Latin America: Myth and Reality

Much of the world still tends to view Latin Americans in
terms of stereotypes. The popular image of the mustachioed
pandit sporting a large sombrero and draped with cartridge belts
has been replaced by the figure of the modern-day guerrilla, but
the same essential image, of lawlessness and violence, persists.
Another common stereotype is that of the lazy Latin American
who constantly puts things off until madiana (“tomorrow™). The
implied message here is that Latin Americans lack industry and
do not know how to make the best use of their time. A third
widespread image is that of the Latin lover and the cult of ma-
chismo (manliness).

Many of those outside the culture find it difficult to conceive
of Latin America as a mixture of peoples and cultures, each one
distinct from the others. Indeed, it was not so long ago that
then—U.S. president Ronald Reagan, after a tour of the region,
remarked with some surprise that all of the countries were “dif-
ferent.” Stereotypes spring from ignorance and bias; images are
not necessarily a reflection of reality. In the words of Spanish
philosopher José Ortega v Gasset: “In politics and history, if
one takes accepted statements at face value, one will be sadly
misled.”

THE LATIN AMERICAN REALITY

The reality of Latin America’s multiplicity of cultures is, in a
word, complexity. Europeans, Africans, and the indigenous
peoples of Latin America have all contributed substantially to
these cultures. If one sets aside non-Hispanic influences for a
moment, is it possible to argue, as does historian Claudio Veliz,
that “the Iberian [Spanish and Portuguese] inheritance is an es-
sential part of our lives and customs; Brazit and Spanish
America [i.e., Spanish-speaking] have derived their personality
from Iberia™?

Many scholars would disagree. For example, political scien-
tist Lawrence S. Graham argues that “what is clear is that gen-
¢ralizations about Latin American cultural unity are no longer
tenable.” And that “one of the effects of nationalism has been to
... lead growing numbers of individuals within the region to
identify with their own nation-state before they think in terms
of a more amorphous land mass called Latin America.”

Granted, Argentines speak of their Argentinity and Mexi-
cans of their Mejicanidad. It is true that there are profound dif-
ferences that separate the nations of the region. But there exists
a cultural bedrock that ties Latin America to Spain and Por-
tugal, and beyond—to the Roman Empire and the great cultures
of the Mediterranean world. African influence, too, is substan-
tial in many parts of the region. Latin America’s Indians, of
Course, trace their roots to indigenous sources.

To understand the nature of Latin American culture, one
Mmust remember that there exist many exceptions to the general-
izations; the cultural mold is not rigid. Much of what has hap-
pened in Latin America, including the evolution of its cultures,
is the result of a fortunate—and sometimes an unfortunate—
combination of various factors.
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In Latin America, the famity is an important element in the cultyry con
text. These children live in a poor section of Santiago, Chile. ;

THE FAMILY

Let us first consider the Latin American family. The family unit
has survived even Latin America’s uneven economic dEVel()p_
ment and the pressures of modernization. Family ties are sy,
and dominant. These bonds are not confined to the “UCleaT'
family of father, mother, and children. The same close (e, are
found in the extended family (a network of second COusing
godparents, and close friends of blood relatives). In times of clif:
ficulty, the family can be counted on to help. 1t is a fortress
against the misery of the outside world; it is the FEPOSitary of
dignity, henor, and respect.

AN URBAN CIVILIZATION

In a region where the interaction of networks of families iy,
rule and where frequent human contact is sought out, it ig not
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surprising to find that Latin Americans are, above all, an urban
people. There are more cities of over half a million people in
Latin America than in the United States.

Latin America’s high percentage of urban dwellers is un-
usual, for urbanization is usually associated with industrializa-
tion. In Latin America, urban culture was not created by
industrial growth; it actually predated it. As soon as the oppor-
tunity presented itself, the Spanish conquerors of the New
World, in Veliz’s words, “founded cities in which to take refuge
from the barbaric, harsh, uncivilized, and rural world outside. ...
For those men civilization was strictly and uniquely a function
of well-ordered city life.”

The city, from the Spanish conquest until the present, has
dominated the social and cultural horizon of Laiin America.
Opportunity is found in the city, not in the countryside. This
cultural fact of life, in addition to economic motives, accounts
for the continuing flow of population from rural to urban areas
in Latin America.

A WORLD OF APPEARANCES

Because in their urban environment Latin Americans are in
close contact with many people, appearances are important to
them. There is a constant quest for prestige, dignity, status, and
honor. People are forever trying to impress one another with
their public worth. Hence, it is not unusual to see a blue-collar
worker traveling to work dressed in a suit, briefcase in hand. It
is not uncommon to see jungles of television antennas over
shantytowns, although many are not connected to anything.

It is a society that, in the opinion of writer Octavio Paz, hides
behind masks. Latin Americans convey an impression of impor-
tance, no matter how menial their position. Glen Dealy, a polit-
ical scientist, writes: “And those of the tower class who must wait
on tables, wash cars, and do gardening for a living can help to
gain back a measure of self-respect by having their shoes shined
by someone else, buying a drink for a friend ... , or concealing
their occupation by wearing a tie to and from work.”

MACHISMO

Closely related to appearances is machismo. The term is usually
understood solely, and mistakenly, in terms of virility—the
image of the Latin lover, for example. But machismo alse con-
notes generosity, dignity, and honor. [n many respects, macho
behavior is indulged in because of social convention: it 1s ex-
pected of men. Machismo is also a cultural trait that cuts
through class lines, for the macho is admired regardless of his
social position.

THE ROLE OF WOMEN

If the complex nature of machismo is misunderstood by those
outside the culture, so too is the role of women. The commonly
held stereotype is that Latin American women are submissive
and that the culture is dominated by males. Again, appearances
mask a far more complex reality, for Latin American cultures
actually allow for strong female roles. Political scientist Evelyn
Stevens, for example, has found that marianismo—the female
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The role of the indigenous woman in Latin America has been defined
by centuries of tradition. This woman is spinning wool, in Chimburaso,
Ecuador, just as her ancestors did.

counterpart of machismo—permeates all strata of Latin Amer-
ican society. Marianismo is the cult of feminine spiritual supe-
riority that “teaches that women are semi-divine, morally
superior to and spiritually stronger than men.”

When Mexico’s war for independence broke out in 1810, a
religious symbol—the Virgin of Guadalupe—was identified
with the rebels and became a rallying point for the first stirrings
of Mexican natiopalism, It was not uncommon in Argentine
textbooks to portray Eva Perdn (1919-1952), President Juan
Perdn’s wife, in the image of the Virgin Mary, complete with a
blue veil and halo. In less religious terms. one of Latin
America’s most popular novels, Doiia Barbara, by Rénmulo
Gallegos, is the story of a female caudillo (“man on horse-
back™) on the plains of Venezuela,

The Latin American woman dominates the family because
of a deep-seaied respect for motherhood. Personal identity is
less of a problem for her because she retains her family name
upon marriage and passes it on to her children. Women who
work outside the home are also supposed to retain respect for
their motherhood, which is sacred. In any conflict between a
woman’s job and the needs of her family, the employer, by
custom, must grant her a leave to tend to the family’s needs. Re-
cent historical scholarship has also revealed that Latin Amer-
ican women have long enjoyed rights denied to women in other,
more “advanced” parts of the world. For example, Latin Amer-



ican women were allowed to own property and to sign for mort-
gages in their own names even in colonial days. In the 1920s,
they won the right to vote in local elections in Yucatdn, Mexico,
and in San Juan, Argentina.

Here again, though, appearances can be deceiving. Many
Latin American constitutions guarantee equality of treatment,
but reality is burdensome for women in many parts of the re-
gion. They do not have the same kinds of access to jobs that
men enjoy; they seldom receive equal pay for equal work; and
family life, at times, can be brutalizing.

WORK AND LEISURE

Work, leisure, and concepts of time in Latin America corre-
spond to an entirely different cultural mindset than exists in
Northern Furope and North America. The essential difference
was demonstrated in a North American television commercial
for a wine, in which two starry-eyed people were portrayed
giving the Spanish toast Salud, amor, y pesetas (“Health, love,
and money”’). For a North American audience, the message was
appropriate. But the full Spanish toast includes the tag line v e/
tiempo para gozarios (“‘and the time to enjoy them”).

In Latin America, leisure is viewed as a perfectly rational
goal. It has nothing to do with being lazy or indolent. Indeed, tn
Ariel, by writer José Enrique Rod¢, leisure is described within
the context of the culture: “To think, to dream, to admire—these
are the ministrants that haunt my cell. The ancients ranked them
under the word otiwm, well-employed leisure, which they
deemed the highest use of being truly rational, liberty of
thought emancipated of all ignoble chains. Such leisure meant
that use of time which they opposed to mere economic activity

as the expression of a higher life. Their concept of dignity was
linked closely to this lofty conception of leisure.” Work, by
contrast, is often perceived as a necessary evil.

CONCEPTS OF TIME

Latin American attitudes toward time also reveal the inner
workings of the culture. Exasperated North American business-
people bave for years complained about the mafiana, mafiana
attitude of Latin Americans, People often are late for appoint-
ments; sometimes little appears to ger done.,

For the North American who believes that time is money,
such behavior appears senseless. However, Glen Dealy, in his
perceptive book The Pulriic Man, argues that such behavior is
perfectly rational. A Latin American man who spends hours
over lunch or over coffee in a café is not wasting time. For here,
with his friends and relatives, he is with the source of his power.
Indeed, networks of friends and families are the glue of Latin
American society. “Without spending time in this fashion he
would, in fact, soon have fewer friends. Additionally, he knows
that to leave a café precipitously for an ‘appointment’ would
signify to all that he must not keep someone else waiting—
which further indicates his lack of importance. If he had power
and position the other person would wait upon his arrival. It is
the powerless who wait.”” Therefore, friends and power rela-
tionships are more important than rushing to keep an appoint-
ment. The North American who wants the business deal will
wait. In a sense, then, the North American is the client and the
Latin American is the patrén (the “patron,” or wielder of
power).
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Agriculture is the backbone of much of Latin America’s cultures and economies. These workers are harvesting sugarcane on a plantation in the state

of Pernambuco, Brazil.
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Perceptions of time in Latin America also have a broader
meaning. North American students who have been exposed to
Latin American literature are almost always confused by the ab-
sence of a “logical,” chronological development of the story.
Time, for Latin Americans, tends to be circular rather than
linear. That is, the past and the present are perceived as equally
relevant—both are points on a circle. The past is as important
as the present.

MYTH AND REALITY MERGE

The past that is exposed in works of Latin American literature
as well as scholarly writings reflects wholly different arttitudes
toward what people from other cultures tdentify as reality. For
example, in Nobel Prize—winning writer Gabriél Garcia
Mirquez’s classic novel One Hundred Years of Solifude—a fic-
tional history of the town of Macondo and its leading family—
fantasy and tall tales abound. But Garcia Marquez drew his in-
spiration from stories he heard at his grandmother’s knee about
Aracataca, Colombia, the real town in which he grew up. The
point here is that the fanciful story of the town’s origins consti-
tutes that town’s memory of its past. The stories give the town
a commeon heritage and memory.

From a North American or Northern European perspective,
the historical memory is faulty. From the Latin American per-
spective, however, it is the perception of the past that is impor-
tant, regardiess of its factual accuracy. Myth and reality,
appearances and substance, merge.

POLITICAL CULTURE

The generalizations drawn here about Latin American society
apply also to its political culture, which is essentially authori-
tarian and oriented toward power and power relationships. Ide-
ology—be it liberalism, conservatism, or communism—is little
more than window dressing. It is the means by which con-
tenders for power can be separated. As Claudio Veliz has noted,
regardless of the aims of revolutionary leaders, the great up-
heavals in Latin America in the twentieth century, without ex-
ception, ended up by strengthening the political center, which is
essentially anthoritarian. This was true of the Mexican Revolu-
tion (1910), the Bolivian Revolution (1932), the Cuban Revo-
lution (1958), and the Nicaraguan Revolution (1979).

Ideology has never been a decisive factor in the historical
and social reality of Latin America. But charisma and the ability
to lead are crucial ingredients. José Velasco Tbarra, five times
the president of Ecuador in the twentieth century, once boasted:
*Give me a balcony and T will be president!” He saw his person-
ality, not his ideology, as the key to power.

In the realm of national and international relations, Latin
America often appears to those outside the culture to be in a
constant state of turmeil and chaos. It seems that every day
there are reports that a prominent politician has fallen from
power, border clashes have intensified, or guerrillas have taken
over another section of a country, But the conclusion that chaos
reigns in Latin America is most often based on the visible polit-
ical and social violence, not on the general nature of a country.
Political violence is often local in nature, and the social fabric
of the country is bound together by the enduring social stability
of the family. Again, there is the dualism of what appears to be
and what is.

Much of this upheaval can be attributed to the division in
Latin America between the pecople of Mediterranean back-
ground and the indigenous Indian populations. There may be
several hupdred minority groups within a single couniry. The
problems that may arise from such intense internal differences,
however. are not always necessarily detrimental, because they
contribute to the texture and color of Latin American culture.

SEEING BEHIND THE MASK

In order to grasp the essence of Latin America, one must ignore
the stereotypes, appreciate appearances for what they are, and
attempt to see behind the mask. Latin America must be appre-
ciated as a culture in its own right, as an essentially Mediterra-
nean variant of Western civilization.

A Latin American world view tends to be dualistic. The
family constitutes the basic unit; here one finds generosity,
warmth, honor, and love. Beyond the walls of the home, in the
world of business and politics, Latin Americans don their
masks and enter “combat.” It is a world of power relationships.
of macho bravado, and of appearances. This dualism is deep-
seated; scholars such as Richard Morse and Glen Dealy have
traced its roots to the Middle Ages. For Latin Americans, one’s
activities are compartmentalized into those fit for the City of
God, which corresponds to religion. the home, and one’s inti-
mate circle of friends; and those appropriate for the City of
Man, which is secular and often ruthless and corrupt. North
Americans, who tend to measure both their public and private
lives by the same yardstick, often interpret Latin American du-
alism as hypocrisy. Nothing could be further from the truth.

For the Latin American, life exists on several planes, has
purpose, and is perfectly rational. Indeed, one is tempted to sug-
gest that many Latin American institutions—particularly the
supportive network of families and friends—are more in tune
with a world that can alienate and isolate than are our own. As
you will see in the following reports, the social structure and
cultural diversity of Latin America add greatly to its character
and, paradoxically, to its stability.
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Mexico Statistics

GEOGRAPHY

Areq in Square Miles (Kilometers):
764,000 (1,978,000) (about 3 times the
size of Texas)

Capiral (Population): Mexico City
(8,500,000

Environmental Concerns: Scarce
freshwater resources; water pollution;
deforestation; soil erosion; serious air
pollution

Geographical Features: high, rugged
mountains; low coastal plains; high
plateaus; desert

Climate: varies from tropical to desert

PEOPLE

Population

Total: 104,959,594
Annual Growth Rate: 1.18%
Rural/Urban Population Ratio: 26/74

.

