







Mexicans & Americans

Cracking the Cultural Code




More early praise for Ned Crouch and

MEXICANS & AMERICANS
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“We are going to be neighbors until this planet ceases to
exist. Perhaps it’s time to understand each other.”

—OCTAVIO PAZ, NEW YORK, 1991
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Introduction

Of all the people in the world, only the Americans are so sure that there is a clear distinction between yes and no. We insist on black and white answers. We abhor contradictions. How many times in school, in business, or at home have we heard, “Well, will it or won’t it? Are you with me or against me? Is it yes or no? Is it black or white?” This compulsion to resolve contradictions is usually punctuated by a fist to the table. The Mexicans, on the other hand, are much more accepting of life’s crosscurrents. After all, the world is full of contradictions. Truth be told, there are lots of maybes and shades of gray.

When Americans are interfacing with Mexicans—and cultural differences run deep—a comprehensive analysis is needed. The U.S. style of doing business is often diametrically opposed to the Mexican approach, sometimes leading to discouraging and costly consequences. Too often American businesspeople go to Mexico, think they have a deal, and return home only to have their follow-up phone calls go unanswered.

I can’t tell you how many times in the course of my international business career I’ve heard successful executives say that the “cultural thing” is the most difficult part of doing business around the world. If this is the case—and I firmly believe it is—then why are international departments often lacking in language skills and, more importantly, in cultural fluency?

How Americans respond to cultural differences can determine success or failure. I have seen people who swagger with the plumage of a peacock because they have “international” in their title but who couldn’t order a Coca-Cola in a foreign country. At the other end of the spectrum is the seamstress from the mountains of North Carolina who has no degree and travels around the world teaching her company’s methods of sewing. She is warmly received, making friends wherever she goes. Some people seem to succeed by dint of personality. Others scrape by despite their dispositions and because of the forgiving nature of the Mexicans. But everybody can use help. So the question becomes, how do you gain enough knowledge to manage intercultural relationships with Mexicans when you’ve had little exposure to the Mexican context? Clearly help is needed, but where do you turn?

There are the “dos-and-taboos” types of readings that instruct the aspiring internationalist in how to shake hands and how not to tell your Mexican host that his wife is pretty. But they never tell you why—other than it will get you killed. Since these books typically cover large regions of the world, they aren’t deep. Business schools, on the other hand, offer a top-down academic approach to the study of cultural differences. Largely theoretical, this approach often lacks the reinforcement of real-life experience. Cultural anthropologists and behavioral psychologists can add to your overview of cross-cultural issues, but they rarely have experience dealing directly with business matters. On another front, there is much to be learned from successful businesspeople who have stories to tell about how they winnowed their way through cultural minefields. But businesspeople have not taken the time to analyze their experiences so as to provide a framework that students can carry forward.

Filling a need

This book is an analysis of culture, written by a businessman. While other books give prescriptive lists of dos and don’ts, this one tells you why people behave the way they do, and how people of different cultures can work together more effectively. The analysis goes further than others in explaining cultural attitudes toward work and in applying the lessons of cultural anthropologists to the real world. In addition, there is ample use of vivid war stories that are intended to stick with you. These anecdotes were gathered over many years of working in Mexico, and innumerable conversations and interviews. Finally, this book is intended for any reader on any level. It should be of interest to CEOs or to construction foremen.

Cracking a cultural code is much like cracking any code. When you first encounter a coded message, if you think you understand it, you’re wrong. First, you have to figure out what ciphers are at work beneath the coded message, then you unravel how these ciphers operate within the system. Only then are you able to see how the components are put together to form a coherent message. The three distinct sections of this book parallel this process, emphasizing the different stages in a bottom-up approach.

Part I emphasizes cultural underpinnings, examining the profound differences between Mexicans and Americans and how these play out in a variety of business and real-life situations. It focuses on three phenomena operating beneath the surface that are key to understanding any culture and that vary greatly between Mexicans and Americans. These include the perception of time, the sense of space, and the construction and use of language—what I call cultural set pieces. Through comparisons, you will see how the deeply embedded influences of these cultural set pieces lead to sharp differences in approaches toward business. For instance, Chapter 5 discusses how the underlying construction and use of language affect the pace of business. To my knowledge, the language chapter presents a unique synthesis of linguistics and cultural anthropology. The fact that people speak different languages isn’t necessarily what makes people different, rather it is the many ciphers and cryptic constructs contained in language that shape people’s attitudes and set them to thinking in certain ways. Once understood, these features of language help break the cultural code.

