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Abstract

Representations of Mexicanidad are prolific on a global scale, and they are essentially “flat” – without depth or complexity or difference. During recent visits to several US and European cities and Mexican tourist locations, I found myself thinking that I continue to discover that there is no other culture or place that is so ubiquitously portrayed. These representations are intercultural and at the same time hauntingly familiar in their homogeneity. Globalization and interconnectivity, which presumably offers us the opportunity to know and experience “more” (of the “real,” the “authentic,” or the complexity) of the “Other,” in this case of Mexico, as a postmodern and hybrid culture, has not significantly altered the globally representative and common visual culture that defines Mexicanidad. In fact, it can be argued, that the increasingly competitive tourism, commercial, media, and entertainment industries have played a major role in shaping and concretizing both the homogenous and colonial representation of the Mexican imaginary. This being said, there are factors which move vertically (social, economic, political) and horizontal (across place and time) to continue to develop a common language which speaks to us of Mexicanidad. In essence, Mexico continues to be colonized for mass cultural consumption. 

This paper explores the range of contemporary visual culture representations that are prolific and, I argue, function to articulate and define Mexicanidad in a narrow framework of identity construction. I do not seek to make value judgements on individuals, groups or on the commodification of culture per se, but rather seek to identify the common language used – interculturally – to define a place and people, one which attempts to simulate the experience of being “there.” Drawing from diverse source materials, I will suggest patterns of representation that become criteria for communicating a specific identity and subsequently allow for the consumption of culture. Finally, I will suggest alternate strategies – strategies of resistance – as a response to this “flatness” in visual culture. 

Mexico: My, Your, Our Fantasy. The Problem of Flatness in Intercultural Representations of Mexicanidad. 

Mexico is a traveler’s paradise, with a multitude of opposing identities: desert landscapes, snow-capped volcanoes, ancient ruins, teeming industrialized cities, time-warped colonial towns, glitzy resorts, lonely beaches and a world-beating collection of flora and fauna. This mix of modern and traditional is the key to Mexico’s charm. (Home page of www.mexico.com. July 2004, see also Figure 1)
All my life I have been interested in visual culture. My parents, working in the US Foreign Service, would take my sister and I by the hand and we, with our suitcases we would go traveling in the regions we lived – on and off the beaten path through south east Asia, Latin America, and Africa. This exposure to diverse visual landscapes at an early age was influential to shaping my worldview. After studying and working in the fields of political science and international development, I turned to the study and practice of graphic design, a field where we are charged with the construction of visual culture and a field that is, at least in my mind, inherently social and political. The contemporary design field in the US, originating with the modernist project of the 1920s and later influenced by postmodernism, continues to evolve but the academic study of design, the study of the processes, implications, user needs, and the larger global visual culture – the one that both influences us and that we are employed to create – is still in its nascent stages. To complicate matters, there is a certain kind of tension that exists between the profession of design and its academic study, or analysis. This paper in some ways reflects this tension, which in analyzing the semiotic messaging of contemporary visual culture, regardless of the specificity of origin, does not always return results favorable to the field. 

When I began writing this paper one of my colleagues said to me  “…the problem you have here is that you actually believe that Mexico exists.” And while he was speaking on multiple levels and from an anthropological point of view, knowing in part my interest in peeling back the many layers and influences that result in the “imaginary of México” to expose the everyday, he posed the crucial philosophical question of how can one ever get to the “real” or the “authentic?” We proceed down, or up as the case may be, a slippery slope. Is this based in a notion that authenticity is possibly definable and then attainable? Is it all a simulation or simulacra? Or is it all, in its essence, “authentic” even if imagined and constructed? 

This paper explores the origins and a range of contemporary visual culture representations that function to articulate and define Mexicanidad in what is essentially a narrow framework of identity construction in relationship to everyday, lived experiences in México and elsewhere. To even attempt to define Mexicanidad requires that it be narrowed precisely so that it may be defined. And there seems to be some desire to define it – as evidenced in the repetition of it through tourism promotion (advertising, hotel chains, architecture, souvenirs), and to market Mexican restaurants, for example. (Figure 2) To create a commodity that is Mexican. In “looking” at these representations, I do not seek to make value judgements on individuals, groups or on the commodification of culture per se, but rather seek to identify the common language used – across and between cultures, ie interculturally – to define a place and people, that simulate the experience of being “there.” In doing so they create a there that is an imaginary – existing mostly in the image/text but with an attempt to replicate what is found in the image/text in entertainment, architecture, museums, and other vehicles of cultural representation. And I ask what are strategies of resistance to these representations? 

