wallace Stevens, John Steinbeck, Tennessee Williams, William Carlos Williams, Robert Lowell, Saul Bellow, Alan Ginsburg, Harriet Dorr and many, many more.  Some of their writings are little known in the United States, however, and the average American knows much less about Mexico than the average Mexican knows about the United States.  Time has come to look at each other more realistically and more deeply.  “What we need” Krauze concluded “is a cultural chapter in NAFTA.  For Mexico it would be a lesson and the best antidote to anti-American sentiments, and for the United States it would be a revelation, evidence that Americans can, if they put their minds to it, understand the world and make it a better place to live.”
Writing about Each Other


The first conference panel, composed of writers and journalists from the two countries, explored the ways that Mexicans and Americans have represented and understood each other through the written word.   Panelists addressed a wide range of issues, including the ways that each other countries and cultures and represented—or not—in their own literature, the influence of immigration on our perceptions, and the need to find a new language to describe North America.


Richard Rodriguez observed that Mexican-Americans live in a “zone of ambiguity,” often perceived by Americans as too Mexican and by Mexicans as too American.  The history of the United States traditionally has moved from east to west; it is a history that is yet coming to terms with its citizens whose lives move south to north.  He praised Octavio Paz’s Labyrinth of Solitude but disagreed with Paz’s characterization of Mexican-Americans as trapped between two countries; rather, they are firmly American, but “have a relationship, if only in memory, if only in taste, if only in the embrace of a relative, to Mexico.”  Rodriguez noted that he has never even been invited to speak in Mexico and only once received a letter from a Mexican writer—Octavio Paz.  

Ironically, Mexico now finds itself in its own zone of ambiguity.  The term norteamericano in Mexico has always referred to Americans, but with the signing of NAFTA it now refers to the continent of North America and the inhabitants of Mexico are, technically, norteamericanos too.  Rodriguez wondered: How can Mexico make sense of its identity, caught between Latin America and North America?  Mexicans have always feared the ambiguity of the Mexican-American. Yet is Mexico not itself in the same dilemma now?


We need a new language to describe this new world we live in, Rodriguez argued.  We speak English and Spanish; news stories speak of “Anglos” and “Hispanics” (or even “Latinos”)—yet these are all references to the European continent.  How can we find new terms to describe the languages we speak in the New World?  In the United States, of course, we do not really speak English but American, a blending of English with the language of every other group that has arrived in the country.  We need now to hear the voices of the new generations—the generation that has grown up in Mexico City on Gold’s Gym and Coca-Cola, and in California on African-American cultural influences and is now intermarrying with Filipinos and Chinese and Koreans, the new generation who is blending cultures and heritage to create a new raza cósmica.  Rodriguez concluded that Mexican-Americans are a “prophetic people in that we will tell Mexico what she is about to experience, the world of North America, the complexity of it, the comic character of it, the puzzlement of it.”

Christopher Dominguez noted that, in a sense, he is Richard Rodriguez’s mirror image:  a Mexican born in New York to an American mother but raised in Mexico City with little understanding of English.  Dominguez addressed the absence of the United States and even northern Mexico from Mexican literature.  While numerous American authors have written in and about Mexico, few Mexican authors have written about the United States.  It is seen almost as a cultural betrayal to represent everyday stories from north of the border, unless they deal with Mexico under siege from American imperialism.  This seems unusually given the weight of U.S. writers from the south on Mexican literature and the fact that so many Mexican intellectuals have lived in the United States.

There is a region, however, where the two countries blend together: Mexamerica, the region around the common border where Mexican and U.S. cultures are in constant dialogue.  Yet, there is very little dialogue, Domínguez noted, between the culture of the Mexico City intellectual elites and MexAmerica. It is as though Mexico City elites think that “culture ends where the carne asada (northern barbeque) begins,” he quipped.  He concluded by wondering whether Mexican and American writers could find a way to begin a dialogue with each other and with the literature that bridges the two countries, that of the border and of the Mexican-American community.


Pete Hamill emphasized the richness of Mexican popular culture expressed through music, wrestling, cartoons, funerals, and holiday celebrations.  There is so much richness to Mexican popular culture that Americans never learn about.  Carlos Monsivaís, who chronicles popular culture, has only one book translated into English, for example, so American writers lose the opportunity to have a dialogue with Mexico’s popular culture.  The popular culture of Mexico is blooming, now that those things which could not previously be said under the authoritarian government can be expressed freely.

