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4

Our Voice 

The challenges currently faced by Mexico seem to be not only multiplying but 
also rapidly intensifying. These challenges have emerged from structural pro­

blems characterized by the absence of sustained economic growth, together with 
random actions indicating the lack of comprehensive planning for prioritizing atten­
tion to the population’s needs associated with well-being, specifically dignified 
employment, education, health, food and housing. And now the upcoming electoral 
process is already unfolding, scheduled to culminate in the summer of 2012.

With this panorama the current issue of Voices of Mexico begins with an analysis 
of various political and economic aspects that are critical to understanding the parti­
cularities that will define this electoral process and its results, specifically security, 
political forces and international trade. The first aspect—security—looms at the 
center of national debate, and this is not only because it is the principal demand 
made by the Mexican people—most of whom consider the strategy followed by the 
current government to be counterproductive, given the incessant rise in the numbers 
of victims and levels of cruelty, as exemplified by the repeated discoveries of “narco-
cemeteries.” In addition, corruption and impunity have left institutions fragile and 
discredited, and this is particularly the case for those responsible for imparting jus­
tice. And furthermore, the country’s international image has also been damaged. The 
numbers tell us that the last four years have brought over 30,000 deaths and 230,000 
persons displaced by the war against organized crime, indicating that the Mexican 
penal system has ceased to fulfill its function. It is for this reason that the excellent 
article by Miguel Carbonell is a necessary reading.

It is important to remember that Mexico’s democracy is a model yet to be comple­
ted, since we are about to mark only twelve years since the end of the official party 
system, with a national president outside the ranks of the Institutional Revolutionary 
Party (pri) elected on two subsequent occasions. If we take into account that citizens 
consider the actions and results of those in government in line with their expectations, 
it is concerning, in the context of the consequences of the global economic crisis and 
their repercussions in Mexico, together with, of course, the complex situation of inse­
curity, to see the data illustrated by Pablo Cabañas, indicating that two thirds of our 
population believe that government decision-making is aimed at protecting the inte­
rests of the country’s elite.

We thus believe it will be interesting for our readers to recognize in this article 
the complexity of the country’s partisan actors—beginning with those on the left—
who have opted for more pragmatic tendencies that, while distancing themselves 
from orthodox practices, leave them navigating in an ocean of contradictions, with 
personal ambitions and group interests particularly apparent.
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Moving on to economic matters, this issue includes reflections on the current 
status of Mexico’s foreign trade. Despite the fact that our economy has become one 
of the most open in the world, the benefits are far from being perceived by most Mex­
icans. Fausto Kubli points to the risk inherent in our country’s extreme dependence 
on foreign trade with the United States—beyond the 30 markets with which Mexico 
has established trade links—since our economy is far from being productive. As long 
as our domestic market is not strengthened, and actions are not taken to persistently 
move toward entering the knowledge economy, the inequalities within our country 
will intensify, as will those in relation to our regional partners, Canada and the United 
States.

In addition, it is still necessary to study the consequences of fast-track trade 
agreements for Mexico, by assessing the pros and cons of deepening regional coope­
ration vis-à-vis international cooperation.

In our Special Section—coordinated by Rosío Vargas, a cisan researcher—we 
invite our readers to an extensive review of the effects from the Macondo well oil 
spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Six experts on this topic debate the direct impacts for Mex­
ico, the environment and bilateral relations between Great Britain and the United 
States. In a world in which the combination of climatic change and environmental 
devastation resulting from human actions has led to hundreds of thousands of deaths 
attributed to natural disasters in 2010 alone, the disappearance—caused by the oil 
spill—of sources of traditional work such as fishing means that numerous victims 
are placed into a vulnerable situation.

It is during this type of event that major corporate interests are exposed to global 
public opinion, demonstrating the need for stricter multilateral security measures, 
as well as for the accelerated development of clean energy alternatives.

Lastly, among the individuals contributing to this issue of Voices of Mexico, it is 
important to acknowledge those who have offered a thoughtful perspective on the 
wealth of cultural heritage preserved by the unam. With their focus on the great 
museographic settings housed within architectural treasures from our colonial period 
and to the 20th century, and including today’s avant-gardism, as represented by the 
University Museum of Contemporary Art (Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporá­
neo—muac), we are able, as members of the university community, to communicate 
to the world that we are proud of our origins, our history, our identity.

In short, as long as the spirit continues to speak for our race, as our university 
motto states, the people of Mexico will continue to fight unceasingly until the uni­
versal values focused on peace, justice and living with dignity prevail over the violence 
currently casting shadows over our land.

Silvia Núñez García

CISAN Director
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Mexico. The Fight 
For Security and the
Criminal System Reform 

Miguel Carbonell*

Hard Times

Mexico is going through turbulent times. Extreme, savage, 
merciless violence unlike anything since the time of the rev­
olution is plaguing several states in the northern part of the 
country. The federal government has deployed both civilian 
and military operations to recover territorial control and bring 
offenders to justice. The drug cartels, well armed with weapons 
that mainly come from the United States, are fighting for con­
trol over drug routes and charging a quota of blood and corrup­
tion in small, medium-sized, and large cities. In the midst of 
this, the citizenry is asking itself what the government’s objec­

tives are and when the nightmare that has already cost more 
than 35 000 lives between 2007 and 2010 will end.

Solutions are not easy to envisage. Very probably public 
security will continue to be a central item on the public agen­
da in coming years. However, the steps toward building the 
rule of law and significantly diminishing the violence are 
already being taken, above all based on the coordinates sketched 
out by the important June 2008 constitutional reform in cri­
minal matters.1

For this reform to help decrease the violence, arms traf­
ficking from the United States has to be stopped. Evidence 
points to an important percentage of assault rifles confiscated 
from drug traffickers having been purchased in U.S. border 
state gun shops. The armories of Texas, New Mexico, and Ari­
zona do a thriving business selling guns that end up being 

* �Researcher and coordinator of the unam Institute for Legal Re­
search area of constitutional law.
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New courtrooms for Mexico’s recently approved oral trials.
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used to kill Mexican police, soldiers, and citizens. The lack 
of regulations on gun sales, the irrational ease with which 
they can be acquired with only minimal paperwork, consid­
erably increases the risk of violence on the Mexican side of 
the border.

This does not mean that the U.S. government is guilty of 
the violence in Mexico, as is sometimes rather simplistically 
alleged, but we have the great responsibility of taking better 
care of our borders. Finally, the task of avoiding the entry of 
arms into our territory is ours, not theirs. Every country must 
assume its part of the responsibility, and our two nations 
must create shared channels to facilitate teamwork for in­
formation exchange, intelligence gathering, operations coor­
dinated on both sides of the border, police training, etc. 
Therefore, ensuring control of the northern border and reduc­
ing arms trafficking from the United States must be the 
Mexican government’s number one priority in its fight against 
insecurity and the big cartels.

Second-Rate Police Forces

An additional step is linked to training and improving the 
thousands of existing police forces in Mexico. Every muni­
cipality —more than 2 500 nationwide— and every one of the 
32 states and the Federal District, has its own police force, as 
does the federal government. The 2008 constitutional reform 
stipulates that all police officers be certified and their personal 
data be registered in a system that would ensure that they have 
no criminal records. The aim of this part of the reform is to 
substantially improve the quality of Mexico’s police forces.

Besides training, certifying, and registering their personal 
data, it is also important to raise their wages so that a career 
as a police officer is attractive to more people. According to the 
federal government’s Ministry of Public Security, 60 percent 
of municipal police officers earn a maximum of US$333 a 
month.

This kind of wage makes them vulnerable not only for 
recruitment by organized criminal groups, but also creates a 

big turnover in the police force since officers frequently 
explore other job alternatives and leave the force after only a 
short time. Paying them better is indispensable for moving 
ahead in the fight against crime in Mexico.

How Do You Win?

Another public security issue that is beginning to be debated 
is linked to the goal pursued by the federal government’s in­
tervention in the fight against the big criminal groups. Many 
analysts ask themselves how we can know whether we are 
winning, are tied, or are losing. When and under what con­
ditions will we know if the scales are tipping toward the side 
of law and order or the criminals’ side?

To answer these questions, I think there are two objective 
parameters indicating possible government success in the 
fight against crime. One is linked to territorial control: a state 
is winning against criminal groups when the latter do not con­
trol parts of the territory or when they are constantly pursued 
by public forces wherever they are. The second parameter 
is linked to decreasing violence on our streets: fewer thefts, 
fewer kidnappings, and fewer homicides.

Territorial control has been ensured for quite a while now. 
The presence of federal forces, whether military or civilian, 
in places previously controlled by drug traffickers is evident. 
The broad deployment in Tamaulipas, Chihuahua, and Mi­
choacán must be appreciated at its true worth. However, 
there is still much left to do since, even in those states, where 
operations are constant, people cannot go out onto the street 
and feel safe. Often, the situation looks like a game of cat and 
mouse.

The second parameter is much more complicated, and 
the data do not look very optimistic. In fact, if we take into 
account the figures for violence (homicides, kidnappings, 
etc.), it would seem that not only have we not advanced, but 
we are actually going backward. Homicides had been drop­
ping since 1992, giving Mexico a much lower rate than other 
Latin American countries. For example, according to the Na­

Arms trafficking from the United States has to be stopped. 
The armories of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona do a thriving business selling guns 

that end up being used to kill Mexican police, soldiers, and citizens.

Book 1.indb   8 9/6/11   14:55:04



9

Politics

tional Population Council (Conapo) and the federal Ministry 
of Public Security, by 1997, our homicide rate was 17 per 
every 100 000 inhabitants and dropped to 10 per 100 000 
by 2007. However, the trend reversed itself in 2008, 2009, 
and above all 2010. In 2008 and 2009, the homicide rate 
increased 50 percent each year, revealing that Mexico had 
gone backward about 20 years in this area.2 Fernando Esca­
lante reports that in 2008 there were 5 500 more homicides 
than in 2007, and in 2009, 5 800 more than in 2008 and 3 
000 more than in 1992, the year with the highest rate in the 
country’s recent past. At that point, victory seems not only 
remote, but it looks like we are facing what could be called, 
as I already mentioned, a grave reversal.

The Problem of the Jails

The previous sections have pointed out the low quality of our 
police forces and their miserable wages, the advance in terri­
torial control by authorities and the huge spike in homicides. 
To complete this overview of the public security problems 
plaguing Mexico, we need to look more closely at the issue 
of jails. Frequently forgotten by our politicians, today this has 
become a Petri dish for new, more dangerous forms of crime, 
like telephone extortion, just to mention one example.

June 2010 figures indicate that we have more than 439 
jails nationwide housing 227 882 inmates. Forty-two percent 
of the inmates are being held under preventive, pretrial de­
tention, deprived of their freedom as a precautionary measure 
as long as their trial lasts; this is the same as saying that they 
have not yet been found guilty of committing any crime. If 
each of these inmates has at least four family members, the 
result is that more than 1 million people —or approximately 
one in every 100 Mexicans— have direct or indirect dealings 
with those jails. So, we can say that this is not something 
that involves a radical, subversive minority, but an important 
segment of the population, whose problems and privations 
are projected on many other Mexicans. 

One hundred thirty-five of Mexico’s jails have women 
inmates, sometimes separated from the male prisoners simply 
by some bars or a few steps from one dormitory to another. The 
laws are clear on this point, but they are not fully enforced. 
More than 150 detention facilities are overcrowded, from 
230 percent overcrowding in Navolato, Sinaloa, or 224 per­
cent in the Chalco Center for Social Readaptation (Cereso), 
in the State of Mexico, for example, to the reasonable rate of 
1.14 percent overcrowding in the Nogales 1 Cereso in Sonora.

Almost one in four inmates is housed in six main peni­
tentiaries: Mexico City’s Federal District East, North, and 
South Ceresos —altogether, they hold 32 000 inmates— the 
Tijuana Cereso, the Guadalajara prison, and the Puente Gran­
de, Jalisco Cereso.

In 23 of Mexico’s states, prisoners are not appropriately 
classified, which in practice means that murderers are housed 
alongside pickpockets, rapists alongside those sentenced for 
drug trafficking, conmen alongside car thieves, and so on. This 
fosters violence inside the facilities and creates an atmo­
sphere ripe for finding new recruits for organized crime. In 30 
percent of our jails there are forms of self-government. This 
means that the inmates themselves, not the authorities, are the 
ones who organize activities, exercise control or violence against 
the others, are in charge of paid labor, employ other inmates 
for personal services, or carry out acts of sexual exploitation.

We cannot suppose that a diagnostic analysis of our peni­
tentiary system’s problems would be limited to the numbers 
explained above. To them, we must add the “collateral” prob­
lems “derived” from detention itself. Guillermo Zepeda Le­
cuona reminds us of the indicators of “incarceration genocide”: 
in Mexico, the most vulnerable segment of the female popula­
tion to contagion with the hiv/aids virus are women inmates, 
even more than sexual workers; the homicide rate in prisons 
is eight times that of the already very high rate in society at 
large, and the suicide rate is five times that of the general 
population.3

To these chilling data must be added the enormous prob­
lem of corruption in Mexican jails. Inmates state that the 

In Mexico, prisoners are not appropriately classified; 
this fosters violence inside the facilities and creates an atmosphere ripe 

for finding new recruits for organized crime.
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guards charge their family members to allow them to visit, 
to bring them food or other items, to be able to exercise their 
right to conjugal visits, or even to have the special benefits 
that are the right of prisoners about to be released, like day, 
weekend, school, or work leaves.4 According to a survey by 
the Center for Economic Research and Teaching (cide) in 
Mexico City’s Federal District and the State of Mexico, 30 
percent of the inmates in the former and 19 percent in the 
latter said they did not have enough water to drink; 67 per­
cent in the former and 58 percent in the latter thought they 
were not given enough to eat; and 35 percent in the former 
said they did not received medical attention when they needed 
it. In the Federal District, the authorities supplied less than 4 
percent of inmates such basic items as sheets, blankets, clothing, 
or shoes; and 98 percent said the authorities did not given 
them toilet paper, toothpaste, or soap. Families are the big 
suppliers in the prison system.5

Weapons, drugs, and alcohol abound in our jails, and they 
can only be introduced into the prison with the acquiescence 
of authorities and guards. Some prisons have areas for the 
richest inmates, equipped with the most surprising array of 
luxuries: some even have a private garden, satellite TV, birth­
day parties, the right to many visitors at once, etc. 

To supposedly combat the introduction of banned sub­
stances and weapons, the authorities practice ostentatious 
but ineffective methods of searching visitors, some of which 
violate these individuals’ dignity, as cndh General Recom­
mendation 1 maintains. In this document, the cndh states, 
“One of the human rights violations most frequently seen in 
most of the detention centers is linked to the searches that 
violate the dignity of relatives, friends, and lawyers visiting 
the inmates. This can range from a body search without the 
least respect, to extreme situations where people have been 
forced to take off their clothes, do squats, put themselves into 
demeaning positions, and even submit to cavity searches.”6

If we do not solve the problem of our jails, it will be very 
difficult to bring together a successful public security policy. 
Today, the jails are part of Mexico’s public insecurity problem, 
and they are not helping resolve it in any way.

What Next?

Clearly, the panorama is by no means encouraging. The num­
bers show a northern border that is extremely “porous” to arms 
trafficking; badly paid and even worse trained police forces; 

and, in short, a jail system that is not getting the expected 
results. The painful consequence of all this is a desperate 
society that is watching, stupefied, as social intercourse in 
many cities of the country deteriorates and the criminal ele­
ment implacably advances over and above different economic, 
and even political activities.

Given this huge problem, the way forward must be full 
enforcement of the 2008 reform of the criminal justice sys­
tem, which covers all the links in the chain of Mexico’s penal 
system. It deals with crime prevention, criminal investigation, 
the mechanisms for trying the accused, and implementing 
sentences involving incarceration.

Unfortunately, the implementation of the reform has been 
very slow and today is opposed by many actors who have an 
interest in the Mexican penal system remaining unchanged. 
The interests at play are very important ones, pressuring for 
immobility. Let us hope that the thousands of citizens’ desires 
for change nationwide are stronger. The worst thing that could 
happen to us would be to remain as we are.

Notes

1 �For an analysis of this reform, see Miguel Carbonell, Los juicios orales en 
México, 3rd Edition (Mexico City: Porrúa/renace/unam, 2011).

2 �Fernando Escalante Gonzalbo, “Homicidios 2008-2009. La muerte tiene 
permiso,” Nexos 397 (Mexico City) (January 2011), p. 36.

3 �See the National Human Rights Commission (cndh) document Derechos 
humanos de los reclusos en México. Guía y diagnóstico de supervisión pe­
nitenciaria (Mexico City: cndh, 2007). This publication has an excellent 
introductory study by Sergio García Ramírez. Guillermo Zepeda’s data can 
be found in his doctoral thesis, “La procuración de justicia en México” 
(The Administration of Justice in Mexico), presented in 2008 at the unam.

4 �A detailed account of what each product or visit costs can be found at 
http://www.oem.com.mx/elsoldemexico/notas/n487121.htm.

5 �Marcelo Bergman, comp., Delincuencia, marginalidad y desempeño institu­
cional. Resultados de la segunda encuesta a población en reclusión en el 
Distrito Federal y el Estado de México (Mexico City: cide, 2006), pp. 41-47.

6 �The document is dated June 19, 2001, and can be found at http://www. 
cndh.org.mx/recomen/general/001.pdf. [Editor’s Note.]

To supposedly combat the introduction 
of banned substances and weapons, the authorities 

practice ostentatious but ineffective methods 
of searching visitors, some of which violate 

these individuals’ dignity. 
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The Different Left Forces 
And the 2011 and 2012 Elections

Pablo Cabañas Díaz*

The 2012 race for the presidency began in 2011. This 
took the form of a dispute in which clear national, 
long-term projects were nowhere in evidence. Quite 

to the contrary, what have come to the fore are personal am­
bitions and party interests. According to the Latinobaróme­
tro 2010 Report, in Mexico, only 28 percent of citizens polled 
are very satisfied with democracy; 21 percent think the coun­
try is being governed for the good of the people; and 65 percent 
think government decisions are made to ensure privileges 
for the few.1

Senator Gustavo Madero, president-elect of the National 
Action Party (pan), represents a weak leadership. In the fight 
for the top spot in his party, Madero beat federal Deputy 
Roberto Gil, who presumably had President Felipe Calde­
rón’s total backing and support. That support was real, which 
is why last January 7, Gil once again came into the spotlight 
as Calderón’s new political operative in the presidential race. 
Gil is currently his new private secretary, with functions that 
go way beyond the scope of his job description.

The election of former Coahuila Governor Humberto Mo­
reira as president of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (pri), 
and Cristina Díaz as its new general secretary, reveals the 
nucleus of the forces preparing to launch the presidential 
candidacy of Enrique Peña Nieto, current governor of the 
State of Mexico. Moreira’s close relationship with Elba Esther 
Gordillo, head of the powerful National Educational Work­
ers Union (snte), is another expression of the coalition being 
forged on the road to 2012. In Coahuila, the new pri leader’s 
brother will be running for governor, while former Governor 
Enrique Martínez heads up the pri in the State of Mexico.

The Party of the Democratic Revolution (prd) Political 
Commission has agreed to elect the new national leadership 
March 19, 2011, but the renovation of the party will last until 
September. Its changes in leadership will impose an extremely 
complex, wearing, internally confrontational dynamic, since 
the dispute inside the institutional left has centered on con­
trolling the prd. We should remember that on July 21, 2008, 
its National Guarantees Commission voided the March 16, 
2008 internal elections when it discovered there had been 
irregularities in more than 20 percent of polling booths.

* �Professor of the unam School of Political and Social Sciences 
Center for Communications Studies.
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The two frontrunners for a left coalition presidential candidacy, Marcelo Ebrard (left) 
and Andrés Manuel López Obrador (right).
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Six states hold gubernatorial elections this year: Gue­
rrero, Southern Baja California, Michoacán, Coahuila, the 
State of Mexico, and Nayarit. In the first three, the prd is in 
office, and in the last three, the pri. Guerrero, South Baja Cal­
ifornia, and Michoacán are of capital importance for the prd 
since they are places where it has been in office for up to two 
consecutive terms. The first of these elections was in Guerre­
ro, where the “Guerrero Unites Us” alliance candidate Ángel 
Aguirre won, supported by the prd. This election merely con­
firmed one thing: if other parties want to beat the pri, they will 
only be able to do it by running a former pri member. To be 
clear, “only the pri can beat the pri.” The second round of elec­
tions was for governor, the state Congress, and mayors in 
South Baja California. Important changes came about: after 
12 years of prd administrations, the incumbent party drop­
ped to third place in the voters’ preferences, and the pan will 
now sit in the governor’s office.

The last strategic election for the prd will be November 
13 in Michoacán, where the results are up in the air; it is not 
clear whether the citizenry will attribute the grave problem 
of insecurity to the federal or the state government.

Today, the prd is electorally weakened, representing only 
12 percent of the national vote, while in the 2006 presidential 
elections, its candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador won 
14 683 000 votes. In four years, this party lost 44 percent of 
the sympathizers who voted for it in 2006. Also, in the 2009 
elections in Hidalgo, Oaxaca, Quintana Roo, Tlaxcala, and 
Veracruz, the prd came in third, and in Puebla and Tamau­
lipas, fourth.

In 2009, the prd dropped to being the third largest caucus 
in the Chamber of Deputies, winning only 39 districts and 
32 more seats by proportional representation. Historically, the 
prd’s average vote for federal deputies by district, from 1991 
to 2010, was 18 percent, but its average for midterm elections 
of deputies by district in 1991, 1997, and 2003 is 16.56 percent.

In 2009, the prd lost important districts, mainly in Mex­
ico City’s Federal District, the State of Mexico, Guerrero, 

Oaxaca, Veracruz, Hidalgo, Tabasco, Morelos, and Tlaxcala. 
This meant that it stopped governing eight million Mexicans 
as the result of municipal elections, most notably in the 
State of Mexico municipalities of Ecatepec, Nezahualcóyotl, 
Chalco, Valle de Chalco, Ixtapaluca, Texcoco, and Los Reyes 
la Paz, among others. 

The prd, with its coalition with the Labor Party (pt) and 
Convergence called the Broad Progressive Front (fap), has 
limited potential. This is because the votes predicted for the 
smaller organizations individually range from 2 to 2.5 per­
cent. However, if this were not sufficient for gauging each 
party’s electoral strength, we can use another parameter: the 
2003 midterm elections, in which each ran its own candida­
tes and the results were that the prd got 17.6 percent of the 
vote, the pt 2.4 percent, and convergence 2.2 percent.

On July 4, 2010, elections were held in 14 states. In 12, 
the governor’s office was up for election, and of these, nine 
were won by the pri, with pan-prd coalitions winning three 
states: Oaxaca, Puebla, and Sinaloa. The pri wrested  Aguas­
calientes and Tlaxcala away from the pan and Zacatecas 
away from the prd, where it had governed since 1998. 
The pan-prd electoral alliance won in Puebla, Sinaloa and 
South Baja California, also capturing 167 city governments 
and 13 local districts from the pri in these states, where it 
had been the majority. In 2010, the pri won 49.5 percent of 
all the seats up for election. Although it kept its place as the 
country’s largest political force, the pri was not able to re­
peat the victories it had achieved in almost all states in pre­
vious years.

Both the pan and the prd won positions where they had 
previously had no presence. In Oaxaca, for example, where 
the pan had headed up only seven municipalities before, it 
won 56 as part of the coalition; and, after having no deputies 
at all by district vote, it now has nine. In Sinaloa and Duran­
go, where the pri had predominated, the pan and the prd will 
jointly govern 18 municipalities. The pan lost the governorships 
in Aguascalientes and Tlaxcala, and the municipalities it had 
governed in Baja California.

While the pri maintained its 19 governor’s seats, its dis­
tribution changed: it won three small states (Aguascalientes, 
Tlaxcala, and Zacatecas), with a total of 3.5 million inhab­
itants, with voters’ rolls of 2.6 million and an overall budget 
for 2010 of Mex$150 million. In contrast, the states it lost 
(Oaxaca, Puebla, and Sinaloa) total 11.4 million inhabi­
tants, voter rolls of 8.3 million, and a combined budget of 
Mex$117.61 billion.2

The recent election in Guerrero merely 
confirmed one thing: if other parties 

want to beat the pri, they will only be able 
to do it by running a former pri member. 
To be clear, “only the pri can beat the pri.” 
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Split voting —voting for one party in one race and a dif­
ferent one in another race in the same balloting— did not 
mean a transfer of prd votes to the pri. In fact, a phenomenon 
seen in the 2009 and 2010 elections was the migration of 
votes from the pan to the pri. The latter’s vote count in the 
2009 federal elections (15 518 000) was 3 870 303 more than 
its total in the 2006 race for federal deputies; this last num­
ber is approximately the number of votes lost by the pan in 
2009, whose count then came to 4 235 935.

For the elections for federal deputies, the following table 
illustrates this situation, comparing the number of votes for 
the prd, pt, and Convergence in 2003 and 2009.

If this tendency continues in Mexico City’s Federal Dis­
trict, the consequences will be greater in 2012. While the 
majority of the vote continues to favor the prd, there has been 
a change in the party’s trajectory since 1997, the year when the 
capital’s citizens were first allowed to elect a local govern­
ment. This makes it possible to predict that 2012 will bring 
some changes.

On this note, before continuing, it is necessary to clarify 
something. The largest chunk of prd votes nationwide comes 
from and depends on the Federal District and the metro­
politan area, including part of the State of Mexico. Given 
this, for years the pan has done everything within its power 
to snatch electoral space away from the prd in the country’s 
capital. But every attempt has failed. However, in 2009, 
some changes were visible. In the local Federal District elec­
tions, the pan won three of the 16 borough races (Miguel 
Hidalgo, Benito Juárez, and Cuajimalpa), one more than in 
previous years, and nine local deputyships, when previously 
it had only had four.

