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D I S P A R I T Y AN 
R A F A E L L O N G O R I A 

AS THE DEBATE OVER THE P R O P O S E D N O R T H A M E R I C A N FREE 

TRADE A G R E E M E N T M O V E S TO C E N T E R S T A G E , NEW A T T E N T I O N 

IS BEING P A ID TO THE HEX ICAN - A M E R I C A N B O R D E R . OF 

PA R T I C U L A R I N T E R E S T FROM THE TEXAS P E R S P E C T I V E IS 

THE P O R T I O N OF THE BORDER S H A R E D WITH THE ME X I C A N 

S T A T E OF T A M A U L I P A S , SINC E MOST TRADE B E T W E E N THE 

U N I T E D S T A T E S AND M E X I C O P A S S E S T H R O U G H T H I S RELA 

TIVELY SMALL AREA. THE PAIRS OF CIT I E S THAT S T R A D D L E 
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THE Rio G R A N D E IN T H I S R E G I O N , SOME F O U N D E D IN THE 

1 7 0 0 S , HAVE D E V E L O P E D C O M P L E X E C O N O M I C AND HUMAN 

T I E S . B U T D I S P A R I T Y A S M U C H A S P R O X I M I T Y S H A P E S T H E 

C H A R A C T E R OF THES E R E L A T I O N S H I P S 

M I X A M K R i c: A 

Iii Ins hook The Nine Nations <>t North 
Atm-rn\i, |ocl Cancan describes nine 
distinct regions where shared cultural, 
economic, and geographic characteristics 
transcend political divisions. In the region 
he calls "MexAmcrica," with or without 
NAI 'TA, the affairs of Mexico and the 
United States are already irrevocably 
intertwined. In Cinrreau's words, 
"MexAmerica is most evident along the 
l . f V?-mile border that the United States 
shares w ith \K xico, but ii is highly \ isible 
as well in such diverse nonborder cities as 
Los Angeles, Phoenix, Albuquerque, 
Santa I e. Pueblo, San Antonio, Austin, 
and Houston."1 

In the I IS. portion of MexAmerica, an 
area that was once a part of Mexico, 
Spanish colonial roots are still strong. Hut 
20th-century migration has also been 
crucial in the development of MexAmerica's 
present character. Northward migration 
increased as the economic disparity 
between the two sides ot the border grew. 

then accelerated in the late IV^lk and 
early I^HOs, when the economic boom in 
[lie Sun Belt coincided with the Mexican 
economic collapse and with political vio-
lence in Central America. 

It is also important to understand the 
significant role of the electronic media in 
l he cultural reshaping of (his region. 
Ei cry major city on the U.S. side of 
MexAmerica now lias access to at least 
two Spanish-language television channels, 
and some of these cities have more than a 
dozen Spanish-language radio stations. 
Similarly, many radio stations in Mexico 
play only American music. And all large 
Mexican cities, even those outside Mc \ 
America, now have access through cable 
and residential parabolic antennas to a 
wide selection ot I nglish-lauguagc channels. 
Of course, cultural cross -fertilization pre-
dates the iuvt mi t radio. I he main 

words that have been assimilated into 
inglish [rodeo, ranch, pla/a, patio, torna-
do) and into Spanish I boiler, Pullman, bar, 
motel, trailer! clearly reflect the cultural and 
economic dominance at different periods. 

The cross-cultural influences are not lim-
ited to language: the New Yark limes 
recently reported that sales of salsa had 
Surpassed sales ol catsup in the United 
States. And under the liberalized invest-
ment policies of the Salinas administra-
tion, American fast food chains are now 
selling hatttburgesm all over Mexico. 
Observers comment that America is 
becoming "increasingly Mexican in its 
ethnic and cultural orientation," while 
Mexico is "increasingly 'Anglo* in its eco-
nomic orientation."-1 And while this phe-
nomenon is spreading throughout the rwo 
countries, the border is still its epicenter. 