Major Languages: Spanish; various Maya,
Nahuatl, and other regional indigenous
languages

Erhnic Makeup: 60% Mestizo; 30%
Amerindian; 9% white; 1% others

Religions: 89% Roman Catholic: 6%
Protestant; 5% others

Health

Life Expectancy ar Birth: 72 years {male):
77 years {female)
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Infant Mortality Rate { Ratio): 21.69/1,000
Physicians Available (Ratic): 1/613

Education
Adult Literacy Rare: 92.2%
Compulsory (Ages): 6-12; free

COMMUNICATION

Telephones: 15,958,700 main lines

Daily Newspaper Circulation: 115 per
1,000 people

Televisions: 192 per 1,000

Internet Users; 10.033 million (2002)

TRANSPORTATION

Highways in Miles (Kilometers): 204,761
(329,532)

Railroads in Miles (Kilometers): 12,122
(19.510)

Usable Airfields: 1,827

Motor Vehicles in Use: 12,230,000

GOVERNMENT

Type: federal republic

Independence Date: September 16, 1810
(from Spain)

Head of State/Government: President
Vicente Fox is both head of state and
head of government

Political Parties, Institutionat
Revolutionary Party; National Action
Party; Party of the Democratic
Revolution; Mexican Green Ecologist
Party; Workers Party

Suffrage: universal and compulsory at 18

MILITARY

Military Expenditures (% of GDP): 0.9%
Current Disputes: none

ECONOMY

Currency (3 U.S. Equivalent): 10.79 pesos
=%1

Per Capita Income/GDP: $9,000/$942 .2
bitlion

Mexico Country Report

GDP Growth Rate: 1.2%

Inflarion Rate: 4%

Unemployment Rate: 3.3% urban; plus
considerable underemployment

Labor Force: 41.5 million

Natural Resources: petroleum; silver;
copper; gold; lead; zinc; natural gas;
timber

Agriculture: corn; wheat; soybeans; rice;
beans; cotton; coffee; fruit; tomatoes;
livestock products; wood products

Industry: food and beverages: tobacco;
chemicals; iron and steel; petroleum,
mining; textiles; clothing; motor
vehicles; consumer durables: tourism

Exports: $164.8 billion (primary partners
United States, Canada)}

Imports: $168.9 billien (primary partners
United States, Japan. China)

SUGGESTED WEBSITES

http://www.cia.gov/cia/
publications/factbook/geos/
mx. hemlifgeo

There is a story that Herndn Cortéz, the
conqueror of the Aztec Empire in the six-
teenth century, when asked to describe the
landscape of New Spain (Mexico), took a
piece of paper in his hands and crumpled it.
The analogy is apt. Mexico is a tortured
land of mountains and valleys, of deserts in
the north and rain forests in the south. Ge-
ography has helped to create an intense re-
gionalism in Mexico, and the existence of
hundreds of patrias chicas (“little coun-
tries™) has hindered national integration,
Much of Mexico's territory is vulnerable
to earthquakes and volcanic activity. In 1943,
for example, a cornfield in one of Mexico’s
richest agricultural zones sprouted a volcano
instead of maize. In 1982, a severe volcanic
eruption in the south took several hundred
lives, destroyed thousands of head of live-
stock, and buried crops under tons of ash.
Thousands of people died when a series of
earthquakes struck Mexico City in 1985.
Mexico is a nation of climatic extremes.
Much-needed rains often fall so hard that
most of the water runs off before it can be
absorbed by the sotl. When rains fail to ma-
terialize, crops die in the fields. The harsh
face of the land, the unavailability of water,
and erosion limit the agricultural potential
of Mexico. Only 10 to 15 perceat of Mex-
ico’s Jand can be planted with crops; but
because of unpredictable weather or natu-
ral disasters, good harvests can be expected

from only 6 to 8§ percent of the land in any
given year.

MEXICO CITY

Mexico’s central region has the best crop-
land. Tt was here that the Aztecs butlt their
capital city, the foundations of which lie be-
neath the current Mexican capital, Mexico
City. Given their agricultural potential as
well as its focus as the commercial and ad-
ministrative center of the nation, Mexico
City and the surrounding region have al-
ways supported a large poputation. For de-
cades, Mexico City has acted as a magnet
for rural poor who have given up attempts to
eke out a living from the soil. In the 1940s
and 1950s, the city experienced a great pop-
ulation surge. In that era, however, it had the
capacity to absorb the tens of thousands of
migrants, and so a myth of plentiful money
and employment was created. Even today,
that myth exercises a strong influence in the
countryside; it partially accounts for the tre-
mendous growth of the city and its greater
metropolitan area, now home to approxi-
mately 1§ million people.

The size and location of Mexico City
have spawned awesome probiems. Because
it lies in a valley surrounded by mountains,
air pollution is trapped. Mexico City has the
worst smog in the Western Hemisphere.
Traffic congestion is among the worst in the

world. And essential services—including
the provision of drinkable water, electricity,
and sewers—have failed 1o keep pace with
the city’s growth in population.

Social and Cultural Changes

Dramatic social and cuitural changes have
accompanied Mexico's population growth.
These are particularly evident in Mexico
City, which daily becomes less Mexican
and more cosmopolitan and international.

As Mexico City has become more
worldly, English words have become more
common in everyday vocabulary. “Okay,”
“coffee break.” and “happy howr™ are some
examples of English idioms that have
slipped into popular usage. In urban cen-
ters, quick lunches and coffee breaks have
replaced the traditional large meal that was
once served at noon. For most people, the
afternoon siesta ("nap”) is a fondly remem-
bered custom of bygone days.

Mass communication has had an incal-
culzble impact on culture, Television com-
mercials primarily use models who are
ethnicafly European in appearance—pref-
erably white, blue-eyed, and blonde. As if
in defiance of the overwhelmingly Mestizo
{mixed Indian and white) character of the
population, Mexican newspapers and mag-
azines carry advertisements for products
guaranteed to lighten one’s skin. Success
has become associated with light skin.



Another symbol of success is ownership
of a television. Antennas cover rooftops even
in the poorest urban slums. Acute observers
might note, however, that many of the anten-
nas are not connected to anything; the resi-
dents of many hovels merely want te convey
the impression that they can afford one.

Television, however, has helped to edu-
cate the illiterate. Some Mexican soap op-
eras, for instance, incorporate educational
materials. On a given day, a show’s charac-
ters may attend an adult-education class
that stresses basic reading and writing
¢kills. Both the television characters and
the home-viewing audience sit in on the
class. Literacy is portrayed as being essen-
tial to one's success and well-being. Mexi-
can telenovelas, or “'soaps,” have a special
focus on teenagers and problems common
to adolescents. Solutions are advanced
within a traditional cultural context and re-
affirm the central role of the family.

Cuttural Survival: Compadrazgo

Despite these obvious signs of change, dis-
tinct Mexican traditions and customs have
not enly survived Mexico’s transformation
but have also flourished because of it. The
chaos of city life, the hundreds of thou-
sands of migrants uprooted from rural set-
tings, and the sense of isclation and
alienation common to city dwellers the
world over are in part eased by the His-
panic institution of compadrazgo (“cogod-
parenthood” or “sponsorship™).
Compadrazgo is found ar all levels of
Mexican society and in both rural and urban
areas. It is a device for building economic

and social alliances that are more enduring
than simple friendship. Furthermore, it has a
religious dimension as well as a secular, or
everyday, application. In addition to basic
religious oceasions {such as baptism, confir-
mation, first communion, and marriage),
Mexicans seek sponsors for minor religious
occasions, such as the blessing of a busi-
ness, and for events as common as a gradu-
ation ot a boy’s first haircut.

DEVELOPMENT

President Fox's plans to privatize
the state-owned electrical and
petrochemical industries have
heen stymied by Congress and
union opposition who fear a loss of jobs. It is
estimated that Mexico's energy industries
require tens of billions of dollars of investment
that must come from the private sector.

Anthropologist Robert V. Kemper ob-
serves that the institution of compadrazgo
reaches across class lines and knits the vari-
ous strands of Mexican society into a whole
cloth. Compadrazgo performs many fune-
tions, including providing assistance from
the more powertful to the less powerful and,
reciprocally, providing homage from the less
powerful to the more powerful. The most
common cheices for compedres are neigh-
bors, relatives, fellow migrants, coworkers,
and employers. A remarkably flexible insti-
tution, compadrazgo is perfectly compatible
with the tensions and anxieties of urban life.

Yet even compadrazgo—a form of pa-
tronfclient relationship—has its limita-

Mexico

tions. As Mexico City has sprawled ever
wider across the landscape, multitudes of
new neighborhoods have been created.
Many are the result of well-planned land
seizures, orchestrated by groups of peopie
attracted by the promise of the city. Tech-
nically, such land seizures are illegal; and a
primary goal of the colonos {inhabitants of
these low-imcome communities) is legiti-
mization and consequent community par-
ticipation.

Beginning in the 1970s, colonos force-
fully pursued their demands for legitimiza-
tion through protest movements and
demonstrations, some of which revealed a
surprising degree of radicalism. In re-
sponse, the Mexican government adopted a
two-track policy: It selectively repressed
the best-organized and most radical groups
of colonos, and it tried to co-opt the re-
mainder through negotiation. In the early
1980s. the government created “Citizen
Representation” bodies, official channels
within Mexico City through which colonos
could participate, within the system, in the
articulation of their demands.

From the perspective of the colonos, the
establishment of the citizen organizations
afforded them an additional means to ad-
vance their demands for garbage collec-
tion, street paving, provision of potable
water, sewage removal, and, most criti-
cally, the regularization of land tenure—
that is, legitimization. In the government’s
view, representation for the colonos served
to win supporters for the Mexican political
structure, particularly the authority of the

(AP photo/Jose Luis Magana)

A man from the state of Puebla asks for
money outside a jewelry store in Mexico
City, hoping to raise encugh funds to
supply the peasants of his community
with the water and electricity that the gov-
ernment has been unable to provide.
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official ruling party, at a time of cutspoken
challenge from other political sectors.
Citizens are encouraged to work within
the system; potential dissidents are trans-
formed through the process of co-optation
into collaborators. In today’s Mexico City,
then, patrenage and clientage have two
faces: the traditional one of compadrazgo.
the other a form of state paternalism that
prometes community participation.

THE BORDER

In the past few decades, driven by poverty.
unemployment, and underemployment,
many Mexicans have chosen not Mexico
City but the United States as the place to im-
prove their lives. Mexican workers in the
United States are not a new phencmenon.
During World War 11, the presidents of both
nations agreed to allow Mexican workers,
called braceros, to enter the United States as
agricultural workers. They were strictly reg-
ulated. In contrast, the new wave of mi-
grants is largely unregulaied. Each year,
hundreds of thousands of undocumented
Mexicans illegally cross the border in
search of work. It has been estimated that at
any given time, between 4 million and 6
million Mexicans pursue an existence as il-
legal aliens in the United States.

Thousands of Mexicans are able to sup-
port familiés with the fruits of their labors,
but, as undocumented workers. they are not
protected by the law. Many are callously
exploited by those who smuggle them
across the border as well as by employers
in the United States, For the Mexican gov-
ernment, however, such mass emigration
has been a blessing in disguise. It has
served as a kind of sociopolitical safety
valve, and it has resulted in an inflow of
dollars sent home by the workers.

In recent years. U.S. companies and the
governments of Mexican states along the
border have profited from the creation ot as-
sembly plants known as maquiladoras. Low
wages and a docile labor force are attractive
to employers, while the Mexican govern-
ment reaps the benefits of employment and
tax dollars. Despite the appearance of pros-
perity along the border, it must be empha-
sized that chronic unemployment in other
parts of Mexico ensures the misery of mil-
hons of people. The North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) hoped to alter
these harsh realities, but after 10 years real
wages are lower, the distribution of income
has become more unequal, and Mexicans
still cross the U.S. border in large numbers,

THE INDIAN “PROBLEM”

During the 1900s, urbanization and racial
mixing changed the demographic face of
Mexico. A government ofticial once com-

mented: “A country predominately Mes-
tizo, where Indian and white are now
minorities, Mexico preserves the festivity
and ceremonialism of the Indian civiliza-
tions and the religiosity and Jegalism of the
Spanish Empire.” The quotation is reveal-
ing, for it clearly identifies the Indian as a
marginal member of society. as an object
of curiosity.

Election-reform laws coniributed
Party, Green Party) In 2000.

FREEDOM
to the victory of the Alliance for
Change (National Autonomous
Drug-related corruption and vielence hinder
maintenance of a rule of law.

In Mexico, as is the case with indige-
nous peoples in most of Latin America, In-
dians in many quarters are viewed as
obstacles to national integration and eco-
nomic progress. There exist in Mexico
more than 200 distinct Indian ribes or eth-
nic groups, who speak more than 30 lan-
guages or dialects. In the view of
“progressive’ Mexicans, the "sociocultural
fragmentation” caused by the diversity of
languages fosters political misunderstand-
ing, insecurity, and regional incomprehen-
ston. Indians suffer from widespread
discrimination. Language is not the only
barrier to their economic progress. They
have long endured the unequal practices of
a ruling white and Mestizo elite. Indians
may discover, for example, that they can-
not expand a small industry, such as a fur-
nitwre-making enterprise, because few
financial institutions will lend a large
amount of money to an Indian.

NATIONAL IDENTITY

Mexico®s Mestizo face has had a profound
impact on the attempts of intellectuals to
understand the meaning of the term "Mex-
ican.” The question of national identity has
always begen an important theme in Mexi-
can history; it became a particularly burn-
ing issue in the aftermath of the Revolution
of 1910, Octavio Paz believes that most
Mexicans have denied their origins: They
do not want to be either Indian or Spaniard.
but they also refuse to see themselves as a
mixture of both. One result of this essential
denial of one’s ethnic roots is a collective
inferiority complex. The Mexican, Paz
writes, is insecure. To hide that insecurity.
which stems from his sense of “inferjor-
ity,” the Mexican wears a “mask.” Ma-
chismo (the cult of manliness) is one
example of such a mask. In Paz’s estima-
tion, aggressive behavior at a sporting
event, while driving a car, or in relatjon-
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ships with women reflects a deep-scated
identity crisis.

Perhaps an analogy can be drawn from
Mexican domestic architecture. Tradi-
tional Mexican homes are surrounded by
high. solid walls, often topped with shards
of glass and devoid of windows looking
out onto the street. From the outside, these
abodes appear cold and inhospitable. Once
inside (once behind the mask), however,
the Mexican home is warm and comfort-
able. Here, appearances are set aside and
individuals can relax and be themselves.
By contrast, many homes in the United
States have vast expanses of glass that al-
low every passerby to see within. That
whole style of open architecture, at least
for homes, is jolting for many Mexicans (as
well as other Latin Americans).

