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New Representations of Difference: Mexican filmmakers in New York City
By Luis Bernardo Quesada*
La Ciudad (David Riker, 1998), On the Seventh Day (Jim McKay, 2018), and I’m Leaving Now
(Lindsey Cordero and Croda, 2018), are the three cinematographic productions on the table to
start the online film and conversation series ‘Mexico on the Hudson’ organized by Cinema
Tropical as part of their 20th Anniversary, and the the Mexican Studies Institute at the City
University of New York. There are of course many ways to go around these films, but the one
that I chose here is a review that goes beyond the stories they tell, and beyond the aesthetic they
use for telling them. This endeavor departs from a reading of the materials that 1) intends to
emphasis the hard work behind these productions, 2) to show the complex and diverse social,
linguistic, and overall, anthropological objects they represent, and 3) to understand their
emergence and reception. To do so, it is necessary to frame these pieces within the global context
in which they circulate, first, and then move towards the importance of addressing the
ideological processes that may operate behind them.
1. Global Discourses of Inequality
In recent years we have experienced a boom in the use of social media, and this boom has been
accompanied by the transformation and super-diversification of the way audiences engage with
content and other people. Undoubtedly, this phenomenon reached unparalleled levels during the
long lockdown caused by the COVID-19 pandemic around the world. In this new setting, it is not
surprising how big media corporations have been able to adapt and transfer its ‘soft power’ to
social media platforms. More importantly, the intense spread of information through these
resources (memes and short videos included), has also come with the globalization of American

politics and American politic ideals. A good example is the ‘import’ of the BLM movement in
societies such as South Korea, Hungary and Nigeria (The Economist, June 12th 2021). Social
struggles in the US are thus establishing the global media agenda in terms of what is important
and what is not; new ideological configurations and new ways of describing, constructing, and
approaching social reality have arisen in other parts of the world, influenced by the way they are
treated in the US. In line with a democratic discourse, this process has given special importance
to the heightened visibility of minority social groups. Following the same reasoning, I would
dare to say that outside highly specialized academic circles, the arts, and independent social
projects, it is a very recent phenomenon that Mexican public opinion and society in general has
strengthened its awareness on issues of racism, classism, sexism, and other forms of
discrimination. Not surprisingly, this sensitivity has attracted the attention of cultural agents,
among them media, government, and other sources of intellectual production who have found
new languages and new paths to address these social urgencies.
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2. The New York perspective
But if we look at the cultural production around Mexico, produced outside Mexico’s
geographical frontiers, and particularly at the work created in the United States, we gain
perspectives that can open a wider dialogue. That is, a conversation that incorporates not only the
circulating ideas within Mexico’s geographic territory and Mexican media, but also its expansion
into the US public sphere. It is a necessary conversation to reflect on, if only for the reason that
these productions show a different type of complexity in that they depict the intersection of fresh
perspectives. The films presented as part of the ‘Mexico on the Hudson’ program refer to this
complex component of the cultural production, expressed with special illocutionary force
through directors, producers, actors, and writers of the three above-mentioned movies and others.

Cinematographic products, as it happens with any other forms of artistic expression, are never
disengaged with the political world in which they emerged, and it is for this reason that in
addition to the globalization of social movements and the recognition of minorities, we also need
to refer to other phenomena to better understand film production in its socio-political, spatial,
and temporal background. One of them is the systematic and extreme pauperization that millions
of Mexicans and Central Americans have experienced in their places of origin, forcing them to
migrate to the United States. In New York City alone between the years of 1990 and 2015 there
was an increase from about 58,000 to 377,000 Mexicans, according to a report published last
year by the Center for Latin American, Caribbean, and Latino Studies (CUNY), and the Mexican
Studies Institute (CUNY). In a different study on the geographical distribution of Latinx
communities in the entirety of the New York City Metropolitan area in 2018, CLACLS reported
that out of 4,878,182 people who self-identified as Latinx, 1.2 million of them were Puerto
Ricans, 1.1 million Dominicans, and almost 600 thousand Mexicans. With this broad
demographic picture, one can easily understand the impact of narratives depicting undocumented
migrants and poverty experienced by the Latinx community, such as in David Riker’s La Ciudad
(1998). Riker’s account is an explicit, transparent discourse that directly points at the crude
reality of those who inhabit the ‘illegal’ Latinx Other: labor exploitation and rights, and unequal
or absent access to public services.