For its part, the prd won 12 boroughs, two less than three 
years before, with one going to the pt (Iztapalapa). In the 
Federal District’s Legislative Assembly, Mexico’s main left 
party kept 30 of the 66 seats, four fewer than it won in 2006.

An alliance between the prd and the pt and convergence 
does not have an impact on the national electoral panorama, 
since, together, they display weakness. This can be seen in 
their performance since 1997 —when Convergence did not 
run, since it only got its official registration as a political party 
in 1999— when the pt got 756 436 votes, compared to the 
prd’s 7 519 914 (the pri came out of the balloting with 11 
445 852, and the pan 7 792 290). In 2003, the vote count 
was pt, 642 290 (2.4 percent of the total); Convergence, 605 
156 (2.2 percent); prd, 4 707 009 (17.6 percent); pan, 8 219 
649 (30.7 percent); and pri, 6 196 171 (23.1 percent).

In the 2000 and 2006 elections for federal deputies, the 
results were not published separately since the prd, pt, and 
Convergence ran in an alliance. In 2000, it was called Alli­
ance for Mexico, and included the participation of the now-
defunct Social Alliance Party and the Party of the Nationalist 
Society; in 2006, it was called the “For the Good of All” co­
alition. Given those two initiatives, in 2000, the coalition 
obtained 6 984 126 votes compared to the pan’s 14 321 975 
and the pri’s 13 800 145. In 2006, the coalition netted 12 
013 364 votes nationwide, compared to the pan’s 13 845 121, 
and the 11 676 585 ballots in favor of the pri in coalition with 
the Green Ecologist Party of Mexico (pvem).

In 2009, when Jesús Ortega was heading up the prd, it 
dropped down to the third largest legislative caucus. With 
this drop, Manuel Camacho Solís, the coordinator of Dia­
logue for the Reconstruction of Mexico (dia),3 proposed to 
Ortega that the only way out was an electoral alliance with the 
pan, their ideological opponent, which the prd had accused 
of stealing the 2006 presidential election. This alliance got 
strong media support from Televisa and Televisión Azteca, 
the companies that control the media in Mexico. However, 
in the July 2010 balloting, the real victory went to Elba Esther 
Gordillo, whose New Alliance Party (Panal) won nine of the 
12 governorships up for election. Her strategy was to make 
state-level alliances with practically all the parties (pri, pvem, 
pan, prd, pt, and Convergence).

For years the pan has done everything 
in its power to snatch electoral space away 

from the prd in the country’s capital, but every 
attempt has failed. However, in the 2009 local 

elections, some changes were visible:  
the pan won three of the 16 borough races.

Party                                            Vote Count by Year

  2003 2009

prd 4 694 365 4 164 000

pt    640 724 1 216 237

Convergence    602 392    808 764

Source: Developed by the author.
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Gordillo won 38 percent of the mayor’s seats and 48.7 
percent of the deputy’s seats in 11 states. The crisis of the pan 
and the prd strengthened the Panal, which is looking good 
as the third electoral force in Mexico in the second decade of 
the twenty-first century.

In contrast with the Panal, of the 12 governor’s seats up 
for election, the entire left (prd-pt-Convergence) only won 
three, allied with the pan. The only state the left had gov­
erned alone was Zacatecas, but, as I mentioned, it lost it and 
also made a very bad showing in terms of number of votes. The 
broad alliance won 33.8 percent of the mayor’s seats in 13 
states, and only 23.3 percent of the deputy’s seats in 14.

Manuel Camacho’s contribution was that the pan beca­
me a state-level governing party not through a defeat of the 
prd, but with its support. This was obvious in the July 4, 
2010 elections, in which 12 governors were elected. All the 
polls pointed to the pri as the indisputable frontrunner; 
there was even talk of “the whole enchilada,” the pri making 
a clean sweep. The option was clear: if the prd and the pan 
had not allied with each other, the pri would have defeated 
them.

In 2010, voter turnout increased and no-shows dropped. 
Manuel Camacho’s hypothesis that none of the opposition 
parties could beat the pri if they ran separately was proved 
true. The pan and the prd won in alliance running former 
pri members as candidates and thanks to their operations. 
For the movement headed by Andrés Manuel López Obra­
dor, the prd-pan-pt alliance is the prd’s “legimization” of 
Felipe Calderón as president of Mexico.4

Notes 

1 See http://www.latinobarometro.org/. [Editor’s Note.]

2 See the figures published by Mexico City daily Reforma, July 6, 2010.

3 �On December 8, 2009, the Labor Party (pt), Convergence, and the Party 
of the Democratic Revolution formalized the Dialogue for the Recon­
struction of Mexico (dia), headed by Manuel Camacho Solís. Camacho 
Solís explained this alliance saying that the unity of the three parties had 
been lost in the 2009 federal elections, and that the dia aimed to have 
the three parties run together in the 2011 governor’s race in Oaxaca and the 
2012 presidential race.

4 �See Israel Covarrubias, “El pri como orilla de la democracia. Después de 
las elecciones de 2010 en México,” Nueva sociedad 230 (November-
December 2010), pp. 4-13.
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Mexico’s Foreign Trade 
Challenge: Diversification 
And Comprehensiveness

Fausto Kubli-García*

In 2014, the North American Free Trade Agreement will 
have been in effect for 20 years. As an international trade 
instrument, it has had a very important impact on Mex­

ico, not only because of what Canada and the United States 
represent in terms of trade, but also because 80 percent of the 
country’s trade is with the latter. On the other hand, Mex­
ico’s gross domestic product is the world’s fourteenth largest 
due to its high production and export levels.1 Despite the bil­
lions of dollars that enter and exit the strengthened Mex­
ican economy, it cannot be considered completely successful 
until it diversifies and becomes comprehensive. This implies 
rethinking national strategy so that, on the one hand, we trade 
with more actors and, on the other hand, other items become 
more a part of foreign trade, above all items linked to intel­
lectual property.

Diversification

Today’s situation can be explained by the origin of Mexico’s 
productive capacity in the 1980s, when the decision was made 
to put the country on the free market path, a time when today’s 
productive conditions did not exist.2 At that time it was nec­
essary to take action quickly using whatever was closest at 
hand. In my estimation, this defined the situation as an emer­
gency, to be able to create an environment acceptable for free 
market competitiveness, and public policies responded to that 
national situation: that is, taking advantage of the long bor­
der with the world’s largest economy and the one-third of the 
world’s market represented by the Untied States. On the other 
hand, it was necessary to take advantage of the closest thing 
at hand productively speaking: the manufacture of commod­

ities. However, today we continue with the same tendency, 
although the scenario is completely different: Mexico has 
historically high levels of reserves; monetary parity has stabi­
lized; there is much, much higher investor confidence; and 
there is relatively sustained growth.

It is important to point out that the Mexican market must 
diversify. This would imply have a stronger economy and de­
creasing dependence on a single market, making it possible 
to achieve greater productivity. This would also be reflected 
in increased trade with other countries. Mexico has signed a 
good number of trade agreements that could be more fully 
taken advantage of, such as those created in the framework 
of the wto’s multilateral agreements, the Latin American Inte­

* �Researcher at cisan and professor of foreign trade at the unam 
School of Law.
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Mexico should depend less on U.S. markets.
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gration Association, and the free trade agreements with Japan, 
the European Union, and Israel, among others. This means the 
institutional framework to diversify our trade exists. Never­
theless, it has not happened. The legal instruments for expand­
ing the market exist, but the conditions needed to do it have 
not been created.

The conditions I am referring to translate into public pol­
icies to create trade channels different from the more than 
30 markets Mexico has access to through these instruments 
and as a function of a greater variety of products and obtaining 
new goods using technology and innovation. It is also neces­
sary to encourage large-scale production, motivate de-regula­
tion, and explore the possibility of reducing transportation 
costs. Of course, all this should be within a framework of 
respect for and protection of the environment.

Comprehensiveness

By “comprehensiveness” I am referring to adding other ele­
ments to the productive process. Traditionally, three kinds of 
goods are part of foreign trade: commodities (raw materials, 
manufactured goods, or capital goods), services (intangible 
and portable), and intellectual property in any of its forms 
(industrial property or copyright). For many countries, inno­
vation represents high earnings for their gross domestic prod­
uct; that is, for those countries, high investments in science 
and technology get high returns. Equally, other economies 
are fundamentally based on payment for the services they 
trade and royalties from intellectual property rights, like 
Switzerland.

Mexico shows a great preference for producing physical 
goods, and forgets the two other objects traded internationally. 
An example, just to illustrate this: our 2010 trade balance 
registered US217.25 billion in income from the export of 
physical goods;3 for services, the total was about US$11.45 
billion. Meanwhile, the Mexican Institute of Industrial Pro­

perty (impi) Patents Section registered 14 576 inventions, 
only 951 of which originated in Mexico.4

These numbers are indicative of an industrialized, man­
ufacturing society, while Mexico’s goal is for our productive 
system to integrate trade in services and intellectual property 
more, in order to achieve status as a post-industrial country, 
and that the economy be based not only on manufacturing 
tangible goods, but one that bets on its human resources and 
generation of knowledge. It has often been pointed out that 
the difference between developed and developing countries 
is that the former have technology, while the latter merely 
consume that knowledge. This has also been long empha­
sized by different sectors of Mexican society, mainly those 
focused on scientific research and technological development. 
It is also important to underline that while the emerging econ­
omies are betting on capitalizing creativity and offering in­
centives for science and technology, in Mexico, Article 9b of 
the Law on Science and Technology, an article stating that at 
least one percent of gdp should be earmarked for this sector, 
has not even been enforced yet. Unfortunately, less than half 
of that amount is usually channeled into this area.

Along these same lines, the terms “knowledge society” 
and “knowledge economy” have been coined, and from the 
point of view of trade, this means that the other two kinds 
of goods traded internationally should also be integrated, 
and we should not just aim all our efforts at the manufacturing 
sector. Nevertheless, we should understand that integrating 
trade in services and intellectual property requires big invest­
ments in human resources and technology, in addition to 
which, results can only be expected in the medium and long 
terms. In the knowledge society, human capital is fundamen­
tal; this is why it grows and is enriched in accordance with 
a well-defined state policy articulating all kinds of education 
(basic, middle and high schools, and higher education), scien­
tific research carried out in both public and private univer­
sities as well as special research centers, and technological 
development. This implies linking all these forms of activities 
to production, that is, companies. However, the challenge is 
even greater if we take into account the fact that the creation 
and development of technologies, despite there being a de­
fined public policy to foster creativity and innovation, must 
go through several filters like economic feasibility, operational 
costs, and ethical considerations involving the relationship 
between society and technology, public policies and actions, 
and market forces that position better, competitive products 
with better quality and lower costs.5

Mexico has high reserve levels, 
stable monetary parity, greater investor confidence, 
and relatively sustained growth, but it must diversify 

its markets. It has the trade agreements in place 
to diversify, but it has not happened.
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Usually, the commonly recognized points of concentration 
of power were armies, through their weaponry; governments, 
because they have all the power of the state; and economic 
agents, since capital is an enormous source of influence. How­
ever, to these three power sources we can add a fourth: in­
formation. This is translated into the fact that both those 
who generate knowledge and those who distribute it con­
centrate increasing amounts of power. One example is what 
is happening in the area of modern biotechnology. Estimates 
say that by 2030, the biggest source of production in the 
advanced countries that invest in science and technology 
linked to the biosciences will be advances in the bio-econo­
my. This includes sectors like medicine with an enormous 
array of possibilities like reproductive technologies, regener­
ative medicine, and the procurement of bio-pharmaceuticals. 
In the agricultural sector, for its part, this kind of knowledge 
will also have an impact on the generation of satisfiers through 
genetic recombination. In specific industrial sectors, those 
linked to bio-fuels, bio-refineries, and bio-processes (such as 
the manufacture of foodstuffs), this technological advantage 
will also show through. The same thing will happen with the 
environment, with bio-solutions, and even with matters of 
security and defense.6

This productive paradigm will produce new elements 
through big investments in research and development. But if 
measures to reorient production are not taken, we will fall into 
technological dependency again, and the gap between the 
knowledge-generating countries and those that depend on it 
but do not participate in building it will widen.

In the process of consolidating a knowledge-based econ­
omy, we must take advantage of what is already in the public 
domain; that is, we must use technologies that can be per­
fected and developed without infringing any intellectual prop­
erty rights. Along these same lines is technology transfer: 
Mexico is fertile ground for its incorporation into the pro­
ductive matrix proposed here. In principle, nafta and other 
international agreements include stricter protection of in­
dustrial property; on the other hand, conditions also exist for 
direct investment in this area. For that reason, the state needs 
to design an appropriate public policy for technology transfer 
with public, private, and social actors’ participation.

It should be underlined that the World Intellectual Prop­
erty Organization (wipo) formulated 45 recommendations 
for development. Among them are those under the heading 
of Technology Transfer, Information and Communication 
Technologies (ict), and Access to Knowledge, which empha­

size the necessary cooperation and exchange among devel­
oped and developing countries to create an environment of 
inventive capability based on stimulating science and tech­
nological development.

There is also a direct link between stimulating science 
and technology, the knowledge society, and foreign trade. 
The now unjustified delay in this sector is bad for the econ­
omy for many reasons. First, neglecting it causes something 
called “technological rent,” that is, capital used to purchase 
satisfiers from another country, thus contributing to the deficit 
side of the balance of payments, in addition to the fact that 
very often the technology acquired is obsolete or not appro­
priate for national needs. Secondly, setting a policy to promote 
science and technology to increase trade in services and in­
tellectual property goods leads to large investments in edu­
cation, from the creation of educational infrastructure to the 
professionalization of human resources. The latter is of great 
import, since the majority of Mexico’s population is made up 
of young people who represent the fundamental input for 
creating cadre and human resources capable of generating 
knowledge and solving innumerable problems.

That is, if Mexico is thinking of investing in its youth and 
their education, now is the time.

Notes

1 �World Bank, “World Development Indicators Database,” December 15, 
2010.

2 �Mainly in 1986 with the country’s entry into the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (gatt) and later, with nafta.

3 According to data from the Banco de México, www.banxico.org.mx.

4 �According to data from the Instituto Mexicano de la Propiedad Industrial, 
www.impi.gob.mx.

5 �Helen Kreuzer and Adrianne Massey, Biology and Biotechnology: Science, 
Applications and Issues (Herndom, Virginia: asm Press, 2005), p. 5.

6 ��oecd, The Bioeconomy to 2030: Designing a Policy Agenda (Paris: 
�oecd, 2009).

There is a direct link between 
stimulating science and technology, 

the knowledge society, and foreign trade. 
The now unjustified delay in this sector 

is bad for the economy for
many reasons. 
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Transformations in Food Supply
In Mexican Cities

Felipe Torres Torres*

Background

More than 70 percent of Mexico’s population is urban, and 
approximately 56 percent lives in metropolitan areas. This 
demographic concentration affects the organization of con­
sumption and the supply of foodstuffs, which can be ob­
served in consumers’ travel through cities themselves and in 
store location.

The transformation of the model of our cities and the 
activities that make them functional is associated with the 
dynamics the economy imposes on territorial organization. 
This means that the food supply pattern in Mexico is 
established in the metropolises and from there reproduced 
in smaller urban areas.

For example, shopping centers, located originally in tra­
ditional urban areas and then spreading outward toward pe­
ripheral population centers contribute to diversifying the food 
supply. The unlimited shopping hours typical of this kind of 
store make it possible for workers to do their daily purchases 
with greater freedom when returning home. At the same 
time, the new residential areas in the cities’ peripheries force 
people to change their behavior to acquire what they need 
and make large food purchases on pre-established days.

In many cases, the population’s mobility within the city 
and its new supply needs make building new malls that 
include large supermarket chains an attractive investment. 
So, downtown areas stop being the first option for doing the 
family shopping, and these establishments move to new * �Researcher at the unam Institute for Economic Studies (iiec).
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Big supermarkets are the main places for food shopping in Mexico today.
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locations where potential buyers meet. Distance and time 
factors make it necessary to change the volume of purchases: 
the previous behavior of making small purchases daily changes 
to doing a larger, weekly shopping expedition, although this 
is always subject to income possibilities. This creates greater 
fragmentation in the urban space, given that what is func­
tional for this is the isolated hypermarket, which replaces 
small retail shops.

The city’s supply networks, where different companies 
compete for consumers, seek points of convergence through 
diversified selection of products to attract buyers. This segre­
gates traditional grocers but does not eliminate them: some­
times, they respond to the population’s mobility and new 
purchasing habits by implementing mechanisms to keep up 
to date, like home delivery, among others.

The complexity of the population’s consumption and 
concentration requires that cities increasingly specialize in 
the service economy. This means that in urban areas, busi­
nesses orient primarily to attending to these needs and prefer 
to locate around a regional or sub-regional market area, where 
large food stores are subject to zoning laws.

As I already mentioned, the advance of the service econ­
omy in cities and new food supply patterns are linked to 
Mexico’s urbanization process. In 1950, 49.7 percent of the 
country’s population lived in areas with more than 15 000 
inhabitants; in 1990, this number had climbed to 60.6 per­
cent. The number of cities with 15 000 inhabitants or more 
jumped from 82 in 1950 to 275 in 1990. Between 1950 and 
1990, the population living in cities of more than 500 000 
inhabitants went from 12.96 percent to 36.60 percent. This 
is the same as saying that 21 years ago, one out of every three 
Mexicans lived in cities of more than a half million inhabi­
tants, and one out of every two Mexicans lived in cities with 
more than 100 000 inhabitants. International changes have led 
the country to change its style of development, to restructure 
its economy, and, as a result, to change patterns of organizing its 

national territory. The essence of this change is the way of 
producing and distributing goods and services in the world; 
the globalization of the world economy implies a change in the 
way of conceiving of development and, therefore, of producing 
and relating to the rest of the territory.1

Metropolitanization in Mexico dates from the 1940s, when 
Mexico City, Monterrey, Orizaba, Tampico, and Torreón 
surpassed their own political-administrative boundaries. In 
1978, a first study stated that Mexico had 12 metropolitan 
areas; by 1986, there were 26; the National Urban Develop­
ment Program 1995-2000 detected 33; but they increased 
to 38 in 2002. And by 2005, there were 56, home to 41.2 mil­
lion people, or 42 percent of the entire country’s population 
and 67.7 percent of its urban population. This process indi­
cates the leading role that metropolitan areas have taken on 
in the national urban system.2

By 2010, the country continued with 56 metropolitan 
areas, which concentrated 56 percent of Mexico’s total pop­
ulation, 79 percent of the urban population, and generated 
79 percent of gross domestic product.3 This has meant that 
Mexico’s demographic profile has become predominantly met­
ropolitan. The country’s main cities are metropolitan areas 
providing goods and services and are the driving force behind 
national and regional growth. Each region has one or more me­
tropolises that play a central part in the economy and in the 
supply of social satisfiers.

Food Supply and Its Functionality 
In the City’s Changes

Population movements demand a new territorial distribution 
of stores where they co-exist with the old, traditional systems. 
The modern entrepreneur transcends the regional and na­
tional supply spheres to incorporate the international level, 
given the competition from companies because of the demand 
for purchases concentrated in the cities. At the same time, he/
she introduces new products and forges a consumption pattern 
that not only includes the cities, but the entire country.

In open economies, some characteristics of the old food-
supply models are maintained, but the current model has 
presented some changes in the intermediation phase. Large, 
modern retail stores decrease their commercial relations with 
the old central wholesale markets and deal more directly 
with brokers (commercial intermediaries) and national and 
international producers.

New food supply patterns 
are linked to Mexico’s urbanization process. 

In 1950, 49.7 percent of the country’s population 
lived in areas with more than 15 000 inhabitants; 

in 1990, this number had climbed 
to 60.6 percent. 
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The main distributing companies exert pressure for de­
veloping innovative sales technologies and other strategies, 
like consumer credit systems, zero inventory control (that is, 
the control of merchandise stocks in the store’s warehouse), 
marking prices using bar codes to increase the check-out 
speed, making cash available to the customer and accepting 
payments for municipal services at the check-out counter, 
etc. This attracts customers and consolidates the store’s port­
folio. However, it also displaces small establishments that 
cannot maintain the quality of service, supply, and compe­
titive prices.

It is possible to make this pattern flexible by integrating 
chains with a small-store format to satisfy needs the big su­
permarkets cannot cover. This system operates mainly at 
sales points on large, well-traveled streets for non-perish­
ables like beverages and snacks for nighttime consumers, or 
also for what are called “forgotten items,” that used to be pur­
chased in small, neighborhood corner grocery stores.4

This explains the almost unlimited growth in the number 
of self-service stores in Mexico’s main cities; there are more of 
them than really demanded locally, and so they saturate the 
commercial landscape. We can also observe the creation of new 
forms of markets, the dizzying development of new sales tech­
nologies, the design of organizational and internal security 
strategies, local firms being absorbed by international chains, 
and their proliferation in all the cities, breaking the barrier sep­
arating consumers by income level.

Self-service stores are the model of the new system of 
food distribution in cities, and this has been made possible 
thanks to their ability to adapt to the needs of the urban con­
sumer, who requires flexibility in different aspects of his/her 

In Mexico, supermarkets 
were consolidated between 1970 and 1980. 

The new food distribution system implied changes 
in consumer habits, health, and eating, 

leading to a decline in traditional 
forms of retail sales.

Hegemonic Pattern of Food Supply, Open Economy Phase in Mexico

Source: Designed by the author.
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demand. These establishments originated in the United States 
with trading posts that sold everything from rifles to wheat 
flour under a single roof with direct consumer access to the 
products. The spaces used were abandoned factory ware­
houses that allowed for the massive exhibition of simple, 
inexpensive installations, or venues located along big high­
ways that guaranteed a greater flow of clientele and the 
reduction of transport in shipping merchandise. The auto­
mobile, for its part, made it possible to locate these establish­
ments in the suburbs, while the appearance of the electric 
refrigerator guaranteed storage in optimal conditions for the 
foodstuffs acquired. From that moment on, diversification, 
flexibility, expansion, and the permanent adoption of new sales 
technologies were distinctive traits of the model.

	

The Transition toward 
A New Food Supply Model in Mexico

In Mexico, supermarkets were consolidated between 1970 
and 1980 with emigration from the countryside to the cities, 
rapid urbanization, demographic growth, increased purchasing 
power, and demand for jobs. But it was also thanks to tech­
nological advances in domestic services and communica­
tions. 

The new food distribution system in the city implied changes 
in consumer habits, health, and eating for the country’s urban 
population, leading to a decline in traditional forms of retail 
sales. Supermarkets implemented new strategies by looking 
for different niches and creating stores that offered other kinds 
of items like organic, health, and imported foods. 

Specialized stores offer personalized service, higher qual­
ity fresh foods, a wide selection of wines and cheeses, and gour­
met take-out, among other items; they even encourage buyers 
to spend more time on their premises eating and enjoying them­
selves.

The aisles in a typical central store (the first store opened 
by a company) are replaced with a bakery, a cheese and cold-
cuts section, fruits and vegetable section, and meat, chicken, 
fish, and seafood counters. Another strategy consists of in­
creasing the amount of take-out food. These establishments 
start off from the idea that today’s customers are smarter and 
have less time, and that they can be secured as clients based on 
competition. Therefore, the survivors are the ones capable of 
merging, setting the goal of capturing specific consumer seg­
ments, and increasing their technological base for improving 
customer service.

One important factor for success of the new model has 
been its ability to introduce quick changes in consumption 
patterns when changes in eating habits are by definition 
usually slow; for example, changing from one brand of instant 
coffee to another, from one kind of lettuce or fresh tomatoes. 
However, given the dizzying changes in open economies, the 
consumer needs to satisfy individualized kinds of demand.

The modification of Mexico’s food supply pattern, in ad­
dition to being influenced by gradual changes in consump­
tion patterns, consists of more diversified supply, a wider 
selection; the spread of stores located on thoroughfares in 
cities and metropolitan areas where several firms can coincide; 
shorter distances that make it possible to serve the customer 
in less time; the rapid acceptance of products with new charac­
teristics, as long as they fulfill pragmatic demands; a facility 
for changing brands; only slightly regulated product contents; 
greater standardization of quality; and the differentiation in 
choice made by each individual.

The pattern of food consumption in Mexico is now di­
versified in product presentation and homogenous in terms 
of supply, with innovative supply systems and highly sus­
ceptible to international influences. It does not completely 
destroy local traditions, but adapts them to the pragmatism of 
the new mass consumer markets.

The new dominant model for food supply in Mexico has 
the following characteristics:

a) It follows guidelines in which successful supply is that 
which satisfies the needs of pragmatic consumption; 
this is based on prepared, processed, ready-to-serve prod­
ucts requiring no additional work at home in prepa­
ration, consumption, and after consumption.

b) In some cases, because of its pragmatic structure, it 
is relatively indifferent to the quality of content, to the 
extent that it combines substitutes with original prod­

The new patterns, with innovative 
supply systems and highly susceptible 

to international influences, do not completely 
destroy local traditions, but adapt them 

to the pragmatism of the new mass 
consumer markets.
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ucts without subjecting them to strict regulations for 
consumption.

c) There is a permanent or occasional presence of so-
called junk foods that are part of what the middle and 
lower classes eat, particularly children and young peo­
ple, though their consumption is sensitive to income 
variations.

d) The food market is dominated by certain brands, whose 
image is well positioned among consumers, who pre­
fer them over other brands. Among them are low-calorie 
products, but also natural or health foods, particularly 
those rich in fiber, which must jibe with an idea of well-
being and health as a symbol of success for some social 
groups of today.

e) Consumption outside the home is constantly on the 
upswing.

f) It incorporates the international component in con­
sumption habits, but does not eliminate local diets, 
given that the transition occurs in the framework of 
open economies, where all deep-rooted consumer pref­
erences can be commercialized.

g) It is by definition socially segmented, but these seg­
ments of consumers take advantage of the model as long 
as they are informed and maintain a constant income.

h) It is characterized by the diversification in presentation 
and the combination of existing products more than 
by creating new ones. Even though new products are 
constantly made available, they generally have few pos­
sibilities of success in the market.

i) It adjusts to the handling and norms of modern distri­
bution apparatuses, publicity, and the new technolog­
ical advances in the midst of which it is evolving.

j) It influences the generation of new diseases linked to 
the product formula, usually oversaturated in fat, white 
or processed flour, and sugar.