THE FAILURE OF THE
1910 REVOLUTION

In addition to the elusive search for Mex-
ican identity, one of Mexican intetlectu-
als” favorite themes is the Revolution of
1910 and what they perceive as its short-
comings. That momentous struggle
{1910-1917) cost more than 1 million
lives. but it offered Mexico the promise of
a new society, free from the abuses of past
centuries. It began with a search for truth
and honesty in government: it ended with
an assertion of the dignity and equality of
all men and women.

The goals of the 1910 Revolution were
set forth in the Constitution of 1917, a re-
markable document—not only in its own
era, but also today. Arficle 123, for exam-
ple, which concerns labor, includes the fol-
lowing provisions: an eight-hour workday,
a general minimum wage. and a sixweek
ieave with pay for pregnant women before
the approximate birth date plus a six-week
leave with pay following the birth. During
the nursing peried, the mother rmust be
given extra rest periods each day for nurs-
ing the baby. Equal wages must be paid for
equal work, regardless of sex or national-
ity. Workers are entitled to a participation
in the profits of an enterprise (i.e., profi
sharing). Overtime work must carry double
pay. Employers are responsible for and
must pay appropriate compensation for in-

juries received by workers in the perfor-

mance of their duties or for occupational
diseases. In 1917, such provisions were
viewed as astounding and revolutionary.

Unfulfilled Promises

Unfortunately, many of the goals of 1917
have yet to be achieved. A number of writ-
ers, frustrated by the slow pace of change,
concluded long ago that the Mexican Rev-
olution was dead. Leading thinkers and



(United Nations pHc':t-c-))
In many ways, the Mexican people have
two separate identities: one public and
one private, This carved door by artist Di-
ego Rivera, located in Chapingoe, depicts
the dual identity that is so much a part of
Mexican culture.

writers, such as Carlos Fuentes, have bit-
terly criticized the failure of the Revolution
to shape a more equitable society. Corrup-
tion, abuse of power, and self-serving op-
portunism characterize Mexico today.

One of the failed goals of the Revolu-
tion, in the eyes of critics, was an agrarian-
reform program that fell short of achieving
a wholesale change of land ownership or
even of raising the standard of living in ru-
ral areas. Over the years, however, small-
scale agriculture has sown the seeds of its
own destruction. Plots of land that are
barely adequate for subsistence farming
have been further divided by peasant farm-
ers anxious to satisfy the inheritance rights
of their sons. More recently, sovernment
price controls on grain and corn have
driven many marginal producers out of the
market and off their lands.

Land Reform: One Story

Juan Rulfo, a major figure in the history of
postrevolutionary literature, captured the
frustration of peasants who have “bene-
fited” from agrarian reform. “But sir,” the
peasant complained to the government offi-
cial oversecing the land reform, “the earth is
all washed away and hard. We don’t think
the plow will cut into the earth .., that’s like
a rock quarry. You'd have 1o make with a
pick-axe to plant the seed. and even then
you can't be sure that anything will come
up...." The official, cold and inditferent, re-
sponded: *You can state that in writing. And
now you can go. You should be attacking
the large-estate owners and not the govern-
ment that is giving you the land.”

More frequently, landowners have at-
tacked peasants. During the past several
years in Mexico, insistent peasant demands
for a new allocation of lands have been the
occasion of a number of human-rights
abuses—some of a very sericus character.
Some impatient peasants who have occu-
pied lands in defiance of the law have been
killed or have “disappeared.” In one noto-
rious case in 1982, 26 peasants were mur-
dered in a dispute over land in the state of
Puebla. The peasants, who claimed legal ti-
tle to the land, were killed by mounted gun-
men, reportedly hired by local ranchers,
Political parties reacted to the massacre in
characteristic fashion—all attempted to
manipulate the event to their own advan-
tage rather than to address the problem of
land reform. Yet years later, paramititary
bands and local police controlied by politi-
cal bosses or landowners still routinely
threatened and/or killed peasant acfivists.
Indeed, access to the land was a major fac-
tor in the Mava uprising in the southern
state of Chiapas that began in 1994 and, in
2004, remains unresolved.

The Promise of the Revolution

While critics of the 1910 Revelution are
correct in identifying its failures. the Con-
stitution of 1917 represents more than
dashed hopes. The radical nature of the
document allows governments (should
they desire) to pursue aggressive egalitar-
ian policies and stili be within the law. For
example, when addressing citizens, Mex-
ican public officials often invoke the Con-
stitution—issues tend to become iess
controversial if they are placed within the
broad context of 1917. When President
Adolfo Ldpez Maleos declared in 1960
that his government would be “extremely
leftist,” he quickly added that his position
would be “within the Constitution,” But
some authorities argue that constitutional
strictures can inhibit needed change. For
example, the notoriously inefficient state
petroleum monepoly (PEMEX) has been
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{United Nations photo/Heidi Larson)
Mexican women won the right to vote in
1955. These women, at a political rally
in Oaxaca, demonstrate their political
consciousness.

critically short of investment capital for
years. To allow private companies to in-
vest in the oil industry would require a
constitutional change that many Mexicans
equate to a form of vendeparria (selling
out the country). Indeed, in 2003-2004
Congress routinely rejected discussions of
even limited private participation in a na-
tional industry.

Women'’s Rights

Although the Constitution made reference
to the equality of women in Mexican soci-
ety. it was not until World War 1T that the
women’s-rights  movement  gathered
strength. Women won the right to vote in
Mexico in 1955; by the 1970s. they had
challenged laws and social customs that
were prejudicial to women, Some women
have served on presidential cabinets, and
one became governor of the state of
Colima. The most important victory for
women occurred in 1974, however, when
the Mexican Congress passed legislation
that, in effect, asked men to grant women
full equality in society—including jobs,
salaries. and legal standing.

But attitudes are difficult to change with
legisiation, and much social behavior in
Mexico still s sexist. The editor of the
Mexican newspaper Noroeste has asserted
that the most important challenge confront-
ing president Vicente Fox is to “break the
paternalistic culture.” But commentator
Lourdes Galaz has noted that the absence
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of professional women in positions of re-
sponsibility on Fox’s government teams is
an indication that “he lacks any commit-
ment to the female vote.”

Many Mexican men feel that there are
male and female roles in society, regard-
less of Jaw. Government, public corpora-
tions, private businesses, the Roman
Catholic Church, and the armed forces rep-
resent important areas of male activity, The
home, private religious ritnals, and second-
ary service roles represent areas of female
activity. One is clearly dominant, the other
subordinate.

The Role of the Church

Under the Constitution of 1917, no religious
organization is allowed to administer or
teach in Mexico’s primary, secondary, or
normal (higher education) schools; nor may
clergy participate in the education of work-
ers or peasants. Yet between 1940 and 1979,
private schools expanded to the point where
they enrolled 1.5 million of the country’s 17
million pupils. Significantly, more than half
of the private-school population attended
Roman Catholic schools. Because they exist
despite the fact that they are prohibited by
law, the Catholic schools demonstrate the
kinds of accornmodation and flexibility that
are possible in Mexico. It is in the best inter-
ests of the ruling party to satisfy as many in-
terest groups as is possible.

From the perspective of politicians, the
Roman Catholic Church has increasingly
tilted the balance in the direction of social
Justice in recent vears. Some Mexican
bishops have been particularly outspoken
on the issue; but when liberal or radical el-
ements in the Church embrace social
change, they may cross into the jurisdiction
of the state. Under the Constitution, the
state is responsible for improving the wel-
fare of its people. Some committed clergy.
however, believe that religion must piay an
active role in the transformation of society;
it must not only have compassion for the
poor but must also act to relieve poverty
and eliminate injustice.

In 1991, Mexican bishops openly ex-
pressed their concern about the torture and
mistreatment of prisoners, political perse-
cution, corruption, discrimination against
indigenous peoples, mistreatment of Cen-
tral American refugees, and electoral
fraud. In previous years, the government
would have reacted sharply against such
charges emanating from the Church. But,
in this case, there had been a significant
rapprochement  between the Catholic
Church and the state in Mexico. The new
relationship culminated with the exchange
of diplomatic representatives and Pope
John Paul II's successful and popular visit
to Mexico in 1990. Despite better relations

at the highest level, in 1999 the bishop of
Chiapas vigorously criticized the govern-
ment for backing away from a 1996 accord
between the state and leaders of a guerrilla
insurgency and returning to a policy of vi-
olens repression.

MEXICO’S STABILITY

The stability of the Mexican state, as has
been suggested. depends on the ability of
the ruling elite to maintain a state of rela-
tive equilibrium ameng the multiplicity of
mterests and demands in the nation. The
whole political process is characterized by
bargaining among elites  with  various
views on politics, social injustice, eco-
nomjc policy, and the conduct of foreign
relations.

It was the Institutional Revelutionary
Party (PRI}, which held the presidency from
1929 until 200), that set policy and decided
what was possible or desirable, All change
was generated from above, from the presi-
dent and his advisers. Although the Consti-
tution provides for a federal system, power
was effectively centralized. In the words of
one authority, Mexico, with its one-party
rule, was not a democracy but, rather, “qual-
ified authoritarianism.” In the PRT era, Peru-
vian author Mario Vargas Llesa referred to
Mexico as a “perfect dictatorship.” Indeed,
the main rele of the PRI in the political sys-
tem was political domination, not power
sharing. Paternalistic and all-powerful, the
state controlied the bureaucracies that di-
rected the labor unions, peasant organiza-
tions, student groups, and vireally every
other dimension of organized society. Even
though the PRI lost the presidency in 2000,
it remains the most powerful political party
and retains a stroag influence in Mexico's
pOWer centers.

HEALTH/WELFARE

Violence against women in
Mexico first became an issue of
public policy when legisiation
) was introduced in 1980 to amena
the penal code with respect to sexual crimes.
Amang the provisions were specialized

medical and social assistance for rape victims
and penallies for sexual harassment.

Historically, politicians have tended to
be more interested in building their careers
than in responding to the demands of their
constituents, According to political scien-
tist Peter Sinith, Mexican politicians are
forever bargaining with one another, seek-
ing favors from their supericrs, and com-
municating in a language of “exaggerated
deference.” They have learned how to
maximize power and success within the ex-
isting political structure. By following the
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“rules of the game,” they move ahead. The
net resilt is a consensus at the upper eche-
lons of power.

In the past few decades. that consensus
has been undermined. One of the great suc-
cesses of the Revolution of 1910 was the
rise to middle-class status of millions of
people. But recent economic crises alien-
ated that upwardly mobile sector from the
PRI. People registered their dissatisfaction
at the polls; in 1988, in fact, the official
party finished second in Mexico City and
other urban centers. In 1989, the PRI’s un-
broken winning streak of 60 years, facili-
tated by widespread electoral corruption,
was broken in the state of Baja California
del Norte, where the right-wing National
Action Party (PAN) won the governorship.
A decade of worisome political losses
prompted the PRI to consider long overdue
reforms, That concern did not prevent the
PRI from flagrant electoral fraud in 1988
that handed the presidency to Carlos Sali-
nas Gortari. When it seemed apparent that
the PRI would tose, the vote count was in-
terrupted because of “computer failures™.
In the words of the recent autobiography of
former president Miguel de la Madrid, who
presided over the fraud, he was told by the
PRI president: “You must proclaim the tri-
umph of the PRL It is a tradition that we
cannot break without alarming the citi-
zens.” That “tradition” was about o end.
Clearly, the PRI had lost touch with critical
constituencies who were interested in fun-
damental change rather than party slogans
and were fed up with the rampant corrup-
tion of PRI functionaries. Opposition par-
ties continued to win elections.

In the summer of 1997, the left-of-center
Party of the Democratic Revolution (PRD)
scored stunning victories in legislative, gu-
bernatorial, and municipal elections. For the
first time, the PRI lost its stranglehold on the
Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of
Congress.  Significantly,  Cuauhtemoc
Cardenas of the PRD was swept into power
as mayor of Mexico City in the first direct
vote for that position since 1928, In guber-
natorial contests, the PAN won two elec-
tions and controlled an impressive seven of
Mexica's 31 governorships.

Within the PRI, a new generation of
leaders now perceived the need for politi-
cal and economic change. President
Ernesto Zedillo, worried about his party’s
prospects in the general elections of 2000,
over the objections of old-line conserva-
tives pushed a series of reforms in the PRI
For the first time, the party used state pri-
maries and a national convention te choose
the PRI’s presidential candidate. This de-
mocratization of the party had its reflection
in Zedillo's stated commitment to trans-
form Mexican pelitics by giving the oppo-



sition a fair playing field. Voting was now
more resistant to tampering and, as a con-
sequence, the three major parties had to
campaign for the support of the voters.

In July 2000, Vicente Fox headed a co-
alition of parties that adopted the name Al-
tiance for Change and promised Mexico’s
electorate a “Revolution of Hope.” 1t was a
formula for success, as the PRI was swept
from power. Although Fox was labeled a
conservative, his platform indicated that he
was above all a pragmatic politician who
realized that his appeal and policies had to
resonate with a wide range of sectors. Mex-
ican voters saw in Fox someone who iden-
tified with human rights, social activism,
indigenous rights, women, and the poor.
He promised to be a “citizen president.”
Pundits described his election as a shift
from an “imperial presidency” to an “entre-
prencurial presidency.” Indeed, Fex's eco-
nomic policies, if implemented, would
promote an anpual growth tate of 7 per-
cent, lower inflation, balance the budgert,
raise tax revenues, and improve the stan-
dard of living for Mexico’s poor (who
number 40 million). The private sector
would drive the economy; and strategic
sectors of the economy, notably electricity
generation and petrochemicals, would be
opened to private capital. Labor reforms
would be nitiated that would link salaries
to productivity.

President Fox also promised a renewed
dialogue with rebels in the southern state of
Chiapas. There, beginning in 1994, Maya
insurgents had rebelled against a govern-
ment that habitually supported landowners
against indigenous peoples, essentially
marginalizing the latter. Led by Subco-
mandante Marcos, a shrewd and articulate
activist who quickly became a hero not
only in Chiapas but also in much of the rest
of Mexico, the rebels symbolized wide-
spread dissatisfaction with the promises of
the PRI. A series of negotiations with the
government from time to time internipted
the climate of violence and culminated in
1996 with the Agreements of San Andres.
The government assured the Maya of their
independence over issues of local gover-
nance, But lack of implementation of the
agreements, in combination with attacks
by the military on the Maya, doomed the
accord from the outset,

ORGANIZED LABOR

Organized labor provides an excellent ex-
ample of the ways i which power is
wielded in Mexico and how social change
occurs. Mexican trade unions have the
right to organize, negotiate, and strike.
Most unions historically have not been in-
dependent of the government. The major

portion of the labor movement is still affil-
iated with the PRI through an umbrella or-
ganization known as the Confederation of
Mexican Workers (CTM). The Confedera-
tion, with a membership of 3.5 million, is
one of the PRI’s most ardent supporters.
Union bosses truck in large crowds for
campaign rallies, help PRI candidates at
election time, and secure from union mem-
bers approval of government policies.
Union bosses have been well rewarded by
the system1 they have helped to support.
Most have become moderately wealthy
and acquired status and prestige. Fully one
third of Mexico's senators and congres-
sional representatives, as well as an occa-
sional governor, come fromn the ranks of
union leadership.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Mexican writers and artists have

M novelists such as Carlos Fuentes,
Mariane Azuela, and Juan Bulfo

The graphic-art styles of Posada and the mural
art of Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco,

won world acclaim. The works of
have been transiated into many languages.
and David Sigqueiros are distinctively Mexican.