To understand this landscape, I rely on the literature on Mexicanidad (Bartra, Cooper, Mosaváis) and for analysis, employ a semiotic methodology, as developed by Peirce, and expanded on by Barthes (Barthes, 1972). I suggest that there are patterns of representation, manifested through language – image and word – that have become universalized codes for communicating a very specific identity, and subsequently invite a narrow consumption of a culture that we come to know as Mexico. Such as that when I go shopping, the store shelves are bare, save for a few sleeping Mexicans, some tequila and a mariachi band.  Finally, I define possible alternate strategies – strategies of resistance – as a response to this “flatness” in visual culture.

I will say, not as an admission of guilt but as an explanation, that I came to this project because it is “easy” and perhaps obvious. Most will agree that México just might be the most stereotyped country in our (American and European – and here I use American to mean “the Americas”) frame of reference This is due in part to the  modernist project to build a viable nation-state with a cohesive national identity and in doing so roots itself in a glorious past that celebrates an “ancient” and exoticized cultural heritage as it traces this outline to whatever present or future there may be. Today this representation emanates from extensive tourism campaigns, put forth by the Mexican government and Mexican and foreign commercial interests, which seek to polish the surface and stimulate our desire to purchase “authentic” and dramatic experiences. We are easy prey being travelers, never wanting to be tourists, in search of the real, or at least something more exciting than our every day lives. This tourism marketing strategy is particularly relevant to the US context, where we are lacking in what many consider to be an exotic, and romantic history – filled with drama and always larger than life. 

This marketing of México relies on the relationship between certain fundamental threads to keep their shape and to provide structure. We see, hear, and experience the whole but to understand its effectiveness, its power, requires an analysis of the interrelationship and interdependency of the parts. How do they function to form one or multiple wholes or “realities” so to speak? 

In the US context, we are offered up images of México and Mexicanidad on several levels that speak to us as tourists and consumers. Depending on where we are, this occurs at least once a day. These representations usually take the form of the exotic or cartoons and caricatures. (Figure 3) They might manifest themselves in relationship to issues of immigration and migration, the ‘plight’ of the farm workers, or what ever is perceived to be newsworthy on any given day, but these are not constants and they are really minor factors in the scheme of things. So I turn back now to the Mexico that is an object of desire. This Mexico, the exotic, the cartoon, because of its ubiquitousness, has become so naturalized in our visual culture. And it is these representations of Mexicanidad that are essentially “flat” – without depth or complexity or difference. There is nothing in between the exotic and the cartoon and they function within and across cultures and intercultural spaces to define and communicate the “essence” of a place and its peoples. Because although I have specifically spoken of the US, the truth is that really no matter where you are in the world, these representations are hauntingly familiar in their homogeneity. 

The sleeping Mexican, the Aztec calendar, the pyramid, the mariachi, the tequila, the sombrero, the beautiful beaches, the romanticism, the macho, …the list goes on. (Figure 4) It can be argued that the narrow representations of Mexicanidad were uttered at first to support a broader agenda of building a singular national character, indexical of a “modern” nation. “In fact, México, in nineteenth-century world’s fairs shared Europe’s orientalist and exoticist concerns and in turn undertook an ‘autoethnography.’ It fed the hunger of these exhibitions for exotic objects and people. México thus offered indigenous food and drink, dresses and tipos populares (popular characters) at the fairs…” (Tenorio-Trillo, 1996, 7). The world’s fairs of the late 19th and early 20th centuries became places to exhibit the multitude of resources a country possessed and could offer up for consumption – the raw materials, science and technology, history, culture, people – both the tangible and imaginary. In the building of México as a nation state after the Mexican Revolution of 1920, this appropriation of this historical lineage was designed to create a continuity of national culture and as Bartra points out forms an “irrational type of social cohesion” (Bartra and Hall , 1992, 3). It was identified as a source of national pride and uniqueness. Selling México – politically, economically, socially – relies on controlled production and manipulation of Mexicanidad (Cooper, 1997, 152). Certainly, the increasingly competitive tourism, commercial, media, and entertainment industries have played a major role in shaping and concretizing the contemporary homogenous and ancient/colonial representation of the Mexican imaginary (Figure 5). They reflect tropes that originated decades, if not centuries, ago and are continually fostered by factors which move vertically (relating to the social, economic, political life and order) and horizontally (across place and time, across cultures) to continue to write a now universally common language that speaks to us of México. Vertical factors include the interdependency of tourism, the economy, environmental sustainability, migration which are critical issues for regional and national discussion, and float beneath the surface of Mexicanidad are a topic for another paper. It is the movement across space, place, and time of the stereotypes, the rhetorics, the imaginary of Mexico that  in their simplicity and repetition become concretized in the mind. In essence, the representation of Mexico, and indeed places in Mexico, continue to be colonized for mass cultural consumption. What this colonization implies then is that the image of México becomes perpetually positioned in the past – the future has yet to be invented.