More recently, nevertheless, we have to consider the racist, sexist, supremacist, anti-immigrant,
anti-Mexican, monolingual, and mono-dialectal discourses that candidate Donald Trump
activated and mobilized during his 2015 and 2016 political campaign, discourses that were
extended throughout his mandate as President of the United States (for a critical reading of some
of these discourses see LLJournal special dossier, 2017). Facing this antagonistic social reality,
Latinx scholars, artists, and Latinx people in general experienced a violent interpellation of who
they are, an offensive representation of their identity. This political climate and its ideas help us
better understand the work done by McKay in On the Seventh Day (2018), and Lindsey Cordero
and Armando Croda in I’m leaving now (2018), since they voice complex subjectivities that
problematize the negative representations of Mexico and Mexican immigrants that had been
circulating since Donald Trump’s campaign. These materials can be observed, then, as
challenging expressions of the reactive wave against discriminatory discourses about minorities
and marginalized groups in New York City, and the United States too.
3. How Representations Work
To address those representations reinforced in recent years it is necessary to understand how
social representations are generated. According to sociologists Moscovici & Perez (1997), for
whom it is not possible to judge without prejudge, an ‘ideological prejudice’ is a form of shared
knowledge that is available prior to experience and based on tradition. A ‘categorical prejudice’,
in the other hand, is an idea or ideas about a particular group of ‘others’, or a member of a group
of ‘others’, i. e. a minority or a marginalized group, that implies the simplification of features
using stereotypes in a negative manner. Among the many possible criteria for categorizing a
minority, the dominant group selects one to distance itself from the Other by means of attributing
denigrating, negative traits. Moscovici & Perez claim that in this construction of the Other, the

alienated group is commonly people who are somehow integrated or close to the dominant
group, but divergent from it in minor features that become exacerbated: “There are numerous
theoretical reasons for the fact that the most vigorous discrimination manifests itself against
groups of ‘similars’, minorities that in many respects have been part of the group for a long time,
can be told apart only by secondary traits, and can therefore lay claim to belong to the same
group” (p. 28). This exacerbating operation adds to the fact that for multiple reasons, such as the
urge to reduce internal group conflict, the urge to strengthen group identity, or the urge to
express hate or dislike, ideological prejudices are commonly transformed into categorical
(negative) ones.
Since these and other reasons to highlight people’s lack of similarities, rather than the
overlooking of differences, are always subject to political and economic interests, it is interesting
to question how the otherness of Mexico and Mexicans immigrants have been historically
constructed within the United States, taking into account the dramatic historical events that have
shaped the southern border and forged the complicated diplomatic relations between the two
countries. It is understandable, therefore, to see how discourses that accentuate difference and
deny similarities of southern neighbors are activated, giving birth to negative attitudes and
representations. Prejudices, Moscovici & Perez assure, “acquire their discriminatory power more
from negating similarities than from asserting differences, more from a quest for exclusion than
from a quest for maintaining a non-inclusion barrier, an existing difference” (p. 29).