Such a relationship must be reciprocal if
it is to function properly. The CTM has
used an impressive array of left-wing slo-
gans for years to win gains for its members.
[t has projected an aura of radicalism when,
in fact, it is not. The image is impertant o
unien members, however, for it gives them
the feeling of independence from the gov-
ernment, and it gives a role to the true rad-
icals in the movement. In the 1980s, cracks
began to appear in the foundation of union
support for the government. The economic
crisis of that decade resulted in sharp cut-
backs in government spending. Benefits
and wage increases fell far behind the pace
of inflation; layoffs and unemployment led
many union members to question the value
of their special relationship with the PRI
Indeed, during the 1988 elections, the
Mexican newspaper E! Norte reported that
Joaquin Herndndez Galicia, the powerful
{eader of the Oil Workers™ Union, was so
upset with trends within the PRI that he di-
rected his membership to vote for opposi-
tion candidates. Not surprisingly, then.
President Salinas responded by naming a
new leader to the Oil Workers’ Union.

Independent unicns outside the Confed-
eration of Mexican Workers capitalized on
the crisis and increased their memberships.
For the first time, these independent unions
possessed sufficient power 1o challenge
PRI policies. To negate the challenge from
the independents, the CTM invited them to
join the larger organization. Incorporation
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of the dissidents into the system is seen as
the only way in which the system’s credi-
bility can be maintained. It illustrates the
state’s power to neutralize opposing forces
by absorbing them into its system. The de-
mands of labor today are strong, which pre-
sents both a challenge and an opportunity
1o the new government. If he is to imple-
ment successfully his economic policies,
President Fox must count on the support of
organized labor. While most of the leader-
ship stitl identifies with its traditional pa-
ron, the PRI, if labor is to win benefits
from the new government, it must cooper-
ate. Fox is perfectly capable of using gov-
ernment patronage to undermine PRI
influence with the workers and forge a new
base of support for his Alhance for
Change.

ECONOMIC CRISIS

As has been suggested, a primary threat to
the consensus politics of the PRI came
from the economic crisis that began to
build in Mexico and other Latin American
countries (notably Brazil, Venezuela, and
Argentina)in the early 1980s. In the 1970s,
Mexico undertook economic policies de-
signed to foster rapid and sustained indus-
trial growth. Credit was readily available
from international lending agencies and
banks at low rates of interest. Initially, the
development plan seemed to work, and
Mexico achieved impressive economic
growth rates, in the range of 8 percent per
year, The government, confident in its abil-
ity to pay back its debts from revenues gen-
erated by the vast deposits of petroleum
beneath Mexico, recklessly expanded its
economic infrastructure.

A glut on the petroleum market in late
1981 and 1982 led to falling prices for
Mexican oil. Suddenly, there was not
encugh money available to pay the interest
on loans that were coming due, and the
government had to borrow more money—
at very high interest rates—to cover the un-
expected shortfall. By the end of 1982, be-
tween 35 and 43 percent of Mexico’s
export earnings were devoured in interest
payments on a debt of $80 billion. Before
additional loans could be secured, foreign
banks and lending corganizations. such as
the International Monetary Fund, de-
manded that the Mexican government
drastically reduce state spending. This de-
mand translated into layoffs, inadequate
funding for social-welfare programs, and a
general austerity that devastated the poor
and undermined the high standard of Jiving
of the middle class.

Although political reform was impor-
tant to then-president Salinas. he clearly
recognized that economic reform was of
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more compelling concern. Under Salinas,
the foreign debt was renegotiated and sub-
stantially reduced.

It was hoped that the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) among
Mexico, the United States, and Canada
would shore up the Mexican economy and
generate jobs. After a decade there is a
wide range of disagreement over
NAFTA’s success. The Carnegie Endow-
ment of International Peace concluded in
November 2003 that the agreement failed
te generate significant job growth and ac-
tually hurt hundreds of thousands of sub-
sistence farmers who couid not compete
with “highly efficient and heavily subsi-
dized American farmers.” A World Bank
report argued that NAFTA had “brought
significant economic and social benefits
to the Mexican econemy,” and that Mex-
ico would have been worse off without the
pact. Part of the problem lies with the glo-
balization of the economy. Mexico has
lost thousands of jobs to China as well as
El Salvador, where labor is 20 percent
cheaper and less strictly regulated. Five
hundred of Mexico’s 3,700 maquiladoras
have closed their doors since 2001. Oppo-
sition politicians, nationalists, and those
concerned with the more negative aspects
of capitalism have generally fought all
free-trade agreements, which they see as
detrimental to Mexico’s sovergignty and
independence of action. Perhaps the most
interesting development is not economic,
but political. Analysts have noted that
NAFTA has contributed to a trend toward
more representative government in Mex-
ico and that globalization of the economy
undercut the state-centered regime of the
PRI. Despite advances in some areas,
there are still far too many Mexicans
whose standard of living is below the pov-
erty level. Of the 40 million poor, 18 mil-
lion are characterized as living in
“extreme poverty.” Income distribution is
skewed, with the richest 20 percent of the
population in control of 58 percent of the
nation’s wealth, while the poorest 20 per-
cent contro] only 4 percent.

Many of those employed workers, now
estimated at 150,000 per year, will con-
tinue to make their way to the U.S. border,
which remains accessible despite the pas-
sage of immigration-reform legislation and
more rigorous pairoling of the border. Oth-
ers will be absorbed by the so-called infor-
mal sector, or underground economy.
When walking in the streets of Mexico
City, one quickly becomes aware that there
eXists an economy that is not recognized,
licensed, regulated, or “protected” by the
government. Yet in the 1980s, this infor-
mal sector of the economy produced 25 to
35 percent of Mexico's gross domestic

product and served as a shield for millions
of Mexicans who might otherwise have
been reduced to destitution. According to
George Grayson, “Extended families,
which often have several members work-
ing and others hawking lottery tickets or
shining shoes, establish a safety net for up-
ward of one third of the workforce in a
country where social security coverage is
limited and unemployment compensation
is nonexistent.”

FOREIGN POLICY

The problems created -by Mexice's eco-
nomic policy have been balanced by a vis-
ibly successful foreign policy. Historically,
Mexican foreign policy. which is noted for
following an independent course of action,
has been used by the government for do-
mestic purposes. In the 1980s, President
Miguei de la Madrid identified revolution-
ary nationalism as the histerical synthesis,
or melding, of the Mexican people. His-
tory, he argued. taught Mexicans to be na-
tionalist in order to resist external
aggression, and history made Mexico rev-
ctutionary in order to enable it to transform
unequal social and economic structures.
These beliefs, when tied to the formulation
of foreign policy. have fashioned policies
with a definite leftist bias. The country has
often been sympathetic

to social change and has identified, at
least in principle, with revolutionary
causes all over the glebe. The Mexican
government oppoesed the economic and po-
litical isolation of Cuba that was so heartily
endorsed by the United States. [t supported
the Marxist regime of Salvador Allende in
Chile at a time when the United States was
attempting to destabilize his government,
Mexico was one of the first nations to
break relations with President Anastasio
Somoza of Nicaragua and to recognize the
legitimacy of the struggle of the Sandinista
guerrillas. In 1981, Mexico joined with
France in recognizing the opposition frent
and guerrilla coalition in El Salvader. In
the 1990s Mexico, together with several
other Latin American countries, urged a
negotiated solution to the armed conflict in
Central America, It is also likely that Jorge
Castafieda, the new foreign minister, will
become very much involved in regional is-
sues such as the internal conflict in Colom-
bia, probably to the displeasure of the
United States.

Mexico’s lefitst foreign policy balances
conservanve domestic policies. A foreign
policy identified with change and social
justice has the effect of softening the im-
pact of leftist demands in Mexico for land
reform or pelitical change. Mexicans, if
displeased with government domestic pol-
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icies, were soothed by a vigorous foreign
policy that placed Mexico in a leadership
role, often in opposition to the United
States. With Fox as president, there has
been a more centrist position in Mexico’s
foreign policy. especially with regard to
economic-policy formulation and the ne-
gotiation of free-trade agreements.

HARD TIMES

Mexico's future i1s fraught with uncer-
tainty. In December 1994, the economy
collapsed after the governmenit could no
longer sustain an overvalued peso. In just a
few months, the peso fell in value by half,

Timeline: PAST

1519
Heman Corés lands at Vera Cruz

1521
Deslruction of the Aztec Empire

1810
Mexico proctaims its independence from
Spain

1846-1848
War with the United States: Mexico loses
four fifths of its territory

1862-1867
The French take over the Mexican throne
and install Emperor Maximillian

1876-1910
Era of dictator Porfiric Draz:
maodernization

19101917
The Mexican Revolution

19341840
Land distributien under President
Cardenas

1938
Nationalization of foreign petroleum
companies

1955

Women win the right to vote

1968
The Qlympic Games are held in Mexico
City; riots and violence

1980s
Severe economic crisis; the peso is
devalued; inflation soars; the foreign-debt
crisis escaiates ; Maya insurgency in the
state of Chiapas

1990s
NAFTA is passed; the PRI loses ground
in legislative, gubernatorial, and
municipal elections

PRESENT .

2000s
The PRI is gusted from power
Vicente Fox is elected presicent

Presidential elections schaduled for 2006




while the stock market, in terms of the
peso, suffered a 38 percent drop. The crash
was particularly acute because the Salinas
government had not invested foreign aid in
factories and job creation, but had instead
put most of the money into Mexico’s vola-
tile stock market. It then proceeded to
spend Mexico’s reserves to prop up the
peso when the decline gathered momen-
wum. Salinas’s successor, President Ernesto
Zedillo, had to cut public spending, sell
some state-owned indusiries, and place
strict limits on wage and price increases,

To further confound the economic crisis,
the Maya insurgency in Chiapas succeeded
in generating much antigovernment support
in the rest of Mexico. President Zedillo
claimed that the rebels, who call themselves
the Zapatista Army of National Liberation
(EZLN, named for Emiliano Zapata, one of
the peasant leaders of the Mexican Revolu-
tion), were ‘“neither popular, nor indige-
nous, nor from Chiapas.” Nobel Laureate
Octavio Paz condemned the uprising as an
“interruption of Mexico’s ongoing political
and economic liberalization.” The interests
of the EZLN leadership, he said, were those
of intellectuals rather than those of the peas-
antry. In other words. what happened in
Chiapas was an old story of peasant Indians
being used by urban intellectuals—in this
instance, to challenge the PRI Indeed, the
real identity of “Subcomandante Marcos”
was revealed as Rafael Sebastian Guillen
Vicente, a former professor from a rich pro-
vincial family who had worked with Tzotzil
and Tzeltal Maya Indians since 1984,

George Collier, however, argues that the
rebellion is a response to changing govern-
mental policies, agricultural modernization,
and cultural and economic isolation. While
the peasants of central Chiapas profited
from PRI policies, those in the eastern part
of the state were ignored. Thus, the rebel-
lion, in essence, was a demand t© be in-
cluded in the largesse of the state. The
demands of the EZLN were instructive:
democratic reform by the state, limited au-
tonomy for indigenous communities. an an-
tidiscrimination law, teachers, clinics.
doctors, electricity, better housing. child-
care centers, and a radio station for indige-
nous peoples. Only vague statements were
made about subdivision of large ranches.

During the presidential campaign of
2000, Fox promised to address the com-
plaints raised by the EZLN. Legislation in-
troduced in Congress in the spring of 200}
was designed to safeguard and promote the
rights of indigenous peoples. To call atten-
tion to the debate, the Zapatistas, with gov-
emmment protection, embarked on a two-
week-long march to Mexico City. Signifi-
cantly, the marchers carried not only the
flag of the EZLN bur also that of Mexico.
But Congress felt that the legislation could
damage the nation’s unity and harm the in-
terests of local landlords n the south.
When a watered-down version of the legis-
lation was passed, Subcomandante Marcos
vowed to continue the rebellion. President
Fox urged that the talks continue and pub-
licly complained about the congressional
action. This was an astute move, because
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Mexico

the EZLN could lose an important ally if it
adopted an intransigent position.

In summary, the insurgency can be seen
to have several roots and to serve many
purposes. It is far more complex than a
“simple™ uprising of an oppressed people.

THE FUTURE

Journalist Igor Fuser, writing in the Brazil-
ian newsweekly Veja, observed: “For pes-
simists. the implosion of the PRI is the
final ingredient needed to set off an apoca-
lyptic bomb composed of economic reces-
sion, guerrilla war, and the desperation of
millions of Mexicans facing poverty. For
optimists. the unrest is a necessary evil
needed to unmask the most carefully cam-
oulaged dictatorship on the planet.”

The elections of 2000 tore away that
mask, but persistent problems remain. Cor-
ruption, endemic drug-related violence,
poverty, unemgployment and underemploy-
ment, high debt, and infiation are daunting.
President Fox admitted in his state of the
nation address in September 2003 that he
had failed to implement the “historic trans-
formations our times demand.” Congress
has blocked many of his initiatives, the
conflict with the Zapatista of Chiapas con-
tinued to simmer. jobs are being lost 1o the
globalization of the economy. and the PRI
is intent on mounting a comeback in the
presidential elections scheduled for 2006,
Change is critical but the policies of trans-
formation render it problematic.
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Much of Central America shares important historical milestones. In 1821, the states of Guatemala, Honduras, E]l Salvador, Costa Rica, and Nic-
aragua declared themselves independent of Spain. In 1822, they joined the Empire of Mexico; in 1823, they formed the United Provinces of Cen-

tral America. this union lasted until 1838, when each member state severed its relations with the federation and went its own way. Since 1838,

there have been more than 25 atternpts to restore the union—but to no avail
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Central America: Landsin Turmoil

LIFE IN THE MOUTH OF THE VOLCANO

Sons of the Shaking Earth, a well-known study of Middle
america by anthropologist Eric Wolf, captures in its title the
critical interplay between people and the land in Central
America. It asserts that the land is violent and that the inhabit-
ants of the region live in an environment that is often shaken by
natural disaster.