Hamill also addressed the rich mixture of cultures that have built New York of which Mexicans have now become an important part.  He called the fusion of cultures the “alloy of New York.”  A melting pot implies a loss of identity, while a salad bowl suggests a weak mixture.  In contrast, an alloy speaks to the strong fusion of different groups that have built New York through successive generations.  Hamill emphasized that Mexican immigrants arrive with the desire to work and to make their contribution to the alloy, just as his parents arrived from Ireland to do the same.  

People in other parts of the United States, where immigration is more of a distant memory, do not always remember the country’s immigrant heritage, but in New York, he noted, we can never forget it. “The reason is it is a city built by immigrants, that there are basic templates there that have allowed newcomers, whether they are Mexican or Chinese or Russian …or Dominican, to fit into a city in which the templates were cut by the Irish, the Jews, the Italians; that those templates include the sense of welcome and responsibility that nobody should have to go through again what our parents and grandparents went through …”

Jesús Silva-Herzog Márquez addressed the “internationalization of Mexican politics” and the role of the U.S. media during the process of democratic transition. With Mexico’s growing economic globalization and role in world affairs, Mexico’s political system has, in a sense, ceased to be closed to the world; that is, it no longer coincides exclusively with the boundaries of the Mexican state.  He rejected the notion that the involvement of others in the world is “intervention” or “interference”; rather, it is a normal part of democratic politics in a globalized world, and it has changed Mexican politics “in a democratic direction.”


Silva-Herzog spoke of the last years of Mexican authoritarianism, when the US and international press played a very important role by offering a channel to express criticism of the regime.  After all, in a country with no free press citizens have to rely largely on the foreign press to transmit criticism.  These channels made the authoritarian governments accountable to the foreign press, much like Franco became accountable to the European press in his final years.  The desire of the Salinas administration to gain international legitimacy and win approval for NAFTA helped further the Mexican government’s responsiveness to the international press.  While the U.S. press is still influential with the Mexican government, their influence has diminished overall.  

Mexicans often criticize how their country is portrayed by the U.S. press, either relegated to a minor story or discussed in relationship to drugs and illegal immigration. However, Silva-Herzog noted that the U.S. press coverage of Mexico has actually become quite frequent and surprisingly nuanced.  Similarly, while the Mexican press sometimes portrays traditional stereotypes of the United States, but there are more complex ideas and perceptions emerging in coverage that leave behind the caricature of “the enemy” to the north.  Today each country’s press increasingly serves the purpose of helping citizens of the other country get to know the reality of their neighbors.

Working with Each Other

The second panel addressed the challenges of working with each other in business and politics across the border and the way these interactions are shaped by perceptions of each other. Panel moderator Javier Treviño asked a series of key questions to frame the discussion: Has NAFTA changed our mutual perception over the past 10 years, and if so, how? Are we able to work more easily with each other, both in politics and in business than 10 years ago?  How do different perceptions in Mexico and the U.S. about each country affect the way in which we work together at the governmental and private levels?  Are the bureaucratic and entrepreneurial cultures in both countries really converging or are they still fundamentally different? How do we overcome the barriers that prevent a closer working relationship between our two countries?  And what can we do to foster a more accurate perception of what Mexico and the U.S. truly stand for in order to work better together?


Jesús Reyes Heroles suggested that discussing perceptions reminds us that human relationships stand at the center of political interactions and projects.  The two countries do, in fact, have substantially different institutions, economic structures, and cultural heritages.  These differences, combined with the way history shapes our “conflicting impulses” towards each other, mean that the two countries will converge only slowly.  Elites in both countries play an important role in reshaping images of the other, as happened in both countries during the discussions on pursuing NAFTA.  However, how far elites are willing to go in challenging popular perceptions remains an open question.

Public perceptions of each other have become much closer to reality in recent years and much less ideologically charged.  Americans tend to list poverty and cultural aspects most saliently in polls on how they see Mexico; Mexicans tend to emphasize “money, work, and security,” in referring to the United States, followed by “progress, power, and industry.”  Surprisingly, drugs and corruption do not seem to dominate Americans’ view of Mexico, nor imperialism and bullying Mexicans’ view of the United States.  We appear to have gotten to know each other better over time, and the different perceptions that each country’s citizens hold of the other country appear to reflect real differences between the countries, rather than just stereotypes.

Reyes Heroles also noted the important role of the media in transmitting images.  We still have much to do to represent each other more accurately in the media, though this too has improved.  Both governments should have an interest in protecting the other’s image in the media to prevent unnecessary attacks on the other.  In the end, the way we will change perceptions, he argued, is by changing reality itself and by improving media coverage that allows us to see our neighbors more clearly.


