THE 1996 U.S. PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS
Implications for Mexico

ever has the outcome of a presidential elec-

tion in the United States had so much

potential to affect Mexico. Infrequently

does a foreign country receive as much
attention in the national political debate in the United
States in a presidential election year as Mexico has
so far in the 1996 elections. In fact, the president
inaugurated in January of 1997, be it William Clinton,
the Republican candidate or someone else, as well
as the composition of the new congress, could
well determine not only the tone of the relationship
with Mexico but also the fate of NAFTA, the future
treatment of matters such as Mexican immigrants
living in the United States and other questions asso-
ciated with economic integration (e.g., international
transport, the import and export of many products
and services, etc.). Since the commercial relationship
that Mexico sustains with the United States is its
most important, even without NAFTA, obviously the
stakes are high.

Although many areas of the bilateral relationship
and NAFTA could be affected, we will confine our analy-
sis to two points of particular interest.

First, the criticism that has arisen in the United
States about the allegedly deleterious effects of NAFTA
in that country has worried and perplexed many in
Mexico. Many industries throughout the United States
clearly benefitted from sales and business in Mexico
during the first year of the implementation of NAFTA

because the Mexican market really opened. Indeed,
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many individual American states have opened offices
in Mexico City in the hope and expectation of devel-
oping long-term reciprocal commercial relationships
with Mexico. Even the mercantile landscape of Mex-
ico has diversified dramatically with the opening of
Wal-Marts, K-Marts, Price Clubs, Dunkin’ Donuts and
even a Marie Callender Restaurant, to the delight of
Mexican consumers.

However, the dialogues that have emerged in the

United States from the populist conservative arena,

The Republican candidate campaigning.
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especially from the Ross Perot and Pat Buchanan camps,!
distress many in Mexico because they seem to distort
the benefits that Mexico has allegedly accrued from
NAFTA. Although the implementation of NAFTA has
caused profound dislocations in Mexico with painful
consequences for practically all sectors of the econo-
my, Mexican public opinion has generally accepted
economic integration with the United States and Can-
ada as not necessarily desireable, but inevitable. The
December 1994 peso devaluation challenged and still
challenges the public perception of NAFTA, as many
in Mexico have come to associate the peso crisis with
misguided economic integration, although most still
accept the agreement resignedly.

The early victories of Pat Buchanan in the Repub-
lican primaries demonstrated that a strong anti-NAFTA
and anti-free trade position could find elecroral sup-
port in some sectors of American society, a warning
for Mexico that NAFTA might be in trouble. And the

I Steven Stark, The Atlantic Monthly, February 1996.
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collapse of Phil Gramm’s campaign, a staunch advo-
cate of free trade, further reinforced that opinion and
pointed to Buchanan as the representative of the pop-
ulist conservative right among the Republicans.?

Further, as part of his nationalist economic program.
Buchanan has bitterly criticized the financial pack-
age that the Clinton administration arranged to help
Mexico during the first throes of the crisis after the peso
devaluation as basically an aid package for New York
banks.> But as Roger C. Altman has written, Buchanan’s
position on NAFTA, free trade and the Mexican bailout
is more a function of rallying the insecurity of Amer-
ican workers than addressing the realities of the evolv-
ing and already profitable new commercial relation-
ship.* Whatever the shortsightedness of the Buchanan
campaign regarding international commerce, the image
of his electoral victories persists as a symbol of resis-
tance in the United States to economic integration with
Mexico.

While President Clinton has been careful not to
involve himselfin the internal debates of the Republican
Party regarding NAFTA, he has made use of opportunities
to promote the idea of free trade. In Detroit, at the begin-
ning of March, Clinton took pains to praise the Amer-
ican auto industry, whose exports to Japan have in-
creased 37 percent.’ The Clinton administration has
clearly supported the notion of expanding the export
sector of the economy as much as possible.

Second, the mistreatment of undocumented Mex-
ican immigrants living in the United States personi-
fied by California’s Proposition 187, and later so graph-
ically illustrated by the recent incidents in Southern
California, has grabbed public attention and sympa-
thy in Mexico as nothing else has since immigration
to the north became statistically significant during the
Revolution.® Historically, Mexico has been ambiva-

lent about the emigration of so many workers north.
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While not a frequent topic of conversation, many pol-
icymakers have been aware of the common problems
of low wages, substandard living and working condi-
tions and even worse experienced by many migrants.
But the undocumented status of many immigrants, a
lack of funds, and a sometimes inconsistent policy in
Mexico have hampered efforts by Mexican diplomats
to better protect their compatriots.