These narrow representations, in so far as they messages that operate within, between and across cultures, create a sense of desire for what is Mexican. These are the colors, textures, food, customs and culture of indigenous people (who are a link to the past at the same time they are not). They are sensual, alluring, romantic, nostalgic, and divorced from the present even though they exist in the present. They recreate the past over and over again – they create one México that is a simple and exotic place. Similar to the opening sequence in Eisenstein’s Que Viva México which opens with a shot of a massive pyramid, one of the great Mayan archaeological site at Chichen Itza, Yucatán. A profile of a Mexican is juxtaposed with a similar profile and space – making a connection across time. 

The use of language is critical to framing any place. This language is textual and oral as well as visual. In Barthes’ essay “The Fashion System,” (Barthes, 1972) he places primacy on language as providing critical descriptions of the image – in order to give the image more meaning, to load the image, to wrap it in context and ultimately, to close our interpretation. Specifically, in his essay he points out how with any number of formal, engaging representations of garments and women or men wearing them, that through their categorical repetition these become banal and unengaging. They are surface and open to interpretation. It is then the carefully chosen text that gives the image life and body. This obviously refers to a certain type of image with a specific purpose but it is relevant in this context to make a point that language is critical in creating meaning, a more specifically a clear point of differentiation between one thing or concept and the other. What Barthes does not describe is the sensorial and often sensual attraction of the visual that is precisely what engages us to ‘read’ the text in the first place. The text and image work together. And the text works even more profoundly when it is image, in other words, it is “typographically realized” to use design speak. Thus it is the power of the visual to persuade, to seduce, to inform, to play with our senses by creating a synaesthetic or phenomenological experience. As with the greatest manipulations  – they go unnoticed because they are so well-conceived and crafted and subtle. The better they are, the better we feel. They are subtle but potent. 

México in the world, México on the web

The official web site of the Méxican governmental tourism industry is www.visitmexico.com . This site is intended to inform the web surfing tourist of all the tourism, including intellectual and cultural tourism, opportunities in México and is organized by region.  There are two typefaces employed to utter and/or speak “México.” First, there is the brand “mexico” the bold, Mexican flag patterned word that is playful. The second, in white type floating over the primary image is sensual and mysterious. (Figure 7) The deliberate selection of this typography allows for our reading of the nation to be simultaneously playful and exotic. Ironically, the tagline –“Mexico: the timeless experience” is counterintuitive to the web which is never timeless and always immediate. The web changes, presumable México does not. The images used are sophisticated, romantic, ethereal. They are beautifully photographed, with vivid colors, interesting angles, and very few people. There is a diversity of activity represented. The text positions one in the past – the patterns speak to authenticity – to an indigenous heritage, to a product to be consumed. On this site, the user is guided by local experts, in this case Fernando de Buen, a graphic designer, who shares with us his interpretation of the photograph – which we substitute for the place itself – “the magenta hue of the sky reflecting the setting sun with the cool bubbling aqua waters of the sea makes for a surreal experience. It is in this example that we find a reflexivity between the photograph and the text. They reinforce eachother precisely  because they are the same – we are being told twice – but it is with the text that we have a specified conclusion. Each state or zone has its own constructed and unique identity. For example, Yucatan is the state of Maya heritage. This is manifested through statements such as “Chichen Itza: the city created by the Gods: and “Chichen Itza: the splendorous Maya culture.” (Figure 8) The tour guide for Yucatan is invisible – the state presumably does not need one or is guided by the colonial and ancient ghosts, or perhaps the architectural sites speak for themselves. On this page, there are no people, it is the history of Yucatán that is in the foreground. The living Maya are not as “visually” interesting as the legends and myths. It is only when the user clicks to move a little deeper into the site, that the people, the contemporary culture, including the regional dance– the jarana, becomes visible. 