D I F F E R E N C E S A L O N G 
T Hi: B O K D I K 

I In- Ju ra t (c i n| I larreau's MexAmerica 
is far from uniform. There are significant 
differences as one moves east to west, and 
even larger differences moving perpendicu-
lar to the border.' In his insightful book 
Distant Neighbors, Alan Riding identities 
eight different cultural regions within 
Mexico, including three in northern 
Mexico: the border cities, the northwest-
ern states, and the northeastern states.* 
While such a degree of differentiation 
might seem like hairsplitting to those not 
familiar with Mexico, consider the 
obvious differences between California, 
Arizona, New Mexico, and I cx.is. 
Texas has a good claim to being the place 
where Mrs America originated. Stephen 
K. Austin and his Central Texas colonists 
might be the earliest examples of the 
hybrid culture, since they became 
Mexican citizens in order to settle in the 
area, even though this required learning 

Spanish and converting [at least nominal-
ly) to Roman Catholicism. 

Present day I ex.is shares a border with 
lour different Mexican stales: Chihuahua, 
( oahuila, Nuevo Leon, and Tamaulip.is. 
The northeastern Mexican states and 
Texas have a great deal in common. This 
is the birthplace of nujiwro culture and 
the mecca of mtrteiiit music. 1 or many 
years Texas and Coahuila formed one 
entity, with Saltillo as the provincial capi-
tal. And until IS4S, what is now known 
as South Texas was a pan of Tamaulip.is. 

The formation of the Republic of the 
Rio Grande, a short-lived but colorful 
episode, exemplifies how the histories ol 
this region are intertwined. During the 
early part of the 19th century, the north-
eastern states were a stronghold of 
Mexican liberalism. The conflict of 
Federalists (liberals) and {.ctitrd!i<iA< 
(conservatives) dominated Mexico 
throughout the tSOOs. The T'cderalistas 
sought a decentralized republic with 
strong state governments. Their aspira-
tions were enshrined in the Mexican con-
stitution ot 1824, which was modeled 
after the U.S. constitution and embodied 
the principles of the French Enlightenment.'' 
11 u.i^ the I ederahstas who encouraged 
the colonization ol ( eutral Texas by 
Anglo-Americans, in the belief that the 
settlers would share their liberal views 
and strengthen their political position 
within Mexico.h The ascension to power 
of the Centralistas in the early IX "(is 
eventually brought about the conflict that 
resulted in the independence ol Texas. 
'This and the Central ist repudiation of 
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the constitution of IM24 prompted the 
northeastern states to attempt to form 
their own republic in January I840. I he 
Republic of the Rio Grande comprised 
the states of Tamaulipas, Goahuila, and 
Nuevo Leon, as well as the southern tip 
of presetn d.n I ex.ts, With I arcdo as its 
capital city, it acted as an independent 
nation until November 1X40, when its 
army was defeated and the Centralistas 
regained control of the region." 

Dit f i iti \< i s A C R O S S 
I II I I) OK DTK 

Today the overwhelming majority of the 
border population lives in one of six 
pairs ot " twin cities," Of these 12 cities 
(San Diego-Tijuana, Mexieali-tlalexieo, 
l:.l Paso-Giudad Juarez, l.aredo-Nuevo 
Laredo, McAllen-Reynosa, and 
Brownsville Matanmros), two are located 
in California, with their counterparts 
being in liaja California Norte, while 
four are in Texas, with one twin in 
Chihuahua and the other three m 
I anianhpas. 