Further, the employment opportunities provided
by migration to the United States, regardless of legal
status, have helped to offset chronic unemployment
and underdevelopment, especially in the Mexican coun-
tryside, but also increasingly in the cities. The funds
that migrants send to Mexico are often significant
sources of income for their families and towns, and in
many instances it would be difficult to replace that
income with a local source.

More immediately, the poisonous campaign surround-
ing Proposition 187 in California took many aback
in both Mexico and the United States. The emotion-
al criticisms directed at the undocumented Mexican
community seemed entirely inappropriate to the Mex-
ican public, but the resounding electoral support that
the initiative generated served to demonstrate that anti-
Mexican sentiment can win votes. Most in Mexico
assume that the subsequent graphic efforts by the
Clinton administration to prevent undocumented
immigration at the Border are a response to the elec-
toral success of Prop. 187 and to a fear that it would
influence the outcome of the presidential election of
November 1996.

Moreover, the dramatic videotape of the recent beat-
ing of an undocumented Mexican immigrant by a
law enforcement officer in Riverside, California, and
the tragic deaths of several undocumented Mexican
immigrants in a police chase underscored the concern
in Mexico about the political climate in the United
States. The intensity of the Prop. 187 campaign pos-
sibly affected the attitudes of law enforcement per-

ships created by the Mexican Revolution. Although many later
returned, immigration as a product of internal turmoil has
remained a point of reference for understanding some United
States policies toward the border and Mexican emigration.

sonnel and demonstrated how precarious the lives of
undocumented immigrants really are. However, the
incidents reinforced an argument that the Mexican
government has been using for some time: that one
must view the problems of undocumented immigrants
within the context of human rights violations.”

Not surprisingly, almost all the prospective Re-
publican candidates included the topic of immigra-
tion in their primary campaigns, and we can be sure
that the final platform adopted at the convention in
San Diego will include immigration. Unlike the tra-
ditional Republican support for liberal immigration
laws, the control of legal and undocumented immi-
gration has become a cornerstone of the Republican
party, basically a legacy of the social conservatives. While
some, more liberal, Republicans confine their immi-
gration position to stricter enforcement of undocument-
ed immigration at the border, others have addressed
the question in general as an analogy for rooting out the
causes of American society’s ills.

Although no one would deny that Mexicans are
the largest group of undocumented immigrants in the
United States, the fact is that immigrants from many
countries around the world arrive and stay. Moreover,
many estimate that about one half of the undocument-
ed immigrants are “overstays,” individuals that go to
the United States on a plane, boat or car legally and
simply stay when their visa expires. Yet, since around
the 1970s, public debate in the United States about
undocumented immigration basically revolves around
Mexicans crossing the border, an image that still per-
sists, and one that was reinforced by the incidents in
California.

No one in Mexico was surprised when Governor
Pete Wilson tried to launch a campaign for the pres-
idency. It would seem that the strong electoral sup-
port that Prop. 187 received encouraged him. In
any event, his early withdrawal from the Republican

primaries came as a surprise but not a disappoint-

7 The Mexican Commission for Human Rights has been inves-
tigating complaints of human rights violations of immigrants
at the border and issuing reports about it.



ment in Mexico. The possibility that Wilson could
have carried his Prop. 187 campaign to the nation-
al level as a platform was not welcomed south of the
border.

Buchanan has also taken the most decided anti-
immigrant position, indicating that as president he
would build a steel fence on the border® that sepa-
rates (or joins, depending on your perspective) the
United States and Mexico. Although conservative
rhetoric in the United States has toyed with the image
of building a fence along the border for many years,
the proposal is not practical and leaves many won-
dering about the practicality of Buchanan’s policies.
One Mexican analyst writes that for Buchanan fence-
building takes on allegorical proportions; he secks to
establish barriers to “disturbing liberal” ideas.’