Tourism, and how we consume the world, is an increasingly visual activity. The literature on tourism studies points out that how people respond to a place and people is often prescribed by existing representations of that place or a similar place. (Cooper, 1992) In essence, before we leave home our expectations have already been created by the confluence of postcards, advertisements, television programs, tourism literature, etc. We enter the experience seeking to replicate these representations. These simplistic representations allow us to feel both excited and comfortable traveling. It creates a sense of desire and a sense of escape. But indeed, the representation of the thing is not the thing itself. And the real is burdened with practical considerations. Recent high un and under employment in some southern Mexican states has caused people to migrate to work in the growing tourism industry of the Mexican Caribbean, also known as the Maya Riviera. In presuming disappointment if the representation is not found in the real, great effort goes into trying to match the experience. Examples of these are played over and over again in light shows, at theme parks, in places like Playa del Carmen, a beach resort town on the Mexican Caribbean/Maya Riviera, the beach is constantly swept – both literally and figuratively. It is swept of trash every morning and it is swept during the day of ambulantes (itinerant vendors) so as to maintain a peaceful, pristine environment that one comes to expect. This place is made for escape. And even when one is approached on the beach by ambulantes, it is usually by a Maya woman from Chiapas, dressed in ‘traditional’ clothing. (Figure 9)
The Others: The sleeping Mexican, the Aztec calendar
We see the stereotypes of the lazy Mexican, specifically campesinos, in signs (restaurants, products, etc.) and objects (salt and pepper shakers, knick knacks, book ends, etc.) available at flea markets and tourist stalls. (Figure 10) Why is this image so prolific? The origins are forgotten and almost unnecessary. He is easy to produce  (draw, sculpt, mold) and he speaks to an idyllic, lazy life, sleeping by a cactus in the noonday sun. In some cases, he is the campesino who is perceived of as a sign of resistance. This depends on the context. How is it understood by the people who make it and then what is its use value?  These figures are generally regarded by many as a harmless form of kitsch as they continue to circulate in the public space – in tourist shops and on restaurant signs in Mexico, the US and Europe. “Peasants are in the habit of casting a long shadow of nostalgia and melancholy over modern society. They are the survivors of a period that must never return.” (Bartra, 1992, 17) The truth is that I have never seen a sleeping Mexican and I have looked. But I have seen waiters dressed up as revolutionaries serving gourmet Mexican cuisine at Pancho’s in Mérida, while I sat with having margaritas with my very Yucatec Maya friend. On another occasion, I was there in the midst of a group of 50 Italian tourists who spared no expense ordering the flaming grill, presumably so they could videotape and photograph the experience to remind them when their vacation was over. (Figure 11) We are provided with the imaginary that echoes Mexico’s past, as it was used for post-revolutionary nation building. Today, these images are appropriated by commercial enterprises in a manner that can also be considered a form of nation building one supposes, but without specific constituents. Perhaps the stockholders? The boundaries between the commercial, social, political and economic are becoming undone if not already erased. 

Strategies of Resistance

We would perhaps expect that this image would change, that we would somehow become more enlightened as a result of globalization and interconnectivity, which presumably offers some of us – well heeled consumers at least – the opportunity to know and experience “more” (of the “real,” the “authentic,” or the complexity) of the “Other.” However, there has been little to alter the now globally representative and common tropes that constitute Mexicanidad. In fact, it can be argued, that the inverse happens – that through mass media representations, these monolithic tropes that have existed, in the popular imagination for decades, are merely magnified. 

In the case of the materials we are presented with on a daily basis, it is necessary to remember, even though we are want to forget, that the description and the image is not the thing itself. It is a fictional representation of the thing at that moment and that thing has been distilled and flattened so it is ready for consumption in 30 seconds or even in two hours. But as in the case made by so many articles in the area of gender studies, where representations of image of a certain categorical conceptualization of a woman with a perfect body, hair, makeup, etc. influence the way women perceive themselves, I have to ask what effect do these representations have on the subject? I don’t have an answer to this question, but only to pose it as a question for continued exploration. Is the representation of Mexicanidad reflexive? Does it turn the imaginary back on itself and presuppose that this is what Mexican culture is and should be? And what relationship then does this have, if any, to the daily lives specifically to those whose daily lives have a relationship to the tourist industry? Intellectually, as much as we care to think about it, we do know that México is much more than the commodified tourist subject and object we are presented with. We do know that it’s complexity extends well beyond such advertisements as this one for FUNJET, a charter vacation company, declaring ‘this place is so beautiful, you would think it was made by the Gods.’ (Voiceover on FunJet Commercial, September 2004, aired on Comedy Central, USA.)