Although the pairs of twin cities are 
totally interdependent, differences in 
architecture, pedestrian activity, mer-
chandise on display, and street noise are 
all immediately evident when crossing the 
border. It begins at the river, for which 
the two nations have different names: 
what Americans call the Rio Grande is 
known in Mexico as the Km Bravo. 
However, the most noticeable difference 
is the great disparity in the wealth of the 
two countries. Ironically, at the Rio 
Grande, one of the United States' poori si 
regions adjoins one of Mexico's richest 

areas. To quote one study, "Although 
poverty in Mexico increases away from 
the border, in the United States the 
reverse is true."*1 

The everyday life of the border is shaped 
by these disparities. On bridges all along 
the river, rush hour peaks every day 
around 8:00 a.m. for northbound traffic 
and 6:00 p.m. for southbound traffic. In 
the mornings, hordes ol salaried employ-
ees who take advantage of lower living 
kosts on the Mexican side legally com-
mute to their jobs in the United States. 
At dusk they return to Mexico in time tor 
dinner. Some even trek back and forth 
for lunch. A si/able number of Mexican 
teenagers cross the border every day to 
learn English b\ attending one of the 
private schools on the American side. 
Conversely, there are also well-to-do 
Mexicans who preler to live on the 
American side, where utilities and other 
services are more reliable, and commute 
daily to their businesses across the river. 

Mexican shoppers from as far away as 
Mexico City cross back and forth constant-
ly, hiding the enormous retail business on 
the American side that has been created 
by the extreme protectionist policies ol 
the Mexican government. Shopping tor 
groceries is also an international affair. 
Residents usually develop a dual routine: 
meat, processed foods, and dairy prod-
ucts are bought on the U.S. side, while 
fresh fruits and produce are cheaper on 
the Mexican side. 

In the 1920s, Prohibition on the 
American side coincided with the closing 
ol all ( atholit churches during a vicious 

period of religious persecution in Mexico. 
This situation brought about truly inter-
national wedding arrangements. 
Regardless of where people lived, the 
religious ceremony had to lake place on 
the American side, while lively receptions 
could only be held on the Mexican side. It 
was also Prohibitum that initiated tourism 
on the border. Restaurants, bars, and 
casinos proliferated as the border became 
the most accessible place lor lexaiis to 
drink alcohol legally.1' lAcn today, Texas 
teenagers cross the bridges every weekend 
to dance and drink at the many establish-
ments on the Mexican side of the border 
where minimum age is never an issue. 

Prostitution, too, is part of the border. On 
the Mexican side, municipalities can cre-
ate tanas dc toleranaa, walled precincts 
within which prostitution is allowed, even 
though it is illegal outside. Some ot these 
districts are ol considerable si/e and con-
tain elaborate nightclubs with fantasy 
themes. For better or lor worse, the pil-
grimage to the border whorehouse - cap 
lured in such novels as Larry McMurtry 's 
l.asl I'u lure Shiitr • lias become one of 
the rituals of the region. 

It must be noted that as widespread as the 
traffic between the two countries is, the 
rights of the inhabitants of the two sides 
are far from synimetric.il. Since Mexico's 
passport control stations are located at 
least Ih kilometers from its boundaries, a 
free-zone ribbon runs parallel to the 
border. Every resident ot the American 
border towns can enter tin- Mexican bor-
der towns without showing any docu-
ments. On the other hand, a considerable 
number ot residents ol the Mexican side 
are forbidden from entering the United 
States under any circumstances by the 
stricter American passport control rules. 
Many Mexicans have lived their entire 
lives within sight of an American city and 
yet have never been able to visit that city 
legally. For a Mexican, obtaining an entr) 
visa to the U.S. is strictly a matter of 
socioeconomic class. 

I ii i I i x AS I \ \i \ i i ir \ s 
BORDER 

I he history ol the bonier shared by Texas 
and Tamaulipas illuminates how the 
region has been shaped by a long suci.es 
sion of fateful decisions made in distant 
capitals. Three events altered the region 
fundamentally: the Spanish settlement of 
the area, parr of a larger strategy to pre-
vent France from expanding us presence 
in North America; the signing ol the 

Treaty of Guadalupe I lidalgo in 1848, 
winch defined the border as we know it; 
and the arrival of the railroads, which con-
verted a remote outpost into an important 
link in the chain of international trade.'" 