Conclusion

The dominant pattern in food supply is essentially urban and 
metropolitan, made up mainly of self-service chain stores oper­
ated by different firms in networks. They have supranational 
dynamics that break down both regional borders and tra­
ditional models —although the latter have not been totally 
eliminated— by supplying urban spaces using more compe­
titive sales technology, innovations in inventory control and 

price marking, plus their capacity for modeling local con­
sumption patterns in accordance with socially and territo­
rially segmented demand. They optimize shopping time 
and diversify supply in a way traditional channels cannot, in 
accordance with the new needs of a more demanding urban 
society.

Notes

1 �See María Eugenia Negrete, “Evolución de las zonas metropolitanas de 
México,” Carlos Garrocho and Jaime Sobrino, comps., Sistemas metro­
politanos (Mexico City: El Colegio de México/Sedesol, 1995).

2 Ibid.

3 �Between 2000 and 2005, the population of the metropolitan areas increased 
from 53.3 to 57.9 million, making for a 1.5-percent average annual growth 
rate, half a point above the national average of 1.0 percent. These areas 
went from representing 54.7 percent to 56 percent of the national popu­
lation and contributed 79.3 percent of its total growth; this led to an expan­
sion of their basic needs and a more efficient way of supplying them.

4 �A “forgotten item” is anything that a consumer forgot to buy in the super­
market and is forced to get in a small neighborhood store at a higher price.
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The dominant pattern is essentially urban and 
metropolitan: mainly self-service chain 

stores operated by different firms in networks with 
supranational dynamics that break down both 

regional borders and traditional models.
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Mexico’s Southern Border
Security and Migratory Crisis1

Natalia Armijo Canto*

Borders are dynamic, but sometimes change acceler­
ates or elements come together to make them more 
visible. This is what has happened along Mexico’s 

southern border since the 1980s, when different events both 
inside and outside the region resulted in the coincidence of 
security-related discourses and actions with migratory-related 
discourses. To a certain extent, it became “normal” to asso­
ciate the terms. But neither “migration” nor “security” has a 
single meaning, and therefore, the links between migratory 
flows and security policies have to be analyzed in concrete geo­
graphic and historical contexts, in relation to specific move­
ments of the population and taking into account the different 
dimensions of security.

Generally speaking, when talking about the southern 
border, we include the states of Quintana Roo, Campeche, 
Tabasco, and Chiapas. The border is 1 149 kilometers long; 956 
of them with Guatemala and 193 with Belize.2 The Mexico-
Belize border is marked almost in its entirety by rivers, while 
between Guatemala and Mexico, part of the border is a river 
and the rest is mainly mountains and jungle.

The final establishment of Mexico’s southern border was 
not without its conflicts. In the case of the Guatemala border, 
the groups settled on both sides shared the same colonial 
heritage, as well as similar social, ethnic, and cultural charac­
teristics. In the case of Belize, the presence of rebel Mayas 
and their relationship with the British authorities was the 
determining factor; the population movements stemming from 
the conflict had a visible effect on both sides, and, while there 
is a greater degree of ethnic and organizational differentiation, 
they also favored the forging of historic and family ties.3

There are actually only ten formal border crossings: seven 
in Chiapas, one in Tabasco, and two in Quintana Roo. The 
entire 200 kilometers of border with Campeche does not 
have a single crossing. Ten crossing points are insufficient 
for the length of the border, but the porosity is also increased 
by a dearth of infrastructure and personnel.

Changes in Migratory Dynamics 
In Southern Mexico

In only two decades, the southern border went through rapid 
changes. Once the main internal conflicts in Central Amer­
ica ended with the signing of the peace accords in El Salvador 

* �Professor and researcher at the University of Quintana Roo. 
Member of the Collective for Analysis of Security with Demo­
cracy (Casede) and director of the research project “Migration and 
Security: A New Challenge in Mexico,” nat_armijo@yahoo.com.mx.
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Central American migrants in southern Mexico use religious symbolism to protest 
their own calvary.
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and Guatemala in 1992 and 1996, respectively, paradoxically, 
migration increased. This was because economic problems 
spurred migration from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Hon­
duras to the United States, although in some cases, the final 
destination was Mexico.

The presence of Central Americans on Mexico’s southern 
border did not create serious problems, nor were there vis­
ible signs that the local population rejected them. The un­
documented status of many workers did, however, engender 
abuses and exploitation by some employers; and although in 
general local inhabitants along the border did not feel threat­
ened by the foreigners, concern and hostility from certain sec­
tors did become noticeable in the early twenty-first century 
when the number of undocumented migrants passing through 
increased at the same time that security conditions for living 
along the border deteriorated for multiple reasons.

The table shows two aspects of immigration along the 
southern border: on the one hand documented border work­
ers, almost all Guatemalan, and on the other hand, people 
from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Bel­
ize who entered the country without documents and were 
detained and returned by the authorities.4

In 2005, a higher number of deportations was reported, 
56.4 percent more than in 2001. In that same period, the 
number of documented workers grew only 12 percent. This 
shows the changes in migratory flows. Later, there was a de­
crease in both processes: by 2010 the number of border workers 
declined 37 percent vis-à-vis 2005, while deportations fell 66 
percent. There are several possible explanations for this signi­
ficant drop: anything from more effective border controls to 
the repercussions of the contraction of the economy and there­
fore the decline in job offers in both the United States and 
Mexico. Despite the fact that migratory flows have decreased, 
security conditions for migrants in border areas have not 
improved.

Security Problems along the Southern Border. 
Absences and Imbalances of the Mexican State

To increase its control over migratory flows, in 2001, Mexico 
launched operations for the Southern Plan, involving strength­
ening actions to intercept undocumented migrants from 
the Tehuantepec Isthmus to the southern border. The figures 
in the table show that this plan did not achieve any significant 
results. In 2007, the then-commissioner of the National Mi­

gration Institute (inm) described undocumented migrants 
in Mexico as “a huge membrane, an increasingly thick plug” 
along our northern border. When asked if the reasons for 
greater control were due to pressure from the United States, 
she said, “The social or political reason [for stopping them 
from going through Mexican territory] is not because the 
“gringos” tell me whether I can or I can’t. Forget that. They 
just aren’t going to let them through there…and at the same 
time they do affect Mexico’s development, the social fabric of 
the border states, which turns into a very, very grave problem 
for us.”5

Another point that had a big impact on changing the mi­
gratory scenario on the southern border was the U.S. policy 
of deporting Central American prisoners from the United 
States without any warning. Some calculations put the num­
ber of inmates deported between 2000 and 2004 to El Sal­
vador, Honduras, and Guatemala at 20,000.6 This strength­
ened the “Mara” gang members, favoring their transnation­
alization. The “Mara Salvatrucha” and the “Pandilla Barrio 
18” (Neighborhood 18 Gang) lost no time in showing up in 
Chiapas border communities, the obligatory route for their 
return to the United States, as well as a land of opportunity for 
crime, taking advantage of migrants’ vulnerability.

Emulating their Central American neighbors, Mexico 
mounted “anti-Mara” operations: in 2003, Steel I netted the 
arrest of 130 “Mareros”; in 2004, Steel II, 137; and from De­
cember 2005 to June 2006, Steel III, 600. Along these same 
lines, other operations were mounted: costa and Southern 
Border in 2004, and Community Shield, jointly with Gua­
temalan and Salvadoran authorities, in 2005.7 “Mara” pres­
ence diminished in Mexico starting in 2005 for several reasons: 
Hurricane Stan destroyed the train tracks and forced the 
close of the Tapachula station; migratory routes changed; and 
pressure was exerted by the authorities. However, starting in 
2008, they once again began surfacing in National Human 
Rights Commission (cndh) reports and information from 

The Mexican cartels took advantage 
of the situation in Guatemala, where a culture 

of violence prevailed, demobilized troops 
and weak institutions abounded, and the country 

was rife with poverty and corruption.
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migrant shelters. Also, the social exclusion of young people 
and their lack of opportunities in the region have favored the 
growth of local gangs.

Undoubtedly, the most serious security problem along 
Mexico’s southern border stems from drug trafficking. In 
1998, federal authorities implemented Operation Sealing 
to improve the interception of drugs in transit to the United 
States. In the region, the program was given another shot in 
the arm in 2000 with personnel training and modern tech­
nology for detecting drugs. It got some results, but after 2003, 
it stopped operating despite the fact that the general situation 
had not improved.

It is well known that Central America, and particularly 
Guatemala, became a bridge for drug producers and traffickers’ 

activities after the relative success of U.S. and Colombian 
operations to combat the air and sea routes through the Carib­
bean in the 1990s. The Mexican cartels took advantage of 
the situation in Guatemala, only recently recovering from 
civil war, where a culture of violence prevailed, demobilized 
troops and weak institutions abounded, and the country was 
rife with poverty, and corruption. According to the Stratfor 
agency, the Zetas dominate the departments of Huehuete­
nango, Petén, and Quiché, while the Sinaloa Cartel controls 
the department of San Marcos and Guatemala’s Pacific Coast 
region.8 It should be emphasized that members of the elite 
Guatemalan special forces, known as the “Kaibiles,” collab­
orated with the Zetas, particularly after military demobili­
zation and cuts in the armed forces. Thus, the violence has 

Agricultural Visitor Immigration Forms (fmva) 
And Border Worker Immigration Forms (fmtf) Issued to Central Americans, 

And Deportations by Mexican Immigration Authorities (2001 to 2010)

    *  �Until 2007, the figures include the fmva that Guatemalan citizens residing in the Guatemala-Mexico border area had a right to and that were issued. 
Starting in 2008, the fmva was replaced by the fmtf, and in 2010 the fmtf was widened to include workers from Belize and residents of municipalities 
located in the interior of Guatemala.

**  �These figures include the deportations of individuals from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Belize; starting in 2007, to make the 
data comparable with previous years, the figures include both the expulsion of Central Americans and those from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, 
and Nicaragua who accepted the terms of the Agreements on Voluntary Repatriation.

Source: Developed by the author using data from the National Migration Institute, “Boletines estadísticos,” Estadísticas migratorias, www.inm.gob.mx/
index.php/page/Estadisticas_Migratorias.

Year fmva and fmtf 
Issued * % Central Americans 

Deported by the inm** % Total

2001 40 640 23.6 131 245 76.4 171 885

2002 38 693 26.7 106 247 73.3 144 940

2003 45 561 20.6 174 697 79.4 220 258

2004 42 895 17.3 204 434 82.7 247 329

2005 45 518 16.9 223 347 83.1 268 865

2006 40 244 18.3 179 345 81.7 219 569

2007 27 840 20.2 109 733 79.8 137 573

2008 23 322 21.8 83 616 78.2 106 938

2009 30 678 32.8 62 773 67.2 93 451

2010 28 544 31.0 63 342 69.0 91 886
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expanded since the incorporation of organizations with tough 
military training. In Belize, concern has increased about orga­
nized crime using the country as a platform for its operations. 
Recently, U.S. cooperation has stepped up through Opera­
tional Detachment Alpha (oda), since, although previously 
a transit country, land and sea trafficking operations have 
been detected in its territory.9

Repercussions of Border Insecurity 
On Migration

The abuses inflicted on migrants by municipal, state, and 
federal authorities mainly consist of theft and extortion. How­
ever, most ill-treatment comes from private parties, ranging 
from theft and cheating all the way to rape, kidnapping, or 
death. The presence of “Mareros” along the southern border 
has turned into a nightmare for migrants, particularly when 
some have decided to leave their countries precisely because 
they have been threatened by members of that very organiza­
tion. Added to the “Maras” are now gangs made up of Mexicans, 
who take advantage of migrants’ defenselessness to rob and 
abuse them. Then there are also the “coyotes,” or human smug­
glers, unscrupulous individuals who, in addition to tricking 
them and not taking them to the agreed-upon destination, par­
ticipate in thefts and rapes.

In 2010, kidnappings of migrants came under major pub­
lic scrutiny nationally and internationally. In the first place, 
in February, the cndh published an “Informe especial sobre 
secuestro a migrantes” (Special Report on Kidnapping of 
Migrants).10 The report states that from September 2008 to 
February 2009, 198 kidnapping operations affected 9 758 
individuals: almost 95 percent were victims of organized crime; 
in the other cases, people had been victimized with the par­
ticipation of public officials. In March, the Inter-American 
Human Rights Commission (iahr) held a public hearing in 

which civil society organizations presented the situation 
of migrants’ human rights based on the experience of Cath­
olic-Church-run shelters. In April, Amnesty International 
published the report Víctimas invisibles. Migrantes en movi­
miento en México (Invisible Victims. Migrants on the Move in 
Mexico), an account of the dangers of the trip: kidnappings, 
threats, attacks, violence against women, disappearances, 
and death.11 The document points to extortion and the exces­
sive use of force as problems migrants face at Mexican border 
control points.

Between August and December of that same year, the sit­
uation did not improve. The kidnappings continued; in addi­
tion, the massacre of 72 migrants in Tamaulipas in August 
2010 and the disappearance of between 40 and 50 migrants 
in Oaxaca in December clearly show the problem has wors­
ened.12 The Mexican government has taken important mea­
sures, but, as Amnesty International says, the abuses against 
undocumented migrants are just not a priority for many state 
and federal officials, particularly if there are no clear indica­
tions of direct participation by public officials. Although the 
main responsibility lies with criminal gangs, complicity or 
indifference by the authorities play transcendental roles. If 
it is not possible to guarantee the prevention, detection, inves­
tigation, sanction, and effective reparation in the cases of these 
abuses, a climate of impunity is created.

Human trafficking, the modern version of slavery, is 
perhaps the most serious crime associated with migration. 
The Trafficking in Persons Report the State Department must 
present to the U.S. Congress every year cites Belize and Gua­
temala on the next-to-the-last rung of a classification estab­
lishing four levels of agreement in the efforts to fight it.13 The 
presence of organized crime along the southern border increases 
migrant vulnerability. The groups considered most vulnerable 
are women, children, indigenous, and the undocumented.14 
The sex trade predominates among the cases, but there have 
also been cases of children, particularly Guatemalan children, 
whose labor is being exploited in agricultural areas of Chia­
pas, in domestic servitude, forced begging, itinerant sales, and 
working in municipal garbage dumps.

Inconclusive Efforts to Establish Order 
Along the Southern Border

The emergence of actors operating outside the law who take 
advantage of both cross-border relations and the differences 

The presence of “Maras” 
along the southern border has turned into 

a nightmare for migrants. Added to them are now 
gangs made up of Mexicans, who take 
advantage of migrants’ defenselessness 

to rob and abuse them. 
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between Mexico and its neighbors is a factor of the first water 
for understanding the deterioration in security conditions.15 
The prolonged absence of the state along the southern border 
made living day to day outside the law something “normal.” 
The state has historically been weak in this area of the coun­
try, and the attempts to shore it up have merely been showy 
reactions to emerging problems or timid measures to get 
noticed because of the growing de facto powers made up of 
criminal networks, not really a political modernization strategy. 
Another option has been to “jump over the local,” to use 
William Zartmann’s expression, and adhere to the norms, sym­
bols, or international treaties, in an attempt to recover authority. 
Mexico is a signatory of a significant number of international 
agreements about human rights, migration, and security, but 
its not being able to fulfill the commitments it has acquired 
has put it in a questionable position. The weakness of the Gua­
temalan state has contributed to making the situation worse. 
As a result, local groups become more important and begin 
specializing in providing services, products, and activities —in­
side or outside the law— even if they are displaced when big­
ger crime organizations take over.

Final Thoughts

Security on the southern border has not suffered a “sudden” 
deterioration. Its genesis and evolution can be traced histor­
ically: they are the product of complex interactions between 
internal and external factors, where the state’s actions and 
omissions have played a preponderant part. As the product of 
human agency, this deterioration is not a situation that will 
last forever, but the complexity it has taken on makes it neces­
sary to rethink it from a comprehensive perspective including 
the economy, society, politics, and international relations. 
The challenge consists of seeking mechanisms to orient and 
redirect change in the border area toward forms of develop­

ment that counter the circumstances that have favored in­
creased insecurity. The process will necessarily be long, and 
meanwhile, the state and Mexican society are obliged to rec­
ognize and guarantee the human rights and security of the 
migrants in transit in our country. Far from being the cause of 
insecurity, it is they who have become the preferred victims 
of organized crime, corruption, and impunity.
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Ideological and Cultural Bases 
For Arizona’s SB 10701

Javier Durán*

The current Arizona government has become the most 
important symbol of the anti-immigrant movement 
in the United States. Recent legislation passed by its 

Congress is seen as the strictest of its type in the country, par­
ticularly the 2010 sb 1070.2 The precedents for this Arizona 
legislature position date back several years and are due to var­
ious factors.

First, I will explain the notion of attrition through enfor­
cement,3 which sb 1070 made public policy, as a strategy rep­
resentative of a nationwide anti-immigrant, neo-nativist move­
ment. Then, I will analyze how the concepts of deportability 
and illegality converge in a specific discourse to spearhead a 

negative image of Mexican migrants in U.S. society.4 I will also 
mention some of the consequences the new legislation will 
have and some processes it will have an impact on.

I think this convergence has by no means come about by 
happenstance; it is part of a historic process and media cov­
erage in which border security and undocumented immi­
grants have collapsed into a single issue in the U.S. imaginary, 
and are no longer merely local and regional concerns.

SB 1070 and the Changing Political Scene

Attrition through Enforcement

Let’s begin by seeing what political place this law comes 
from. According to state Senator Russell Pearce, sb 1070 is 
a necessary piece of legislation in Arizona:

* �Associate professor and director of border studies in the De­
partment of Spanish and Portuguese, University of Arizona, 
duran@u.arizona.edu.
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Why did I propose sb 1070? I saw the enormous fiscal and social 

costs that illegal immigration was imposing on my state. I saw 

Americans out of work, hospitals and schools overflowing, and 

budgets strained. Most disturbingly, I saw my fellow citizens victim­

ized by illegal alien criminals. The murder of Robert Krentz 

—whose family had been ranching in Arizona since 1907— by 

illegal alien drug dealers was the final straw for many Arizonans.5

These arguments presented with absolutely no documen­
tation to back them up have become part of a foundational 
discourse about undocumented immigration in the United 
States. Two images of the undocumented immigrant imme­
diately come to mind in Pearce’s account: that of an imprudent, 
irresponsible individual, costly to society, and that of a crim­
inal, specifically connected to drug trafficking. The latter is 
seconded by the hyperbolic —and up until now unsubstanti­
ated— affirmation that the rancher, Mr. Krentz, died at the 
hands of an undocumented drug trafficker.

The concept of attrition through enforcement has be­
come the basis for a third road to deal with the “problem” of 
undocumented immigration. For the anti-immigrant right, 
that wearing down of undocumented immigrants is the best 
option to immigration reform or mass deportations. The un­
derlying idea is that if the federal government strictly applies 
immigration laws, the undocumented will leave Arizona of 
their own volition for fear of being caught and deported.

But enforcement of the law is not the only part of this 
wearing down; added to this are strategies of expelling peo­
ple from the state, like the adoption of a series of legislative 
measures aimed at making immigrants’ social interaction more 
difficult, as recommended by Mark Krikorian, one of the anti-
immigrant movement’s intellectual leaders.6 These process­
es include economic sanctions, like making them ineligible 
for social and medical services, as well as legal measures crim­
inalizing them beyond what federal immigration legisla­
tion stipulates, as can be seen in other anti-immigrant bills 
not only in Arizona, but also in other states. That is, long be­

fore sb 1070 was passed, wearing down the undocumented 
immigrants had been part of the anti-immigrant right’s po­
litical agenda.

In the case of Arizona, it can be argued that laws like this 
one emerge presumably as a mandate from the citizenry and 
civic organizations that demand that the state defend its sov­
ereignty and maintain strict controls over people perceived as 
peripheral in an essentialist model of citizenry prescribed from 
a status of privilege often emanated from the state itself. As 
I have already mentioned, the attrition-through-enforcement 
strategy is the result of a concerted effort by groups who con­
sider undocumented immigration a threat to U.S. society.

For another sector of analysts, this forced wearing down 
lacks economic and social merit and is seen as a political 
strategy to control and stigmatize a certain segment of the 
population through “racialization,” as argued by anthropolo­
gist Gilberto Rosas when analyzing the concept of “police­
ability.” He suggests that the concept incorporates the most 
widely disseminated and yet most powerful processes in­
volved in population management, which are part of the expe­
rience of the undocumented, and sometimes other population 
groups that seem like them culturally or phenotypically. Po­
liceability explains in detail the epistemological, theoretical, 
and, in the last analysis, political queries about “illegality.” In 
other words, argues Rosas, the concept puts into practice a 
less clear distinction between documented and undocument­
ed individuals in border areas, as a distinct kind of racial­
ized management in a context in which immigrants are not 
only allowed to die, but are also subject to both official and 
unofficial monitoring and surveillance as well as forms of 
police control by the state.7

Nativism and Neo-nativism

Nativism has been intimately linked to the formation of the 
U.S. nation. In the nineteenth century a strong connection 
between this feeling and the problem of immigration —par­
ticularly European and Asian— was already evident. While 
a series of regional conflicts emerged mainly for religious and 
sometimes for linguistic reasons, nativism as an ideology is 
part of the process of forging the nation that gives a privileged 
place to an autochthonous vision and a historical-symbolic 
connection to a particular space or territory. In a certain sense, 
nativism comes into contradiction with some of Benedict An­
derson’s inclusionary postulates in his idea of the nation as 

The construction of a de-humanized, 
uncivilized image of Mexicans on both sides 

of the border has been one of the most deeply 
rooted of the nativist imaginary for

almost two centuries. 
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an imagined community. One of nativism’s important relation­
al strategies is exclusion and distance, with the space and 
symbolic values associated with them. The relationship be­
tween essentialist Americanism and anti-immigrant feelings 
has been a fundamental part of the nativist conception. A 
broadening of this feeling and its tension vis-à-vis the con­
cepts of acculturation and assimilation have been historical 
characteristics of this ideology.8

Representations of Mexicans in the U.S. imaginary be­
fore and after the War with Mexico (1846-1848) were not 
exactly positive. Quite to the contrary, the figure of the Mex­
ican, particularly male Mexicans, was developed as a discourse 
based on a series of negative stereotypes that part of academia 
attributes largely to the influence of the Spanish “black leg­
end.” In his comprehensive historical work, David J. Weber 
examined the perception a good number of Anglo-American 
travelers had of Mexicans in the nineteenth century. The con­
struction of a de-humanized, uncivilized image of Mexicans 
on both sides of the border has been one of the most deep­
ly rooted of the nativist imaginary for almost two centuries. 
As Weber states, the stereotype of the inferior Mexican is 
what is behind the arrogant feeling of cultural and political 
superiority, known in U.S. history as “Manifest Destiny,” 
which led to the conquest of half of Mexico’s territory.9 

Nativism, Illegality, 
Deportability, and Alienation

Anthropologist Nicholas de Genova analyzes the generation 
and legal control of illegality in an ethno-historical study to 
explain the discursive naturalization of the label “illegal alien.” 
He states that the process of construction of the notion of 
illegality emerges from the junctures and tensions among the 
concepts of nativism (whether right-wing or left-wing), Ameri­
canization, assimilation, and citizenship. While of course a 
legal dimension of the notion of “migratory illegality” does 
exist, it becomes a static category when not analyzed in its 
historic specificity or its legal nature in light of other processes 
of legal empowerment or of the practices known today as gov­
ernance. Why is what used to be illegal no longer illegal, or 
vice versa? As De Genova argues, as a simultaneously spac­
tialized and racialized condition, migratory illegality is also a 
central part of the ways in which “Mexican-ness” is reconfig­
ured in a racialized relationship with the hegemonic nation­
al identity of “American-ness.”10 

As a social condition and a result of anti-citizen technol­
ogy, the notion of “illegality” and the increasing trend of mak­
ing it the equivalent of criminality lead to a semantic and 
real reduction of human, civil, and legal rights of the indi­
vidual considered an “illegal alien.” I agree with De Genova 
when he says that the most important element in the use value 
and exchange value of that individual is his/her degree of 
deportability, which, in addition, is the socio-political condi­
tion that transforms him/her into cheap, disposable labor. 
Illegality provides a space of discursive otherness to the con­
cept of citizenship, seen here as a process of recognition of 
a particular individual by the state. However, this otherness 
is complex since it is used in the context of tensions produced 
by nationalism as a dominant ideology in the semantic produc­
tion of the nation-state, and by the peripheral circumstance 
assumed by the migrant in his/her condition as foreigner. It is 
possible to visualize how the construction of the illegal alien 
as subject emerges from the meetings and clashes between 
simultaneous processes of xenophobia and xenophilia, that is, 
of tensions between extreme Americanism and fear of the other 
in the face of a condescending fetishization of the figure of the 
assimilated immigrant as someone who forges the nation. 
This is why the expression, “We are a nation of immigrants,” is 
a recurring phrase in U.S. cultural and social discourse.