For the purpose of showing how a particular representation of society affects the choice of a
criterion for discrimination against a group and the prejudices against it, the authors designed an
experiment with people that they divided in three different groups: those who would prefer to
live in a 1) uniform society, 2) an interdependent society with a clear hierarchical distinction
between dominant and dominated groups, or 3) a ‘disjointed’ society, formed by many
independent minorities. The minority in question, Gypsies, are discriminated against based on
either their social role (professional activity), or ethnic character. They found that negative
prejudices toward Gypsies were highest in subjects who preferred an interdependent hierarchical
society; in contrast, subjects who preferred a disjointed society would produce highest number of
positive prejudices. An interesting aspect of Moscovici & Perez’ findings is that the correlation
they identified can be reversed: the more positive value attributed to minorities, the more
subjects prefer a diverse society, and when there are more negative value towards minorities,
subjects seem to prefer a more differentiated, hierarchical society. Furthermore, those who
preferred a uniform society opt to create differences based in a negative ethnic criterion, while
those who preferred a disjointed one used a positive one. Finally, participants who preferred an
interdependent society created most differences based in a negative social role criterion, rather
than an ethnic one.
This work can illuminate such questions as the ways in which social representations work in a
highly polarized, bipartisan societies. How can we describe New York City in these terms? And
how can we define the US generally speaking? A glimpse for answering is the emergence of
materials representing minorities such as the protagonist of I’m Leaving Now, Felipe, who
challenges the social structure on an everyday basis, who questions the English-only
monolingual ideology in the US, who is socially integrated but not quite assimilated, and who
does not want to stay here and ends up leaving; and minorities such as José, the main character in

On the Seventh Day, who quietly works and solves both his boss and customers’ demands, and
who is depicted with the agency to trick the hegemonic power of unwritten rules of under-thetable employment in order to get the rights that he shouldn’t ask for. The representation of these
characters can answer the above questions not because they are exceptional histories of
exceptional immigrants, but rather because they are implicitly interacting with the political
moment in which they have appeared, and there lies its exceptionality.
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4. The Representation of Difference
The works done by Riker, McKay, Cordero and Croda therefore carry out two levels of political
relevance articulated from New York City; one is eloquently and explicitly expressed through
the narratives they develop: a group of undocumented immigrants carving rocks, a homeless
father and daughter embodying the contradictions of a system that demands her to be in school
and at the same time denies her entrance, an optimistic newcomer lover who lost himself within
the infinite labyrinth of red buildings, a desperate mother who has to beg for the payment she has
earned working, an exploited delivery guy in Brooklyn who lives in a crowded apartment,
finding motivation in the local soccer tournament and the loving conversations he has with his
girlfriend, a father who has to be physically absent for 16 years so he can provide an income for
his family in Mexico, and who is constantly dreaming of returning so he can be closer to them.
The second level of political engagement is by focusing attention on the dimensions and objects
of representation and observing the ways in which the characters are portrayed. As stated in the
preceding section, the roles of the actors depicted are evidence of a new type of relationship
between the observer/analyst/artist and the subject. It is a new relation because they have been
able to depict these subjectivities, without romanticizing or victimizing immigrants. This gesture
is not banal, it demands the ability to talk about complex, apparently a-political social actors, in a

relevant socio-political time. Cordero and Croda and McKay’s works thus teach us that the
exceptional difference of these characters is not the folkloric exoticism so commonly represented
in low-income classes and their popular practices — working hard, playing soccer, drinking
caguamas with friends, preparing tortas on a Sunday, talking about romantic love, speaking nonstandard varieties of Spanish (and non-standard varieties of English). But the crude naturalness
and extreme commonality of these people, make these films, especially I’m Leaving Now and On
the Seventh Day, oscillate between the documentary and the ethnography. The visibility of
commonness is exactly what, in my opinion, constitutes the political response to those
categorical pejorative prejudices towards Mexicans and Latinx in general that have been
historically present.