Tut BSCANDON SETTLEMENTS 

On $ September I 74f>, Don Jose dc 
bscandon, the future conde tic Sicrni 
Gordo, was charged by the viceroy of 
New Spain with the mission of colonizing 
el semi mexicono, a region that comprised 
what is now the stale of Tamaulipas as 
well as the southern tip ot present-day 
Texas. This area was inhabited by 
nomadic tribes of Indians whose now-
forgotten culture fell victim to European 
expansionism. Since the fierceness ol the 
native tribes had kept settlers out ol the 
seno )>ivxh\mt) tor two centuries, 
I scandon v. In • li.nl won a considerable 
reputation as a soldier lighting the Indians 
of Guanajuato and Qucretaro - was cho-
sen over several other Spaniards who were 
competing tor the prestigious assignment 
and its potential economic rewards. 

Between 1749 and 1755, Escandon direct-
ed the establishment of 20 towns and 
created the province of Nuevo Santander, 
named after his Spanish birthplace. His 
settlements included a string ot villages 
straddling the banks of the Rio Grande: 
Camnrgo (1749), Reynosa (17491, Revilla 
(1750), Mier 11752), and Laredo (1755). 
All these towns were organized with a 
central plaza and a regular grid extending 
from the center according to the ver> 
precise rules enumerated by the l a w of 
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Don Jose dc Esmndon, conde de Siena Caida. 
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the Indies. The settlers recruited tor Nuevo 
Santandcr were crtotlo ranchers from 
neighboring Nuevo Leon and Coahuila 
whose growing herds ot livestock required 
more range, and who were attracted hy 
the subsidies and tax remissions offered to 
those who joined Tst.iiidon's settlements. 
This civilian partem ol settlement was \ tTj 
different front the partem in Texas, New 
Mexico, and California, where missions 
were established to convert the local 

& 

Nuevo Laredo. 

Tea as and Tomoulipus. 

18th-century poro'orres and land grants on the 
north side of the Rio Grande. 

Indians and mi l i ta ry presidios were bu i l t 
to prov ide p ro tec t ion , 1 ' 

In the early years o f N u e v o Santander's 
existence, a l l g raz ing land was held c o m -
muna l l y by each t own ' s settlers. But in 
1767 the land on bo th sides o f the r iu - r 
was d is t r ibu ted by a v is i t ing royal c o m -
mission, Each fami ly received a large but 
n a r r o w porddn w i t h r iver f rontage to 
raise l ivestock, as we l l as a p lot to bu i ld a 
house in t o w n . 1 ' This accounts fo r the 
p redominant regional pat tern o f ranchers 
l i v ing In cities and c o m m u t i n g to oversee 
i l te ir w o r k i n g lands rather than l i v ing on 
their ru ra l propert ies. 

T i n C R E A T I O N t) i 
t i l l I! • i i; I • I i; 

In 1848 the signing of the Treaty of 
Ciundaltipe 1 lidalgo formally concluded 
the Mexican-American War, with disas-

I trous results for Mexico. 1 lalf of the 
; country's territory, including California, 

Arizona, and New Mexico, was ceded to 
the United States. 

Texas, whose earlier independence had 
been the direct cause of the war, was 
already incorporated as a state of the 
I iiinit. I lowc\ci. the Treat) ol (in.ul.ilnpi-

£ I lidalgo extended the southern boundary 
ill "T( s,is front the Nueces Rivci to the 

I Rio Grande. 

| At the tune, Laredo was the only sizable 
:i settlement between the Nueces and the 
t Rio Grande. While Texas had been part 
• of Mexico, Laredo had never been part of 
• Texas. But overnight it became part, not 

only of the state ot Texas, but of the 
United States ;is well. This brought about 

i^rm 

the creation ol Nuevo Laredo, which, .is 
the romantic myth goes, was founded by 
l.aredoaus who crossed the river to con-
tinue living in Mexico.1 ' 

While the rest of Nuevo Santander's river 
towns remained in Mexican territory, 
they also experienced radical changes. 
Suddenly they became part of an interna-
tional boundary line. And since the resi 
dents of all these towns had portioned on 
both sides of the river, the new horder 
caused unimaginable trauma for the 
local families. 