Within this ethical problematization of the immigrant, it 
is possible to discern three paradigmatic representations: 
his/her inherent criminal, antisocial nature; his/her condition 
as an eternal scab, that is, someone who steals jobs away from 
citizens of the host country; and his/her collective character­
ization as a burden to public coffers. Thus, the representation 
of immigrants as criminals, job stealers, and habitual free­
loaders on the social security system and welfare state pres­
ents them as irresponsible, incapable of self-control or of 
handling themselves appropriately within the law, and, there­
fore, as a threat to the collective well-being and the safety of 
society. In the public eye, this image of carelessness turns them 
into a force that disrupts the economic and cultural fabric 
of the nation.

“Attrition through enforcement” 
means that if the federal government 

strictly applies immigration laws, the undocumented 
will leave Arizona by their own volition for

fear of being caught and deported.
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Please note the correlation with the idea of cultural and 
economic nativisms put forward before: the figure of the 
undocumented immigrant is compressed and reconstructed 
by entering into dialogue and into tension with the forces 
that lead the hegemonic discourse of national identity and 
of national (in)security. Some authors suggest that the im­
migrant’s illegality is constructed as a problem that is manage­
able by the state based on a numerology that can be adapted 
to the economic and political circumstances of its time. Using 
this numerology, the state also takes charge of making sure 
the immigrant is visible or invisible in the corresponding 
imaginary.

Other anti-citizen strategies also have an impact on the 
formation of this anti-immigrant discourse. One is the emer­
gence of paramilitary groups that participate directly in border 
surveillance. As Roxanne Doty points out, their proliferation 
coincides with the organization of anti-immigrant campaigns 
and bills in several states; she highlights the case of Califor­
nia in the mid 1980s and the 1990s.11 Along these same lines, 
the post-9/11 effect has sharpened the vision of the immi­
grant as a threat to national security, underscoring migrants’ 
diversity. The increase in the number of otm, that is “other 
than Mexicans,” has sparked the rhetoric of national (in)se­
curity and shown up the porosity of the border. This has been 
amply capitalized on by various anti-immigrant groups and 
legislators like Pearce himself, who have incorporated into 
their discourse the threat and risk that undocumented immi­
gration from the South constitutes. The semantic distance 
between the terms “illegal alien” and “terrorist” has reduced 
dramatically. The same has happened to other reference 
points, like the representation of the migratory flow itself, 
which has gone from a flow to a wave, to a tumult, to later be 
seen as a stampede and lately as an organized invasion of U.S. 
territory, as Leo Chavez has already pointed out.12 The ad­
vance of anti-immigrant bills will greatly affect the political 
environment and the possibility of making an immigration 
reform, one of Barack Obama’s electoral promises to the 
community.

The Turn of the Screw: 
SB 1070 as Anti-Mexican State Policy?

On July 6, 2010, the U.S. federal government brought suit 
in federal court against Arizona to strike down sb 1070. The 
suit was joined by a series of individuals and organizations 
who registered briefs questioning the law’s constitutionality. 
On July 29, federal Judge Susan Bolton handed down a decision 
suspending some sections of the law. The Arizona govern­
ment immediately appealed and the court decided to hear the 
arguments and issue a second decision in November.

This case has merited close scrutiny by academia and the 
press. Legal experts have pointed out that sb 1070 brings 
up a certain number of legal issues about race, security, sov­
ereignty, civil rights, state power, and foreign relations.13 Of 
all the law’s possible implications, I want to underline three: 
first, the relationship between racial profiling and the enforce­
ment of federal law, that is, how far the law authorizes the 
reference to the appearance, physical traits, or an ethnic-racial 
profile as elements for suspicion for locating and arresting a 
person. What is the place of Mexican-ness or of discursive rep­
resentation of Mexicans in this legal sphere? To what point 
is the degree of Mexican-ness, judging by the appearance of 
an alleged undocumented migrant, sufficient legal reason for 
his/her arrest and jailing? This is extremely important, because, 
as Chin himself has shown, the notion of Mexican ancestry 
has been a key factor for some decisions in federal courts.

The second aspect underlines the presumed unconstitu­
tionality of the law given Arizona’s usurpation of certain func­
tions by ignoring federal immigration laws. That is, to what 
point is it valid for Arizona to pass laws that seem to obstruct 
other jurisdictions and that increase the degree of “crimi­
nality” for undocumented persons beyond what federal law 
stipulates? We should also ask up to what point it is consti­
tutional to have a policy of forced wearing down of the popu­
lation in terms of interfering with and affecting specific 
population groups’ civil and human rights, in this case Mex­
icans and Latinos. In other words, how can the future of the 
Latino and Mexican-origin population be predicted in Arizona 
given its push for “exceptionalism”?

Lastly, the third point is that clearly, regardless of how the 
court rules on sb 1070, the aforementioned issues will con­
tinue to be part of the U.S. anti-immigrant debate. It is also 
clear that issues linked to the ideological and cultural frame­
work of the anti-immigrant movement require greater scru­
tiny by academia.

The semantic distance between the terms 
“illegal alien” and “terrorist” has reduced dramatically. 

The representation of migration has gone from 
a flow to a wave, to a tumult, to a stampede, 
and lately to an organized invasion of the U.S.
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Conclusions

I have established some preliminary points for interdiscipli­
nary research that will make it possible to better understand 
the dynamics involved in the representation, construction, 
and later interaction with the figure of the Mexican immi­
grant in the United States. I hope these ideas and observa­
tions contribute to illustrating how the notion of the forced 
wearing down of the population has become a state policy 

promoted by anti-immigrant sectors, whose aim is to wear 
down a certain segment of the population to the point that 
they will abandon specific spaces in U.S. society. 

Another aim here has been to observe how historical pro­
cesses of the nativist movements continue to contribute to 
the construction of concrete images of the Mexican immigrant 
in the U.S. imaginary. I hope the reflection about sb 1070 is 
taken into account in future research about immigration and 
the status of Mexicans in the U.S. and other latitudes.
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The Kickapoo of Coahuila/Texas 
Cultural Implications 
Of Being a Cross-border Nation

Elisabeth A. Mager Hois*

Cross-border indigenous nations like the O’odham 
(Pápagos), Cucapá, and the Kickapoo of Coahuila/
Texas, living on both sides of the Mexico-U.S. border 

and continually crossing it, are subject to severe cultural in­
fluences by the U.S. Their economic future is north of the 
border, and, in power terms, the intercultural relationship be­
tween Mexico and the U.S. is asymmetrical, since the United 
States is a world power. In addition, certain privileges enjoyed 
by U.S.-origin tribes facilitate cross-border migration and 
their intercultural contact with the two nation-states.

Originally from the Great Lakes, the Kickapoo of Coa­
huila/Texas have settlements on both sides of the border. 

Nevertheless, the Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas (kttt) 
reservation is a more powerful magnet, because they set up 
a casino on that federal land and the U.S. federal govern­
ment awards them certain benefits as an officially recognized 
tribe. Therefore, the cultural influence on them from the 
U.S. nation is determinant. In contrast, the Kickapoo com­
munity on the Mexican side serves mainly as a ceremonial 
center, although in recent years, the kttt has invested a great 
deal in the countryside in this area with the profits from the 
Kickapoo Lucky Eagle Casino.

Thus, cross-border migration from Mexico to the United 
States can be explained by the attraction of the latter’s econ­
omy, which simultaneously benefits the community in Coa­
huila, particularly when the exchange rate for the U.S. dollar 
is high. Tito Alegría calls this kind of migration “transmigration,” 

* �Professor and researcher at the unam School of Higher Learning 
(fes), Acatlán campus.
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George White Water, war chief, in front of his summer house in El Nacimiento, Coahuila.
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characterized by “a relationship between two adjacent labor 
markets, each with different regimes of competition, pro­
ductivity, relative prices, and legislation.”1

This cross-border migration also has a cultural impact. 
Cecilia Ímaz Bayona refers to this as “de-territorialized cul­
tures,” because of the resettling “of a considerable part of 
the community in another country, which remains linked to 
and interacts with the community of origin through relatively 
large, organized groups of migrants.”2 In the case of the Kicka­
poo, people of working age are the ones who emigrate, together 
with their families; in contrast, the elderly prefer the sacred 
land of the Coahuila community.

In general, cross-border peoples experience intercultural 
contact with two nations at a time. “Facing interculturality 
processes through different kinds of migration and migrants 
who travel through the region, the Pápagos live with different 
groups from southern [U.S.] states, allowing them to make 
their cultural references and sources of identity plural,” writes 
Hernán Salas.3 For their part, the Kickapoo receive more of 
a cultural influence from the U.S., given that, since the ca­
sino’s opening in 1996, they spend more of their time on the 
kttt reservation. This cultural impact cannot be denied in 
the Coahuila community’s day-to-day life. 

Historical Background of the Kickapoo

In the Great Lakes region of what is now the United States, 
the Kickapoo, an Algonquin tribe of hunters and gatherers, 
were distinguished by their great mobility. This explains their 
original name, kiwikapawa or kiwegapaw, which means “he 
moves about, standing now here, now there.”4

Down through their history, moving to different places 
was not always voluntary. They were expelled from their na­
tive land between Lake Erie and Lake Michigan, first by the 
French (1688-1697), which resulted in their being divided 
into different bands, then by the English (1763-1771), and 
later by the Americans.5 The 1819 Treaties of Edwardsville 

and Fort Harrison obligated them to migrate to the other side 
of the Mississippi, ending up on reservations in Missouri 
(1819) and Kansas (1832).6 In order for the government to 
reduce their territory and exercise greater cultural control over 
the tribe, they were forced to become farmers, which made 
for an ideological change and caused social tensions result­
ing in a high incidence of alcoholism.

When the railroad began crossing their territory (1854) 
and the Kansas reservation was divided up into individual 
lots (1863) in a fraud perpetrated against them by the rail­
road companies, the Kickapoo tribe members who resisted 
the most decided to move southward, first to Texas and later 
to Coahuila, to continue living according to their ancestral 
traditions. In 1859, Benito Juárez granted them 3 510 hectares 
of land in El Nacimiento, Coahuila, in exchange for defend­
ing Mexico’s northern border against the Mescalero Apaches, 
the Lipan Apaches, and the Comanches. In 1936, Lázaro Cár­
denas gave the tribe another 3 512 hectares of ejido collective 
land to raise cattle.7 However, because there was a drought at 
the time, they had to work temporarily as agricultural workers 
in U.S. fields.

This was by no means an ideal solution because it made 
them the same as poor peasants, with all their workplace 
disadvantages. That was when they began taking drugs, par­
ticularly inhaling solvents.8

Acquisition of the KTTT 
And Setting Up the Casino

One solution for the economic problem was setting up a 
casino on U.S. federal land.9 To be able to do that, the Kickapoo 
had to take out U.S. citizenship and request federal recog­
nition as a tribe. In 1983, after a long legal process in Congress, 
they obtained U.S. citizenship and were able to purchase a 
small, 125.43-acre piece of land in Maverick County, about 
7.25 miles southeast of Eagle Pass, Texas.10 Initially, the land 
was used by Kickapoo day-laborers to rest on their way to 
U.S. fields, but, when in the mid-1990s they were largely re­
placed by machines, they had to seek another source of income. 
So, in August 1996, they set up the Kickapoo Lucky Eagle 
Casino on the Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas (kttt) 
reservation.

In the early years, the casino was equipped with between 
180 and 200 video machines; but in 2004, casino earnings 
provided the funds to build a new facility and in winter 2006, 

Cross-border peoples adopt the culture 
of the dominant country, where they 

work to ensure their economic and social future, 
even though it is derived from an asymmetrical 

relationship between two unequal groups.

Book 1.indb   37 9/6/11   14:55:13



38

Voices of Mexico • 90

the number of machines increased to 1 325. The number of 
bingo rooms also doubled, according to Scott, the marketing 
director. They did have to do away with blackjack in Nov­
ember 2006 because the National Indian Gaming Commis­
sion (nigc) banned it as a level-III game, and the casino is only 
licensed for level-II games.11 The tribe is now fighting to get 
the permit for level-III gaming.

Thanks to the casino’s monopoly in Texas, large numbers 
of people go there from different parts of the state and Mex­
ican border states.12 This provides jobs in the gaming indus­
try for most of the Kickapoo; but this economic progress has 
also had its cultural consequences.

The Casino’s Cultural and Economic

Impact on a Cross-border Tribe

For Chairman Juan Garza, the Kickapoo tribe is in the midst 
of a transition to modernity, in which ancient customs co-exist 
with new ones. Andreas Huyssen addresses this phenomenon 
by talking about a negotiation of the impact of modernization 
and globalization, characterized by media penetration and 
the spread of consumerism.13

This social phenomenon is understandable if we consider 
that cross-border peoples adopt the culture of the dominant 
country, where they work to ensure their economic and so­
cial future, even though it is derived from an asymmetrical 
relationship between two unequal groups. Therefore, the 
Kickapoo tribe changed its main residence to the kttt reser­
vation in Maverick County, Texas, where they are assured of 

a higher income from the casino, which also benefits the El 
Nacimiento Kickapoo community in Coahuila. This is why 
the tribal chairman recognizes the importance of the casi­
no’s economic success, and that it is necessary for the tribe’s 
survival.

However, this progress is derived from a structural change 
in the tribe. In the middle of the last century, the gaming 
industry turned a tribe of agricultural day-laborers into a 
group of entrepreneurs. The cultural impact of this in a capi­
talist society predisposes tribe members to the “American 
way of life” in their daily activities, with its resulting addic­
tions like alcoholism and drug abuse, particularly when young 
people experience the difficulty of combining two different 
worlds: the modern and the traditional.

In this matter, new generations’ education in U.S. schools 
plays an important role, as does the massive influence of 
television, which has the ideological impact of imposing the 
values of an English-speaking consumer society. This is why 
Kickapoo children and young people prefer to speak to each 
other in English, leaving aside their native language, which 
they use only to communicate with their grandparents in El 
Nacimiento. Spanish is also losing ground, because it is the 
language of a country about which they have few expectations.

Neither the Kickapoo language 
nor Spanish, but English predominates 

in young people’s conversations. Because of this, 
many adults are concerned about the survival 
of their culture among the new generations 

and the preservation of their language.
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The Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas’s Kickapoo Lucky Eagle Casino. 
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Therefore, culture cannot be understood as something 
static; rather, it is dynamic because it goes through signifi­
cant changes over time. Nevertheless, the social process of 
identity takes on certain authenticity, which is possible only 
with ethnic consciousness that guarantees the group’s sur­
vival.14 If this were not the case, the tribe would get lost in 
the macro-society of U.S. capitalism, even more so given its 
“cross-border” nature, oriented to dynamic processes of merger 
and cultural migration.15

Is Taking Refuge in El Nacimiento 
A Cultural Solution?

Cross-border migration also exports cultural values from the 
dominant society to the subordinate country; this is why daily 
life in El Nacimiento, Coahuila is influenced by U.S. cul­
ture. It is not, however, a true modernization of daily life in 
Mexico, but what can be seen as a cultural assimilation fos­
tered by the influx of the mass media, which often interferes in 
people’s world view. Therefore, we can talk about cultural syn­
cretism, in which modern life merges with traditional life.

The El Nacimiento community still represents a refuge 
for living life freely. This implies ritual and daily ceremonies 
and hunts, farming and cattle-raising, done mainly by Black 
Seminoles and Mexicans. So, traditional life still exists at cer­
tain times of the year. For example, some Kickapoo go every 
weekend from Eagle Pass to El Nacimiento; others only go 
in the ceremonial season, or when their children are on vaca­
tion. In addition, casino employees are given certain leeway 
for going to El Nacimiento. But, broadly speaking, that tradi­
tional life has been impacted by the American way of life, 
since the Kickapoo live most of the time in Texas.

Above all, the new generation, educated in the United 
States, adapts to new customs like forms of dress and eating 
and recreational habits; but the most noticeable thing is their 
way of communicating. As already mentioned, it is no longer 
either the Kickapoo language or Spanish, but English that 
predominates in these young people’s conversations. Because 
of this, many adults are concerned about the survival of their 
culture among the new generations and the preservation of 
their language.

On the other hand, the land they have bought with the 
profits from the Lucky Eagle Casino mean a territorial and 
cultural expansion of the United States. In 2007, the Kicka­
poo Traditional Tribe of Texas purchased 17 000 acres of land 

for cattle and deer raising near El Nacimiento, Coahuila, in 
addition to approximately 12 000 acres they bought in Texas. 
Investment in Mexican territory, then, is derived from the 
tribe’s economic progress, but at the same time it fosters a 
capitalist mentality that, in the last analysis, stems from the 
casino’s success.

	

Conclusions

Cross-border tribes like the Kickapoo of Coahuila/Texas in­
habit a space of a certain interculturality that emerges from 
their continual movement across the Mexico-U.S. interna­
tional border. The ease of this cross-border migration comes 
from their dual-nationality status and being members of U.S. 
tribes, which brings with it a strong cultural influence of the 
dominant country. Expelled from their places of origin, the 
Kickapoo feel attracted by the U.S. nation, where they have 
found the economic key through the casinos set up on U.S. 
trust land. Thus, Mexico, as a dependent nation, comes in 
second for this people; it is only useful to them as a ceremo­
nial center and a place for investment.

Territorial and cultural expansionism toward the country 
where they have fewer expectations continues. In this sense, 
Alicia Lindón talks of a “blurring” of the national borders 
and a “break-down” of boundaries that facilitate the merger 
of cultural values and create a space of interculturality, where 
the dominant country comes out the winner.16

In the case of the Kickapoo of Coahuila/Texas, employ­
ment in the casino is the key to these cultural influences, be­
cause it allows tribe members to rise on the social ladder, as 
opposed to the past when jobs as farm workers guaranteed 
certain social discrimination.

For this people to not end up a completely entrepreneurial 
tribe, it is extremely important that it become aware of this 
process and continue its cultural practices in El Nacimiento. 
Throughout its history, this has allowed the tribe to preserve 
greater ethnic specificities than many other tribes in the 

The gaming industry turned 
a tribe of agricultural day-laborers into 

a group of entrepreneurs. The cultural impact 
of this in a capitalist society predisposes tribe 

members to the “American way of life.”
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United States who have lost that traditional character. This 
does not mean that the tribe should stagnate, but that it 
should transform itself over time. How? That will depend 
on the degree of consciousness that allows it to seek out its 
own path.
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The Making of Self as Bridge: 
Pilar Rodríguez Aranda, 

Poet and Videopoet
Claire Joysmith*

Coiffed with a striking mass of curly pepper-and-salt 
hair, Pilar Rodríguez Aranda’s broad smile inau­
gurates her happy laughter. As she talks, her can­

did brown-eyed expression matches her openness in talking 
about her motivations and work. A versatile creative artist, 
she has for many years now set her heart mainly on her own 
brand of “videopoetry,” bridging words and images, in many 
ways becoming herself a bridge.

What is videopoetry and what kind of scope does she 
perceive it to have?

Pilar: As I understand it, videopoetry would be a genre 
within experimental video, in which a video becomes a piece 
generating the same feeling a poem would: mystery, reflec­
tion, musicality, and awakening of the senses. Some people 

read poems, adding images, and call this a videopoem. One 
could call that, at the most, an “adaptation.” A true video-
poem, as I see it, is “born” with and within the media: that 
is, it could very well have no words —or it could be just words. 
But it would be a poem that could exist only in video. Of 
course, it’s difficult to define, to draw a line. An experimental 
video can be poetic and considered a poem; I guess it’s the 
creator’s intention that comes into play here. When I began 
working with the video medium, it was only later I found out 
I was doing “videoart,” and now I refer to it as “videopoetry.”

It’s an ideal form for me because I started writing verses 
as a teenager, although I also wanted to be a filmmaker. I 
guess I could call myself a visual poet, since I also explore 
photography. I’ve also worked with radio and enjoy perfor­
ming my poetry live. With video I can explore every facet of 
poetry, and then go beyond each of these as individual forms * Researcher at cisan-unam.
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Frame from the video Return or the Inexactness of Centre.
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and create a larger piece, where more meanings are involved. 
Also, in video, time is a prime element, which makes it very 
different from, let’s say, the printed form. Therefore, I can 
collaborate with musicians or performers, or else do it all on 
my own, especially now that technology is readily available. 

*     *     *

As we talk about the malleability of videopoetry as form, I 
ask her about how this medium is able to articulate a collage or 
medley of experiences, perspectives, perceptions, and feeling 
worlds, in addition to bridging the individual and the collec­
tive, the private and the public self/selves.

Pilar: In terms of creating a video, I blend words, sounds, 
images, patterns, repetitions, light, silence; really, the pos­
sibilities are endless, that’s how malleable it is. The other day 
I saw a brief piece consisting of two phrases and one image; 

in my video Return or the Inexactness of Centre, I have various 
layers of images and sounds going on simultaneously, lasting 
close to 20 minutes.

What’s wonderful about photography and video (and audio 
recording) is that one captures (that is, take notes, document) 
events, colors, textures, things, the world outside. Writing re­
quires a different process. Words surge from within, and then 
I have to find a pen and bring them out. However, all of these 
are private actions.

But artwork only truly becomes alive when it becomes 
public. Without an audience it continues to be a work in prog­
ress —that’s how I view it. When you share your work and 
generate a reaction, then as a creator, artist, communicator, 
whatever, you have finally completed the circle. My pieces 
are very personal and subjective, so having an audience gives 
me a sense of being part of a larger world, because the others 
“get it,” so the personal becomes collective. 

One of my first really “mature” works (in contrast to prior 
student videos or films I produced) was The Idea We Live In 
(1991), a collage of texts, written by others and some of mine 
included, around a common theme. I put together all these 
phrases and excerpts of texts; I was saying we all think/ feel/
say similar things, in this case around the idea of how “we 
all carry our home with us.” In fact, the piece was inspired by 
a painting I saw of a man pulling a child’s wagon containing a 
miniature version of his home.

The other thing that made this piece so strong was collab­
orating with others. I have this anecdote: the man who did 
the lighting and camera work, George Dolis, told me after 
reading the script, “I didn’t understand it at all, but I came up 
with some images.” I think poetry is like that, the way dreams 
can be; we don’t need to understand the meaning, or the details, 
we only need to let it grow inside us, whether it’s the rhythm 
or a phrase, as long as something touches our unconscious as 
well as our conscience, our soul, and our mind, then it has ac­
complished its purpose in life.

*     *     *
Pilar Rodríguez Aranda asserts she “totally believes” that “the 
personal is political,” so I ask her how this finds expression 
in her creative work.

Pilar: Every choice/action I take in life has consequences: 
what I eat, where I buy, what I do with my trash, if I recycle 
or use a car, how I speak, the words I use, the way I deal with 
my feelings, whether I pay my taxes or pay someone under the 
table to get some bureaucratic procedure done. Every choice/ 

“Videopoetry is an ideal form for me 
because I started writing verses as a teenager, 

although I also wanted to be a filmmaker. 
I guess I could call myself a visual poet, 

since I also explore photography.”
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action others take affects me and others as well, so how could 
we say the personal is not political? 

When I write about my having been molested or how I 
feel about women being murdered, I am opening myself up 
and, therefore, others might feel they can do the same. It’s 
the first step toward healing. We are a sick society, or as writer 
Susan Griffin would say,1  we are the result of the ideologies 
of madness, and until each of us is aware of this, we’ll con­
tinue to reproduce these, generating more and more sickness, 
whether physical, mental, and/or spiritual. 

*     *     *
Pilar Rodríguez Aranda’s work has received wide recognition 
in the U.S., Mexico, and Europe and she has been the re­
cipient of several awards. Personally, I find her videopoem 
Ella es frontera/Border She Is (1996) to be a small master­
piece of flowing visual and oral creativity that interweaves, 
bridges, connects and brings together —even as it clearly 
recognizes a wide range of fronteras/borders, of differences. 
I find it provocative in the ways it explores the soft hurt-
places where the bridging touch happens, and the gashing 
within that replicates in outer heridas (wounds). I ask her to 
comment on this videopoem, its main roots, rivers, and clouds, 
as well as on the reasons she resorted to the poetry of several 
Chicana women writers.

Pilar: Araceli Zúñiga once called this video “a classic.” 
I’m honored by such comments. I guess I’m a bit of a per­
fectionist, so when I see my videos I mainly see all the things 
I wish I could change, ha! In any case, from its inception, 
Border She Is emerged from my experience living in Austin, 
Texas. It was not only that I actually met other women poets, 
learned about the Chicana/o experience of bilingualism and 
biculturalism, but I was also touched by their solidarity, their 
sense of community, and their committed political 
activism.

Originally I thought of doing four different small 
pieces, adapting the work of four poets: Sandra 
Cisneros, Ana Castillo, Lucha Corpi, and a fourth 
one I can’t recall now. In the end, I did something 
similar to The Idea We Live In, a collage, where I in­
terweave whole poems or fragments of poems 
written by Chicana poets. I wanted to pay homage 
to these women who had inspired me, who taught 
me I was not the only one who felt this need to de­
fine myself in a divided world. The “main character” 
in the story is a poet who is starting to write, and 

through her imagination and words —really, the words of 
many others— she creates a poem, perhaps at the end of a 
sleepless night.

In fact, this video starts with, “I am alone now,” from one 
of Sandra Cisneros’ poems. And that was the other aspect 
that interested me and continues to be one of my obsessions: 
why has it taken us so long, as women, to learn to live alone? 
Alone as in not married, or being a man’s “other.” It has been 
as if we are nothing without a male, and even if we know this 
isn’t true, we still struggle with this nowadays.

I think that Border She Is talks to other women, because 
it explores this very same struggle of becoming “free women,” 
as Doris Lessing would say. I “translated” this into the video 
by using the words and poetry of other women who happen 
to be Mexican-American, whose duality is so close to the sur­
face that it’s easy to identify and identify with. Before I left 
Mexico, I never felt divided by culture or language. But as 
a woman, in terms of what was “acceptable” or was expec­
ted from me, I was constantly being told to bury my instincts, 
my “wildness.” I realize now that such a duality exists for all. 
To quote Griffin again, even though science has proven that 
there’s no separation between matter and energy, our civiliza­
tion continues to insist on such a dualism in which our cons­
ciousness seems separate from our material existence. 