In Arizona, Buchanan stressed his anti-immigrant
and anti-NAFTA postures, but lost to Steve Forbes
and Bob Dole, in part because many voters thought
him too extreme.'? For the first time, Buchanan “met
voters who understand their future lies with eco-
nomic growth tied to exports and a global market-
place.”!! Unfortunately, conservative Republicans in
states less obviously affected by NAFTA may not have
the personal experience to arrive at the same con-
clusions.

The interesting exception was the Republican pri-
mary in New York, where the triumphant electoral
machine developed by “Al D’Amato, Inc.” to support
Bob Dole extoled the ethnic and racial diversity of the
region.'? Republican Mayor Rudolph Giulani even
vowed to thwart Buchananism which rargets New York
as the “symbol of immigration’s evils.”'> But New
York is worlds away from the Bible Belt, the Sun Belt,
the Mexican border and the Republican National
Convention to be held in San Diego.
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Of course, still the unknown factor among the social
conservatives is Ross Perot, who has taken a militant
and dramatic position against NAFTA. The national
convention of his new political organization, United
We Stand (Reform Party), will not take place until
after the national conventions of the two major par-
ties. If Buchanan and his followers are not happy with
the outcome of the Republican convention, of course
it is still possible that United We Stand could court
their supporr.}4

The proposal that illegal aliens be denied social
benefits, a legacy of Prop. 187, has also received atten-
tion among the Republican candidates. Even fiscal con-
servative, social moderate Steve Forbes opposes wel-
fare for undocumented immigrants, except emergency
medical assistance.!> Moderate Tennessean Lamar Alex-
ander included the control of illegal immigration in
his vision of the future in the United States, ahead of
education and abortion.!®

The Clinton administration has defended its posi-
tion on undocumented immigrants for the last two
years by implementing a series of policies designed to
reinforce the Mexican border. Not only have the Border
Patrol and the Immigration and Naturalization Service
received additional funding, but federal authoricies
have launched highly publicized “projects” to halt
undocumented immigration from Mexico. While these
policies are intended to respond to domestic criti-
cism arising from Prop. 187 and other anti-immigrant
sentiments about the permeability of the Mexican
border, immigration from Mexico is inherently a bilat-
eral phenomenon and falls within the parameters of
diplomatic relations.

The dilemma of Mexican immigration reflects the
emphasis of our argument presented in this article.
Obviously, the U.S. presidential elections develop in
a domestic framework, but some questions regarding
Mexico will play out in the ensuing debates, campaigns
and final results. The 1996 presidential election year

is one that Mexican society cannot ignore.
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Racism and Early U.S.
Foreign Policy

ince the times of George
Washington, the United

States has instrumented a

peculiar, indulgent notion

of charity to indigenous peoples:
“We are more enlightened and
mote powerful than the Indian na-
tions; we are therefore bound in
honour to treat them with kind-
ness, and even with generosity.”*
Racism became more than a ban-
ner in the United States. When com-
bined with the certainty of being
“chosen” among nations, it was a
major component of the country’s
early “national greatness.” To achieve
this kind of “greatness,” there was
only one domestic obstacle to over-
come: the American Indians. While
their aim was economic (their desire
to take over Indian lands), the Amer-
icans resorted to social and polit-
ical devices to achieve it. These de-
vices were probably behind the

construction of the racist rationale.

!'This is a fraction of a major research
project in process at the CISAN.

2.George Washington quoted in Alexis
De Toqueville, Democracy in America,
Vol. 1, Vintage Books, New York, 1990,
p. 350. My empbhasis.

Moreover, this “encounter with alien
peoples” was to be the first of many
during America’s pursuit of great-
ness across the hemisphere and
overseas.

U.S. “White power” understood
the world and humanity in terms
of skin color, assigning character-
istics to each color. In this view,
Indians were publically condemned
as backward, wild and, in the words
of Benjamin Franklin, “barbarous
tribes of savages that delight in war
and take pride in murder.” Franklin,
it must be noted, had a racist con-
ception of life. Like Jefferson, accord-
ing to the convention of the time,
Franklin was a slave owner. He con-
sidered Anglo-Saxons “the princi-
pal Body of White People on the
Face of the Farth”; he said he wished
“their numbers were increased,”
since he was “perhaps partial to the
Complexion of My Country, for
such Kind of Partiality is natural
to Mankind.”