This new representation of commonness is found in the Sociolinguistic deployment of the
characters, for instance. The language used is not a mocking version of Mexican Spanish, which
tends to be a popularized form of the Spanish used in Mexico City or the Central Valley. In other
words, we can appreciate that the varieties of Spanish used in these movies is clearly not an
emphatic performance. Felipe in I’m Leaving Now, and José in On the Seventh Day, are not
acting a Central Valley Spanish, nor a Mexico City Spanish, and most likely this is why it is easy
to find them charming and empathic at times, because it is their own voice and language that
they have used, and this humanizes them. Paradoxically, one could claim that the linguistic
representations tracked in these two stories is that of ‘the non-representation’, more clearly
shown in I’m Leaving Now, which does not seem to be following a strict script, while in On the
Seventh Day the decision was made to cast a variety of New York Spanish with its particular
intonation patterns, lexical uses, and syntactic forms, thanks to the work done with nonprofessional actors, such as Fernando Cardona, Gilberto Jiménez and Genoel Ramírez, to name
some of them. On the other hand, English is presented in a naturalistic way too, indexing above
all a transactional language that is used for work and other specific interactions across the city. In
any case, though, English language is not a social restriction for them, but an elementary tool for
survival. In other words, this language is not so important to the most meaningful aspects of the
characters’ life, and Spanish never stops being their primary method of self-expression.
To sum up, in different ways and through different semiotic resources, Riker, McKay and
Cordero & Croda seem to be very aware of the contemporary importance of the politics of
visibility and representation, and evidence for this is the fact that they do not erase, attempt to
modify or adapt the apparently rural Spanish varieties spoken by their actors and actresses, nor
do they try to “improve” the English accent that will always accompany the speaking and writing
practices of a first generation immigrant, regardless of the variety of Spanish we learned at
home.
5. Cinema, Doxa, and Discourse
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977) defined ‘doxa’ as knowledge that goes without saying,
taken for granted, or unquestioned. People do not debate ‘doxa’ simply because it does not occur
to them that there could be other ways of thinking, imagining, or acting in the world. Those ideas
or common knowledge leave the realm of ‘doxa’ when they start to become debated. When this
happens, they enter the space of discourse and a social ‘conversation’ unfolds in two possible
directions: in favor of the status quo and the current alignment of powers (what Bourdieu called

‘orthodoxy’), or against the status quo, seeking for a change or transformation (what he called
‘heterodoxy’). An example to apply Bourdieu’s concepts is women’s rights during the 20th
century. At first, women’s rights were in the realm of doxa, so it was taken for granted that
women simply could not vote, could not work, study, or interrupt a man in conversation, for
instance, and this type of behaviors went unquestioned for thousands of years, until modern
times. Eventually, but gradually, the issue of women’s rights started to be discussed more and
more, and since it has been debated publicly it has become part of public discourse, or what
Bourdieu simply calls ‘discourse’. Now opinions would take either an orthodoxic or a
heterodoxic position around the topic. With time, people, institutions, and social groups have
rejected the idea of unequal women’s rights and gender inequality, which are now advancing
towards a (hopefully soon) established position in the realm of doxa, as unquestioned,
naturalized, taken for granted knowledge.
Bourdieu’s theory of doxa is helpful here to describe what the game of representations and nonrepresentations have brought to the screen by these four directors. It is part of a broader cultural
movement in which Mexican filmmakers established in New York, or working around the
Mexico-New York axis, have proliferated in the last two decades. This work has challenged
orthodox views representing Latinx and Mexican identities, by addressing the multiple and
complex systems of beliefs and attitudes towards the negative representations of difference that
exist in the United States. Part of this production is that it brings into discourse new ways of
observing social reality and interrogating old stereotypes. Such a strategy can be traced in the
work done by other filmmakers such as I carry you with me (Heidi Ewing, 2020), I’m no longer
here (Fernando Frias, 2019), Son of Monarchs (Alexis Gambis, 2021), Our Father (Sangre de mi
sangre) (Christopher Zalla, 2007), Nomads (Ricardo Benet, 2013), and Don’t let me Drown
(Cruz Angeles, 2009). The production done by this group of artists, along with David Riker, Jim
McKay, Lindsey Cordero and Armando Croda, all together represent those heterodoxic
perspectives that need to be continuously moved into the public sphere of the U.S., so the
representations that they present through their films start to become less negative, more natural,
and above all, eventually start erasing the differences commonly associated with them, especially
within the negative perspectives that constructed them.
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