When I write about my having been molested 
or how I feel about women being murdered, 

I am opening myself up and, therefore, others might 
feel they can do the same. It’s the first step 

toward healing. We are a sick society. 
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About Pilar Rodríguez Aranda

In 1990, America’s Review published Pilar Rodríguez’s interview with San
dra Cisneros, “On the Solitary Fate of Being Mexican, Female, Wicked and 

Thirty-three,”1 which has been widely quoted in writings about her work. 
She has published in the anthologies Género y gestión cultural: un esbozo 
de México y América Latina (Gender and Cultural Promotion: a Sketch of 
Mexico and Latin America) (pueg-unam/Unifem), Speaking desde las heri­
das. Cibertestimonios transfronterizos/Transborder. September 11, 2001-
March 11, 2009 (cisan-unam/itesm/Whittier College), and One Wound for 
Another/Una herida por otra. Testimonios de latin@s in the US through Cyber­
space (cisan-unam/Colorado College/Whittier College), and also in various 
magazines in North America, among them, Replicante, Voices of Mexico, 
Tierra Adentro, Norteamérica, Saguaro, The Bilingual Review, fem, Confluen­

cia, Sin Fronteras, Blanco Móvil, and Tinta Seca.
Rodríguez has received grants from the Austin City Arts Commission (1990); Mexico’s National Fund 

for Culture and the Arts, Young Creators, 1995; the Mexican Film Institute (Imcine, 1998), and the Morelos 
Institute for Culture (1999). The Idea We Live In won first place in the Second Video Biennial of Mexico 
(1992) and the Athens International Film and Video Festival, Ohio (1991). In 1998, Chon Noriega included 
it as one of the Best 100 Chicano Films (ucla). Rodríguez’s The Unexpected Turn of Jim Sagel, a documentary 
on writer Sagel, who won the Casa de las Américas Prize (Cuba) in the 1980s, was declared Best New Mex
ican Film at the Roswell Film Festival (2004)

Return or The Inexactness of Centre was shown in Palestine as part of the Twenty-second POETRONIQUE 
Video Moments Festival, 2009, and was included in the 2008 VideoBardo Showcase of International Video
poetry, and screened at the Loop Videoart Barcelona 2009 Festival. Other videos include: Border She Is, El 
guajolote (The Turkey), and El entierro del mal humor (Burying Bad Moods).

Rodríguez has shown her videos in various festivals and museums, among them: the afi National Video 
Festival (1993); the Museum of Image and Sound, São Paulo, Brazil (1993); San Francisco Cinemathèque (1994); 
Mexico’s Center of the Image (1995), El Chopo University Museum (V Biennial of Visual Poetry, 1996), Na
tional Cinemathèque (1996), and Carrillo Gil Modern Art Museum (1996); the Bronx Museum of the Arts 
(1997); the Whitney Museum (2000); the CineFestival San Antonio, Texas (1987, 1990, 1992, 2001, 2002); 
the Santa Fe Film Festival, New Mexico (2002, 2003, 2004); and the Boston Latino Film Festival (2004). 

Featured in Cynthia Pech’s Fantasmas en tránsito. Prácticas discursivas de videastas mexicanas (Phan
toms in Transit. Discursive Practices of Mexican Videomakers),2 she also collaborated with Guillermo Gómez 
Peña and Roberto Sifuentes in their 1998 performance Museum of the Apocalypse: End-of-Century Speci­
mens, cut-unam. For more details, please visit http://www.anarcafilms.blogspot.com/.

Claire Joysmith
Researcher at cisan-unam

Notes
1 Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism, núm. 69, 1992.
2 Published by the uacm, in Mexico City in 2009.
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*     *     *

Pilar Rodríguez Aranda is familiar with crossing borders, quite 
literally, having lived at times in Mexico, and at others in the 
United States over a period of many years. So what kind of 
strategies did she resort to in seeking ways to deal with these 
experiences in her videopoem Retorno or the Inexactness of 
Centre (2008)? 

Pilar: In 2003 I had finished my documentary on New 
Mexican writer Jim Sagel, a friend of mine who committed 
suicide in 1998. I did this wanting to understand why he’d 
killed himself, again coming across this tormenting duality 
(in his case, he had been diagnosed as bipolar, among other 
things). It took me almost five years to do this video because 
I did it on my own, without any funding, with support from 
the local community. And because he was a “public” figure, 
I felt a lot of pressure. So, after that experience, I was ready to 
embark on something totally personal.

I decided to keep notes using video and audio, something 
I always do in writing. I keep a journal, although I am not 
always disciplined about it. At that time I purposefully taped 
myself visually and aurally, about my reflections arising from 
my decision to go back to Mexico. What makes one decide 
a concept like “Mexico” is me? In The Idea That We Live In, 
I used the image of a house, one that encompasses memories 
and that we carry with us. In Border She Is, the images were 

of a border as holder of self and the other. In Retorno or the 
Inexactness of Centre, I chose the structure of the labyrinth, 
the path of the pilgrim,2 where one walks toward what one 
thinks is the center, only to realize that you have to walk back 
out again in order to talk about it.

*     *     *

At this point in her life and career, what is a central inspira­
tion for her creative work? 

Pilar: I’m inspired to write by things, events, news, or any­
thing I read that causes an emotional reaction in me that, in 
turn, provokes me to think: why am I reacting to this? Some­
times I don’t even ask myself this, I go straight to writing and 
pour out feelings and thoughts, try to explore what’s going on 
if it’s not clear. I like to write down my dreams, because they 
are coded messages and, sometimes, when I’m just walking 
or swimming, something about those very same images be­
comes clearer. Words are limiting and I very seldom feel I have 
successfully expressed it all. That’s probably why I also resort 
to images, sounds, moods. 

*     *     *

What kind of work has she been inspired to do recently?
Pilar: In my latest work I’ve entitled Poemas de Isla [Poems 

from Isla] I’ve tried to emulate one of my favorite poets, Mary 
Oliver, and just be in the natural world, and learn from it.

I never stop writing, really, but right now is a time to put 
my work out there more. I’m tired of having drawers full of 
words and keeping them closed. I would like to play with dig­
ital technology and create a web-book to include my writing, 
images and, hopefully, performances. Performing my poetry 
is something I’m planning to do more of as well, exploring the 
use of images, not as videopoems, but, rather, as a support/
contrast to the spoken word. As I mentioned earlier, I also 
take a lot of photos, so I am finding ways to finally fuse these 
into my work, whether by incorporating them into my live pre­
sentations, or the videos. I’m also working with a visual artist 
on a book fusing my writing and his visuals into an Imago 
Ignota. 

*     *     *

Pilar Rodríguez Aranda has been a professional translator for 
many years now. In what ways does this relate to her creative 

I like to write down my dreams, 
because they are coded messages and, sometimes, 

when I’m just walking or swimming, something 
about those very same images becomes clearer. 

Words are limiting. 
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Frame from the video Return or the Inexactness of Centre.
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career? And how does that relate to bridge-making, or perhaps 
to bridge-being?

Pilar: It has mainly been a way to make a living, but I also 
think one my roles in the world is to be a bridge. A translator 
or interpreter does that very clearly. When I started doing 
video, I was in a way translating the written word into another 
medium. I’ve also done other translations and published them, 
both poetry and essays, such as Chicano poetry in Mexican 
literary magazines, or John Beverley’s prologue to Speaking 
desde las heridas.3 Lately, I’ve been translating some of my fa­
vorite Mary Oliver poems, as an exercise, but also as a way to 
learn from and share her wisdom. There are so many good 
poets that are not being translated into Spanish, let alone pub­
lished, in Mexico.

*     *     *

Until 2010, Pilar Rodríguez Aranda was involved with Arti­
vists in a transborder project called “A Prayer for Juárez/Una 
oración por Juárez.” The same collective continues working 
together today, redubbed Contra la Violencia el Arte (Against 
Violence, Art).

Pilar: What inspired me to get involved was a small event 
held by Self Help Graphics in Los Angeles, where perhaps 
30 of us, mostly artists and activists, got together to do readings 
and performances in response to 16 years of feminicides. 

She explains that what she had been looking for was “a 
ritualization of a deeply hurtful experience,” adding that her 
hopes are that “this will contribute to end the cycle of vio­
lence, in which,” she concludes, “the real enemy is, in fact, 
ourselves.”

Notes

1 �Author of The Eros of Everyday Life: Essays on Ecology, Gender and Society 
(New York: Doubleday, 1995).

2 �See Jean Shinoda Bolen, Crossing to Avalon: A Woman’s Midlife Pilgrimage 
(San Francisco: Harper, 1994).

3 �Claire Joysmith, ed., Speaking desde las heridas. Cibertestimonios trans­
fronterizos/transborder. Prologues by John Beverley, Cristina Rivera Garza, 
and María Antonia Oliver-Rotger (Mexico City: cisan-unam/itesm-Cátedra 
Humanidades, campus Toluca/itesm-Cátedra Alfonso Reyes, campus Mon­
terrey, and Whittier College, California, 2009).

Further references

http://poemasdella-anarca.blogspot.com/
http://poemsheis.blogspot.com/
http://anarcafilms.blogspot.com/

Bilingüe Fool

by Pilar Rodríguez Aranda

Words sometimes are

puras chingaderas

Repeticiones parangoneras

Repetitions of falsas promesas

Pochas calmas de monolingua espera

Why, I have even switched codes

as if in disguise

Las words somehow have become

my way to surmise

Pages of dolor - rincón

Looking for an impossible perdón

Worst of all

Looking for entendimiento

Las palabras siempre engañan

¿Es love? Es lust?

¿cómo los separas?

¿Cuál es el que nos chitea?

Do you know what you quieres?

Do yo?

Frame from the video The Idea We Live In.
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Aprehendiendo al delincuente.
Crimen y medios en América
del Norte

Graciela Martínez
Will Straw
Susana Vargas Cervantes
editors

Crime is a central topic in the cultural 
discourse, and it is redefined using 
intertextual operations in which many 
representations of urban life are 
configured. Activities like drug use, 
transvestitism, or downloading music or 
movies have caused panic, rooted in 
moral and legal considerations; they 
have also sparked the appearance of 
new social or cultural communities with 
a renovating and questioning effect on 
culture and the media.

Cooperación en Ciencia y
Tecnología en América

del Norte y Europa

Edit Antal
Fidel Aroche Reyes

editors

Despite expectations about nafta, 
Mexico’s deficit in science and 

technology puts both its competitive-
ness and environment at risk. The book 

identifies the cooperation models in 
these fields in North America, 

comparing them with the successful 
European Union case. This helps the 

reader understand the scope of 
integration policy for promoting a 

regional technological change through an 
effort capable of combining public and 
private policies that can close the gap.

Fronteras de tinta: literatura
y medios de comunicación

en las Américas. 
Una bibliografía comentada

Graciela Martínez-Zalce
Víctor Manuel Granados Garnica

Jorge Olvera Vázquez
editors

Literature’s influence on the media has 
always been unimpeachable. This 

book’s wealth is its thematic range and 
the variety of reviewers and texts 

reviewed. It offers a interdisciplinary 
snapshot of the literature-media-hu-

manist-disciplines link. The reader will 
find in this volume how word and 

image influence each other, making it a 
great reference work for humanist 

studies of all kinds.

Los derechos humanos en las 
ciencias sociales: una perspectiva 
multidisciplinaria

Ariadna Estévez
Daniel Vázquez
compilators 

The democratizing wave of the 1980s 
brought human rights to the center of 
the social and political spotlight. 
Exercising them poses certain 
fundamental questions that the law 
cannot answer, among them: Do they 
empower or disempower collective 
subjects? Do they transform national 
citizenship versus the challenges of 
migration? Does their universality 
constitute or oppose cultural diversity? 
What impact do the issues of gender 
and sexual diversity have on them? 
Can human rights help build a 
collective memory?
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Beyond the Macondo Oil Disaster

The significance and consequences of the Macondo well spill must be analyzed in light of the geo
logical moment of conventional oil resources in non-opec countries, whose production has stopped 
growing. This is leading to the acceleration of non-conventional production, including deepwater oil 
development. Moving into waters over seven kilometers deep not only creates all the possibilities for 
causing spills, with their adverse environmental consequences, but also implies high production and 
other costs, derived from a series of non-quantifiable externalities that it will take decades for the 
environment to heal, if those habitats are recoverable at all.

The competition for the world’s remaining oil reserves not only instigates military strategies 
to ensure future supply for the powerful nations. Diplomatic differences are daily occurrences, and 
the Macondo spill produced several in bilateral U.S.-Great Britain relations, which had to be overcome 
so the historic “special relationship” between these two powers could prevail. This difference re
vealed that the implications of an oil spill can touch, among others, the most important actors on the 
international stage, like nation-states. Oil corporations, with their characteristic productive de-terri
torialization, have economic power, since their financial circumstances can have an impact not only on 
the nation of origin, but also on the economy of the countries where they operate.

Finally, the possibility of oil spills touches Mexico because of its incursion into offshore areas and 
its expectations of developing Gulf of Mexico deepwater resources. Given a scenario of oil spills, this 
could leave the country up in the air because of the costs and legal suits it would have to face. This 
shows the need for preventive regulation using different approaches and measures by the bodies 
involved; but it also brings up central issues for the nation’s future, like the country’s continuing to 
force its productive capacity to maintain the rhythm of exports; the very strategy of moving into deep 
waters, given that there is no evidence of proven reserves; and the insistence on maintaining the fossil-
fuel-based energy paradigm in order to guarantee capitalist accumulation. 

Rosío Vargas
cisan researcher
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According to 2008 International Energy Agency (iea) 
data, fossil fuels make up 81.3 percent of the world’s  
total primary fuel.1 Most of the oil is used in internal 

combustion engines for transport; the rest is used to gener­
ate electricity and for petrochemicals. Half the coal goes 
into generating electricity and the rest, to different indus­
trial and domestic uses. Gas is increasing utilized to generate 
electricity, rising from 12.1 percent of electricity generation 
in 1973 to 21.3 percent in 2008. Practically equal amounts 
are used in industry, commerce, and homes. This implies that, 
generally speaking, fossil fuels are used three major ways: to 
generate caloric energy, electrical energy, and in internal com­
bustion engines.

It is important to remember that the rate of extracting and 
burning oil has led us to what is called “peak oil,” the highest 
point of production. Marion King Hubbert estimated that 
the world peak would come between 1990 and 2000. How­
ever, much of the data about oil wells that he used in his anal­
ysis was not completely precise and, in addition, since that 
time, extraction technology has made it possible to slightly in­
crease proven crude reserves.2 Colin J. Cambell, another oil 
geologist, updated the estimates and fixed a world peak be­
tween 2008 and 2010.3 Kenneth Deffeyes also talks of a peak 
between 2003 and 2009, while L. F. Ivanhoe, the founder 
of the Hubbert Center for Petroleum Supply Studies, agrees 
that the peak was reached between 2000 and 2010.4 Others, 
like geologist Thomas Magoon of the US Geology Survey 
(usgs) and the Oil & Gas Journal, are relatively more optimistic 
and speak of a range from 2003 to 2020.5 

Hidden Costs for the Oil Industry
The Macondo Spill
Gian Carlo Delgado Ramos*

* �Researcher at the unam Center for Interdisciplinary Research 
in Science and the Humanities, www.giandelgado.net.
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To this must be added the iea estimates predicting a 
57-percent hike in energy consumption from 2004 to 2030. 
This will complicate the future even more by the fact that con­
sumption is already unequal: calculations put per capita 
consumption in high-income countries at 21 times the levels 
of low-income countries. In addition, some world figures in­
dicate that 2.4 billion people use traditional biomass, like, 
for example, wood, for cooking, while 1.6 billion have no 
access to electricity.6 That is, half the world’s population is 
practically excluded from the supposed “benefits of moder­
nity.” Therefore, when we talk about intensive energy con­
sumption patterns, to a great extent, we are referring to the 
practices of a fraction of the world’s population: the middle 
and upper classes.

Prevailing Energy Patterns 
And Their Social-environmental Impacts

The Case of Oil

One of the weightiest arguments in favor of the fossil fuel 
model versus the development of “sustainable” energy is that 
oil, coal, and gas continue to be the cheapest sources of energy.7 
Nevertheless, this argument is rooted in a very peculiar sys­
tem of accounting.

Regardless of the fact that we are talking about a limited 
form of energy —fossil fuel is presented as a stock, not a flow, 
in contrast to solar energy— the fact is that included in the 
cost not only of fossil energy, but of maintaining the fossil 
energy model in toto, is a broad spectrum of “hidden exter­
nalities” that are not taken into account and that, if they were, 
would make it expensive not only financially, but also socially 
and ecologically. To this, we must add the negative argument 
that the subsidies granted (about US$200 billion a year)8 and 
the security costs involved in guaranteeing and maintaining the 
constant flow of fossil fuels to the biggest consumers come 
to an estimated cost of at least 25 percent of the world’s total 
defense expenditures.9

These hidden costs can be identified throughout the pro­
duction-circulation-consumption process (in the case of oil, 
from exploration, drilling, and extraction to transportation, 
refining, and burning). Just to show some important aspects, 
it should be pointed out that exploration does not take into 
account changes in the ecosystems immediately surrounding 
drilling sites due both to equipment and machinery mov­
ement and the explosions themselves. The impact is consid­

erable, given that once potential oil areas have been iden­
tified, their existence has to be proven by drilling test wells. 
Once the fuel is found, drilling increases from between 10 
and 30 wells per platform, with a 40-percent chance of 
failure.10

Large amounts of explosives are used in drilling, plus the 
subsequent construction of oil platforms. The process pol­
lutes, changes, and fragments ecosystems, which can be even 
worse because it is common to find underground deposits 
of radioactive materials in their natural state. The frequency 
with which these materials are brought to the surface and the 
scant monitoring of those operations have clearly shown that 
the risks can be very high, since even low levels of radiation 
can have mutagenic impacts on biodiversity.11

Among other kinds of environmental impacts, the ex­
traction of oil uses massive amounts of water and generates 
large amounts of waste with diverse ecological impacts be­
cause of the heavy metals and toxic compounds it includes, 

like mercury and volatile aromatic hydrocarbons, among 
others. On an average, estimates put the volume of mud 
waste for onshore oil production at from 270 000 to slightly 
under a million and a half liters a day. For maritime plat­
forms, the volume of waste water is almost 2 million liters a 
day.12 So, while the mud is usually poured back onto the 
land and the waste waters are partially treated, the maritime 
waste water is almost all dumped directly into the ocean. 
Thus, reserves of underground and surface water, as well as 
biodiversity, are affected by dumping on land, at the same 
time that waste water dumped into the ocean can be swept 
hundreds of kilometers away by marine currents, harming eco­
systems in their path. To this must be added the risk of explo­
sions, spills, and fires caused as part of day-to-day oil well 
operations, the transfer of crude from one facility to another, 
human error, etc.

Also, greenhouse gases and other atmospheric contami­
nants generated by extraction, transport, and refining crude 

Far from being occasional, oil spills 
are systematic. The Macondo well case 

is only one of the most recent large-scale 
socio-environmental disasters produced 

by the oil industry. 
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oil should be included in the calculation. It is estimated 
that the burning of natural gas associated with the extraction 
process alone, a cheap and very common practice, releases 
about 35 million tons of carbon dioxide and 12 million tons 
of methane into the atmosphere. In addition, extraction and 
transportation bring with them the permanent risk of spills 
of differing degrees of seriousness and socio-environmental 
impact; this risk is not just a possibility, but a constant occur­
rence in this industry.

Big-scale spills (more than 10 million gallons) have oc­
curred almost every year since the 1960s; however, analysts 
think that although smaller spills get less public attention, 
when added up, they may represent a much higher amount 
of oil released into the environment than the big ones.13 As we 
will see further along, the impacts are enormous, and even 
greater in aquatic ecosystems given the lower density of oil 
to water, which means that a ton of crude spilled typically 
covers about 12 square kilometers of water.

Burning oil generates a series of contaminants that, as is 
well known, have been the main contributing factor for glob­
al warming. Six main elements contaminate the air: volatile 
organic compounds (generated by the combustion of fossil 
fuels); sulfur dioxide, produced by burning coal; carbon 
dioxide; 10-micron or smaller particles (smoke, dust, steam, 
etc., the product, above all, of burning diesel); 2.5 micron or 
small particles, or pm2.5, similar to the 10-micron particles, 
but more damaging for human health, above all lung tissue; 
and tetraethyl lead additives usually used to improve gaso­
line efficiency.

The short- and medium-term impacts of these contami­
nants (or smog) include contamination of vegetation; filtration 
to water tables, and from there to the rest of the food chain; 
acid rain; and different diseases such as asthma, cardiovascular 
problems, cancer, irritation; allergies, etc. The long-term, or 
“indirect” impacts are essentially linked to the implications 
of global warming.14

The Macondo Spill in the Gulf of Mexico

As already mentioned, far from being occasional, oil spills 
are systematic. The Macondo well case is only one of the most 
recent large-scale socio-environmental disasters produced 
by the oil industry. The volume of oil spilled went from 
about 800 barrels a day at the time of the accident to 25,000 
barrels daily in just a few days. The US Flow Rate Technical 
Group (frtg) estimated that, from April 20 to August 5, 2010, 
the entire spill totaled about 4.9 million barrels, that is, one 
and a half times the amount spilled after the Mexican Ixtoc 
I well accident in 1979.15

Deepwater oil operations —of the kind the Mexican gov­
ernment is betting on today— were clearly high risk. This is 
due not only to the depth and the pressures they entail, but 
also because they were in an area with a high incidence of hur­
ricanes and tropical meteorological phenomena and, once 
again, they were being carried out relatively near an important 
coastal area with biologically diverse marine life.

The location of the oil project vis-à-vis the U.S. Conti­
nental Shelf, about 66 kilometers from the coast of Louisi­
ana, was a factor that increased the spill’s socio-environmental 
impact and visibility, given that it spread rapidly along the 
coast of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and part of Florida, 
at least to Panama City.16 It also expanded to inland waters.

To “handle” the spill, 17 percent was pumped, 8 percent 
was burned, and 8 percent was chemically dispersed. For the 
last procedure, clearly designed to partially hide the impact, 
bp used the dispersal agent Corexit 9500 and 9527.17 While 
there was no longer a discernable oil slick on the surface after 
August 2010, the oil is still there: it is estimated that it re­
mains for a while suspended in small globules (a form that 
if ingested, can bio-accumulate in animal tissues, causing dif­
ferent kinds of damage). The substances would then be depos­
ited on the ocean floor with largely still-unforeseen results 
derived not only from the presence of the crude oil itself, but 
also because the chemical used creates a toxic environment 
with deadly effects for sensitive species and possible carcino­
genic damage in these and others.

Naturally, the impacts will depend on the degree of ex­
posure the species have both to the oil and the dispersal agent, 
their relations of interdependence, and their capacity for 
movement. But the ecosystems as such will take decades to 
recover, if they are actually able to recover completely at all.

Along these same lines, it is noteworthy that the dispersal 
agents used were, strictly speaking, experimental. The man­

One of the weightiest arguments 
in favor of the fossil fuel model versus 

the development of “sustainable” energy is that oil, 
coal, and gas continue to be the cheapest 

sources of energy.
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ufacturer itself, Nalco Holdings, related to bp through inter­
locking boards of directors, recognizes that it has not done 
toxicity studies, but, despite that, assures the public that the 
damage to human health is moderate or low.18 Even though it 
knew this, the compound was used in indiscriminate amounts 
despite its not being the best, but the cheapest option. Thus, 
between 7 and 8 million liters of Corexit were poured into 
the gulf, a little more than half on the water’s surface and the 
rest injected underwater.

This action has effectively made it possible to keep the 
environmental impacts imperceptible to the naked eye, but 
that does not mean they do not exist. Particularly worrying 
are the effects that will be noticeable in the medium and 
longer terms and for that very reason, will be difficult to asso­
ciate with the spill. So, it should also be taken into account 
that the “management” of the accident only covered one-third 
of the oil spilled. Estimates put the rest of it along the coasts 
in the form of balls of tar buried in the sand, in sediments, or 
floating on the surface of the ocean (26 percent); another 
25 percent has already evaporated or dissolved; and 16 per­
cent has dispersed naturally. Therefore, the real size of the 
damage has yet to be seen.

In any case, the immediately visible costs are diverse. 
One example is the negative effects on 445 species of fish, 
134 species of birds, 45 species of mammals, and 32 species 
of reptiles and amphibians, many in danger of extinction, like 
the Atlantic Ridley sea turtle. That, plus the damage to more 
than 160 kilometers of coastline, including Louisiana wetlands 
and swamps and the Mississippi Delta, may be the most 
illustrative cases. This has also affected productive activities 
related to fishing and marine cultivation, which supply 40 
percent of the seafood consumed in the United States. Other 

damage can be added, like the aforementioned burning of oil 
and the consequent emission of toxic smoke.

All of this means the costs are high, although for now 
they are not all visible and measurable. In November the Nor­
wegian publication Upstream put the cost at US$32.2 bil­
lion.19 This includes containment operations, drilling the 
auxiliary well, sealing the well, reparations actually paid out, 
among other items. Neither the value of the loss of biodiver­
sity nor the effects on entire ecosystems in the short, medium 
and long terms have been taken into account. In addition, that 
calculation process becomes complicated since the value of 
biodiversity is often incommensurable, exactly the reason why, 
from an ecological economics point of view, the measurement 
cannot always solely be made in economic terms.