The new international boundary also 
opened the way tor Anglo-American set-
tlement ol the north bank of the Rio 
Grande, which eventually resulted in the 
dense network of small towns anil farm 
ing communities that stretches from 
Brownsville to Roma, with McAllen at 
its center. 

R A I L R O A D S A N D 
I N T F R N A T I O N A I T R A n I-

The arrival of the railroads in the 1 880s 
changed the economic base of the region. 
Until then, the inhabitants had lived off 
the land, very much as their predecessors 
had in Lscandon's lime. The railroads 
converted the two Laredos into An inter-

national trade center; M) years later they 
made possible large-scale produce farming 
in the lower Valley by opening up 
Midwestern markets. 

Tour railroad lines converged in 
Laredo-Nuevo Laredo: T'errocarriles 
Nacionales de Mexico (connecting Laredo 
to Monterrey and Mexico City), the 
International & Circat Northern Railway 
{connecting Laredo with San Antonio and 
St. Louis), the Texas-Mexican Railway 
{connecting Laredo to the port of Corpus 
Christi), and the Rio Grande 8c Kagle 
Pass Railway {which connected Laredo 
and ihe neighboring border towns). 

As soon as the railroad lines became oper-
ational in 1881, Laredo-Nuevo Laredo 
became the principal crossing for trade 
between the United States and Mexico, a 
position that it still mantains. Because of 
the railroads, the population of Laredo 
increased from 5,521 in IXHO to 11,319 
in I 890, the largest percentage increase of 
any decade in its history.14 

MAQUILADORAS AND N A F T A 

The proposed North American Tree Trade 
Agreement, il adopted, has the potential 
of being another major catalyst for 
change in the border. The efforts to bring 
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about a trade agreement can he traced to 
the success o f the maquUadora indust ry . 
I be w o r d maquUadora was adapted f r o m 
die Spanish term used to describe the 
mi l l ing o l someone else's wlie. i t lor .1 por-
t ion o f the resul t ing flour. The cur rent 
concept is s imi lar to that ancient pract ice: 
foreign components arc d rought in to 
Mex i co to he assembled, t ak ing advantage 
o f the abundant supply o f inexpensive 
labor. The f inished produc t is shipped 
hack to the Uni ted States, where, upon us 
reentry, customs duties are levied on ly on 
the value added ab road . 

hi l^ft.s the Mex i can government opened 
the door to the creat ion o f the maquiia-
don industry as part o f its Border 
Industr ia l izat ion Program, whose pr inc ipa l 
objectives were to reduce unemployment 
in northern Mex ico and to attract 
foreign capi ta l , by the 1980s, »hU]iiiLul<>-
ras a long the border were one o f the few 
economic success stories in M e x i c o . It was 
then, al ter decades o l t r y i ng to ignore the 
economic impor tance of the Uni ted States 
to Mex ico and the mul t ip le l inks between 
the t w o countr ies, that the Salinas a d m i n -
istrat ion took the Hrst steps l o w . u d inte-
grat ing the economies o f N o r t h Amer ica . 