Part II takes a nuts-and-bolts look at the opposing work styles of Mexicans and Americans. I have used the factory floor as a microcosm; within its four walls, work styles and working relationships reveal themselves clearly in an intensive environment. In studying work styles, you will learn how to cope with the inevitable problems that arise in business and in real-life situations. Insights into conflict resolution have broad application, since most often when Americans are interfacing with Mexicans, one of us will be working.

As we examine Mexicans through the lens of culture, we also turn the mirror on ourselves, asking why we work the way we do. A fuller appreciation of the differences between Mexicans and Americans, and the reasons behind these differences is key to exploring effective approaches to resolving conflicts and building relationships.

When first living or working in another culture, you often encounter attitudes and work styles that make no sense to you at all. You might assume that some people in other cultures simply don’t know how to do things—that they’ve got it all wrong. Initially you might not understand the difference in individual orientation versus group orientation. Nor would you appreciate how their hierarchical outlook drives behavior quite different from Americans’ egalitarian style. However, once these differences in work styles are revealed, you can begin to see how present and future orientation, for example, can be analyzed and measured. You can appreciate why people behave the way they do. You can devise strategies for communicating more effectively across cultural barriers in Mexico, as well as with Mexicans who are working or living in the United States.

Part III shows how achieving cultural fluency depends on building context. Context is an essential part of our study because work doesn’t take place in a vacuum and because Mexicans are a highly contextual people. To appreciate the core values and self-concepts of Mexicans, Part III explores what I call “the archaeology of the Mexican mind.” Then it looks at historic trends and current challenges in the Mexican political, economic, and social experience. These sections are not intended to be all-encompassing treatises. Rather, they are designed to offer a cultural perspective on aspects of daily life. Having seen how the cultural traits analyzed in Part I play out in the workplace, you now see their effects in society at large. Because this bottom-up approach extends to life on the street, this book should be useful not only for business and professional people, but also for travelers, tourists, retirees, and anyone with an interest in Mexico or Mexicans.

By learning to look through the lens of culture, you can avoid mistakes and frustration while building a bridge of communication. Without this understanding, you can fall into the trap of assuming that, underneath it all, things are much the same in Mexico as in the United States. With understanding, you can appreciate the value of adjusting your own thinking and behavior in order to be successful in your interactions with Mexicans.

Methodology

While attending Georgetown University School of Foreign Service, I was affected by the teachings of Carroll Quigley, whose seminal text—The Evolution of Civilizations (1979)—gave me an appreciation of the phenomenon of culture, and how cultures develop along different paths. I also studied comparative political and economic systems. While studying international business at the University of the Americas in Mexico City, I had an opportunity to get deeply involved in Mexican history, archaeology, and anthropology. While doing graduate studies at Michigan State University, I was impressed by the techniques of cultural anthropologist and sociologist Clifford Geertz. His enlightening book—The Interpretation of Cultures (1973)—helped me hone my interviewing skills. Geertz imagines that culture is a screenlike material, a grid extending as far as you can see in every direction out to the horizon. Like a spider on a single filament, you drop down onto the screen, visiting individuals in the center of their universe. Over time, the opinions and observations gathered from this field begin to come together. The more people you interview, the more layered and cohesive the picture. Whereas Quigley gave me a framework for analyzing culture, Geertz showed me how to develop what he calls “thick description.”

When you understand, as cultural anthropologists explain, that culture is a survival mechanism, you can accept that people hold onto their culture tenaciously. With this in mind, you don’t have to waste your time trying to bring people around to your way of thinking. Instead, you can get right down to the business of trying to understand why people from other cultures act the way they do and how you can work more effectively with them.

Although this book has a methodology, the real lessons are in the war stories. Some of these are my own and have left some blood on my T-shirt. Other accounts were passed on to me by friends and associates who shared their victories and drubbings. I hope that the real-life experiences will be more informative than top-down cultural anthropologists or business professors can conjure. My intent is for you to come away with a truly invigorated appreciation of Mexican culture, no matter how much exposure you may have had.