This notion of race as a con-

cept and as a point of departure

3 Benjamin Franklin, quoted by Michael

H. Hunt, ldeology and U.S. Foreign Policy,
Yale University Press, Yale, 1987, p. 46.
See also p. 26.
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for determining virtue developed
a hierarchical attitude about real-
ity of which Benjamin Franklin
was only one outstanding repre-
sentative. The cultural effect of this
on subsequent generations would
be important in distinguishing
among the “various peoples of the
world on the bases of physical fea-
tures, above all skin colour and to
a lesser extent, head type.”

Americans were setting them-
selves up as the elite among the
races, as “superior,” just as the U.S.
was to set itself up as a nation unique
among nations, destined to con-
trol the world’s affairs. And this
was to be absorbed by Americans
as an “awareness of race in their
schooling, in their homes and in
their work place. As a central point
of cultural reference on which all
were agreed, race could be applied
to foreign problems without fear
that the concept itself would arouse
domestic controversy.”*

Hence the racial and hierarchi-
cal emphasis in interpreting world
politics was to be an important

component in the U.S. definition

4 Hunt, op. cit., pp. 48 and 52.




Not in vain have Latin Americans

historically resented U.S. citizens’

appropriation of the adjective

of the new order in the post-colo-
nial era. Thus the answer to the
question, “Who is going to be in
charge?” had interesting repercus-
sions in the southern part of the
Americas. Every country needs to
consolidate its own identity, its cul-
tural and political language. But
this was even more important when
that country was about to become
a world power, as was the case of
the United States, which established
both its preminence and to some
extent its identity at the expense
of other nations and regions of the
world. A major precondition for
U.S. strength was its complete
control over the affairs that most
concerned it.

American expansionism reached
its zenith in 1845 when the term
“Manifest Destiny” was coined by
a journalist® in Washington and
thereafter implemented by Dem-
ocratic President James J. Polk,
although the ideas that supported
this policy already existed. It was
not fortuitous therefore that Amer-
ican policymakers tended to used
the name of the continent (“Ame-

5See F. Metk, Manifest Destiny and
Mission in American History, Alfred A.
Knopf, New York, 1963, Chapter 2.

“American.”

rica’) as their own, providing us
with a clue to the U.S. ideology
of expansionism that was to become
a major geopolitical project. If the
Americans considered it their right
to appropriate the term, it was not
for semantic reasons. Perhaps they
thought it their right because theirs
was the first succesful indepen-
dent process in the region.®

It is extremely important to dis-
tinguish between the United States
and America to come to terms
with the vital geopolitical distinc-
tion there is between “one” and the
“other” Ametica: “The United States
is a political entity, but ‘America is
a place. ‘America’ lacks a govern-
ment to articulate its foreign poli-
cies, a military to sustain them and
precise territorial jurisdiction... The
United States is in the Americas,
but America is of the Americas.
The deceptively narrow but impor-
tant distinction between those phras-
es, evaluated historically, is... crit-
ical for understanding United States
policy toward Latin America and

helps to explain why (as some Amer-

¢ On the origins and rationale of the

term “America,” see Christopher Coker,
Reflections on American Foreign Policy
Since 1945, Pinter in association with
John Spiers, London, 1989.

icans believe) it is often artfully
conceived and enthusiastically sup-
ported yet ultimately fails to achieve
its purpose. The United States and
America have come to mean qual-
itatively different things to Latin
Americans during the past centu-
ry and a half, as the legacy of the
interaction between them has be-
queathed two hemispheres... An
American (which I define as a cit-
izen of the United States) is one
who believes that the promise of
America can be fulfilled in the
United States.””

I would suggest that the core
of the matter lies in the very idea
that it was vital that the United
States (i.e. “America”) be linked
to the rest of the region (i.e. “our
little region over there which has
never bothered anybody,” as Sec-
retary of War Henry Stimson said
in 1944). Some of the national-
ism and even anti-American out-
breaks in the region later should
be seen in this light: from being
one more among the actors in the
Americas, the U.S. transformed itself
into being the “American” domi-
nant actor, the “American Nation”
above and beyond the rest. In other
words, there was only one way to
be “America” in the Americas, and
this was by stepping over other
countries’ national interests and
putting the U.S. first. Historically,
then, “America” has had the last

7 See L. D. Langley, America and the Amer-
icas: The United States in the Western
Hemisphere, The University of Georgia
Press, Athens, Georgia, 1989, pp. xvi-
xviii.