What are the strategies of resistance then? Or why should we and how do we move beyond the stereotype? Do the vernacular, graphic representations, what we think of as the everyday, form a kind of resistance to the appropriation of Mexican culture by large national and international enterprises? And is their commodification any more representative? Is the popular a form of resistance – in that it not only resists an imposed identity but manifests the more hybrid culture of México? In many ways, México is no different from other places in the world. We are all schooled with stereotypes that are limiting. And if we move off the beaten path, in Mexico or the US or Europe, then one is able to see these manifestations. And to return to my colleague’s comment that I read in the beginning “the problem is you believe Mexico exists” – is the essence of this question not predicated on our resistance to the notion of the place called Mexico being an utterly practiced place and that there is agency but based on a desire for both an escape from our own complexity and an object of desire resulting in the absolute need for an absence of complexity? 

As a designer, and “professional” or paid constructor of culture, these and other questions require critical thinking in terms of design (and art, marketing, advertising, and communication) studies and pedagogy specifically as we move forward in a globalized world. To not be mired in the past but to allow for multivocality. In peeling back the layers of representation, can we find an alternative? I believe so. 

In Daniel Alarcon Cooper’s book The Aztec Palimpsest, he suggests that Mexico is itself a palimpsest – with layers upon layers that are continually being reinvented but always allowing us to see what is beneath if we choose to look. The issue of representation is complex and is not, and can never be, divorced from the larger social, economic, political, and cultural issues–of a country, of the world. Design historian Victor Margolin writes “the relation between graphic expression and cultural identity is strongly stated even though the varied examples of ethnic representation have no formal ideological unity.” Visual culture – in specifically in forms of graphic design and advertising – as a form of public communication educates, informs, and persuades. But it must also be critically analyzed – whether semiotically or through other theoretical operations – so that the structure can be understood and alternatives can be developed. If we believe, as Garcia Canclini does, that “in consumption, the popular sectors are always at the end of the process, as addressees, spectators obligated to reproduce the cycle of capital and the ideology of the dominator” (García Canclini, 145) how can we speak truth to power. 

Beyond education in the classroom, a probable strategy is to seek to do a kind of fieldwork that involves direct contact with the subject and the user, as a critical-thinking component of a student’s education. This also requires shifting the points of power to allow for experimentation and alternative ways of thinking, of describing, or representing – to explore the “constant interaction of the local with national and transnational networks of communication.” (García Canclini, 1995, 207) 
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Figure 1. Website homepage: www.mexico.com, July 2004

Figure 2. Advertisement for the tourism in the Yucatán region, 2003. 

Figure 3. T-shirts from Playa del Carmen, México (2004); Camel Filters Advertisement. Design: Gabriel Martinez Meave (2000). 

Figure 4. Souvenirs from México. From Margolin, Victor. 2002. Culture is Everywhere: The Museum of Corntemporary Art. Munich and New York: Prestel Verlag.

Figure 5. Advertisement for tourism in the state of Yucatán, with a focus on the archeological heritage site of Chichén Itzá. The Yucatán logotype (palm leaves through the “A”) is the official logotype for state government sponsored tourism. 

Figure 6. Home page of www.visitmexico.com. July 2004. 

Figure 7. State of Yucatán–section home page from www.visitmexico.com. July 2004. 

Figure 8. Migrant from Chiapas working the beach in Playa del Carmen. Wearing the wool skirts and decorative blouses common to Chiapas, these women sell bracelets and other hand woven items to tourists on the beach. Unlike other itinerant Mexican vendors, these women are not “swept” from the beach by local authorities. One government worker commented in an inteview with me (March 2004) that these women represent the indigenous population of México and therefore complimented the expectations of the tourists. 

Figure 9. Souvenirs from México. From Margolin, Victor. 2002. Culture is Everywhere: The Museum of Corntemporary Art. Munich and New York: Prestel Verlag.

Figure 10. Pancho’s Restaurant, Mérida. This themed restaurant is based on the Mexican Revolution and named after Pancho Villa. The wait staff are dressed in campesino revolutionary attire, with white shirts and pants, wearing bullet belts and sombreros. 
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