It is at least a matter for controversy that, in the face of 
these kinds of hidden costs, the U.S. Department of the Inter­
ior Mineral Management Service adopted in 2005 a series 
of regulations based on the idea that it is the oil companies 

themselves that are best equipped to evaluate their environ­
mental impact. It is a political measure that in concrete terms 
is weak since the oil industry and its lobby are so strong that 
their priority continues to be business above everything else, 
even sustaining life itself.

Climate Change, a Reflection 
Of The Long-Term Hidden Costs 
Of the Current Energy Model

Worldwide, the largest source of greenhouse gas emissions 
is burning fossil fuels to generate electricity and heating 
(24.6 percent) and in transportation (13.5 percent). Changes 
in land use (18.2 percent), agriculture (13.5 percent), and in­
dustry (10.4 percent) are the next largest, although agricul­
ture and some industrial processes are the ones that emit the 
most methane.20

Although smaller spills 
get less public attention, when added up, 

they may represent a much higher 
amount of oil released into the environment 

than the big ones.
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The effects of this dynamic are multiple and anthropo­
genic global warming is one of the most visible symptoms. 
A product above all of the indiscriminate burning of fossil 
fuels, the amount of carbon in the atmosphere, which had 
remained constant for the last 10 000 years at about 28 parts 
per million (ppm), rose to 360 ppm in 1998 and 391 ppm by 
early 2011. Climate change specialists consider the last figure 
to be the tipping point into dangerous territory in terms of 
the size and irreversibility of the impacts.

The polarization of responsibility percentage-wise in the 
destruction of the environment is clear: historically speaking, 
the 20 percent of the population who mostly live in the metro­
politan (or rich) countries have generated 90 percent of all 
ghg.21 

The long-term impacts of solely the accumulation of atmos­
pheric contaminants are essentially linked to the increase in 
temperature and sea levels, the spike in extreme climatic 
events, the change in rainfall patterns, and the growing loss 
of biodiversity.

Thus, in the face of the expected impacts of climate change, 
it is widely accepted that the countries that will pay the 
highest costs will be those whose ghg emissions are small. 
To a great extent, those costs will be linked to current risks 
(floods, storms, water scarcity, etc.) that will become greater. 
To this must be added problems of food production and other 
atypical ones. This makes it imperative not only to take mea­
sures to improve or adapt infrastructure, for which energy is 
key, but also to design a broad agenda of mitigating actions in­
cluding revising the entire energy-material cycle of produc­
tion, distribution, consumption, and also waste.

Climate change makes it necessary, then, to seriously re­
think how and with what goals in mind the territorial space is 
constructed and, therefore, how development is conceived.

Final Thoughts

Rethinking Development as 
The Basis for Changing the Paradigm

Typically, people believe that development is based on eco­
nomic growth, or what is even worse, that development is 
synonymous with economic growth. This leads, sooner or 
later, to socio-environmental debacle given that economic 
growth necessarily requires the transformation of nature. For 
Georgescue-Roegen, the dilemma is clear: “We need no elab­
orated argument to see that the maximum of life quantity re­

quires the minimum rate of natural resources depletion….Any 
use of the natural resources for the satisfaction of nonvital 
needs means a smaller quantity of life in the future.”22

In this sense, rethinking development is key for construct­
ing alternatives for life. First off, de-linking it from economic 
growth is fundamental to be able to associate it to sustainable 
biophysical degrowth, understood as an equitable reduction 
of production and consumption that would increase human 
well-being and improve ecological conditions locally and glob­
ally in the short, medium, and long term. But sustainable 
degrowth and kinds of development can and should adopt 
different forms, with their common central purpose: to be con­
structed in harmony with nature and from the perspective of 
the lives of each and every one of the world’s individuals (this, 
from the standpoint of the unity of human beings and nature); 
that takes into account the complexity of the contexts of each 
space or region; and that takes advantage of and preserves 
diversity and the wealth of existing cultures and knowledge.

To a great extent, this implies not only avoiding profligate 
consumption, but also changing the entire process and forms 
of production, circulation, and consumption that externalize 

We have to wager on a transition from 
the prevailing energy paradigm toward one 

that would be increasingly supported 
by flows and not stocks of energy. 

We must bet on alternative sources.
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environmental costs, mortgaging the future to serve the pres­
ent. For the specific case of the peripheral countries, like 
those of Latin America, it will be essential to seek ways to 
deal with the urgent social needs that will initially require 
an increase in energy-matter flow, but generated on the basis 
of a different perspective and modality and for a different end, 
that is, other forms of development. This means that de­
velopment be linked to a good way of life, a notion that will 
vary for each society, but that in any of its forms involves not 
only the material, but also the emotional, the intellectual, and 
the spiritual.

The design of different modalities of development must 
take as its starting point the recognition of the notion of socio-
environmental justice; avoiding ecological debt and socio-
ecologically unequal trade; decreasing ecological conflicts 
based on distribution and increasing the quality of life; as 
well as recognizing non-chrematistic values and reciprocal, 
non-mercantilist services.23

Specifically in terms of energy, we have to wager on a tran­
sition from the prevailing energy paradigm toward one that 
would be increasingly supported by flows and not stocks of 
energy. Betting on alternative energies that would be less 
aggressive to the environment in its entire life cycle or in toto 
will not be viable if it is not accompanied by a decrease in 
energy consumption patterns and decentralized, fair access 
to energy. The transition process will require a great deal of 
energy, and most of that will initially be from fossil fuels. In 
that context, the current waste is at least doubly questionable. 
At this point, it should already be very clear for humankind 
that sustained economic growth cannot be maintained infi­
nitely on a finite planet. The construction of a new social ima­
ginary on issues like development and the meaning of life 
itself is, then, more and more an imperative.
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The Official U.S. Version 
Of the Environmental Damage 
Zirahuén Villamar*

Almost a year has passed since the explosion on the 
British Petroleum (bp) Deepwater Horizon oil plat­
form, in the Mississippi Canyon Block 252 well. Be­

tween the April 20 explosion in U.S. territorial waters 75 
kilometers from the Louisiana shore, and August 5, when the 
well was finally sealed and the spill halted, 4.4 million bar­
rels of crude were spewed into the waters of the gulf,1 at a 
rate of 56 000 a day.2 This article will examine U.S. govern­
ment perceptions of the damage caused by the leak.

Elements for an Analysis 
Of Environmental Damage

The importance of the Gulf of Mexico lies in the amount 
and diversity of its natural resources, both because of their 
intrinsic maritime and coastal value (islands, wetlands, beaches, 
and coral reefs) and because they are areas that are the hab­
itat and spawning grounds for many species; in its historic 
value; and in the productive activities it sustains and the eco­
nomic, commercial, recreational, and other kinds of benefits 
it provides. To a great extent, this natural wealth is due to the 
action of three ocean currents: the Yucatán current, which enters 
the gulf from the Caribbean, flowing between the Yucatán 
Peninsula and Cuba; the Loop Current, fed by the first and 
turning clockwise to become the third, the Florida Current, 
which pushes out of the gulf into the Atlantic through the Flo­
rida Straits. To a lesser extent, the current that comes from 
the Caribbean moves north-northwest toward the coasts of Loui­
siana, Mississippi, and Alabama; then, when it nears the coast, 
the weakened current splits toward the west and Texas, and 
toward the east-northeast and Florida.3 

On the other hand, as far as experience with oil spills 
indicates, the general impacts depend on four variables: the 
spill’s volume and rate or rhythm, the location of its source, 
and the type of crude involved. The way in which these var­
iables articulate with each other makes the difference be­
tween a minor incident and a catastrophe. Regardless of the 
size, it is generally accepted that the effects on the environ­
ment can be classified into two categories: severe or short-
term, and chronic or long-term. Severe spills can be lethal or 
not, but in any case they debilitate the environment because 
they reduce the reproduction of animal and plant species, 
change their daily development, decrease their feeding mech­
anisms, and hamper their ability to fight off disease. The 
chronic effects are much more polemical, since the evidence 
is often not conclusive and the results not straightforward. 
This controversy tends to be resolved, without much effort and 
simply using common sense, by assuming that exposure to 
low levels of crude significantly affects the survival and re­
production of the species.

The U.S. Department of Commerce Oceanic and Atmo­
spheric Administration explains that maritime oil spills cause 
differentiated impacts depending on the place the oil is locat­
ed: crude oil offshore, crude oil in coastal habitats, and crude 
oil and human activities.4 Based on this classification, eval­
uations of the effects of an oil spill vary in their methods de­
pending on what they propose to analyze and the purpose of 
the exercise.

Macondo’s Damage

According to Fish and Wildlife Service (fws) officials, five 
states suffered the greatest environmental damage: Alabama, 
Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas, all of which have 
threatened and endangered mammals, birds, reptiles, and fish. 

* �Economist, specialist in global governance and European studies; 
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In the first category, threatened animals are those that run 
the risk of becoming endangered, that is, that could become 
extinct, the second category.5 Alabama has 21 threatened 
animals, four of which may have suffered damage to their 
habitats from crude oil pollution. Of 58 endangered species, 
10 or 11 may have been affected by oil pollution.

In Florida, 9 or 10 of the 19 threatened species and 23 or 
24 of the 35 endangered species may be affected by the con­
tamination, while in Louisiana, four or five of the eight threat­
ened species, and eight of the ten endangered species are in 
the same situation. In Mississippi, the same is happening to 
4 out of 11 of the threatened and 10 out of 20 of the endan­
gered species. In Texas, 9 animal species are considered 
threatened, 3 of which may have their habitats affected by 
crude oil contamination; and 49 species are endangered, of 

which 8 may have had their habitats contaminated with oil.6 
Obviously the damage varies according to the kind of species, 
and U.S. officials emphasized these differences, an analysis 
of which follows.

Estimates of the Damage to Different Species

For official agencies, quantifying the damage and trying to 
mitigate it were the priorities from the moment the news of 
the incident on the platform and its resulting oil spill came 
out. Regarding the diagnostic analysis of the damage to ani­
mal and plant species, the noaa and the fws explained that 
the figures they provided referred to the total of the reports 
of the ongoing procedures: once finished, after a first look, 
they qualified the specimens in three categories: “visibly oiled,” 
“no visible oil,” and “pending.” In the next stage, they would 
be subjected to long-term assessments to determine the causes 
of the injuries or death of the specimens collected, verifying 
if they had broken bones, oil on their skin, or other injuries. If 
necessary, another examination would be made to look for 
less obvious injuries, studying the mouth, throat, and eyes 
to see if they showed signs of crude oil. An additional step 
could include a partial or full necropsy to help determine 

The Gulf of Mexico is important 
due to the amount and diversity of its natural 
resources, both for their intrinsic maritime and 

coastal value and because they are 
the habitat and spawning grounds 

for many species.
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the exact cause of death and see whether it was related to the 
damage caused by the oil spill or not.7

Birds

If oil contamination in the birds’ feathers is severe, they can 
lose their insulation properties and they die of hypothermia 
even if the temperature of the water seems mild or lukewarm. 
If their plumage is covered with oil, ocean birds can no longer 
float, so they sink and drown. This makes it very difficult to 
estimate the number of bird deaths since there are no bodies 
to count. A third case of contamination of birds with oil is when 
they ingest it as they try to clean their contaminated feathers 
or they eat prey that has also been contaminated.8 According 
to one fws report published in November, 7 835 birds have 
been affected; 2 888 were found visibly covered with oil, 66 
percent of which were dead. Another 4 014 were not covered 
with oil, but were internally contaminated; of these, 77 percent 
had died. Lastly, 933 birds, in whose cases contamination had 
not been confirmed, were found, but 931 of them had died.9

Mammals

Rodents, felines, bears, deer, manatees, dolphins, and sperm 
whales are some of the mammals whose habitats —and 
therefore their lives— may be directly or indirectly affected 
by the spill. While land animals are usually less affected than 
marine animals —and this was, indeed, the case— there 
was still clear concern about protecting their surroundings. 
For the mammals inhabiting Gulf of Mexico waters, the sit­
uation was worse: despite the fact that they do not have much 
fur to be covered with crude, they require the layer of fat 
under their skin to maintain their body temperature, and when 
their skin comes into contact with the oil, it becomes irritated 
and can become infected.

Even more dangerous is their inhaling oil fumes when they 
come to the surface to breathe, and their eating contaminated 
prey, poisoning them. According to the fws, by November 2, 
nine live mammals had been found, two visibly covered in oil 
and seven without any visible outward signs; 100 specimens 
were found dead, four of which were covered in oil and another 
92 not; conclusions about the other four were pending. In 
total, 109 mammals were collected, of which only three could 
be returned to the wild.10

Reptiles

Six species of tortoises and the American crocodile are the 
reptiles most affected. Five hundred thirty-five tortoises were 
collected alive both from the sea and on land; 85 percent 
were visibly affected by the oil, and the remaining 15 per­
cent had no clear marks of oil on them. Another 609 carcas­
ses were collected, 3 percent dead from the oil, 52 percent 
with visible signs of oil contamination, and 45 percent still 
pending conclusions. This makes a total of 1 144 samples col­
lected, of which 397 were treated and released; 278 nests were 
relocated, and 14 676 tortoise young were freed.11

Corals 

It is common knowledge that exposure to large amounts of 
oil kills corals; the same is true of prolonged exposure to small 
amounts of oil. In the first case, it weakens them; in the second 
case, it exterminates them. Additionally, there is evidence that 
in the medium and long term, the use of chemical dispersants 
to reduce the amount of oil after a spill is harmful. On an opti­
mistic note, previous experience teaches us that corals recover 
more rapidly from the damage from oil contamination than 
from injuries caused by mechanical disasters like hurricanes 
or ships running aground on them.12

Fish and Fishing Activities

Two species of sturgeon were the most threatened by the Ma­
condo spill.13 However, researchers consider that the greatest 
damage was done to commercial fishing activities. In U.S. 
waters in the gulf, fishing directly and indirectly generates 
200 000 jobs with a value of US$5.5 billion at 2008 prices. In 
2010, the value of the catches in the area came to US$659 
million. By last July, the Oceanic and Atmospheric National 
Administration had closed about 217 000 square kilometers 

The controversy about the chronic effects 
of spills tends to be resolved simply 

using common sense, by assuming that exposure 
to even low levels of crude significantly affects 

species’ survival and reproduction.
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of ocean to fishing, something like 35 percent of the U.S. 
territorial economic waters in the gulf. The most important 
species and the ones most damaged by this ban are shrimp, 
menhaden, oysters, and blue crab.14

(Un)official conclusion

By November 2010, 25 803 samples had been collected 
from water (10 236), sediment (3 060), tissue (3 286), and 
residue washed up on beaches (1 894). The Natural Resource 
Damage Assessment (nrda) joint operation did 35 487 tests 
on them; 3 200 kilometers of coastline had been explored, 
and oil residue was found at 1 500 points, dispersed in marshes, 
salt-water marshes, beaches, and mangroves. Also, 1 507 tons 
of oil residue was removed from the coasts most susceptible 
to damage.15

By the end of 2010, the environmental damage from the 
Macondo oil spill, quantified as costs of cleanup and reha­
bilitation, were calculated at US$40 billion, according to bp 
sources.16 To this must be added the US$20 billion fund to 
pay claims by individuals and companies who can prove 
their economic activities have been affected.17 It should be 
expected that in the long term, the cost of the damage due 
to the spill will rise up to as much as US$200 billion, as 
more negative effects begin to show up.18 This is not just pos­
sible, but very probable.

For sea mammals, 
the main dangers are inhaling oil fumes 

when they come to the surface 
to breathe, and being poisoned 
by eating contaminated prey. 
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U.S.-U.K. Diplomatic Differences 
On the Oil Spill 
Alfonso Sánchez Mugica*

The repercussions of the Macondo Well oil spill were 
felt in many different spheres, revealing the com­
plexity of contemporary systems. The breach opened 

in diplomatic relations between the United States and Great 
Britain was noteworthy, as was the importance of confirming 
that diplomacy can be understood as a space in which con­
flicts are managed mainly symbolically. In this case, these 
conflicts involved the environment, pensions, companies, ter­
rorism, war, alliances, and the economy, among other issues.

The United States and Great Britain share a unique dip­
lomatic cooperation agenda that after World War II Winston 
Churchill dubbed the “special relationship.” Questions like 

diplomacy, defense, nuclear cooperation, containing commu­
nism, and the United Kingdom’s mediation between Europe 
and the United States have filled out this simple, ambiguous 
term that nonetheless hides a more complex meaning.

This “special relationship” has been uneven and marked 
by disloyalty and imbalances. Great Britain profited from it 
to remain a world power even after losing its colonies and 
its economic power had shrunk. During the Cold War there 
were cracks in it: the Suez crisis; Korea and Vietnam; Granada 
and Libya. But at the end of these processes, the relationship 
was bolstered. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher asked 
President George Bush to act decisively during the Arabian 
Persian Gulf crisis, and Tony Blair got a reticent William 
Clinton to commit to intervene in the Kosovo conflict. Sep­
tember 11, 2001 brought them closer together; George W. 

* �Coordinator of foreign relations in the unam School of Political 
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Bush himself told the U.S. Congress that he did not have a 
truer friend than Great Britain. And, in effect, Prime Minister 
Tony Blair would completely back the “war against terrorism.”

Although there has been a good understanding between 
statesmen of conflicting positions (Conservative Harold 
Macmillan and Democrat John F. Kennedy; Republican 
Henry Kissinger and Labor Party member Jim Callaghan; 
Republican George W. Bush and Labor Prime Minister Tony 
Blair), today’s inverted political geometry brings Democrat 
Barack Obama and Conservative David Cameron’s differences 
face to face.

The Context of the Oil Disaster

Nevertheless, the context in which the oil disaster took place 
in mid-2010 was not the best: Obama was dealing with the 
biggest crisis of his first 18 months in the presidency. His 
popularity and the expectations about his administration began 
to blur in the face of profound economic, political crisis and 
the worsening of the war in Afghanistan. The three key re­
forms he had fostered were running into problems: the eco­
nomic package had transferred big benefits to the banks; the 
health reform subsidized the private insurance industry; and 
the financial reform was not going well. In addition, the Re­
publicans were accusing Obama of being a socialist and trying 
to change the U.S. political system.1 Different polls showed 
a drop in both Obama’s and his party’s popularity in the face 
of the approaching November elections.

For his part, David Cameron had just taken office after 
a long crisis that had finally ejected the Labor Party from 
Number 10 Downing Street. According to some analysts, his 
most difficult task was to find the role Great Britain should 
play internationally after 50 years of a hazy profile. He was fac­
ing heavy public spending cutbacks because of the European 
crisis, and even so had to deal with a complex global agenda.

On May 14, during his first trip as head of the Foreign 
Office, William Hague met with Hillary Clinton, hoping to 
demonstrate the new Conservative government’s Atlanticism.2 
He expressed his confidence in the “special relationship” and 
his desire that it would be less dependent than under Tony 
Blair, saying that, while it was undoubtedly true that the two 
countries could not agree on everything, Great Britain con­
tinues to be the U.S.’s indispensable partner in matters of 
intelligence, nuclear issues, international diplomacy, and what 
the two countries are doing in Afghanistan.3 

One of the main effects of the explosion on the Deep­
water Horizon platform was environmental damage, one of 
the most sensitive topics for President Obama’s policies, 
as well as the impact on the economic situation of both oil 
workers and the Gulf of Mexico. For this reason, the answer 
was immediate: two days after the explosion, Obama said that 
his “number one priority” was to deal with the disaster. His 
strategy focused directly on the company. During the con­
flict, there were three moments: the attack on British Petro­
leum, the jewel in the crown; the emphasis on its being British; 
and the terrorism factor.

Given the lack of a decisive response by the companies 
involved, Barack Obama insisted on the need to find alter­
native energy sources, reaffirming one of his campaign issues. 
In addition, the United States began a criminal investigation 
into the explosion. On June 8, Obama reproached bp, saying 
he talked to experts about the spill so he would know “whose 
ass to kick,” a typical American expression heard around the 
world. This attitude sharpened with the statement about 
keeping the boot on the neck of the oil corporation and that 
he would have fired Tony Hayward, the company’s ceo. This 
aggressive rhetoric can also be explained by the fact that Obama 
was facing the no less harsh criticisms about his adminis­
tration’s handling of the oil spill crisis alleging that his res­
ponse was slow in coming and halfhearted.

The next day, in the midst of the 16-percent plunge in 
bp stock prices on the New York Stock Exchange, Obama 
demanded that the corporation cap the well and clean up 
the disaster and the crude spilled into the Gulf, in addition 
to paying reparations and appropriate compensation to its 
workers and everyone affected, mainly fishermen and busi­
nesses in the tourism industry. At the height of the crisis, as 
Obama raised the tone of his criticism of the British corpo­
ration, Cameron was being pressured domestically. The 
media tension had forced both statesmen to show how good 
their relations were.4 But, in this context, Chevron Oil criti­
cized its British rival saying that with “best practices” the sea 
of oil could have been avoided.5

During the U.S.-British conflict 
around Macondo, there were three moments: 

the attack on British Petroleum, the jewel 
in the crown; the emphasis on its being British; 

and the terrorism factor. 
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Later on, the U.S. president compared the spill to 9/11, 
using the name “British Petroleum” in the same statement, 
although the company had changed its formal name to bp 
in 2001. This was interpreted as an attack on Great Britain, 
even though most of the consortium’s activities are concen­
trated in the United States. Chris Blackhurst pointed out that 
“bp has not called itself British Petroleum for more than 10 
years….It’s not the only one to not use its full name. Barack 
Hussein Obama is another.”6

Another factor that upset even the best intentions of re­
pairing the “special relationship” was the 2009 release of 
Libyan agent Abdel Baset Al-Megrahi, sentenced to life in 
prison for the 1988 mid-air explosion of a Boeing 747 over 
Lockerbie, Scotland, with a 270 death toll. The Times had 
reported that two years before bp had led a campaign to obtain 
Al-Megrahi’s release to sew up a contract for developing Lib­
yan oil. Hague stated that bp had had nothing to do with 
Al-Megrahi’s release, and the Scottish government said the 
oil giant had not contacted Edinburgh authorities, which are 
independent in judicial matters. bp admitted having spoken 
to the British government about an agreement to exchange 
prisoners between Great Britain and Libya, but denied 
any participation in the discussions that led to Al-Megrahi’s 
release.

The counterattack was not long in coming in this diplo­
matic crisis. The response came from three main kinds of 
actors: British diplomats, the information media, which were 
harsher in their reaction, and businessmen. Malcolm Rifkind, 
former foreign minister, wrote that President Obama’s aggres­
sive rhetoric was exaggerated and ran the risk of dividing the 
two countries. Christopher Mayer, former ambassador to Wash­
ington, expressed concern about pension plans that had in­
vested their funds in bp stock. For its part, the Daily Mail 
denounced Barack Obama as a hypocrite, saying he himself 
had fostered deepwater exploration, and, along with the London 
Evening Standard, underlined the environmental disasters 
caused by U.S. companies off British coasts. Philip Stephens 
of the Financial Times remembered that the United States, 
with one-twentieth of the world’s population, consumes one-
fourth of the world’s oil. The Daily Express and the Daily 
Telegraph also counterattacked.7

Outstanding among the business community to respond 
were Richard Lambert, director of the Confederation of 
British Industry;8 Miles Templeman, director of the Institute 
of Directors; and John Napier, president of the rse insurance 
company, who accused Obama of being anti-British, as did 

London’s Conservative Mayor Boris Johnson. All of this 
pressured David Cameron to try to get the U.S. president to 
tone down his discourse.

Amidst this crossfire of accusations, the French daily Li­
bération talked about a human, ecological, and economic 
catastrophe that was beginning to turn into a diplomatic crisis. 
Cameron’s government decided to help bp resolve the sit­
uation, recognizing that the company should do everything 
possible to respond effectively. On June 11, Cameron, return­
ing from Afghanistan, underlined the importance of bp con­
tinuing to be a strong, stable company, both for Great Britain 
and for the United States and other countries, and clearly 
stated his concern about the oil spill’s environmental damage. 
The next day, in a more conciliatory tone, Obama commu­
nicated to Cameron that bp was a global, multinational cor­
poration, that the frustration about the oil slick had nothing 
to do with British national identity, and that there was no 
interest in pushing down the company’s share value.9 

The first official meeting between Barack Obama and 
David Cameron, July 20 in the White House, was a chance to 
smooth rough edges. There were points of agreement (global 
security, Afghanistan, and Iran’s nuclear program) and others 
of difference (the solutions to the economic crisis and the oil 
spill). Cameron defended the interests of the British pension 
funds that owned the oil company; plus, he asked that the 
issue of the oil spill not be mixed with the case of the Libyan 
terrorist, recognizing that his release, which he dubbed “com­
pletely wrong,” was not due to bp.

Certainly, part of this diplomatic distancing has to do 
with the profiles of the two politicians. In contrast to his pre­
decessors, Barack Obama, of Kenyan descent, does not have 
personal ties to Great Britain. He was raised in Hawaii and 
Indonesia, which is why he is considered the United States’ 
“first Pacific president.”10 Cameron, for his part, is the first 
prime minister elected since the war in Iraq began, and his 
priority is to contribute to European economic recovery. It 
is the case, then, that the two statesmen do not share either 

If the United States and Great Britain 
have a “special relationship,” what is so special 

about it and what impact did Macondo 
have on it? Behind an idealist vision are big 

economic, military, and global security interests.
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global war than Great Britain, and cooperation in interna­
tional political matters will continue in coming years.