In effect, maquiladoras are a way fo r 

cies disappear. In the U.S., retailers fear 
that the end ot Mex ican pro tec t ion ism 
w i l l mean the end o f their prosperous 
businesses. Amer ican labor un ions are 
poo l i ng al l their resources to f ight wha t 
they perceive as a f l ood o f cheap labor 
that w i l l inevi tably lower their wages and 
weaken their barga in ing pos i t ion . In addi -
t i o n , serious concerns about w o r k i n g 
cond i t ions in maquiladoras and the env i -
ronmenta l consequences of unregulated 

M e x i c o to expo r t its labor w i t h o u t 
expo r t i ng its workers . This lias potent ia l 
benefi ts, as envisioned by treaty p ropo-
nents, for both countr ies: M e x i c o al levi-
ates its huge unemp loyment p r o b l e m, 
thus reducing the pressure tor people to 
emigrate i l legal ly to the Uni ted States in 
order to f ind w o r k . 

If the increased prosper i ty in M e x i c o is 
coupled w i t h a re laxat ion o f that coun -
t ry 's longstand ing pro tec t ion is t pol ic ies, a 
consumer market o f considerable size w i l l 
be created for Amer ican and Canad ian 
goods. Mex ican consumers w i l l have 
access to cheaper and better goods, wh i le 
Mex i ca n producers w i l l have access to 
the huge Amer ican marke t . The resul t ing 
pol i t ica l s tabi l i ty in M e x i c o w o u l d not 
on ly benefit its cit izens but also decrease 
the nat iona l security concerns o f its 
nor thern ne ighbor . 

The residents of the border ove rwhe lm-
ingly suppor t N A I - T A because they 
believe that the agreement w o u l d great ly 
enhance the local economy. 1 lowever , 
concerns are being voiced in commun i t i es 
on bo th sides o f the border . In M e x i c o , 
people wo r r y about whether Mex i ca n 
mauu lac tu r i ng and service industr ies w i l l 
be able to survive once protect ion is t po l l 
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4 Alan Riding, Distant Hnghlmrft A Portrait of the 
Mexicans (New Yoiki Random Howe/Vintage 
hooks, l"Xh|, p, 4lH. 

VIEUCOMES 
wiNTER TEXANS l 

Reynoso. 

indust r ia l processes are be ing voiced on 
borh sides o l the border. 

In his au tob iography , |ose Y. isconcclos, 
w h o went ot) to become the cu l tu ra l czar 
o l post revo lu t ionary M e x i c o , describes 
his ch i l dhoo d in Piedras Negras-Kaglc 
Pass at the turn of the century, a t ime when 
in te rna t iona l trade was beg inn ing to d o m -
inate the local economy . I S Vasconcelos 
recounts his years as a resident o f the 
\ l i - \ k .in side .a the border a t tending .1 
SLI IOOI on the Amer ican sale du r i ng the 
day. The w o u n ds o f the M e x i c a n -
Amer ican w a r were st i l l f resh, and his 
memoi rs are fu l l o f healed battles between 
Mex i c a n and Ang lo -Amer i can schoolch i l -
d ren . It is undeniable that , at least f r o m 
the Mex i ca n perspective, the w a r st i l l 
shades the re la t ionsh ip . The pain o f los ing 
land in 1848 was aggravated d u r i n g the 
Mex i c a n revo lu t ion by w h a t was per-
ceived as aggressive U.S. medd l ing in the 
internal affairs o l M e x i c o , The revo lu-
t i onary t r i u m p h in 1920 b rough t about 
an era o f intense na t iona l i sm and vocal 
an t i -Amer ican ism that cu lmina ted in the 
na t iona l i za t ion of the o i l indust ry and the 
expu ls ion o f foreign companies f r o m 
M e x i c o . 

The history ot distrusi lias prevented 
M e x i c o f r o m tak ing fu l l advantage o f its 
enviable locat ion next to the largest econo-
my in the w o r l d and has prevented a 
mean ingfu l d ia logue between the t w o 
countr ies about their shared concerns. 
Beyond its economic signif icance, a N o r t h 
Amer ican c o m m o n market w o u l d signal 
the end o f host i l i t ies and the beg inn ing of 
a mature re la t ionship between M e x i c o 
and the Uni ted States. • 
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