Even though every culture is unique, the approach taken here should prove equally useful wherever you go—to China, Saudi Arabia, or France. First, you try to identify and analyze the key cultural differences operating beneath the surface. You observe how these play out in the workplace and develop strategies for improving communication and resolving conflicts. Then, using your cultural lens, you train your eye on the society at large. To build additional context, you interview cab drivers, academics, and company presidents until you can get a feel for their cultural set pieces at work. Also, reading histories, economic reports, newspapers, anything you can get your hands on gives you an opportunity to “interview” informed authors.

When you have acquired a level of cultural fluency in one country, you will find it easier to acquire in another. Coming to understand just one culture outside your own and learning to recognize your own assumptions and patterns of thought will prove helpful with whatever culture you approach in the future.

Dodging bullets

I did not come by cultural fluency as a result of my international business career. I have been dodging cultural bullets since I was six, and the experiences have left an indelible mark on my outlook. It was my early adventures in other countries that sensitized me to cultural differences. Intuitively, I learned to adapt. I began to see patterns. It wasn’t until later in my business career that I started searching for a framework that would be helpful in analyzing culture and in making its dynamics more accessible to others. In a sense, I backed into figuring things out. But age six was when Cracking the Cultural Code began for me.

I never graduated from first grade. On April 9, 1948, a revolution broke out in Bogotá, Colombia, and the international community headed for cover. As the son of U.S. diplomats, I was shuttled from post to post, through Latin America and Europe, learning to survive in different cultures. I learned how to be a snob in Paris and how to be polite in Spain. In Barcelona, when the Franciscan friars marched my chums and me out to the playground to pledge allegiance to Generalísimo Franco and La Pátria, I stood at attention out of respect but refused to give a fascist salute. And when required to kiss the friar’s hand, as a non-Catholic, I developed the art of the “immaculate kiss”—taking the friar’s fingers in mine while piously smacking my own wrist.

It wasn’t until I returned to the United States that I realized what a cultural oddity I had become. One weekend my boarding school roommate invited me to go home with him. Even at age fifteen, I was so formal his parents felt they should offer me a martini. “Thank you,” I responded. But when I refused the martini they brought me, confusion reigned. I tried to explain, “In Spain, you say ‘thank you’ instead of ‘no’ because ‘no’ would be impolite.” Eventually, they got it straight, but just to be safe they would always ask, “Thank you, yes?” or “Thank you, no?”

There were other problems. Why did my girlfriend and her mother giggle every time I came to call? Later they told me I was so proper they expected me to show up in a tuxedo. And because I wore pointy-toed shoes and carried a briefcase to class, it didn’t take long for somebody to beat the hell out of me. I had to learn to be an American again.

In 1965, at age twenty-four, I went off to Mexico already speaking Spanish, if with a pronounced Castilian accent. As a young man living and studying among the Mexicans, I could put my academic tools to use. My Spanish affectations quickly disappeared as I learned the local ways and began to build an understanding of the people. Having been essentially Eurocentric, I was surprised at how fast and how thoroughly I became enamored with the history and culture of this five-thousand-year-old civilization. Not surprisingly, Mexico continued to be a focus throughout my years in international business while working for U.S. companies.

At the same time I was enjoying my corporate career, I also undertook archaeological expeditions in Mexico and Central America. Having dug the giant pyramid systems outside Mexico City when I was in college there, I can say that I have been down to bedrock with Mexicans. When you sweat all day in a hole with Mexican workers and you come out the same color, you understand their work styles and their connection to the past.

Regarding the text

I have used he and she in various anecdotes in this book with no intent to slight anyone. More often than not, he is used in the generic sense. My profound hope is that whatever your gender, race, age, or culture, I have shown you respect.

As for generalizations and exaggerations calculated to make a point, I apologize in advance to the subjects of this book on both sides of the border. Sometimes looking through a lens, objects appear larger than they really are. Estimados mexicanos, please forgive any exaggerations that are only intended to inform. As for my American brethren, I can be a bit harsh. As we say in the States, “Get over it!”

Of course, it’s impossible to do justice to the Mexicans. I wish I could. But the more we learn, the better we’ll do. And isn’t it time we treat building intercultural relationships with the same level of attention and respect that we give to marketing, production, and financial matters? If we’re going to succeed in our dealings with the Mexicans, we’d better make a serious effort to understand them, and, in the process, ourselves.
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