One way or another, David Cameron assured this when 
he said the relationship between the United States and the 
United Kingdom was simple, that it is strong because it ben­
efits both countries, and that the alliance is not sustained by 
historical ties or blind loyalty, but that it is a voluntary partner­
ship that serves both countries’ national interests.12
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a political agenda or an ideological perspective, so the Atlan­
tic gap continues to widen.11

If we look at this case as a whole, we see a U.S. politician 
concerned mainly about his national situation, who responds 
to domestic problems on an international sounding board. 
This may be due to a certain degree of diplomatic inexpe­
rience or to something that has characterized U.S. politicians: 
a certain amount of imperial arrogance. There was political 
uncertainty and the latent threat that what had been achieved 
during his first year could be lost; nevertheless, there was still 
a certain degree of diplomatic incapacity on the part of the 
United States. For his part, David Cameron displayed better 
management of the crisis and was able to deal with both in­
ternal and U.S. pressure, given that he was in a better position 
politically, but above all he understood that the risk of des­
troying the oil company could spread to the United States 
itself, where the attack would boomerang and blame him for 
not having averted the consortium’s bankruptcy.

In this case, it was interesting to observe how different 
actors (diplomats, businessmen, and, increasingly, the media) 
intervened in this diplomatic crisis, and also how old issues, 
for example global corporate interests, superimposed them­
selves on emerging topics like the environment. In addition, 
it is interesting to note how the importance of local govern­
ments has grown, such as in the case of the Scottish court’s 
decision about the Libyan terrorist.

The question that must be asked is, if the United States 
and Great Britain have a “special relationship,” what is special 
about it and what impact did Macondo have on it? Behind an 
idealist vision are big interests, mainly economic, military, and 
global security interests, and this crisis affected economic 
agreements and changed the rules of the game. Both coun­
tries forgot that the companies are global and that the severing 
of national ties in production also brings the severing of na­
tional ties in risks, costs, and responsibilities. This crisis was 
the regulatory valve for the interests of big powers. Neverthe­
less, undoubtedly the United States has no better ally in its 

The U.S. president even compared 
the spill to 9/11, using the name 

“British Petroleum” in the same statement, 
although the company had changed its formal 

name to bp in 2001. This was interpreted 
as an attack on Great Britain.
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After Macondo
Considerations for Mexico
Rosío Vargas*

The goal of this essay is to underline the importance 
of analyzing the problems stemming from the Gulf 
of Mexico oil spill: its impact on Mexican oil policy, 

as well as some of the considerations Mexican policy design 
should include about the geopolitical context and the geo­
logical situation of its oil fields.

The Macondo oil rig spill is important for Mexico because 
it affects U.S. energy security. For this reason, the decisions 
made now to guarantee that security will depend on the 
level and rhythm of our neighbor’s oil production and will 
affect other producers, members and non-members of the 
Organization of Oil Producing Countries (opec) alike. Since 
Mexico is one of the main suppliers to that market, U.S. pol­
icies and norms have an impact on the state-owned oil com­
pany Pemex and its production strategies. In general, our 
neighbor’s actions will determine global supply, and that is 
leading many of the industry’s important actors to propose ef­
fective solutions.

The context of the oil spill in which these actors design 
their proposals could be called a scenario plagued with re­
gulatory and technical deficiencies, violations of federal 
security operating regulations, and the lack of appropriate 
focuses for managing the risks inherent to the oil industry’s 
deepwater drilling.1 The picture drawn by the numerous in­
vestigations into the spill’s causes and the resulting penali­
zations has recently been completed by the December 15, 
2010 Justice Department resolution against British Petroleum 
(bp) and eight other companies involved in operating the 
Macondo well. The fundamental argument is that bp and a 
group of contractors violated operational security regulations. 
The forceful, blunt verdict is that decisions were made to 

* Researcher at the cisan-unam.

save time and money when better alternatives could have 
been chosen. According to the Oil Pollution and Clean Water 
Acts, bp’s fine promises to be large.2

For its part, the Obama administration and the U.S. Con­
gress have planned legislative measures and regulatory safe­
guards, as well as performance safeguards to be complemented 
by institutional changes like the replacement of the Mineral 
Management Service, the body in charge of granting permits 
for oil drilling, by the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 
Regulation and Enforcement.

The U.S. oil industry, another important actor, is also 
implementing its own actions to ensure that oil production 
does not come to a halt. Among the mechanisms it is using 
is to exert pressure to raise the moratorium the Democratic 
administration has imposed. On a company level, they are 
discussing technological improvements to be used at the first 
sign of possible oil spills, reviewing their “best practices,” guide­
lines, and protocols, as well as running simulations —up to 
and including “worst scenario” simulations— to come up with 
a gamut of alternatives that will make better response capa­
bility possible.

The industry is convinced there is no alternative to mov­
ing into deep waters, and therefore the only thing left to them 
is to reduce the risks. In the face of this, governments are 
readying themselves to back up oil exploration and drilling 
management in extreme environments, including dangerous 
operating conditions with important environmental and hu­
man risks.

Actually, their priorities are a reflection of international 
geopolitics, characterized by structural changes on the inter­
national oil scene that are unfavorable for the industrialized 
nations and private oil corporations. In this context, the latter 
have made clear their need to generate alternatives to counter 
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their disadvantages by speeding up their drilling and pumping 
to avoid a dip in profits where they still have resources.

To avoid another Macondo, governments and the inter­
national oil industry are analyzing how to regulate offshore 
production based on the Norwegian regulatory experience. 
Of particular interest is its advantage in the comparison of 
the U.S. Mineral Management Service to its counterpart, the 
Research Council of Norway.

However, this comparison must take into account the fact 
that the improvements the Norwegians have carried out have 
not been limited to regulatory requirements, but also include 
voluntary (risk-based) measures adopted by most of the com­
panies in its oil industry.3 This means that regulation is not 
necessary when the political will to make improvements is 
a conviction that leads to effective action.

Another of the international experiences of note is Bra­
zil’s. While the international oil industry’s tendency is to move 
into deep waters, the experience of countries like Brazil will 
have to be interpreted correctly. Its development does not 
depend on the tutelage of the transnational actors, and there­
fore, is independent, with the certainty that going into deep 
waters does not pose a risk per se, given the fact that its tech­
nological capacity allows it to guarantee success in its pro­
jects. Applying international experiences in their contexts and 
according to their particularities in order to not extrapolate 

situations alien to a national policy design is a conceptual pri­
ority and a necessary exercise in epistemological objectivity.

The sinking of the Deepwater Horizon platform and its 
fallout have made it clear that Mexico lacks the appropriate 
regulations to be able to deal with contingencies like oil 
spills; this is important given that the Mexican government 
intends to move into deepwater drilling. While the proposal 
actually responds to the interests of multinational corpora­
tions, undoubtedly Macondo will be the driving force be­
hind the design of new regulations for upstream and offshore 
activities.

The spill has also been the opportunity to brush the cob­
webs off issues debated at the time of the 2008 Energy Re­
form, such as the urgency of moving into deep water, looking 
at transborder issues in order to come to an agreement to share 
borders and develop resources (reserves), as well as a sup­

To avoid another Macondo, 
governments and the international 

oil industry are analyzing how 
to regulate offshore production based 

on the Norwegian experience. 
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posed U.S. commitment to increase Mexican oil produc­
tion.4 The neoliberal project now has a new opportunity given 
the need for greater regulation of the oil industry. Clearly, reg­
ulation is the operational part needed to constitute a market, 
and therefore, to privatize substantial activities.

The regulatory changes required to avoid environmental 
catastrophes of the magnitude of the bp spill will demand 
answers. For that reason, it will be necessary to connect oil 
production estimates to economic costs and the changes being 
made in the regulatory process in the Gulf of Mexico. Un­
doubtedly, this will involve higher costs.

According to some estimates, the costs of upstream activ­
ities (indices) will grow in the short run, given that deep­
water production trends point to more offshore services, and 
exploration and development of new territories create the 
need for new infrastructure and an additional tension in sup­
ply chains.5 Indexed to year 2000 prices, the cost of US$1 
billion in capital in that year would come to US$207 billion; 
and the operating costs for an oil deposit in that same year 
would rise from US$100 billion to US$173 billion in 2010.

Another impact to take into consideration in these esti­
mates is the restrictions to offshore production both in the 
United States and in Mexico. In the case of the former, it 
would result from maintaining the ban on oil exploration and 
exploitation in the Gulf of Mexico and the Arctic, in addition 
to developing stricter regulations in these same areas.6 In 
the case of Mexico, it would be due to Pemex’s change in its 
deepwater production program. Due to the lack of a regulato­
ry framework for deepwater and ultra-deepwater drilling, 
Mexico’s state oil company postponed drilling in the Perdido 
area, near the U.S. border. Later, the National Hydrocarbons 
Commission (nhc) issued directives stating that Pemex should 
not drill in ultra-deep waters (with a sea bed deeper than 1 500 
meters from the water’s surface) as long as the nhc guidelines 
sent to the Federal Commission for Improved Regulations 
(Cofemer) were not fulfilled. These guidelines consist of in­
dustrial security technical procedures and requirements that 
must be observed when carrying out deepwater activities.7

Except for this, the Macondo spill has not changed the 
strategy Pemex is implementing in any major way. However, 
the energy policy decisions to be made should consider Mex­
ico’s role in our neighbor to the north’s oil policy. Taking this 
into consideration implies designing a national policy using 
the room for action left to Mexico in light of the asymmetry in 
power vis-à-vis the United States. This asymmetry is evidenced 
in Mexico’s subordinate integration with regard to energy, 
given that it is increasingly clear that it is following the U.S. 
energy priorities to design its own oil strategy.

Issues like guaranteeing Mexico’s future oil security must 
be taken into account in light of the official aim of maximi­
zing today’s oil production levels by developing all the existing 
productive options. It should be pointed out that the aim of 
maximization does not necessarily correspond to domestic 
market requirements, since around 50 percent of national 
production is currently exported to the United States. There­
fore, maximization is part of the neoliberal (non-proprietorial) 
model that aims to extract the maximum economic value from 
developing resources,8 since in that model, resources have 
no value when they are in the ground, but only when they 
have been extracted, that is, if they are developed. The matter 
becomes controversial in a context of declining resources that 
would seem to demand moderating oil production rates to 
conserve them for future generations.

With regard to this, it would be important to establish de­
velopment priorities so they can be implemented in a produc­
tion cost curve that jibes with the range of productive alter­

Issues like guaranteeing Mexico’s future 
oil security must be taken into account in light 

of the official aim of maximizing today’s 
oil production levels by developing all 

the existing productive options. 
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natives corresponding to the national geological and techno­
logical situation. Clearly, productive decisions reflect not only 
a certain way of managing projects, but are also the result of 
the influence of interest groups covered by official policy to 
favor national and foreign private interests.

Undoubtedly the central question to consider is oil rent.9 
The fact that it accrues to the government may be a necessary 
condition —though it is not sufficient— to ensure that those 
revenues benefit society. But this runs into difficulties if the 
aim is maintaining the welfare state and sharing oil revenues 
with the private sector, particularly foreign interests. Although 
oil rent is distributed in the private sector all along the chain of 
production, it is hoarded by private investors, and this ex­
plains their deliberate low profile and/or virtual absence in 
today’s debates and Supreme Court decisions when it hears 
constitutional cases on these issues. Today, the oil rent is hid­

den, disguised in the form of risk and efficiency premiums 
to investors, and is transferred to private hands through new 
kinds of contracts (the “contracts with incentives”).

Under neoliberalism, the rent is disguised by the legal 
paraphernalia, economic theory, and corporate law that deny 
its importance; you also have to deal with the appropriation 
of oil reserves in a context of supposed sovereign management 
given the pretension that today these reserves constitute a “pa­
trimony of humankind.”

Clearly, the new forms of appropriating producing coun­
tries’ oil income do not even require foreign occupation by 
developed countries’ armed forces, such as in the case of Iraq. 
Today, it is more effective to gain “access” to upstream sectors 
in oil producing countries through concessions, joint pro­
duction agreements, or, as in Mexico’s case, based on a regime 
of contracts through which oil rent is appropriated by cov­
ering up the de facto loss of a country’s oil reserves to the benefit 
of multinational companies, exploration and drilling service 
providers, and other participants from the national private 
sector.

The dispute over oil rent continues to be 
the most important political issue related to 

oil. All these aspects must be incorporated into the 
design of the most appropriate national options 
together with any industrial security measure.

The dispute over oil rent continues to be the most im­
portant political issue related to oil. All these aspects must be 
incorporated into the design of the most appropriate national 
options together with any industrial security measure. The ob­
jective of regulating the market is to establish a legal regimen 
to ensure investments in the oil industry. The regulations that 
will come out of Macondo could lead us down a camouflaged 
road toward that same objective. So, what kind of regulations 
are we talking about?
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Pemex and the Macondo Well 
Did the Accident Affect Its Agenda?
Fabio Barbosa Cano*

British Petroleum’s accident did not trigger changes in 
the activities or plans of Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex), 
Mexico’s state-owned oil company, for the rest of the 

present administration. To demonstrate this, I will start by 
saying that land and shallow water exploration have both been 
difficult. In the decade from 2001 to 2010, Pemex doubled 
its investments and drilled the same number of wells as it 
had sunk in the 1970s, at its zenith. But it has only found small, 
disperse deposits of heavy crude, in some cases more than 
7,000 meters deep. In this context, we can be sure that the 
possibility of discovering a new gigantic deposit inside Mexico 
or in shallow waters can be discarded. Deep waters are the 
last hope for slowing the decline in production and maintain­
ing income from exports.

Results in the Deep Gulf

Up until now, 18 wells have been drilled and two are under­
way. The success rate, an indicator measuring the ratio of 
successful wells to wells drilled, has been 38 percent. That 
is, 11 have been failures and seven have hit new deposits.

On the other hand, two new hydrocarbon basins have 
been discovered: one that produces natural gas off the coast 
of Catemaco in southern Veracruz, and another that pro­
duces super-heavy oils off the coast of Campeche. It is ironic 
that, given the hurry to raise exports and maintain fiscal rev­
enues, geology provides us with gas, but enormous invest­
ments are required to process and transport it. Also, we have 
super-heavy crudes, but we face the challenge of creating 
new technologies for its extraction and industrialization. In 
addition, few reserves have been discovered, with the excep­
tion of Lakach, a gigantic field in the area of Catemaco, Vera­
cruz. In short, until now, geology has not been the splendid 

provider promised in the discourse that pointed to the exis­
tence of a “treasure” in the bowels of the Earth. However, 
the predictions that we would find no hydrocarbons at all 
also turned out to be false. See the table for a summary of the 
results.

We can disregard the Nab well because, according to a 
study published as a master’s thesis by Mexican engineer Omar 
Romero Mata at Stavanger University in Norway, the tech­
nology does not currently exist to be able to extract its 8- to 
10-degree api crudes. According to Romero, if it were pro­
grammed for development, “‘Nab’ [would be] one of the most 
challenging fields in the world….No historical reference 
exists for a commercial development for this depth and fluid 
properties.”1

In the two remaining years of this administration, 2011 
and 2012, Pemex’s plan is to continue to simultaneously oper­
ate three deep-water platforms in the Gulf of Mexico, among 
them the Centenario, which, at the time of this writing, con­
tinued drilling the Pilklis Well, located in the Catemaco area 
and at a greater depth than Macondo. Work there will con­
clude in 2011, and work on Nen, Kunán, Kabilil, and Kajku­
naj will follow. Pemex has more than 100 prospective sites 
in this area. The second team in Mexican waters will be Sea 
Dragon; its contract was confirmed by Pemex’s director at the 
recent oil congress in October 2010. Its vast program will 
cover the entire Gulf coast, from Tamaulipas to the Campeche 
coast, drilling in virgin areas.

The third platform is called Bicentenario. It will move 
into Mexican territorial waters at some time in 2011, since it is 
already slightly behind schedule. It is the first team designed 
for wells 3 000 meters under water. In 2010, at the moment of 
greatest alarm about the Macondo accident, perhaps waiting 
for the new U.S. regulations that began to be designed at that 
time, Pemex announced a change in its programs: Bicente­
nario would not begin operations directly in border areas with 
the United States, but would operate across from the port of 
Tuxpan, Veracruz, “while the crew became familiarized with 
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the equipment.” The priority is now “the search for best 
practices in deep waters,” according to Dr. Juan Carlos Zepeda 
Molina, commissioner and president of the National Hydro­
carbons Commission, the new regulatory body.2

Discoveries about the geology of the gulf have made it 
possible to pinpoint three areas to concentrate activity, two al­
ready mentioned here: Catemaco, a new wet gas basin in Mex­
ico’s oil geography, and the super-heavy area off Campeche. 
Geologists who have studied this region for decades like Dr. 
Salvador Ortuño Arzate have dubbed it the Kayab Area.

Finally, the third zone, bordering on the United States, 
is called Perdido Fold Belt. Mexico has been studying it for 
more than 10 years and has held five diplomatic meetings 
seeking a new treaty to jointly explore the transborder depos­
its thought to exist there. The U.S. government response 
can be summed up in the position that the first requirement 
for initiating negotiations has to be the demonstration that 
there is at least one deposit spanning the border. Once that 
has been proven, the next step would be to determine which 
parts of it are on either side of the border and what percen­
tage of the hydrocarbons there belong to each country. How­
ever, this can only be determined by drilling wells; it is not 
possible to negotiate blindly using hypotheses based on geo­
physical soundings. In the late 1990s, the National Autono­
mous University of Mexico’s Institute for Economic Research 
launched a seminar to examine these problems. Among its 
proposals is to begin drilling on the Mexican side near U.S. 

wells in this Gulf of Mexico border region. Our proposals 
were supported when Dr. Sergio Alcocer Martínez de Castro, 
then the director of the unam Engineering Institute, asked 
about why the move into deep waters, explained, “Because 
the United States is already there.”3

After years of waiting, the Bicentenario platform is now 
due to arrive, and is slated to drill the first well on the Mexican 
side of the border with privately-owned Mexican equipment. 
We estimate that drilling will begin in the Perdido Fold Belt 
in the second half of 2011 and will take five years, since it is 
earmarked exclusively for this promising region. There are 
very high probabilities for success in the area. In the United 
States, out of 19 exploratory wells, 12 hit hydrocarbons: that 
is, there was a 63 percent success rate.4 By analogy, we hope 
to get similar results: these are the same geological layers, the 
same structures. Why can’t we expect similar results?

It is also possible we could find giant fields like the Great 
White, but geology has the last word. Despite the advance 
of technology, no well can offer a 100-percent guarantee. In 

At the moment of greatest alarm 
about the Macondo accident, Pemex announced 

a change in its programs:  the priority is now 
“the search for best practices 

in deep waters.”
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this region, Chevron has drilled a dry well, the Toledo, only 
9 kilometers from other successful wells.

The Trident Case

The first Trident well on the U.S. side was announced as a 
supplier of light crude in 2001. The next year, two other Tri­
dent wells were drilled, one only four kilometers from the 
Mexican border. With this data, the press, research institutions, 
and oil companies considered Trident a transborder field. To 
prove whether this structure was productive on the Mexican 

side, since the Ernesto Zedillo administration (1994-2000), 
Pemex has been studying a locale called Alaminos, five 
kilometers across from the Trident. A first successful Mex­
ican-drilled well would be sufficient to sign new diplomatic 
agreements on “unified” pumping of the site. However, the 
whims of geology have changed some forms and rhythms of 
the Mexico-U.S. relationship.

What has happened? Information is incomplete, but we 
have some important pieces of the puzzle. The United States 
has given out information in small doses and only after a long 
delay: it has published the fact that the lease of the blocks 
where the Trident wells are located (that is, numbers 903, 

Results for 20 Wells Drilled by Pemex

Well Year Result
Volume of Crude 
and/or Gas

Chukta-201 2004 Dry hole
      —

Nab-1 2004 Only possible reserves 
of extra-heavy crude reported

32 million barrels

Caxui 2004 Dry hole       —

Kastelán 2005 Only possible reserves 
of extra-heavy crude reported

43 million barrels

Noxal-1 2006 Only possible gas reserves reported 420 billion cubic feet

Lakach-1 2006 The only one with proven gas reserves 308 billion cubic feet

Lalail 2007 Only probable and possible 
gas reserves reported

709 billion cubic feet

Chelem-1 2008 Dry hole       —

Tamha-1 2008 Immature organic matter       —

Tamil-1 2008 Only traces found       n/d

Leek-1 2009 Only possible gas reserves reported 112 billion cubic feet

Catamat-1 2009 Only water       —

Etbakel 2009 Traces of crude. Non-productive       —

Cox 2009 Dry hole       —

Holok-1 2009 Only water       —

Kabilil 2009 Dry hole       —

Labay 2009 Possible reserves of natural gas 2.4 trillion cubic feet

Lakach delimitador 2010 Evaluation of its gas reserves pending Production tests: 25 000 
cubic feet/day

Piklis 2010 Drilling since August 2010       n/d
Bakale (tamil dl) 2010 Drilling since July 2010       n/d

Source: Pemex, Las reservas de hidrocarburos de México (2005-2008), http://www.pemex.com.
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904, and 947 in the Alaminos Canyon area in the U.S. sec­
tor of the Gulf of Mexico operated by Chevron) was “let go” 
and returned to the U.S. government in 2008. That is, after 
a decade, the report is that it is a “non-commercial” deposit 
with no reserves, where only “resources” have been recognized. 
The return occurred in 2008, at the end of the period U.S. 
legislation establishes for offshore leases in its waters.

Information now public in the United States also tells us 
that Blocks 903, 904, and 947 in the Alaminos Canyon area 
were included in Lease Sale 210 in August 2009.5 Today, we 
also know that the blocks were given in exchange for a few 
million dollars to a small Norwegian firm called Rocksource 
Gulf of Mexico. The company’s website reports that it not 
only acquired the Trident rights, but also a group of nine 
blocks; it also includes a short history of Trident, explaining 
the return of the leases, and repeating that the crude “dis­
covered” in Trident can only be evaluated as a “resource,”6 that 
is, not as a reserve, and announcing that it will do its own esti­
mate sometime in the future.7

As a result, the Mexican government reformulated its 
plan for partnering with large oil companies. It hoped to re­
solve the financing problems associated with the majors in 
a “unified” development of the transborder deposits. As be­
came abundantly clear in the 2008 debate on the energy re­
form, without huge investments, Pemex’s entire deepwater 
program is unviable.

The search for new forms of partnership probably began 
in 2009, when the director of Pemex Exploración y Pro­
ducción proposed at the Offshore Technology Conference 
that any Mexican crude discovered near the border be trans­
ported directly to Houston, using the transportation instal­
lations built only 14 kilometers away for Chevron, British 
Petroleum, and Shell’s Great White project.8 Probably that 
proposal will be combined with the so-called “contracts with 
incentives.”9

Positive Mexican results in the Perdido area will prompt 
an immediate change in Pemex’s entire program. Drilling 
would immediately concentrate in this area near the U.S. 
border. The relationship of forces among Pemex, the gover­
nors of the Gulf coast states involved, and, of course, national 
and foreign oil companies leading the debate about Pemex’s 
deepwater programs would be reconfigured.

In the remotely possible case that in 2011 and 2012, Pemex 
faces consecutive failures in the Perdido region, panic will set 
in. Just drilling a well in this region costs Pemex more than 
US$150 million. If these debts mount up, sources of credit 

will shut down, though the flow of dollars from imports could 
remain constant for this administration and part of the next. 
The majors will change their policy toward Mexico; the on-
going courting that we have witnessed will become disdain; 
and only small companies willing to run very high risks will 
continue to be interested in the country, as international expe­
rience has shown.

In short, although Mexico has now been added to the 
long list of countries that are post-peak-oil, it can continue 
to play some role in energy supply, and oil will continue to 
be a factor in Mexico-U.S. relations.

Notes

1 �Omar Romero Mata, “Model for Economical Analysis of Oil and Gas 
Deepwater Production Concepts/Comparisons of Life Cycle Cost of 
Subsea Production Systems vs. Floating  Structures with Dry Wellheads,” 
master’s thesis, University of Stavanger, spring semester, 2010, http://
ingenet.com.mx/aguasprofundas/2010/07/04/estrategia-para-el-desa 
rrollo-de-campos-en-aguas-profundas-en-mexico/.
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presented at the Encuentro Tecnológico Internacional sobre los Recursos 
Energéticos del Golfo de México, held in 2008 at the unam School of 
Engineering. 

4 �Don Lyle, “Operators Stretch the Limits,” E&P, http://www.epmag.com/
archives/print/364.htm, accessed April 3, 2007.

5 �See http://www.gomr.mms.gov/homepg/lsesale/210_active_lease.pdf, accessed 
May 23, 2010.

6 �In oil industry jargon, the term “resource” means that only favorable indi­
cators were found, but because of their high level of uncertainty, they 
require more investigation; that is, what has been found does not yet merit 
being elevated to the category of proven, probable, or possible reserves.

7 �“Rocksource asa announces that the company, through its subsidiary Rock­
source Gulf of Mexico Corporation (rgom), has been awarded nine leases 
in the Western Gulf of Mexico Lease Sale 210… Unocal merged with 
Chevron in 2005, and in 2008 the operator Chevron returned the leases 
at the expiry of the primary lease term… In addition, the awards include 
the Trident discovery, which the previous operator (Unocal/Chevron) esti­
mated to contain in excess of 100 million barrels of discovered resources. 
Rocksource will release its own resource estimate upon further evalua­
tion.” http://www.rocksource.com/archive/rocksource-awarded-9-gulf-of-
mexico-leases-article182-170.html, accessed May 2, 2010. 

8 �He said, “Mexico also needs international help…A shortage of pipelines 
in deep Mexican waters could mean, for example, that the Mexican side 
of the U. S. Perdido prospect might flow to market through U.S. pipes if 
the two countries agree.” Bruce Nichols, “Mexico Hurries Deep Gulf Oil, 
Gas Search,” Reuters, Houston, May 6, 2009.