Jeffrey Davidow argued that the relationship between Mexico and the United States, in both business and government, is “good and fluid.”  Since NAFTA, increasingly more formal structures have been put into place to deal with day-to-day interactions between the governments and businesses on both sides of the border.  Although people often refer to Mexico having a “love-hate” relationship with the United States, Davidow suggested that it was more of an ambivalent relationship based on “opportunity” and “threat.”  In times of crisis, the sense of threat becomes accentuated, while at other times, Mexico is better able to focus on the opportunities, as Canada does on an ongoing basis.  Americans, on the other hand, show a general disregard for Mexico, which often leads to decisions that can be damaging to Mexico without anyone on the U.S. side taking this into account.  

High-profile issues can hijack the relationship and get in the way of creative progress in bilateral relations.  Davidow argued that drug trafficking had done this for most of the 1990s, as the U.S. government focused too intensely on this one issue and hindered progress in other areas.  Since the Fox administration took over, the Mexican government has focused too intensely on migration, which has limited discussion about other issues.  At the same time, both governments have let traditional mechanisms for maintaining coordination and resolving conflict wither away while thinking that matters could be dealt with at the top instead.  This has actually harmed progress made previously in coordination between the two countries.

Davidow urged a new vision for North America.  This would not be likely to be along the European model, but something generated internally among the three countries and that should include Central America as well.  To develop a new vision, however, the countries need political leadership willing to look at the long-term prospects and opportunities of their future together.  

José Antonio Fernández argued that two ingredients were necessary to build a trusting relationship: deep knowledge and fundamental understanding.  The cultivation of this relationship should be viewed as a “permanent project” between the two countries.
 Mexico cannot afford to ignore the United States, although public opinion is often volatile with regards to the United States.  Meanwhile, U.S. policy changes in an instant, with Mexico moving from the center of attention to a peripheral country in response to electoral needs and security threats.  We need to find ways of building a consistent long-term vision and a trusting partnership.  

Today, one in eight people in the United States is Latino; in twenty years, it will be one in four.  As a result, understanding Mexico should be important to the United States, both to government and the private sector.  The Hispanic market in the United States is a $350 billion market each year, with another 300 million consumers in Latin America.  Therefore, U.S. businesses can hardly afford to ignore these markets.  At the same time, 85% of Mexico’s exports are to the United States, so Mexicans can hardly afford to ignore the importance of the neighbor to the north.

Developing trust also requires finding common values.  A commitment to democracy is one of the values we share in the political realm; in the world of business, the commitment to full disclosure and transparency is also shared.  Fernández noted that “It takes trust to gain trust.  It also takes time and respect and congruity.  It takes walking the talk.”  We are, in the end, neighbors, and need to work consciously on developing this trust for the benefit of people in both countries.  
Brian Dyson argued that “the more we trade, the more we grow together.”  The growth in economic relations needs to be anchored in an equal growth of understanding of values and culture, however.  Mexico is today a different country than it was thirty years ago, when it largely looked inward.  Today Mexican companies are actively engaged in the international market and exude a confidence in their foreign dealings that was rare before NAFTA.  It is hard to tell whether changed values in the two countries led to NAFTA or NAFTA, along with the fall of the Berlin Wall, led to changed values.  However, there is clearly a difference in how the two nations interact today.  The relationship appears to have become less unequal.  But there is a critical need to keep the relationship fresh and competitive; there is a pervasive sense that the relationship may now be drifting given a lack of creative ideas.

Distrust does still continue to exist between the two countries, Dyson observed, but that is also true of any two countries in the world.  The major core difference is that Americans tend to see the world in East-West terms, while Mexicans look North-South.  This affects the degree of attention they each pay to the other.  In business dealings, Mexican businesspeople sometimes see Americans as given to arrogance, bluntness, short-term relationships, and cultural insensitivity.   American businesspeople, on the other hand, often complain that Mexican business is more bureaucratic and corrupt and less sophisticated.  

In the end, none of these differences should matter, however; business executives are paid to understand how to do business well in other countries and are responsible for learning the nuances involved in their global dealings.  Nonetheless, Mexicans and Americans are, in many ways, “deceptively different,” according to Dyson.  It would seem that we have learned what we need to about each other, and so sometimes the differences can emerge when those involved least expect it.  Yes, he concluded, the two countries are closer than ever before, but there is still room for a dose of “healthy skepticism” in dealing with each other; a good rule is to “trust but verify.”
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