The dominant geographical feature of Central America is the
impressive and forbidding range of volcanic mountains that
runs from Mexico to Panama. These mountains have always
been obstacles to communication, to the cultivation of the land.,
and to the national integration of the countries in which they lie.
The volcanoes rest atop major fault lines; some are dormant,
others are active, and new ones have appeared periodically.
QOver the centuries, eruptions and earthquakes have destroyed
thousands of villages. Some have recovered, but others remain
buried beneath lava and ash. Nearly every Central American
city has been destroyed at one time or another; and some, such
as Managua, Nicaragua, have suffered repeated devastation.

An ancient Indian philosophy speaks of five great periods of
time, each doomed to end in disaster. The fifth period, which is
the time in which we now live, is said to terminate with a world-
destroying earthquake. “Thus,” writes Wolf, “the people of
Middle [Central] America live in the mouth of the velcano.
Middle America ... is one of the proving grounds of humanity.”

Earthquakes and eruptions are not the only natural disasters
that plague the region. Rains fall heavily between May and Oc-
tober each year, and devastating floods are comumon. On the
Caribbean coast, hurricanes often strike in the late summer and
early autumn, threatening coastal cities and leveling crops.

The constant threat of natural disaster has had a deep impact
on Central Americans’ views of life and development. Death
and tragedy have conditioned their attitudes toward the present
and the future.

GEOGRAPHY

The region is not only violent but also diverse. In political
terms, Central America consists of seven independent nations:
Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nica-
ragua, and Panama. With the exception of Costa Rica and
Panama, where national borders coincide with geographical
and human frontiers, political boundaries are artificial and were
marked out in defiance of both the lay of the land and the cul-
tural groupings of the region’s peoples.

Geographically, Central America can be divided inio four
broad zones: Petén—Belize; the Caribbean coasts of Guatemala,
Honduras, and Nicaragua; the Pacific volcanic region; and
Costa Rica—Papama.

The northern Guatemalan territory of Petén and all of Belize
are an extension of Mexico’s Yucatdn Peninsula. The region is
heavily forested with stands of mahogany, cedar, and pine.
whose products are a major source of revenue for Belize.
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The treat of earthquakes and cther natural disasters affects all Centrat
Americans. Above, residents of Guatemala City, Guatemala, begin the
long clean-up process after an earthquake.

The Caribbean lowlands, steamy and disease-ridden, are
sparsely settled. The inhabitants of the Caribbean coast in Nic-
aragua include Miskito Indians and the descendants of English-
speaking blacks who first settled the area in the seventeenth
century. The Hispanic population there was small until re-
cently. Coastal Honduras, however, presents a different pictore.
Because of heavy investments by foreign companies in the re-
gion’s banana industry, it is a pocket of relative prosperity in the
midst of a very poor country whose economy is based on agri-
cultural production and textiles.

The Pacific volcanic highlands are the cultural heartland of
Central America. Here, in highland valleys noted for their
springlike climate, live more than 80 percent of the population
of Central America; here are the largest cities. In cultural terms,
the highlands are home to the whites, mixed bloods, Hispani-
cized Indians known as Ladinos, and pure-blooded Indjans who
are descended from the Maya. These highiand groups form a
striking ethnic contrast to the Indians (such as the Miskito),
mulattos, and blacks of the coastlands. The entire country of El
Salvador falls within this geographical zone. Unlike its neigh-
bors, there is a uniformity o the land and people of El Salvador.



{United Nations photo/Jerry Frank)
Central American Indians are firmly tied to their traditional beliefs and
have strongly resisted the influence of Eurcpean culture, as evidenced
by this Cuna woman ot Panama's Tubala Island.

The fourth region, divided between the nations of Costa Rica
and Panama, constitutes a single geographical unit. Mountains
form the spine of the isthmus. In Costa Rica, the Central Mesa
has attracted 70 percent of the nation’s population, because of
its agreeable climate.

CLIMATE AND CULTURE

The geographic and biological diversity of Central America—
with its cool highlands and steaming lowlands, its incredible
variety of microclimates and environments, its seemingly infi-
nite types of flora and fauna, and its mineral wealth—has been
a major factor in setting the course of the cultural history of
Central America. Before the Spanish conquest, the environ-
mental diversity favored the cultural cohesion of peoples. The
products of one environmental niche could easily be exchanged
for the products of another. In a sense, valley people and those
living higher up in the mountains depended on one another.
Here was one of the bases for the establishment of the advanced
culture of the Maya.

The cultural history of Central America has focused on the
densely populated highlands and Pacific plains—those areas
most favorable for human occupation. Spaniards settled in the
same regions, and centers of national life are located there
today. But if geography has been a factor in bringing peoples to-
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gether on a local level, it has also contributed to the formation
of regional differences, loyalties, interests, and jealousies. Nej-
ther Maya rulers nor Spanish bureaucrats could triumph over
the natural obstacies presented by the region’s harsh geography,
The mountains and rain forests have mocked numerous at-
tempts to create a single Central American state.

CULTURES IN CONFLICT

Although physical geography has interacted with culture. the
contact between Indians and Spaniards since the sixteenth cen-
tury has profoundly shaped the cultural face of today’s Central
America. Accerding to historian Ralph Woodward, the reli-
gious traditions of the indigenous peoples, with Christianity im-
perfectly superimposed over them, “together with the violence
of the Conquest and the centuries of slavery or serfdom which
tollowed, lteft clear impressions on the personality and men-
tality of the Central American Indian.”

To outsiders, the Indians often appear docile and obedient to
authority, but beneath rthis mask may lie intense emotions, in-
cluding distrust and bitteiness. The Indians’ vision is usually
local and oriented toward the village and family: they do not
identify themselves as Guatemalan or Nicaraguan. When chal-
lenged, Indians have fought to defend their rights. and a long
succession of rebellions from colonial days until the present at-
tests to their sense of what is just and what is not. The Indians,
firmly tied to their traditional beliefs and values, have tried to
resist modernization, despite government programs and poli-
cies designed to counter what urbanized whites perceive as
backwardness and superstition.

Population growth, rather than government programs and
policies, has had a great impact on the region’s Indian peoples
and has already resulted in the recasting of cultural traditions.
Peasant villages in much of Central America have traditionally
organized their ritual life around the principle of mayvordomia,
or sponsorship. Waldemar Smith, an anthropologist who has
explored the refationship between the fiesta (ceremony) system
and economic change, has shown the impact of changing cir-
cumstances on traditional systems. In any Central American
community in any given year, certain families are appointed
mavyordemas, or stewards. of the village saints; they are respon-
sible for organizing and paying lor the celebrations in their
names. This responsibility ordinarily lasts for a year. One of the
outsianding features of the fiesta system is the phenomenal
costs that the designated family must bear. An individual might
have to expend the equivalent of a year’s earnings or more to act
as a spensor in a community fiesta. Psychological and social
burdens must also be borne by the mayordomos, for they repre-
sent their community before its saints. Mayordomos, who in es-
sence are priests for a year, are commonly expected to refrain
from sexual activity for long periods as well as to devote much
time to ritual forms.

The oftice. while highly prestigious, can also be dangerous.
Maya Indians. for example. believe that the saints use the
weather as a weapon 1o punish transgressions. and extreme
weather is often traced to ritnal error or sins on the part of the
mayordomo, who might on such occasions actually be jailed.

Since the late 1960s. the socioeconomic structure of much of
ihe area heavily populated by Indians has changed. forcing



changes in traditional cultural forms, including the fiesta
system. Expansion of markets and educational opportunity, the
absorption of much of the workforce in seasonal plantation
1abor, more efficient transportation systems, and population
grthh have precipitated change. Traditional festivals in honor
of a community’s saints have significantly diminished in im-
portance in a number of towns. Costs have been reduced or sev-
eral families have been made responsible for fiesta sponsorship.
This reflects not only modernization but also crisis. Some com-
munities have become too poor to support themselves—and the
expensive fiestas have, naturally, suffered.

This increasing poverty is driven in part by population
growth, which has exerted tremendous pressure on people’s ac-
cess to land. Families that cannot be sustained on traditional
lands must now seek seasonal wage labor on sugarcane, coftee,
or cotton plantations. Others emigrate. The net result is a culture
under siege. Thus, while the fiestas may not vanish, they are
surely in the process of change.

The Ladino Worid

The word Ladino can be traced back to the Roman occupation of
Spain. It referred to someone who had been “Latinized™” and was
therefore wise in the ways of the world. The word has several
meanings in Central America. In Guatemala, it refers to a person of
mixed blood, or Mesrizo. In most of the rest of Central America,
however, it refers to an Indian who has adopted white culture.

The Ladinos are caught between two culwures, both of which
initially rejected them. The Ladinos attempted to compensate
for their lack of cultural roots and cultural identity by aggres-
sively carving out a place in Central American society. Often
acutely status-conscious, Ladinos typically contrast sharply
with the Indians they physically resemble. Ladinos congregate
in the larger towns and ciiies, speak Spanish, and seek a liveli-
hood as shopkeepers or landowners. They compose the local
elite in Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, and E! Salvador (the
latter country was almost entirely Ladinoized by the end of the
nineteenth century), and they usually control regional politics,
They are often the most aggressive members of the community,
driven by the desire for self-advancement. Their vision is fre-
quently much broader than that of the Indian; they have a per-
spective that includes the capital city and the nation. The vast
majority of the population speak Spanish; few villages retain
the use of their original, native tongues.

The Elite

For the elite, who are culturally “white,” the city dominates
their social and cultural horizons. For them, the world of the In-
dian is unimportant—save for the difficult questions of social
integration and modernization. Businesspeople and bureau-
crats, absentee landlords, and the professional class of doctors,
lawyers, and engineers constitute an urban elite who are cosmo-
politan and sophisticated, Wealth, status, and “good blood™ are
the keys to elite membership.

The Disadvantaged

The cities have also attracted disadvantaged people who have
migrated from poverty-stricken rural regions in search of eco-
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(United Nations phota)
Many Ceniral Americans migrate from rural areas to the urban centers,
but it is frequently beyond the capacity of urban areas ic support them.
The child pictured above has to get the family's water from a single, un-
sanitary community tap.

nomic opportunity. Many are self-employed as peddlers, small-
scale traders, or independent craftspeople. Others seek low-
paving, unskilled positions in industry. construction work, and
transportation. Most live on the edge of poverty and are the first
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The migration of poor rural people to Central American urban centers has caused large numbers of squatters 1o take up residence in slums. The
crowded conditions in urban El Salvador, as shown in this photograph, are typical results of this phenomenon.

to suffer in times of economic recession. But there exist His- territory to the extent that El Saivador does. Most of the land is
panic institutions in this harsh world that help people of all still privately owned and is devoted to cattle farming or to
classes to adjust. In each of the capital cities of Central raising cotton and coffee for the export market. There is not
America, lower-sector people seek help and sustenance from enough land to provide crops for a population that has grown at

the more advantaged elements in society. They form economic one of the most rapid rates in the Western Hemisphere, There
and social alliances that are mutually beneficial. For example, a are no unpopulated lands left to occupy. Agrarian reform, even

tradesman might approach a well-to-do merchant and seek ad- if successful, will still leave hundreds of thousands of peasants
vice or a small loan. In return, he can offer guaranteed service, without land.
a steady supply of crafts for the wholesaler, and a price that is Many Salvadorans have moved to the capital city of San Sal-
right. It is a world built on mutual exchanges. vadlor in search of employment. Others have crossed into neigh-
These networks, when they function, bind societies together ~ boring countries. In the 1960s, thousands moved to Honduras,
and ease the alienation and isolation of the less advantaged in- where they settled on the land or were attracted to commerce
habitants. Of course, networks that cut through class lines can ~ and industry. By the end of that decade, more than 75 percent
effectively limit class action in pursuit of reforms; and, in many ot all foreigners living in Honduras had crossed the border from
instances, the networks do not exist or are exploitive. El' Salvador. Hondurans. increasingly concerned by the

growing presence of Salvadorans, acted to stem the flow and
passed restrictive and discriminatory legislation against the im-
POPULATION MOVEMENT migrants. The tension, an ill-defined border, and festering ani-

mosity ultimately brought about a brief war between Honduras

For many years, Central Americans have been peoples in motion. and El Salvador in 1969,

Migrants who have moved from rura) areas into the cities have Honduras, with a low population density (about 139 per-
_ often been driven from lands they once owned, ¢ither becanse of sons per square mile, as compared to El Salvador's 721), has

the expansion of landed estates at the expense of the smaller land- attracted population not only from neighboring countries but

holdings, POPUQ“'OH pressure, or division of the land into plots 5o also from the Caribbean. Black migrants from the “West In-
small that subsistence farming is no longer possible. Others have dian” Caribbean islands known as the Antilles have been par-

moved to the cities in search of a better life. ticularly atzracted to Honduras's north coast, where they have
Population pressure on the land is most intense in El Sal- been able to find employment on banana plantations or in the
vador. No other Latin American state utilizes the whole of its light industry that has increasingly been established in the
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Gt{atema!a, City, Guatemala, has attracted numerous people from poverty-
stricken rural regions in search of economic opportunities. Many are
self-employed as peddlers, small-scale traders, or independent crafts-
beople. These Guatemalan Indians are buying househoid supplies in a
Makeshifi outdoor market.
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area. The presence of these Caribbean peoples in moderate
numbers has more sharply focused regional differences in
Honduras. The coast, in many respects. is Caribbean in its
peoples’ identity and outlook: while peoples of the highlands
of the interior identify with the capital city of Tegucigalpa,
which is Hispanic in culture.

THE REFUGEE PROBLEM

Recent turmoil in Central America created yet another group of
people on the move—refugees from the fighting in their own
countries or from the persecution by extremists of the political
left and right. For example, thousands of Salvadorans crowded
into Honduras’s western province. In the south, Miskito In-
dians, fleeing from Nicaragua's Sandinista government,
crossed the Rio Cocoin large numbers. Additional thousands of
armed Nicaraguan counterrevolutionaries camped along the
border, Only in 1990-1991 did significant numbers of Salva-
dorans move back to their homeland. With the declared truce
between Sandinistas and Contras and the election victory of Vi-
oleta Chamorro. Nicaraguan refugees were gradually repatri-
ated. Guatemalan Indians sought refuge in southern Mexice,
and Central Americans of all nationalities resettled in Costa
Rica and Belize.

El Salvadorans, who began to emigrate to the United States
in the 1960s. did so in much greater numbers with the onset of
the El Salvadoran Civil War, which killed approximately
70,000 people and displaced about 25 percent of the nation’s
populatign. The Urban Institute, a Washington, D.C —based re-
search group, estimated in 1986 that there were then about %
million El Salvadorans—of & total population of just over 5 mil-
lion—living in the United States. Those emigrants became a
major source of dollars for Et Salvador; it is estimated that they
now send home about $500 million a year.