9 �In the energy reform approved two years ago by Mexico’s Congress, a new 
legal term, “contracts with incentives,” was introduced. These contracts 
allow private companies to do work for Pemex in areas of exploration and 
production reserved by the Constitution to the government. The companies 
are paid for this work, with the incentive of increasing their pay if they 
surpass targets established in the contract.
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Reflections on the Consequences 
Of the Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill

Heberto Barrios Castillo*

Undoubtedly, one of the most important recent ne­
gative events in the oil world was the Macondo well 
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. It will bring many 

changes and have important consequences.
A maxim typical of industrial security says that “when it 

rains, it pours.” That is, an accident makes us realize every­
thing that was being done wrong in an organization, and this 
is due above all to two circumstances known as “workplace 
blindness” or “systemic blindness.”

The Context

Although recently, both internal and external pressure has 
been exerted on Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex) to begin pro­

duction in so-called deep waters as soon as possible, this is 
not a real necessity, at least not for the country or the com­
pany. On the other hand, it may well be a necessity for agents 
abroad, as stated in a Pemex press release about an 8-percent 
increase in crude exports.1 It further stated that Pemex’s crude 
production in the first 10 months of 2010 kept pace with the 
same period in 2009, and closed at an average of 2.58 mil­
lion barrels a day. Based on preliminary figures for oil indica­
tors, of total production, 1.43 million barrels were heavy crude 
(55 percent), 0.83 million barrels were light crude, and 0.32 
million were super-light. In October 2010, production hit 
an average of 2.57 million barrels a day, a number similar to 
last September. This means that there is actually no urgency 
to starting to develop super-deep deposits (see table).

On the other hand, beginning this kind of production of 
crude at a breakneck speed could lead us to adversely affect 
Mexican ecosystems, even though the damage may not be per­
ceived directly or may be not very visible in the short term.2 

* �Retiree, former Pemex employee and member of the National Com­
mittee for Energy Studies (cnee).
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To evaluate the effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 
April 2010 off the Louisiana coast, an interdisciplinary group 
of Mexican scientists, coordinated by Baja California’s En­
senada Center for Scientific Research and Higher Educa­
tion (cicese), organized an oceanographic expedition. This 
launched a five-year monitoring project in the area, unprece­
dented in Mexican oceanography.

Meanwhile, a study recently published by “Democracy 
Now!” indicates that the bp oil spill rapidly disseminated toxic 
chemicals at dangerous enough levels to end marine life in 
the Gulf of Mexico.3 According to research findings publis­
hed in Geophysical Research Letters magazine, these che­
micals were found at a depth of more than 1 000 meters, 13 
kilometers away from the well in May 2010, only weeks after 
the spill began.

Some U.S. specialists think that thousands of species are 
at risk because in high enough concentrations, these chemicals, 
called polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (pahs), immediately 
cause death in animals and, in time, cause cancer.4 The go­
vernments of the states of Veracruz, Tamaulipas, and Quinta­
na Roo, for their part, brought suit against bp in a Texas court 
for possible losses associated with the spill.5

On this issue, in his article “Advertencias del Macondo” 
(Forewarnings of Macondo), Mexican researcher John Saxe-
Fernández states that the explosion, which caused the biggest 

spill and ecological disaster in U.S. history, “is a sign of what 
the era of the exhaustion of non-renewable natural resources, 
in this case peak oil, means, its dangers and environmental, 
socioeconomic, and political-military consequences. In the 
best-case scenario, a partial recovery of the habitat will take 
decades.”6

It should be pointed out that when he talks about peak 
oil, he is not referring to the end of oil in general, but to con­
ventional, cheap, high quality, easy-access oil. In this first de­
cade of the twenty-first century, other metal and mineral 
deposits also start to show signs of being exhausted.

Some Personal Reflections

As shown, the statements and reports from different authors 
and media fit together perfectly, allowing us to arrive at a series 
of observations and conclusions. For example, one is that the 
almost surrealist handling of the news about the spill and 
how it was later dealt with undoubtedly honor the field’s 
name, Macondo, which comes from Gabriel García Márquez’s 
classic magical realist novel, One Hundred Years of Solitude.

Another more important and less anecdotal issue is that 
two high risk circumstances came together here: the spill itself 
and the means used to control it. Plus, the impact can be 

 
Crude Reserves/production Ratio in Mexico 

(January 2010)

Type of reserve
Volume (billions of barrels 

of equivalent crude oil)

Projected duration of deposit 
according to 2010 internal 

consumption levels (1.378 billion
 barrels of equivalent crude oil)*

1 P (proven) 14.0 10.2 years

2P (proven + probable) 14.0 + 14.2= 28.2 20.5 years

3P (proven + probable + possible) 14.0 + 14.2 + 14.8= 43.0 31.2 years

3P (total: proven + probable + possible) 43.0 31.2 years

* Round numbers.
   Source: “Reservas de hidrocarburos Pemex a enero de 2010,” http://www.ri.pemex.com/index.cfm?action=content&sectionID=134&catID=12201.
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seen in two ways: on deepwater crude production and on the 
environmental preservation/destruction binomial. As already 
mentioned, Pemex’s reserve/production ratio does not make 
it imperative to develop these kinds of deposits as soon as pos­
sible, above all if we disregard exports.7

All of this demonstrates that neither the appropriate tech­
nology nor procedures nor experience required for supervision 
exist. With the current amount and type of information avail­
able, specialized bodies and oil companies have been shown 
to be enormously inadequate. Accusations of indolence and 
corruption have been leveled at both bp and the Mineral Man­
agement Service (mms), now the Bureau of Ocean Energy 
Management, Regulation and Enforcement (boemre), known 
as “Bummer,” which replaced the mms because of its dam­
aged reputation and the conflicts of interest that came to light 
after the spill.

For all these reasons, it is clear that plans for deepwater 
development in the Gulf of Mexico must be reformulated and 
redesigned, not just reviewed as some authors suggest. Re­
garding the environmental destruction/preservation binomial 
underlined by the media, it is clear that new technology must 
be developed to prevent damage and, in the last analysis, re­
generate anything that is impacted.

Conclusion: Action Proposals 
On Different Levels 

Internationally

Countries with mature deposits and declining reserves will 
undoubtedly develop all possible deposits, even the most dif­
ficult and costly (like those in deep waters) in the near future. 
For this reason, they must do everything possible to come to 
agreements with their neighbors about these issues in the 
framework of international cooperation. One example of this 
is Maritime Delimitation and Cooperation agreement signed 

last September 15 by Norway and Russia about deposits in 
the Barents Sea.8

New technologies must be developed to increase environ­
mental security in everything concerning developing deepwater 
deposits, whether from platforms or in pipelines, etc., as well 
as to fight possible spills, given that one of the lessons of the 
Macondo incident is that the technical and administrative 
systems used in this kind of development are not yet as trust­
worthy as needed.

In the Gulf of Mexico

As mentioned above, in this kind of work, international coop­
eration is needed, above all between neighboring coun­
tries. For this reason, undoubtedly some kind of an agree­
ment must be sought among Mexico, the United States, and 
Cuba as the main countries affected. This could be done bi­
laterally, although ideally, there would be a multilateral frame­
work to guarantee safe development of the Gulf of Mexico’s 
deepwater deposits and to carry out joint actions in case of 
a spill.9

Nationally

Undoubtedly, one of the lessons learned is that nationalism 
is a factor that continues to dominate decisions about oil, 
whether by private or state companies. For that reason, Mex­
ico must display a healthy dose of nationalism that until 
now the actions of recent federal administrations have not 
displayed.

On the other hand, it is necessary to continue to sys­
tematically follow in detail the effects that with time will un­
doubtedly be detected in Gulf of Mexico ecosystems, and, 
if merited, the appropriate legal proceedings stipulated by 
international law must be brought.

Inside Pemex

For Pemex to display a healthy nationalism, it would have to 
develop deepwater deposits, but only when necessary and 
based on internal decisions (production-demand-reserves) 
and not because of pressure from other countries or multina­
tional corporations. This is all the more the case given the 
growing cost and complexity of working in deep waters and 
that some companies, like Devon, have announced their with­
drawal from this market.

It is clear that plans 
for deepwater development 

in the Gulf of Mexico must be reformulated 
and redesigned, not just reviewed 

as some authors suggest. 
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I think that what is needed is for this kind of exploration 
and development to be done directly, acquiring and assim­
ilating the technologies needed and not inventing new kinds 
of contracts that endanger national integrality and oil earnings, 
among other things, and that have already shown themselves 
to be inoperative in the past, such as the so-called “multiple 
services contracts.”10

Without a doubt, the decline of the Cantarell deposit 
and others that will begin to wane in the future will make 
Pemex have to develop Gulf of Mexico deepwater deposits. 
However, the terms in which they are developed should be 
reformulated, as should, above all, the technical and ecolog­
ical conditions that until now had been predicted for them. 
For example, it will be necessary to redesign the planning of 
deepwater development regarding the assimilation of tech­
nology; security, prevention, and ecological rescue procedures, 
with an eye to future development. This should be applied in 
the upcoming Lakach Project.11

Also, Pemex’s Environmental Protection Strategy should 
be reformulated, particularly the “Strategic Projects” chapter. 
Although the current chapter mentions that one of Pemex’s 
new challenges is working in deep waters, it proposes no con­
crete measures and no project that could protect the environ­
ment when this kind of development is underway.

The production strategy should also be reviewed and 
changed. That is, some of the closed deposits and capped 
wells should be re-opened, and development should contin­
ue along the coasts, both onshore and offshore. It is easier 
and cheaper to work in shallow waters than to explore in deep 
waters, and it is estimated that we will have oil for 10 more 
years. Given that the South and Maritime Southeast regions 
are where 100 percent of the super-light crude and 90 percent 
of the light crude is produced, the two together have gone 
from making up 25 percent of national crude oil production 
in 2004 to 42 percent in the second quarter of 2010, and it 
continues to rise. Forty-two percent of natural gas production 
also came from there in the same quarter.12

If the decision were made to decrease, or even cancel, crude 
oil exports —the latest reserve/production ratio is a matter 
for great concern since if it continues this way, there would 
only be enough for 10.2 years—13 we would have enough oil 
to maintain our development for about 28 years.14

It is also very important to say that a great deal of effort 
must be put into regulation, since, as has already been shown 
—and this was recognized by the president of the United States 
himself— a regulatory body was corrupted.15
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Casinos y poder 
El caso del Kickapoo Lucky Eagle Casino
(Casinos and Power 
The Case of the Kickapoo Lucky Eagle Casino)
Elisabeth A. Mager Hois
cisan, iia, fes Acatlán
Mexico City, 2010, 253 pp.

The study of the indigenous peoples of our hemisphere 
is a current issue because theirs are problems the nation­

al states have not been capable of resolving, and this remits us 
to a necessary starting point: history. Without a doubt, a tem­
poral perspective is absolutely necessary for knowing the 
roots of a cultural identity. However, the problem becomes 
more complex when we look at contemporary groups, immersed 
in capitalist, globalized societies.

This is where the specificity of Elisabeth Mager’s research 
about a very particular, little-studied tribe, the Kickapoo, lies. 
It is a group that comes from the Great Lakes region and which, 
from the nineteenth century on, has maintained a presence 
in Kansas and Oklahoma. It settled in Texas and, after the 
1847 war, requested permission from the Mexican govern­
ment to colonize part of Coahuila. It is a small tribe scattered 
over a large area that became bi-national. This made it possible 
for it to experience and cross the northern border constantly, 
participating in different kinds of labor markets, societies, and 
cultural references. These characteristics became more marked 
with globalization, when the tribe became more involved in 
relations of greater linkages, simultaneity, and consumption.

In this new book about the Kickapoo, Mager concentrates 
on the group located on the Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas 
(kttt) reservation, in Maverick County, immersed in the fight 
for economic control over the Lucky Eagle Casino, established 
in 1996. This struggle has spawned political factions and rifts in 
the group.

Power disputes in native communities are more evident 
since the United States authorized the establishment of casi­
nos on Indian reservations. Together with the aim of effec­
tively implementing a cultural assimilation policy, this has 
strengthened the finances of tribes settled on their own land, 
in addition to giving them visibility and social and political 
power by positioning them in the public sphere. We should 
remember that Indian reservations are territories with limit­
ed sovereignty, and native tribes can, among other things, 
open casinos and gambling halls, prohibited elsewhere.

Using historical and ethnographic data and theoretical 
reflections, the research project clarifies the group’s current 
situation, created by the tension between two different pro­
cesses: assimilation and social integration into broader U.S. 
society. The former involves the acceptance and appropria­
tion of a new culture, achieving social recognition by negating 
the original culture; the latter includes the incorporation of 
some cultural traits of mainstream society, but preserving the 
tribe’s own identity.

Setting up casinos on U.S. tribal lands is seen as a way 
of giving them privileges. However, two things should be 
taken into account. The first is that the economic improve­
ments experienced by reservation inhabitants do not nullify 
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cultural schema. An obvious concern in Mager’s study is 
that the group’s socio-economic conditions weaken that ethnic 
resistance, that strong response to cultural influences that 
undermine the group, community fiber.

Other fundamental indicators exist for observing con­
temporary ethnic identities. At the end of the day, a tribal 
nation like this one has gone through certain changes: they 
lost their religious cohesion and traditional power structures; 
their current government and authorities manage both federal 
funds channeled into the reservation and casino earnings. 
In this sense, the book concludes, the casinos are more like 
corporations with directors who presumably have the mission 
of defending tribal interests, when their interests are actually 
business interests. For this reason, both ceremonies and ex­
pressions of religion and kinship become mere representations 
of culture. Therefore, what is suggested is that with this 
“win-win” policy, the state is the main beneficiary: U.S. first 
peoples become businesspeople of the system and have put 
to one side ethnic resistance; and at the same time, the self-
determination policy frees up the government from its finan­
cial obligations to the tribes.

This situation is becoming more and more chaotic and 
hostile for the youth of the tribe, who must be educated in 
English-speaking schools to be able to work in the casinos. 
There, they receive an education according to mainstream 
U.S. culture, centered on consumerism and exacerbated in­
dividualism. Thus, these young people are losing their cultural 
heritage, moving into syncretic labyrinths where different 
and sometimes contradictory beliefs are reconciled, pushing 
them into the complicated world of drug addiction, alco­
holism, and crime as a result of their cultural confusion and 
economic inequality.

According to Mager, power structures, the driving force 
behind the disarticulation of indigenous organizations, can 
be characterized not only as the use of economic mechanisms 
based on political and military power, but also as instruments 
of ideological orientation. This conclusion leads us to rethink 
the nature of the ethnic question, cultural resistance, and 
the self-determination of contemporary indigenous peoples, 
all questions influenced by the contexts in which they are 
immersed, that is the national states that, nevertheless, de­
fine themselves as multicultural.

Hernán Salas Quintanal
Researcher at the unam Institute for 

Anthropological Research

the reservations, which the United States used to try to solve 
“the Indian problem” by confining these people to a specific 
reserved territory; in addition, the economic benefits are 
not distributed equitably. The second is that the profound 
social differentiation and economic asymmetries have created 
internal conflicts, favoring the emergence of different social 
classes.

Mager’s description of how Kickapoo tribal power has 
been constituted is so complete that it breaks with classical 
ethnographies that present indigenous people as static and 
homogeneous. Undoubtedly, these are groups with a common 
identity and past, a shared history, language, and cultural and 
natural heritages that are very important to document. How­
ever, inside these communities there are also rivalry, conflicts 
of interests, and competition. In this struggle, the dominant 
groups are constantly at risk of losing power to other factions 
that become empowered in accordance with economic, po­
litical, or ideological interests. These risks of division weaken 

the tribe, its identity, consciousness, and ethnic resistance, 
and expose it to dangers from mainstream society. Political 
adversity is expressed in social disarticulation, exposing its 
members to individualism and consumerist selfishness ty­
pical of capitalist societies, which divides peoples and con­
glomerates.

This people has gone through worse moments. They 
had to face a policy of physical extermination and ideological 
persecution, and then a policy of cultural assimilation in the 
form of a government “civilizing” policy. This went on until 
they were able to find a way to forge a self-determination strat­
egy that has not only kept the Kickapoo united as a nation 
and given them the strength to overcome internal divisions, 
but has also integrated them into the dominant society de­
spite its defects. Down through its history, it is possible to 
see this dual character in the Kickapoo identity: atavism and 
the cultural heritage of U.S. society and resistance to alien 

The situation is becoming more chaotic 
and hostile for the youth of the tribe, who receive 

an education according to mainstream U.S. culture, 
centered on consumerism and exacerbated 

individualism. Thus, they are losing 
their cultural heritage.
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Fronteras de tinta: Literatura y 
medios de comunicación en las Américas. 
Una bibliografía comentada
(Borders of Ink: Literature and Communications Media in 
the Americas. An Annotated Bibliography)
Graciela Martínez-Zalce, Víctor Manuel Granados Garnica 
And Jorge Olvera Vázquez, eds.
fes Acatlán/cisan

Mexico City, 2010, 185 pp.

In 2008, the “Borders of Ink” research seminar began work­
ing as a project. Three years and two publications later, its 

annotated bibliography appeared, clear proof that time brings 
wisdom and, above all, a recognizable academic identity. None 
of its other products embody the seminar’s concerns like this 
one, offering a multi- and interdisciplinary vision of the in­
tersections of the humanities and the communications me­
dia. Seminar participants have training in different academic 
disciplines (communications, history, literature) and work in 
different university areas and levels (teaching, research, and 
undergraduate and graduate studies). This achievement is due 
to the collaborative nature of the book, which brought together 
the pens and specific interests of all its members.

Fronteras de tinta: literatura y medios de comunicación en 
las Américas. Una bibliografía comentada (Borders of Ink: Lit­
erature and Communications Media in the Americas. An An­
notated Bibliography) is a compendium of reviews of books 
important for cultural border studies. According to the ed­

itors, gathering them played a dual role: developing didactic 
support materials and constructing a common theoretical 
framework for the research project. With that in mind, they 
picked recent texts that showed a state of the topic in ques­
tion, that contributed a multidisciplinary point of view about 
the relations between literature and communications media, 
that theorized about dissolving borders as a symptom of to­
day, or that were, in and of themselves, examples of these mix­
es, contacts, overlaps, etc.

The reviews are organized into seven sections. The first 
two (“Fronteras intergenéricas” [Inter-generic Borders] and 
“Postmodernidad” [Postmodernity]) look at the dissolution of 
borders from a general perspective, whether as a phenome­
non that brings literary, journalistic, audiovisual, and political 
discourses dangerously close together, or as an ideology whose 
goal is to dismantle the parceled-out forms of knowledge of 
modern rationalism. The five remaining sections deal with the 
problem of limits based on conceptual pairs. These may be 
two crafts centered in writing or two narrative languages (jour­
nalism and literature or cinema and literature, for example) 
with a longstanding love-hate relationship; hybrid expres­
sions in which various disciplines converge (like scripts); or 
the ties that the media establish with human reality (cinema 
and culture or history and the media).

In accordance with this, the largest most varied section 
is the first, “Inter-generic Borders.” The other sections are pre­
sented as introductions to more specific books. One of these 
is La incómoda frontera entre periodismo y literatura (The Un­
comfortable Border between Journalism and Literature), in 
which writer-journalists of the Latin American and English-
language traditions review the specificity of their occupation. 
Máscaras de la ficción (Masks of Fiction), for its part, traces 
various narratives, both literary and audiovisual, seeking a ty­
pology of emblematic characters. The last example is Lite­
ratura y política (Literature and Politics), a paper presented 
by Mario Vargas Llosa in 2000. The text explains the Peru­
vian writer’s position regarding writing literature as a social 
activity with reverberations in all aspects of life.

The “Postmodernity” section includes reviews of texts 
that deal with this concept from a Latin American perspec­
tive. Los vertederos de la postmodernidad. Literatura, cultura y 
sociedad en América Latina (The Drains of Postmodernity. Lit­
erature, Culture, and Society in Latin America) states that 
certain geographical areas are spaces where the centers of 
political, economic, and cultural power throw away surplus 
materials. Therefore, regions like Latin America live in a state 
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of “garbage-ization,” and so cultural products that have a 
meaning in their culture of origin lose importance in receiv­
ing societies. In the same way, in De Macondo a McOndo. 
Senderos de la postmodernidad latinoamericana (From Ma­
condo to McDeep. Paths of Latin American Postmodernity), 
the reader will find a confrontation between the most 
polemical topics of postmodernity and the way in which 
Latin American culture concretizes them. The author’s 
incisive analysis demonstrates, for example, that some recent 
writers’ post-colonial attitudes hide dangerous affinities to 
neoliberal, globalizing thinking.

The following three sections are noteworthy for their 
reviews of texts that mostly follow a single thematic axis, man­
ifesting the academic interests of some of the members of 
the seminar. In “Cinema and Literature,” this is predomi­
nantly the theme of adaptation. Different kinds of books 
respond to key questions regarding this phenomenon: Is it 
correct to evaluate a film as a function of the book it is 
based on? How many kinds of adaptations exist? Is cinema 

more closely related to theater or to narrative? Are adapta­
tions specific to the cinema-literature relationship? Can 
adaptations be made between other artistic languages or 
disciplines? Is accuracy a valid criteria for judging an adap­
tation? Lastly, the section includes a review of Lauro Zavala’s 
well-known text Elementos del discurso cinematográfico 
(Elements of the Cinematographic Discourse), a kind of 
map for analyzing the narrative dimension of films from 
multiple theoretical perspectives.

Scriptwriting as a discipline is explained from two differ­
ent but complementary points of view. Some of the books 
reviewed were written by scriptwriters —this is the case of 
Doc Comparato’s and Madeline DiMaggio’s texts— and are 
presented as manuals for writing and promoting scripts. 
Others are more didactic and systematic (El libro del guión. 
Fundamentos de la escritura de guiones [The Script Book. 
Fundamentals of Scriptwriting]; Arte y ciencia del guión. Una 
completa guía de iniciación y perfeccionamiento para el escri­

tor [The Art and Science of the Script. A Complete Writer’s 
Guide to Starting Out and Perfecting Scripts]), which makes 
them extremely useful tools in the classroom. The section 
opens and closes with two texts that stray away from scripts 
to center on cinematographic plots. The first, La semilla in­
mortal Los argumentos universales en el cine (The Immortal 
Seed. Universal Plots in Cinema], follows the typological in­
tention of Masks of Fiction, and listing a total of 121 basic plots 
in film fiction, each linked to a universal oral, mythical, or lit­
erary tradition. Finally, El arte de la adaptación. Cómo conver­
tir hechos y ficciones en películas (The Art of Adaptation. How 
to Turn Facts and Fictions into Films) focuses on this phenom­
enon from the perspective of the scriptwriter.

“Cinema and Culture” ponders the field of horror films, 
and its three texts review the genre from different perspec­
tives. Its relationship with literature is established in terms 
of its origins: the aesthetic conventions of horror literature 
were later adapted to cinema. This establishes parallel and 
at the same time independent roads for both forms of ex­
pression. Another point dealt with is using horror in world 
and Mexican film traditions, looking at emblematic film­
makers in this genre like John Carpenter, Carlos Enrique 
Taboada, Darío Argento, José Mojica Marins, and Alejandro 
Amenábar. Lastly, the articles analyze the figure of the mon­
ster through its most representative embodiments (Fran­
kenstein’s monster, the vampire, the Werewolf, the double 
or doppelgänger). The section includes one more text, which 
touches on the representations of Mexico City down through 
several decades of Mexican cinema.

The next section, “History and the Media,” deals with 
three different thematic topics. One proposes the use of au­
diovisual means (image and cinema) as a valid source for doing 
historiography: this includes Visto y no visto. El uso de la ima­
gen como documento histórico (Seen and Unseen, The Use 
of Image as Historical Document) and Diez lecciones para 
la historia del siglo xx (Ten Lessons for the History of the 
Twentieth Century). Another reflects on the role of the press 
in the digital era and what competencies this implies both for 
journalists and readers. This is dealt with in the texts by 
Concha Edo and Manuel López. Finally, two volumes coor­
dinated by Celia Palacio Montiel deal with two concerns: 
the press as a historiographic document, focusing on 
journalism in Mexico’s interior and how this contributes to 
writing a non-centralized national history.

Borders of Ink closes with “Journalism and Literature.” 
The common denominator of the books reviewed is the fic­

In addition to the 43 books reviewed, 
the final bibliography contains 

a list of more than 100 important sources 
for the study of the media, literature, 

and inter-generic borders. 
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tional configuration of journalistic genres. Some authors 
dismantle the idea of objectivity using theoretical tools taken 
from literature to analyze journalistic products. Others use 
hybrid models of expression like the “chronicle,”1 to question 
the way in which we conceive of and interpret the autonomy 
of discourses. Another book centers on a novel, Chronicle of 
a Death Foretold, to unravel the ambiguity of the text in terms 
of its relationship to journalism or to literature. A work by Ser­
gio Ramírez that ventures outside the main topic is also in­
cluded: a guide for writers, plus an account of the author’s 
personal experience in the exercise of his craft.

In addition to the 43 books reviewed, the final bibliogra­
phy contains a list of more than 100 important sources for 
the study of the media, literature, and inter-generic borders. For 
all the reasons mentioned above, this is a timely, necessary 
book. The careful selection of its texts, together with the ef­
fective work of each of the reviewers, make up a work useful 
for students, professors, and researchers. It is useful precisely 
because it saves the reader having to gather and evaluate impor­

tant references about the relations between literature and the 
communications media. Anyone interested in dissolving 
the borders between different points of view will find illumi­
nation for moving through a terrain whose topography can 
sometimes be rather hazy. In this sense, the publication estab­
lishes the conceptual bases for a Mexican tradition of cultural 
border studies.

César Othón Hernández
Scholarship Student in the

“Borders of Ink” Project at the unam

School of Philosophy and Letters

Notes

1 In Spanish-language journalism, a “chronicle” is a detailed report of an 
event, as differentiated from a straight news story. It can include a chrono­
logical summary, but is more of a feature story. [Translator’s Note.]
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