word in settling regional conflicts
and has used indiscriminate inter-
ventionist and punitive policies
both regionally and domestically
(to indiscriminately contain Mex-
ican immigration, for instance).
This contemptuous and supe-
rior attitude is openly supported
by many in the United States: “It
is widely assumed in the United
States that the nations of Latin
America are an inferior species of
states that belong rightfully in the
sphere of influence of the United
States, existing primarily for the
purpose of implementing its for-
eign policy, contributing to its de-
fense and servicing its economy.”®
Distinguished politicians like W.H.
Taft, for example, considered the
Latin Americans “...naughty chil-
dren who are exercising all the priv-
ileges and rights of grown-ups.”’
Not in vain have Latin Amer-
icans historically resented U.S. citi-
zens' appropriation of the adjective
“American.” It shows the propri-
etorial artitude toward the hemi-
sphere which already existed before
1823 when the Monroe Doctrine
was launched. It was this same atti-
tude that had originally fueled the
missionary zeal for the U.S.’s recol-
onization impulse and westward

expansionism.

8 See Robert N. Burr, Our Troubled Hemi-
sphere. Perspectives on United States-Latin
American Relations, The Brookings In-
stitute, Washington, D.C., 1967, p. 48.

? Quoted in N. Chomsky, Tizrning the Tide.
U.S. Intervention in Central America and
the Struggle for Peace, Pluto Press, Boston,
1985, p. 59.
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It may be argued, then, that the
U.S. used a normative policy and con-
tempt for peoples and countries,
together with an early “contain-
ment” strategy, to establish the basis
for controlling an entire indepen-
dent continent (Cuba being the
only exception).!® Thus, it is easy
to understand why Latin American
integrity was seen as “an incident
and not an end.”!! Similarly, Pres-
ident John Adams (1797-1801)
said contemptuously that the Latin

Americans would need to be pro-

10 With the exception of Cuba, which
was still under Spanish rule.

11 Ihid. This assertion was made in refer-
ence to the case of Mexico.

tected when undertaking indepen-
dent nationhood, since establish-
ing democracies among Spanish
American peoples would be like
“...establishing democracies among
the birds, beasts and fishes.”12
The well-known, colorful fili-
busterer William Walker, who invad-
ed Nicaragua several times and
ruled it once, said, “They are but
drivellers who speak of establish-
ing fixed relations between the pure
white American race, as it exists
in the United States, and the mixed

Hispano-Indian race, as it exists

12 Quoted in A. Whitaker, The U.S. and the
Independence of Latin America, Baltimore
Press, Baltimore, 1940, p. 37.

The Monroe Doctrine, 1912 (reprinted with the permission of the St. Paul’s Dispatch).




in Mexico and Central America,
without the employment of force.
The history of the world presents
no such Utopian vision as that of
an inferior race yielding meekly
and peacefully to the controlling
influence of a superior people.”!?

All these aspects of U.S. policy
in the region were major compo-
nents of the Monroe Doctrine. The
region was conceived of as the “nat-
ural area” that would allow the
U.S. to consolidate its expansion,
and the newly independent for-
mer Spanish colonies gave the U.S.
an excellent opportunity to do so.

To extend its control to the
southern part of the continent,
it first had to extend its national
boundaries westward, beginning
with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803
and the Florida Purchase in 1819.
While the Monroe Doctrine was
ostensibly to “protect” the conti-
nental integrity from the expansion-
ism of the Holy Alliance (Austria,
Naples, Prussia, Russia and Sardinia),
it would be skillfully used to control
the west coast and part of Mexico’s
territory to the south.

Just one of the myrtiad of expla-
nations of this phenomenon is to
be found in Hegel’s observation:
“There [was] no neighboring state
in America with which the U.S.
could have the kind of relationship
which prevails among the European
nations, a state which they would
have to view with distrust and against

13 See Albert Katz Weinberg, Manifest
Destiny. A Study of Nationalist Expansion-
ism in American History, John Hopkins,
Baltimore, Maryland, 1958, p. 211.

which they would have to main-
tain a standing army. Canada and
Mexico present no serious threat,
and England has found over the
last 50 years that a free America is
more useful than a dependent one.”
He was not wrong when he fore-
saw North America’s prominent
future: “America is therefore the
country of the future, and its world-
historical importance has yet to
be revealed in the ages which lie