While that money has undoubtedly helped to keep the na-
tion’s economy above water, it has also generated. paradoxi-
cally. @ good deal of anti-U.S. sentiment in El Salvador.
Lindsey Gruson, a reparter for The New York Times, studied the
impact of expatriate dollars in Intipuca, a town 100 miles south-
west of the capital, and concluded that they had a profound im-
pact on Intipugueno culture. The influx of money was an
incentive not to work, and townspeople said that the “fiee” dol-
lars “perverted cherished values” and were “breaking up many
families.”

THE ROOTS OF VIOLENCE

Central America still feels the effects of civil war and violence.
Armies, guerrillas, and terrorists of the political left and right
have exacted a high toll on human lives and property. The civil
wars and guerrilla movements thas spread violence to the region
sprang from each of the societies in question,

A critical societal factor was {and remains) the emergence of
a middle ciass in Central America. In some respects. people of
the middle class resemble the Mestizos or Ladinos, in that their
wealth and position have placed them above the masses. But,
like the Mestizos and Ladinos. they have been denied access to
the upper reaches of pewer, which is the special preserve of the
elite. Since World War IL it has been members of the middle
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class who have called for reform and a more equitable distribu-
tion of the national wealth. They have also attempted to forge
alliances of opportunity with workers and peasants.

NMationalistic, assertive, restless, ambitious, and, to an extent,
ruthless, people of the middle class (professionals, intellectuals,
junior officers in the armed forces, office workers, business-
people, teachers, students, and skilled workers} demand a
greater voice in the political world. They want governments
that are responsive to their interests and needs; and. when gov-
ernments have proven unresponsive or hostile, elements of the
middle c¢lass have chosen confrontation.

In the civil war that removed the Somoza family from
power in Nicaragua in 1979, for example, the middle class
played a critical leadership role. Guerrilla leaders in El Sal-
vador were middle class in terms of their social origins, and
there was significant middle-class participation in the unrest
in Guatemala.

Indeed, Central America’s middle class is among the most
revolutionary greups in the region. Although middle-class
people are well represented in antigovernment forces, they also
resist changes that would tend to elevate those below them on
the social scale. They are also significantly represented among
right-wing groups, whose reputation for conservative views is
accompanied by systematic terror.

Other societal factors also figure prominently in the viclence
in Central America. The rapid growth of population since the
1960s has severely strained each nation’s resources. Many rural
areas have become overpopulated, poor agricultural practices
have caused extensive soil erosion, the amount of land available
to subsistence farmers is inadequate, and poverty and misery
are pervasive. These problems have combined to compel rural
peoples to migrate to the cities or to whatever frontier lands are
still available. In Guatemala, government policy drove Indians
from ancestral villages in the highlands to “resettlement” vil-
lages in the low-lying, forested Petén to the north. Indians dis-
placed in this manner often—not surprisingly—joined guerrilla
movements. They were not attracted to insurgency by the allure
of socialist or communist ideology; they simply responded to
violence and the loss of their lands with violence against the
governments that pursued such policies.

The conflict in this region does not always pit landless, im-
poverished peasants against an unyielding elite. Some members
of the elite see the need for change. Most peasants have not
taken up arms, and the vast majority wish to be left in peace.
Others who desire change may be found in the ranks of the mil-
itary or within the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church. Re-
formers are drawn from all sectors of society. It is thus more
appropriate to view the conflict in Central America as a civil
war rather than a class struggle, as civil wars cut through the en-
tire fabric of a nation.

Much of today’s criminal violence in urban areas of Central
America, and particularly in El Salvador and Honduras. is a di-
rect consequence of the years of civil war. Young children of
refugees, who relocated to large United States cities as adoles-
cents, often imitated the gang culture to which they were ex-
posed. When they returned to Central America and encountered
a society that they did not recognize, they could not find jobs
and the gang culture was replicated.
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ECONOMIC PROBLEMS

Central American economies, always fragile, have in recent
vears been plagued by a combination of vexing problems. Foy-
eign debt, inflation, currency devaluations, recession, and, in
some instances, outside interference have had deleterious ef-
fects on the standard of living in all the countries, Civil war, in-
surgency, corruption and mismanagement, and population
growth have added fuel to the crisis—not only in the region’s
ecenomies but also in their societies. Nature, too has played an
important contributery rofe in the region’s economic and socia)
malaise. Hurricane Mitch, which struck Central American in
1998, killed thousands, destroyed crops and property, and dis-
rupted the infrastructure of roads and bridges in Honduras, Nic-
aragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador.

Civil war in El Salvador brought unprecedented death and
destruction and was Jargely responsible for econoric deteriora-
tion and a decline of well over one third of per capita income
from 1980 to 1992. Today. fully two thirds of the working-age
population are either unemployed or underemployed. The
struggle of the Sandinista government of Nicaragua againsg
U.S.—sponsored rebels routinely consumed 60 percent of gov-
emment spending; even with peace, much of the budget was
carmarked for economic recovery, In Guatemala, a savage civil
war lasted more than a generation; took more than 140,000
lives; strained the economy; depressed wages; and lett unad-
dressed pressing social problems in education, housing, and
welfare. Although the violence has subsided, the lingering fears
conditioned by that violence have not. U.S. efforts to force the
ouster of Panamanian strongman Manuvel Antonio Noriega
through the application of economic sanctions probably harmed
middle-class businesspeople in Panama more than Noriega.

Against this backdrop of economic malaise there have been
some creative attempts to solve, or at least to confront, pressing
problems. In 1987, the Costa Rican government proposed a se-
ries of debt-for-nature swaps to international conservation
groups, such as the Nature Conservancy. The first of the trans-
actions took place in 1983, when several organizations pur-
chased more than $3 million of Costa Rica’s foreign debt at 17
percent of face value. The plan called for the government to ex-
change with the organizations part of Costa Rica’s external debt
tor government bonds: the conservation groups would then in-
vest the earnings of the bonds in the management and protection
of Costa Rican nationa! parks. According to the National Wild-
life Federation, while debt-for-nature swaps are not a cure-all
for the Latin American debt crisis, at least the swaps can go
some distance toward protecting natural resources and encour-
aging ecologically sound, long-term economic development.

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL DIMENSIONS
OF CONFLICT

The continuing viclence in much of Central America suggests
that internal dynamies are perhaps more important than the
overweening roles formerly ascribed to Havana, Moscow, and
Washington. The removal of foreign “actors” from the stage
fays bare the real reasons for violence in the region: injustice,
power. greed, revenge, and racial and ethnic discrimination.
Havana. Moscow, and Washington, among others, merely used




Central American violence in pursuit of larger policy goals.
And Central American governments and guerrilla groups were
equally adept at using foreign powers to advance their own in-
(erests, be they revolutionary or reactionary.

Panama offers an interesting scenario in this regard. It, like
the rest of Central America, is a poor nation comprised of sub-
sistence farmers, rural laborers, urban workers, and unem-
ployed and underemployed people dwelling in the shantytowns
ringing the larger cities. For years, the pressures for reform in
panama were skillfully rechanneled by the ruling elite toward

[
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Central America:

the issue of the Panama Canal. Frustration and anger were de-
flected from the government, and an outdated social structure
was altributed to the presence of a foreign power—the United
States—in what Panamanians regarded as their territory.
Central America, in summary, is a region of diverse geog-
raphy and is home to peoples of many cultures. It is a region of
strong local loyalties; its problems are profound and perplexing.
The violence of the land is matched by the violence of its peo-
ples as they fight for something as noble as justice or human
rights, or as ignoble as political power or self-promotion.



El Salvador (Republic of El Salvador)
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El Salvador Satistics

GEOGRAPHY

Area in Square Miles (Kilometers): 8,292
(21,476) (about the size of

Envirenmental Concerns. deforestation;
soil erosion: water pollution: soil
contamination

Geographical Features. ahot coastal plain

Massachusetts) in south rises to a cooler plateau and
Capital (Population): San Salvador valley region: mountainous in north,
(1,214,000} including many volcanoes
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Climare: tropical; distinet wet and dry
SEasONs

PEOPLE

Population
Total: 6,587,541



GLOBAL STUDIES with ANNUAL EDITIONS

Annual Growth Rate: 1.78%

Rural/Urban Population Ratio: 55/45

Ethnic Makeup: 94% Mestizo;
Amerindian 1% white; 9%

Major Language: Spanish

Religions: 75% Roman Catholic; 25%
Protestant groups

Health

Life Expectancy at Birth: 67 ygars (male).
74 years (female)

Infant Montality Rate (Ratio): 25.93/1,000

Physicians Available (Ratio): 1/1,219

Education

Adult Literacy Rate: 80.2%
Compulsory (Ages): 7-16; free

COMMUNICATION

Telephones: 483,000 main lines

Daily Newspaper Circulation: 53 per
1,000 people

Televisions: 91 per 1,000

Internet Users: 4 (2000)

TRANSPORTATION

Highways in Miles (Kilometers): 6,196
(9,977)

Railrpads in Miles {Kilomerers): 374 (602)

Usable Airfields: 85

Motor Vehicles in Use: 80.000

GOVERNMENT

Type: republic

Independence Dater September 15, 1821
(from Spain)

Head of State/Gaovernnienr: President
Francisco Flores is both head of state and
head of government

Political Parries: Farabundo Marti
National Liberation Front: National
Republican Alliance; National
Conciliation Party; Christian Democratic
Party; Democratic Convergence: others

Suffrage: universal at 18

MILITARY
Military Expenditures (% of GDP): 115
Current Dispittes: border disputes

El Salvador Country Report

ECONOMY

Currency (§ U.S. Equivalent): U.S. Dollar

Per Capita Income/GDP: $4,8300/$30.99
billion

GDP Growth Rare: 1 4%

Inflation Rare: 2.1%

Unemployment Rare: 6.5%

Labor Force: 2.350.000

Natural Resources: hydropower;
geothermal power; petroleum; arable lang

Agriculinre. coffee: sugarcane; corn; rige;
beans; oilseed; cotton; sorghum; beef:
dairy products; shrimp

Industry: food processing: beverages;
petroleum; chemicals; fertilizer; textiles;
furniture; light metals

Exporrs: $3.2 bitlion (primary pariners
United States, Guatemala, Germany}

Tmpores: $5.5 billion (primary partners
United States, Guatemala, Mexico)

SUGGESTED WEBSITE

hetp://cia.gov/cia/publications/
factbook/index . html

EL SALVADOR: A TROUBLED LAND

El Salvador, a small country, was engaged
until 1992 in a civit war that cut through
class lines, divided the military and the Ro-
man Catholic Church, and severely dam-
aged the social and economic fabric of the
nation. It was the latest in a long series of
violent sociopolitical eruptions that have
plagued the country since its independence
in 1821.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury, large plantation owners—spurred by
the sharp increase in the world demand for
coffee and other products of tropical agri-
culture—expanded their lands and estates.
Most of the new land was purchased or
taken from Indians and Mestizos (those of
mixed white and Indian blood), who, on
five occasions between 1872 and 1898,
took up arms in futile attempts to preserve
their land. The once-independent Indians
and Mestizos were reduced to becoming
tenant farmers, sharecroppers, day labor-
ers, or peons on the large estates. Indians,
when deprived of their lands, also lost
much of their cultural and ethnic distinc-
tiveness. Today, El Salvador is an over-
whelmingly Mestizo society.

The uprooted peasantry was controlled in
a variety of ways. Some landowners played
the role of patrdn and assured workers the
basic necessities of ife in retumn for their la-

bor. Laws against “vagabonds™ (those who,
when stopped by rural police, did not have a
certain amount of money in their pockets)
assured plantation owners a workforce and
discouraged peasant mobility.

To enforce order further, a series of secu-
rity organizations—the National Guard. the
Natienal Police, and the Treasury Police—
were created by ihe central government.
Many of these security personnel actually
lived on the plantations and estates and fol-
lowed the orders of the owner. Although
protection of the economic system was their
primary function, over time elements of
these organizations became privaie armies.

DEVELOPMENT

Since 1991, the government has
been able to attract substantiai
investment in a new industry of
low-wage, duty-free assembly
plants patterned after the maguiladora
industries along Mexico's border with the
United States. Advantageous tax laws and a
free-market climate faverable to business are
central to the government's development

policy.

This phenomenon lay at the heart of
much of the “unofficial” violence in El Sal-
vador in recent years. In Salvadoran soci-
ety, personal lovalties to relatives or local
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strongmen competed with and often super-
seded loyalty to government officials. Be-
cause of this, the government was unable to
contro! some elements within its security
forces.

In an analysis of the Salvadoran Civil
War, it is tempting to place the rich, right-
wing landowners and their military allies
on one side; and the poor, the peasantry,
and the guerrillas on the other. Such a divi-
sion 1s artificial, however, and fails to re-
flect the compiexities of the conflict.
Granted, the military and landowners had
enjoyed a mutually beneficial partnership
since 1945, But there were liberal and con-
servative factions within the armed forces,
and, since the 1940s, there had been some
movement toward needed social and eco-
nomic reforms, it was a military regime in
1949 that put into effect the country's first
social-security legislation. In 1950, a Con-
stitution was established that provided for
public-health programs, women's suffrage,
and extended social-security coverage. The
reformist impulse continued in the 1960s.
when it became legal to organize opposi-
tion political parties.

A TIME FOR CHANGE

Food production increased in the 1970s by
44 percent, a growih that was second in
Latin America onty to Brazil’s. Although
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much of the food grown was exported to
world markets, some of the revenue gener-
aied was used for social programs in El
Satvador. Life expectancy increased. the
geath rate fell, illiteracy declined, and the
ercentage of government expenditures on
public health, housing, and education was
among the highest in Latin America,

The programs and reforms, in classic
Hispanic form, were generated by the up-
per classes. The elite believed that state-
sponsorcd changes could be controlled in
such a way that traditional balances in so-
ciety would remain intact and elite domina-
tion of the government would be assured.

The origin of El Salvador’s Civil War
may be traced to 1972, when the Christian
Demoecratic candidate for president, José
Napoledn Duarte, is believed to have won
the popular vote but was deprived of his
victory when the army declared the results
false and handed the victory to its own can-
didate, Impatient and frustrated, middle-
class politicians and student leaders from
the opposition began to consider more
forceful ways to oust the ruling class,

By 1979, guerrilla groups had become
well established in rural El Salvador, and
some younger army officers grew con-
cerned that a successful left-wing popular
revolt was a distinct possibility. Rather
than wait for revolution from below, which

might result in the destruction of the mili-
tary as an institution, the officers chose to
seize power in a coup and manipulate
change from above. Once in power, this
Junta, or ruling hody. moved quickly to
transform the structure of Salvadoran soci-
ety. A land-reform program, originally de-
veloped by civilian refermers and Roman
Catholic clergy. was adopted by the mili-
tary. It would give the campesinos (“peas-
ants™) not only land but also status, dignity.
and respect.

The end of the Civil War brought

Mews from acress the political
journalists seem to be the target of an
widespread. Judges often dismiss rape cases

FREEDOM

an overall improvement in

human rights in El Salvador.
spectrum, often critical of the government, is
reported in El Salvador, although foreign
unusually high level of muggings, robberies,
and burglaries. Violence against women is
on the pretext that the victim provoked the
crime.

In 1ts first vear. 1980, the land-reform
program had a tremendous impact on the
landowning elite-—37 percent of the lands
preducing cotton and 34 percent of the
coffee-growing lands were confiscated by

El Salvador

the government and redistributed. The
junta also nationalized the banks and as-
sumed control of the sale of coffee and
sugar. Within months, however, several
peasant members of the new cooperatives
and the government agricultural advisers
sent to help them were gunned down. The
violence spread. Some of the killings were
attributed to government security men in
the pay of dispossessed landowners, but
most of the killings may have been com-
mitted by the army.

In the opinion of a land-reform program
ofticial, the army was corrupt and had re-
trned to the cooperatives that it had
helped o establish in order o demand
money for protection and bribes. When the
peasants refusad. elemems within the army
inftiated a reign of terror against them.

In 1989. further deterioration of the
land-reform program was brought about by
Supreme Court decisions and by policies
adopted by the newly elected rightwing
government of President Alfredo Cristiani.
Former landowners who had bad property
taken for redistribution to peasants suc-
cesstully argued that seizures under the
land reform were illegal. Subsequently,
five successive land-referm cases were de-
cided by the Supreme Court in favor of
former property owners.

Naticns photo}
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(Y. Nagata/PAS United

Civil strife disrupted much of El Salvador's agrarian preduction, and a lack of fishery planning necessitated importing from other parts
of the world. With a new and efficient program to take advantage of fish in domestic waters, E! Salvador has been able to develop an

effective food industry from the sea.
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Cristiant, whose right-wing National Re-
publican Alliance Farty (ARENA) fought
hard against land reform, would not directly
attack the land-reform program—only be-
cause such a move would further alienate
rura] peasants and drive them into the arms
of left-wing guerrillas. Instead, Cristiani fa-
vored the reconstitution of collective farms
as private plots. Such a move, according to
the government, would improve productiv-
ity and put an end to what authorities per-
ceived as a form of U.S~imposed
“socialism.” Critics of the government's
policy charged that the privatization plan
would ultimately result in the demise of land
reform altogether.

Yet another problem was that many of
the collectives established under the re-
form were (and remain) badly in debt. A
1986 study by the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development reported that 95 per-
cent of the cooperatives could not pay
interest on the debt they were forced to ac-
quire to compensate the landlords. New
York Times reporter Lindsey Gruson noted
that the world surplus of agricultural prod-
ucts as well as mismanagement by peasants
who suddenly found themselves in the un-
familiar role of owners were a large part of
the reason for the failures. But the govern-
ment did not help. Technical assistance
was not provided, and the tremendous debt
gave the cooperalives a poor credit rating,
which made it difficult for them to secure
needed fertilizer and pesticides.

Declining yields and, for many families,
lives of increasing desperation have been
the result. Some peasants must leave the
land and sell their plots to the highest bid-
der. This will ultimately bring about a re-
concentration of land in the hands of
former landlords.

HEALTH/WELFARE

Many Salvadorans sufier from
parasites and malnutrition. El
Salvador has one of the highest
infant mortality rates in the
Western Hemisphere, largely because of
poliuted water. Potable water is readily
available to only 10% of the population.

Other prime farmland lay untended be-
cause of the Civil War. Violence drove
many peasants from the land to the slums
of the larger cities. And free-fire zones es-
tablished by the military (in an effort to de-
stroy the guerrillas’® popular base) and
guerrilla attacks against cooperatives (in an
effort to sabotage the economy and further
destabilize the country) had a common vic-
tim: the peasantry.

Some cooperatives and individual fami-
lies failed to bring the land to flower be-

cause of the poor quality of the soil they
inherited. Reporter Grusaon told the story of
one family, which was, unfortunately. all
too common:

Tosé ... veceived 1.7 acres on a rock-
pocked slope an hour’s walk from his
small shack. José ... used 1o sell
some of his beans and rice to raise a
little cash. But year after year his
yields have declined. Since he cannot
afford fertilizers or insecticides. the
corn that survives the torrential rainy
scasont produces pest-infesied ears
the size of a baby’s foot. Now, he has
trouble feeding his wife and seven
children.

“The land is no good,” he said.
“I've been working it for 12 years
and my life has gotten worse every
vear, I don’t have anywhere (o go,
but I'1] have (o leave socon.”

After the coup. several governments
came and went. The original reformers re-
tired, went into exile, or went over 1o the
guerrillas, The Civil War continued into
1992, when a United Nations—mediated
cease-fire took effect. The extreme right
and left regularly utilized assassination Lo
eliminate or terrorize both each other and
the voices of moderation who still dared to
speak out. The death squads and guerrillas
claimed their wvictims from all social
classes, Some leaders, such as former pres-
ident Duarte, described a culture of vio-
lence in El Salvador that had become part
of the national characier.

HUMAN-RIGHTS ISSUES

Through 1992, human-rights abuses still
occurred on a wide scale in El Salvador.
Public order was constantly disrupted by
military operations, guerrilla raids, fac-
tional hatreds. acts of revenge, personal
grudges, pervasive fear, and a sense of un-
certainty about the future. State-of-siege
decrees suspended all constitutional rights
to freedom of speech and press. However,
self-censorship. both in the media and by
individuals, out of fear of violent reprisals,
was the leading coastraint on {ree expres-
sion in El Salvador.

Release of the report in 1993 by the
UN’s *Truth Commission.” a special body
entrusted with the investigation of human-
rights violations in El Salvador, prompted
the right wing—dominated Congress to ap-
prove an amnesty for ihose named. But
progress has been made in other arcas. The
National Police have been separated from
the Defense Ministry: and the National
Guard, Civil Defense forces, and the noto-
rious Treasury Police have been abolished.
A new National Civilian Police. comprised
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of 20 percent of National Police, 20 percey,
former Farabundo Marti National Libep,,
tion Front (FMLN) guerrilias, and 60 pe.
cent with no involvement on either side i,
the Civil War, was instituted in 1994,

In El Salvador, as elsewhere in Laty
America, the Roman Catholic Church wy
divided. The majority of Church officialg
backed government policy and supporteq
the United States’ contention that the vig.
lence in El Salvador was due to Cubap.
backed subversion. Other clergy strongly
disagreed and argued convincingly that the
violence was deeply rooted in historical so.
cial injustice.

ACHIEVEMENTS

Despite the violence of war,
political power has been

!i‘.._J transferred via elections at bath
: the municipal and national ievels,
Elections have heiped lo establish the
legitimacy of civilian leaders in a region usuaily
dominated by military regimes.

Another endemic problem that con-
fronts postwar El Salvador is widespread
corruption. It is a human-rights issue be-
cause corruption and its attendant misuse
of scarce rescurces contribute to persistent
or increased poverty and undermine the
credibility and stability of government at
all levels, According to the nonprofit
watchdog group Probidad, “El Salvador
has a long history of corruption. ... Before
the first of many devastating earthquakes
on January 13, 2001, El Salvador was the
third poorest country in Latin America....
Influence peddling between construction
companies and their friends and families in
government and other corrupt practices re-
sulted in many unnecessary deaths, infra-
struciure damage, and irregularities in
humanitarian assistance distribution.”

GOVERNANCE

The election to the presidency of José Na-
poleén Duarte in 1984 was an important
first step in establishing the legitimacy of
government in El Salvador, as were munic-
ipal elections in 1985. The United States
supported Duarte as a representative of the
“democratic” middle ground between the
guerrillas of the FMLN and the right-wing
ARENA party. Ironically, U.S. policy in
fact undermined Duarte’s claims to legiti-
macy and created a widespread impression
that he was little more than a too! for U.S.
interests,

Yet while the transfer of power to Pres-
ident Cristiani via the electoral process in
1989 reflected the will of those whe
voted. it did not augur well for the lessen-
ing of human-rights abuses. With respect



1o the guerrillas of the FMLN, Cristiani
made it clear that the government would
cet the terms for any talks about ending
the Civil War, For its part, the FMLN
warned that it would make the country
“ungovernable.” In effect, then, the 1989
election results polarized the country’s
olitical life even more.

After several unsuccessful efforts to
bring the government and the guerrillas to
the negotiating table, the two sides reached
a tentative agreement on constitutional re-
forms in April 1991 at a UN-sponsored
meeting in Mexico City. The military, judi-
cial system, and ¢lectoral process were all
singled out for sweeping changes. By Oc-
tober, the FMLN had promised to lay down
its arms; and near midnight on December
31, the final points of a peace accord were
agreed upon. Final refinements of the
agreement were drawn up in New York,
and a formal signing ceremony was staged
in Mexico City on January 16, 1992. The
official cease-fire took effect February 1,
ending the 12-year Civil War that had
claimed more than 70,000 lives and given
El Salvador the reputation of a bloody and
abusive country.

Implementation of the agreement
reached between the government and the
FMLN has proven contentious. “But,” ac-
cording to Boston Globe correspondent
Pamela Constable, “a combination of war-
weariness and growing pragmatism among
leaders of all persuasions suggests that
once-bitter adversaries have begun to de-
velop a modus vivendi.”

President Cristiani reduced the strength
of the army from 63,000 to 31,500 by Feb-
ruary 1993, earlier than provided for by the
agreement; and the class of officers known
as the fondona, who had long dominated
the military and were likely responsible for
human-rights abuses, were forcibly retired
by the president on June 30, 1993. Land,

judicial, and electoral reforms followed.
Despite perhaps inevitable setbacks be-
cause of the legacy of violence and bitter-
ness, editor Juan Comas wrote that “most
analysts are inclined to believe that El Sal-
vador’s hour of madness has passed and
the country is now on the road to hope.”

In 1998, President Armande Calderdn
Sol surprised both supporters and oppo-
nents when he launched a beld program of
reforms. The first three years of his admin-
istration had been characterized by indeci-
sion. Political scientist Tommie Sue
Montgomery noted that his “reputation for
espousing as policy the last viewpoint he
has heard has produced in civil society
both heartburn and black humor”™ But a
combination of factors created new oppor-
tunities for Calderdn. The former guerrillas
of the FMLN were divided and failed to
take advantage of ARENA’s apparent
weak leadership; a UN-sponsored pro-
gram of reconstruction and reconciliation
was shoit of funds and, by 1995, had lost
momentum; and presidential elections
were looming in 1999, A dozen years of
war had left the economic infrastructure in
disarray. The economy had. at best. re-
mained static, and while the war raged,
there had been no attempt to modernize.
During his final year in office, Calderdn
developed reform policies of moderniza-
tion, privatization, and free-market compe-
tition. Interestingly. his reformis generated
opposition from former guerrillas, who are
now represented in the Legislature by the
FMLN, as well as from some members of
the traditional conservative econormic elite.

Perhaps one result of Calderdn’s reforms
was the decisive victory of ARENA at the
polls in 1999, and again in 2004. The FMLN,
on the other hand, won municipal and legis-
lative elections in 2003, which gave them the
fargest voting bloc in congress.

El Salvador

Serious problems remain. Haif of the
population five in poverty and the devastat-
ing earthquake of 2001 left a million home-
less. A BBC report notes: “Poverty, civil
war, natural disaster, and consequent dislo-
cations have left their mark on ... society,
which 1s among the most violent and crime
ridden in the Americas.”

Timeline: PAST

1524
Present-day El Salvador is occupied by
Spanish settlers from Mexico

1821
Independence from Spain is declared

1822
E! Salvador is part of the United
Provinces of Central America

1838
El Salvador becomes independent as a
separate state

1969
A brief war between El Salvador and
Honduras

1970
Guerrilla warfare in El Salvador

1979
Army officers seize power in a coup: Civil
War

1990s
A cease-fire takes effect on February 1,
1992, officially ending the Civil War

PRESENT |

;o |

2000s
Earthquakes devasiate towns and cilies,
with a heavy loss of life and extensive
infrastructure damage

Anthony Saca wins 2004 presidential
election




Guatemala (Republic of Guatemala)
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Guatemala Statistics

GEOGRAPHY Environmental Concerns: deforestation:
so0il erosion; water pollution
Area in Square Miles (Kilometers): 42,000 Geographical Feanures: mostly
(108,780) (about the size of Tennessee) mountains, with narrow coastal plains
and a rolling limestone plateau (Peten}
Capital (Population): Guatemala City Climate: temperate in highlands: tropical
(2,205,000) On Coasts
36

PEOPLE

Population

Tolal: 14,280,596

Annued Growth Rate: 2.63%

Rural/Urban Population Ratio: 61/39
Ethni¢ Makeup: 56% Ladino (Mestize

g et



and Westernized Indian); 44%
Amerindian

Major Languages: Spanish; Maya
languages

Religions: predominantly Roman
Catholic; Protestant and Maya

Health

Life Expectancy at Birth: 64 years (male);
66 years (fernale); 44 years (Indian
poPuIation)

[nfant Mortality Rate (Rafio): 36.91/1,000

Physicians Available (Ratio): 112,356

Education
Adult Literacy Rate: 70.6%
Compulsory (Ages): T-14; free

COMMUNICATION

Telephones: 846,000 main lines

Daily Newspaper Circulation: 29 per
1,000 people

Televisions: 45 per 1,000

Internet Users: 400,000

TRANSPORTATION
Highways in Miles (Kilometers): 8,135
(13,100)

Railroads i Miles (Kilometers): 552 (884)
Usable Airfields: 477
Motor Vehicles in Use: 199,000

GOVERNMENT

Type. Constitutional democratic republic

Independence Date: September 15, 1821
{from Spain)

Head of State/Government.; President
Oscar Jose Rafael Berger (January 2004)
is both head of state and head of
government

Pelitical Parries: National Centrist Union;
Christian Democratic Party; National
Advancement Party; National Liberation
Movement; Social Democratic Party;
Revolutionary Party; Guatemalian
Republican Front; Democratic Union;
New Guatemalan Democratic Front

Suffrage: universal at 18

MILITARY

Military Expenditures (% of GDP): 0.8%
Current Disputes: border dispute with
Belize

Guatemala Country Report

Guatemala

ECONOMY

Currency ($ U.S. Equivalent): 7.94
quetzals = §1

Per Capita Income/GDP: $4,100/$36.53
hillion

GDP Growith Rate: 2.2%

Inflation Rare: 5.6%

Unemplovment Rate: 7.5%

Labor Force: 4.2 million

Nawral Resources: petroleum; nickel: rare
woods; fish; chicle; hydropower

Agriculture: sugarcane: corn; bananas,
coffee; beans: cardamom; livestock

Industry: sugar: textiles and clothing;
furnitore: chemicals: petroleum; metals:
rubber; tourism

Exports: $2.7 billion (primary partners
United States, El Salvador. Honduras)

Tmports: $5.7 billion (primary partners
United States, Mexico, South Korea, El
Salvaden)

SUGGESTED WEBSITE

http://www.cia.gov/cia/
publications/factbook/index. html

GUATEMALA: PEOPLES IN CONFLICT

Ethnic relations between the descendants
of Maya Indians, who comprise 44 percent
of Guatemnala’s population, and whites and
Ladinos (Hispanicized Indians) have al-
ways been unfriendly and have contributed
significantly to the nation’s turbulent his-
tory. During the colonial period and since
independence, Spaniards, Creoles (in Gua-
temala, whites born in the New World——as
opposed to in Nicaragua, where Creoles
are defined as native-born blacks), and La-
dinos have repeatedly sought to dominate
the Guatemalan Indian population, largely
contained in the highlands, by controlling
the Indians” land and their labor,

The process of domination was acceler-
ated between 1870 and 1920, as Guate-
mala’s entry inte world markets hungry for
tropical produce such as coffee resulted in
the purchase or extensive seizures of land
from Indians. Denied sufficient lands of
their own, Indians were forced onto the ex-
Panding plantations as debt peons. Others
were forced to labor as seasonal workers
On coastal plantations; many died there be-
cause of the sharp climatic differences.