American
expansionism
reached its zenith in

1845 when the term
“Manifest Destiny”

was coined.

ahead —perhaps in a conflict bet-
ween North and South America.”!4

Perhaps the most important stage
in the consolidation of U.S. strength
in the region was the war with Mex-
ico and the annexation of half
its territory. The U.S. had already
annexed the state of Texas, after
the American settlers the Mexican
government had allowed to live
there rebelled against Mexican leg-
islation prohibiting more American
immigration. The U.S. support-
ed the Texans’ demand for inde-
pendence, and, in 1836, after the

' This summarizes Hegel’s position in
the debate on the New World.

defeat of the Mexican army, Texas
became independent. Mexico not
only protested but committed itself
militarily to stop continual U.S.
manoeuvering to annex more Mex-
ican territory. A decade later, after
two years of war, Mexico lost to
the United States. The U.S. vic-
tory could not have been more
decisive: new borders were estab-
lished and the Rio Grande finally
became what Senator Benton con-
sidered a river intended for the
United States, according to “the laws
of God and nature.”® In 1848,
with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hi-
dalgo, U.S. territory was increased
by one-fifth when it annexed more
than half of Mexico, 850,000 square
miles including the states of Texas,
Nevada, Arizona, California, New
Mexico, Utah and parts of Colo-
rado and Wyoming. While the Polk
administration was ready to pay
U.5.$30 million for the acquisi-
tion, only U.S.$15 million was actu-
ally paid.

Although the Monroe Doctrine
was originally a “hands-off” poli-
cy, it was mainly the United States’
best opportunity for practicing its
favorite policy of overseeing Latin
American developments. It was both
imperialist and anti-imperialist.
Monroe and his secretary of state,
J.Q. Adams, wanted no external

' Quoted in R. W. Alstyne, The Rising
American Empire, Oxford University
Press, 1940, p. 102, On this aspect of
history, see Merk, ap. cit; Weinberg,
op. cit; De Tocqueville, op. cit. and W
LaFeber, The Panama Canal, The Crisis
in Historical Perspective, Oxford Un iversity
Press, New York, 1978.



interference in the affairs of the
new independent nations, least of
all a restoration of Spanish con-
trol over its former colonies. This
was not because of what Monroe
called his “great consideration”®
for their independence, but because
of their own need to expand and
consolidate their role as protectors.
In reality they were protecting their
own interests: the preservation of
an area set apart for “freedom” and
“independence” as conceived by
U.S. policy makers and the pre-
vailing spirit in the American repub-
lic itself, and which would endure
in the decades to come. According
to Van Alstyne, “The Monroe
Doctrine is really an official dec-
laration fancying the ‘western hemi-
sphere’ as a United States sphere
of influence.”!”

16 See Thomas P. Brockway, Basic Documents
in United States Foreign Policy, D. Van
Nostrand, Princeton, 1968, pp. 25-26.

17 Van Alstyne, gp. cit., p. 99. See also the
interesting and complete study by
Whitaker, ap. cit., Chapters 15, 16 and 18.

This succession of events, com-
bined later with the United States’
political control of Cubas 1899 inde-
pendence process (plus the imposi-
tion of the Platt Amendment and the
U.S. holding of Guantanamo), would
be the first major signs of U.S.
geopolitical aims, the beginning
of the U.S.’s self-designated right
to defend the region’s integrity from
“foreign intervention.” This went
beyond the defense of the new
Latin American citizens' “liberty and
happiness.” It was a major demon-
stration of U.S. success in increas-
ing both its territory and political
power, at the same time that it
helped consolidate two historical
projects: a) the special role of mis-
sionary, whereby the United States
proclaimed itself the sole protec-
tor of the American states, and b)
the creation of a powerful device
to justify and dissimulate expan-
sionism, thereafter to be used against
foreign attempts to participate in
Latin American affairs. In this view,
the banner of “the defensc” of the

UNITED STATES AFFAIRS

continent from foreign aggression
would in the future turn into a
paradigmatic, effective means of
exerting full political influence
over Latin American countries.
In this context, it is possible to
emphasize the U.S.’s imposition
of norms and contempt as major
components of its containment
strategy.

However, is this imposition of
norms a result of the unique nation-
al virtue proclaimed by the United
States, the element that permitted
it to implement its policies success-
fully? Or, as Colin S. Gray point-
ed out, “Did the United States
succeed in nation-building and in
forcible nation-restoration because
it was virtuous, or because it had
Canadians and Mexicans as its
neighbors rather than Russians
and Germans...2”18 |/

18 See Gray, The Geapolitics of Superpower,
The University Press of Kentucky, Lex-
ington, Kentucky, 1988, p. 39.




THE DISCOVERY
Of Great Manhattitlan'

exican migration to the New York metro-
politan area is a phenomenon which has
recently occupied the attention of scholars,
experts and politicians alike. Traces of
families who went to New York from the Mixteca area
of the state of Puebla can be found as far back as the
1930s, but it was not until the late 1970s and early 1980s
that thousands of Mexicans from the Mixteca region
—which covers parts of the states of Puebla, Oaxaca,
Guerrero and Morelos— emigrated to the great metropolis.

! Part of the research for this paper was done for the Tinker
Foundation. Los Mexicanos en Nueva York, New York, 1994.
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This flow of immigrants has changed the nature of
the attraction that New York enjoys for Mexicans. In
the 1970s, New York was not even mentioned in pop-
ulation censuses as a destination for Mexicans. In
1990, however, it was the state with the highest growth
rate (eight percent), higher even than California and
Florida.

This change has created an economic, political,
cultural and social interdependence between the inhab-
itants of the Mixteca region and the group of immi-
grants living in New York. Because of the accelera-
tion of this flow of migrants and the part of the labor
market that they have occupied, this relationship has
transcended the limits of the Mexican milieu and plays

New York City has become one of the main destinations for Mexican immigrants.



a role of circular dependence between
the supply of jobs for New York employ-
ers and the demand exerted by Mixteca
employees.

The way opened by the 1970s immi-
grants was key in establishing a perma-
nent migratory pattern. For 25 years,
Mexicans have known how to make them-
selves indispensable in the New York
labor market. Quality, tenacity, effi-
ciency and loyalty on the job are char-
acteristics that drive up the cost of Mex-
ican labor. As a result, there is a high
demand for Mexicans in restaurants,
dry cleaners, fruit and vegetable stores,
organizations of itinerant salespeople,
etc., parts of the labor market disregarded by other
workers.

These efforts bring in important sums of money
that the immigrants send to their hometowns, with
positive results: brick has substituted adobe in hous-
ing; local parks have playground equipment; the church-
es have been restored and decorated. A substantial part
of the resources go into basic infrastructure: schools,
paved streets, drainage, etc. Also, when the immigrants
return for good, some bring home with them a great
variety of technology and know-how. This is the case,
for example, of the municipality of Tulcingo del Valle,
in the state of Puebla, where three pizzerias have been
opened by people who worked for more than 15 years
in the business in New York. Others return to their
original activities, particularly the peasants.

As a result of this relationship, an information and
communications network was born among the Mex-
ico and New York communities which contributed
to an increase in migration, creating what we have
called in this article “Great Manhattitlan,” a city which

The Mexican-Korean connection: a3 Mexican working in a Korean-owned store.

for thousands of Mexicans has become their land of
hopes and dreams. A reflection of this is Tehuixtla, a
ghost town in the Mixteca region, known among
local inhabirants as “Little New York™ because its
entire population went to live in New York. The
Hegira began in 1972. Only a few old people were
left to take care of the houses. The schools closed; the
restaurant shut its doors; and the amusement parks
emptied. On the streets, only dust and huizaches.* And
the church’s entire year is spent preparing for the
arrival of the inhabitants of “Little New York” who
come home in December to their traditional festivities.

This scenario demonstrates the economic and social
success enjoyed by some undocumented immigrants
who are now some of the New York's most highly
respected businessmen. Some of them have invested
their profits in Mexico, stimulating local production
by setting up canneries, can factories, chili-packing
plants and other businesses that employ their com-
patriots and slow the migration to the north.

Not just anyone can easily emigrate to New York.

Some prerequisites must be ful-

For 25 years, Mexicans have known filled: among them, a minimum

educational level, direct con-

how to make themselves indispensable

in the New York labor market.

2 A thorny plant native to arid regions
of Mexico. [Translator’s Note.]