THE INDIAN AND INTEGRATION

Assauited by the Ladino world, highland
Indians withdrew inte their own culture
and built social barriers between them-
selves and the changing world outside their
villages. Those barriers have persisted un-
til the present.

DEVELOPMENT

Unchecked spending by the
government in 2000-2001 led 0
rapid swelling of the national
debt as revenues failed to keep
pace. Without economic reform, the IMF will
refuse further loans to Guatemala, and the
country’s peace pracess will be further
endangered.

For the Guatemnalan governments that
have thought in terms of economic
progress and national unity, the Indians
have always presented a problem. A 2003
presidential candidate stated: “Indigenous
groups do not speak of a “political system’;
they speak of comrmunity consensus, and
their conception of community is very lo-
cal.... How do you have a functioning na-
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tion state, one where indigenous groups
participate actively in proteciing their po-
litical interests, and yet still respect the cul-
tural praciices of other indigencus groups
for whom participation in Western political
institutions is deemed undesireable?”

According  to  anthropologist Leslie
Dow, Jr., Guaternalan governments too
easily explain the Indian’s lack of material
prosperity in terms of the "deficiencies”™ of
Indian culiure. Indian “backwardness” is
better explained by elite policies calculated
to keep Indians subordinate. Social, politi-
cal. and economic deprivations have con-
sistently and consciously been utilized by
governments anxious to maintain the In-
dian in an inferior status.

Between 1945 and 1954, however.
there was a period of remarkable social re-
form in Guatemala. Before the reforms
were cut short by the resistance of land-
owners, factions within the military. and a
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency—spon-
sored 1nvasion, Guatemalan governments
made a concerted effort to integrate the
Indian into national life. Some Indians
who lived in close proximity to large ur-
ban centers such as the capital, Guatemala
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City, learned that their vote had the power
to effect changes to their benefit. They
also realized that they were unequal not
because of their illiteracy, “backward-
ness,” poverty, or inability to converse in
Spanish, but because of governments that
refused to reform their poiitical, social,
and economic structures.

In theory, indigenous peoples in Guate-
mala enjoy equal legal rights under the
Constitution. In fact, however, they remain
largely outside the national culture, do not
speak Spanish, and are not integrated inte

the national economy, Indian males are far
more likely to be impressed inte the army
or guerrilla units. Indigenous peoples in
Guatemala have suffered most of the com-
bat-related casualties and repeated abuses
of their basic human rights. There remains
a pervasive discrimination against Indians
in white society. Indians have on occasion
challenged state policies that they have
considered inequitable and repressive. But
if they become too insistent on change,
threaten violence or societal upheaval, or
support and/or join gueriilla groups. gov-
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{United Nations photo/152/27 1/Antoinette Jongen)
This elderly Indian woman of San Mateo looks back on a life experience of economic and social prejudice. In recent years, Indians in

Guatemala have pursued their rights by exercising their voting power. On occasion, they have resorted to violence, which has been
repressed swiftly and mercilessly by the government. But the power of the ballot box has finally begun to reap gains.

ernment repression is usually swift and
merciless.

GUERRILLA WARFARE

A civil war, which was to last for 36 years,
develeped in (960, Guatemala was
plagued by violence. attributed both to left-
wing insurgencies in rural areas and 0
armed forces’ counferinsurgency opera-
tions. Led by youthful middle-class rebels.
guerrillas gained strength because of sev-
eral factors: the radical beliefs of some Ro-
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man Catholic priests in rural areas; the
ability of the guerrillas to mobilize Indians
for the first time; and the “demonstration
effect” of events elsewhere in Central
America. Some of the success is explained
by the guerrilla leaders’ ability to converse
in Indian languages. Radical clergy in-
creased the recruitment of Indians into the
guerrilla forces by suggesting that revolu-
sion was an acceptable path to social jus-
tice. The excesses of the armed forces in
their search for subversives drove other In-
dians into the arms of the guerrillas. In
some parts of the highlands, the loss of an-
cestral lands to speculators or army officers
was sufficient to inspire the Indians to join
the radical cause.

According to the Larin American Re-
gional Report for Mexico and Central
America, government massacres of guer-
rillas and their actual or suspected support-
ers were frequent and ““characterized by
clinical savagery.” At times, the killing
was selective, with community leaders and
their families singled out. In other in-
stances, entire villages were destroyed and
all the inhabitants slaughtered. “Every-
thing depends on the army’s perception of
the local level of support for the guerril-
las.” according to the report.

FREEDOM
Former president Ramiro de

Ledn Carpio warned those who

would viclate human rights,

saying that the law would punish
those guilty of abuses, “whether or not they
are civilians or members of the armed forces.”
The moment has come, he continued, “to
change things and improve the image of the
army and of Guatemaia.”

To counterbalance the violence, once
guerrillas were cleared from an area, the
government implemented an “Aid Pro-
gram to Areas in Conflict.” Credit was of-
fered to small farmers to boost food
production in order to meet local demand,
and displaced and jobless people were en-
wlled in food-for-work units to build roads
or other public projects.

By the mid-1980s, most of the guerrilias’
military organizations had been destroyed.
This was the result not only of successful
counterinsurgency tactics by the Guatemna-
lan military but also of serious errors of
judgment by guexrilla leaders. Impatient and
anxious for change, the guerrillas had over-
estimated the willingness of the Guatemalan
people to rebel. They also had underesti-
mated the power of the military establish-
ment, Surviving guerrilla units maintained
an essentially defensive posture for the re-
mainder of the decade. In 1989, however,
the guerrilias regrouped. The subsequent in-

tensification of human-rights abuses and the
climate of violence were indicative of the
military’s response.

There was some hope for improvement in
1993, in the wake of the ouster of President
Jorge Serrano, whose attempt to emulate the
“self-coup” of Peru’s Alberto Fujimori
failed. Guatemala’s next president, Ramiro
de Ledn Carpio, was a human-rights activist
who was sharply critical of security forces in
their war against the guerrillas of the Guate-
malan  National —Revolutionary  Unity
(URNG). Peace talks between the govern-
ment and guerrilias had been pursued with
the Roman Catholic Church as intermediary
for several years, with sparks of promise but
no real change. In July 1993, de Ledn an-
nounced a new set of proposals to bring to an
end the decades of bjoodshed that had re-
sulted in 140,000 deaths. Those proposals
were the basis for the realization of a peace
agreement worked cut under the auspices of
the United Nations in December 1996.

But the underlying causes of the vio-
lence still must be addiessed. Colin Woo-
dard, writing in The Chronicle of Higher
Education, reporied that the peace accords
promised to “reshape Guatemala as a dem-
ocratic, multicultural society.” But an estt-
mated 70 percent of the Maya Indians still
live in poverty, and more than 80 percent
are illiterate. Estuarde Zapeta, Guate-
mala’s first Maya newspaper columnist,
writes: “This is a multicultural, multilin-
gual society.... As long as we leave the
Maya illiterate, we're condemning them to
being peasants. And if that happens, their
need to acquire farmland will lead us to an-
other civil war.” This, however, is only one
facet of a multifaceted set of issues. The
very complexity of Guatemalan society,
according to political scientist Rachel Mc-
Cleary, “makels] it extremely difficult to
attain a consensus at the national level on
the nature of the problems confronting so-
ciety.” But the new ability of leaders from
many sectors of society to work together to
shape a meaningful peace is a hopeful sign.

Although the fighting has ended, fear
persists. Journalist Woodard wrote in July
1997: “In many neighborhoods [in Guate-
mala City] private property is protected by
razor wire and patrolled by guards with
pump-action shotguns,” One professor at
the University of San Carlos observed, “It
1s good that the war is over, but I am pessi-
mistic about the peace.... There is intellec-
tual freedom now, but we are very unsure
of the permanence of that freedom. It
makes us very cautious.”

URBAN VIOLENCE

Although most of the violence cccurred in
rural areas, urban Guatemais did not es-
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cape the horrors of the Civil War. The fol-
lowing characterization of Guatemalan
politics, written by an English traveler in
1839, is still relevant today: “There is but
one side to the politics in Guatemala. Both
parties have a beautiful way of producing
unanimity of opinion, by driving out of the
country all whe do not agree with them.”

During the Civii War, right-wing killers
murdered dozens of leaders of the moderate
political left to prevent them from organiz-
ing viable political parties that might chal-
lenge the ruling elite. These killers also
assassinated labor leaders if their unions
were considered leftist or antigovernment.
Leaders among university students and pro-
fessors “disappeared” because the national
university had a reputation as a center of
leftist subversion. Media people were
gunned down if they were critical of the
government or the right wing. Left-wing ex-
tremists also assassinated political leaders
associated with “repressive” policies, civil
servants (whose only “crime” was govern-
ment employment), military personnel and
police, foreign diplomats, peasant inform-
ers, and businesspecple and industrialists
associated with the government.

Common crime rose to epidemic pro-
portions in Guatemala City {as well as in
the capitals of other Central American re-
publics). Many of the weapons that once
armed the Nicaraguan militias and El Sal-
vador’s civil-defense patrols found their
way onto the black market, where, accord-
ing to the Managua newspaper Pern-
samiento Propio, they were purchased by
the Guatemalan Army, the guerrillas of the
URNG, and criminals.

HEALTH/WELFARE

While constitutionat bars on child
labor in the industrial sector are
nel difficult 1o enforce, in the
informal and agricultural sectors
such labor is common. It is estimated thai
5,000 Guatemalan children live on the streets
and survive as best they can. They are often
targeted for elimination by police and death
squads.

The fear of official or unofficial vio-
lence has always inhibited freedom of the
press in Guatemala. Early in the 1980s, the
Conference on Hemispheric Affairs noted
that restrictions on the print media and the
indiscriminate brutality of the death squads
“turned Guatemala into a virtual no-man'’s
land for journalists.” Lingering fears and
memories of past viclence tend to 1imit the
exercise of press freedoms guaranteed by
the Constitution. The 1.8, State Depart-
ment's Country Reports notes that “the me-
dia continues to exercise a degree of self-
censorship on certain topics.... The Jack of
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aggressive investigative reporting dealing
with the military and human rights vicla-
tions apparently is due to self-censorship.”

HEALTH CARE AND NUTRITION

In rural Guatemala, half the people have a
diet that is well below the minimum daily
caloric intake established by the Foed and
Agricultural Organization. Growth in the
staple food crops (corn, rice, beans, wheat)
has failed to keep pace with population
growth. Marginal malnutrition is endemic.
Health services vary, depending on lo-
cation, but are uniformly poor in rural Gua-
temala. The government has begun pilot
programs in three departments to provide
basic primary health care on a wide scale.
But some of these well-intentioned policies
have failed because of a lack of sensitivity
to culural differences.  Anthropologist
Linda Greenberg has observed that the
Ministry of Health, as part of its campaign
to bring basic health-care services to the
hinterlands, introduced midwives who
were ignorant of Indian traditions. For
Guatemalan Indians, pregnancy is consid-
ered an illness that demands specific care,
calling for certain foods, herbs, body posi-
tions, and interpersonal relations between
expectant mother and Indian midwife. In
Maya cuolture, traditional medicine has
spiritual, psychological, physical, social,
and symbolic dimensions. Ministry of
Health workers too often dismiss tradi-
tional practices as superstitious and unsci-
entific. Their insensitivity and ignorance
create ineffectual health-care programs.

THE FUTURE

In February 1999, a UN-sponsored Com-
mission for Historical Clarification, in a
harsh nine-volume report, blamed the Gua-

temalan government for acts of genocide
against the Maya during the long Civil
War. The purpose of the report was not to
set the stage for criminal prosecutions bus
to examine the root causes of the Civil War
and explain how the conflict developed
over time. It was hoped that the report sig-
naled the first steps toward national recon-
ciliation and the addressing of human-
rights issues, long ignored by those in
power.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Guatemalan noveiist Miguel
M international reputation for his
works about political oppression.
Literature. Rigoberta Menchu Tum won the
Mobel Peace Prize in 1992 for her passionate

Angel Asturias gained an
In 1967, he was awarded the Nabel Prize for
support of the Maya peoples of Guatemala.

But the high command of the military and
its civilian allies, accused of planning and ex-
ecuting a broad range of atrocities against the
Maya, may perceive the report as a threat to
their position and their future. In fact, the
government has doue little to implement the
recommendations called for in the 1996
peace accords that ended the Civil War.
Former President Efrain Rios Montt, who en-
gineered the assault against the Maya during
the civil war, lost his congressional seat—
and his immunity to prosecution—in 2004,
Although he now faces charges of genocide
for his scorched earth policy, Guatemala’s
current president, Oscar Berger, a wealthy
farmer backed by the nation’s traditional
power brokers, has remained non-committal
on Rios Montt's fate.

Not surprisingly, the poor and disadvan-
taged are increasingly frustrated. Itliteracy,
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infant mortality and malnutrition e
among the highest in Ceniral Amerjg,
while life expectancy is among the loweg;
Two-thirds of Guatemala's children live i
poverty. Violence remains endemic,

Timeline: PAST

1523
Guatemala is conguered by Spanish
forces from Mexico

1821
Independence

1822-1838
Guatemala is part of the United Provinces
of Central America

1838
Guatemaia becomes independent as a
separate state

1944
Revolution; many reforms

1954
A ClA-sponscred coup deposes the
reformist government

1976
An earthquake leaves 22,000 dead

1977
Human-rights abuses lead to the
termination of U.S. aid

1990s
Talks between the government and
guerrillas end 36 years of violence

PRESENT

2000s
Economic problems multiply

Oscar Berger elected president in
November 2003



