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Globalization, the City and the Country (i): Y tu mamá también
 (And Your Mother Too), Alfonso Cuarón, (2001).
1. Context.  Y tu mamá también went on release a year after Amores perros and was another international success, financed by ‘private’ capital, but rooted very firmly in its Mexican context. There is little doubt that part of its success lay in its overt representations of sexual acts; but it would be a mistake to think of it as in any way exploitative or pornographic. Indeed many of the depictions of copulation point up the absurdity of the pretensions of the young men involved, their incompetence and immaturity, together with the frivolity of their youthful promiscuity. At the same time the film gradually makes us aware of the deep insecurities that underlie their behaviour and of its effects on others – especially their female companion(s). 
Y tu mamá también is a film that focuses on two immature young men growing to manhood in a culture still deeply infused with machismo values that are being progressively challenged by psychoanalytic and sociological perspectives on human behaviour and by demands for wider female emancipation. Machismo is a set of values that not only sees the male as superior to the female but which also sets each male against every other in a competition for sexual, social and physical status, expressed in the overall notion of ‘honour.’  At the same time there is an element of narcissism in this cult of the male. 

Sexual activity takes on the same competitive quality as every other in macho culture. Thus when Julio has sex with Tenoch’s girlfriend he is expressing his own desire for superiority over his friend (and vice versa of course). When each discovers the others ‘betrayal’ their honour is impugned – but each is outraged despite his own transgression. We note that the girls’ attitude in all this is ignored by the boys who assume that they are the sole agents in such sexual transactions. Of course to claim “Y tu mamá también,” that one has had sex with someone’s mother, is the ultimate macho insult because it places one in the position of the father – and in patriarchal culture this is to acquire the position of supreme status, the ultimate triumph. Significantly both boys’ fathers are absent in one way or another, absences that further challenge the legitimacy of a culture that enables the male to access power without concomitant responsibility. It should be clear that Y tu mamá también challenges this particular aspect of Mexican (and Latin American) culture from various other points of view. Not only does it make fun of the absurd sexual pretensions of Julio and Tenoch, pretensions that they have imbibed from their culture, it also examines the insecurities that this culture both generates and tries to disguise; the film suggests a radically different reading of the ‘nature’ of human sexuality. 
At another level the film rediscovers a much older trope, the ‘doubling’ of love and death. Although sexuality is most readily associated with the very essence of life itself, the means whereby it is perpetuated collectively, there has always been an association in Western culture between sex and death. In Mexican culture death is much more visible and less repressed than in the Anglo-Saxon world. Death haunts Y tu mama  también in a way that only slowly becomes apparent. If one is aware of this in advance one can see it as a presence from the very start of the film. This doubling, as well as having metaphysical significance (the ‘death’ to self in orgasmic union with one’s sexual other) is an acknowledgement that one cannot have a concept of ‘life’ without ‘death,’ its essential existential other. 

Although Y tu mamá también appears not to be a political film in the sense that the “Third Cinema” theorists had in mind, politics still finds its way into the later film, subtly inserting itself into the interstices of the narrative, or of the mise en scene. The film was released a year after Fox won the 2000 election. Social class is inherently political and the film reflects the class divisions of Mexican society in various ways. Tenoch’s family is bourgeois; he is effectively mothered by Leo, the maid, who clearly loves him, but who he treats dismissively. This aspect of the film comments on the ethnic and class divisions in Mexican society (see Finnegan in Shaw, p.39). Julio’s family is working class, his mother working to maintain them both. The difference in the boys’ social status is reflected in many small details and emphasised by their final separation at the film’s end. 
2. This Week’s Readings.  Borges story The Intruder, from his collection Dr. Brodie’s Report, concerns two brothers who love the same woman in turns, then share her, then kill her. What Borges portrays is a world in which the relations between men are what matter -  a homosocial world (what we used to call being a man’s man). In such a world women are of little account. Borges sets his story in the countryside, an isolated world where violent deeds may pass unnoticed. At the psychoanalytic level the theory is that by sharing the same woman sexually two men express their sexual desire for each other. In such a case the homosocial segues into the homosexual. This suggests that sharply defined boundaries of sexuality are ‘cultural’ rather than ‘natural.’ This is reflected very deliberately and strongly in Y tu mamá también.
Nuala Finnegan. “So What’s Mexico Really Like?” Framing the Local, Negotiating the Global in Alfonso Cuarón’s Y tu mama también.” in Deborah Shaw ed. Contemporary Latin American Cinema: Breaking Into the Global Market  (Lanham, Maryland: Rowan & Littlefield, 2007), pp. 29 – 50) Finnegan’s analysis considers the way in which the film represents (or rather makes clear the unrepresentability of) the local (Mexico) in the context of the global. It argues that since neither of these terms is clearly definable, they have to be referred to in the film in a manner which acknowledges this dilemma. She relates this to the film’s visual and narrative style; she suggests that the “wandering eye” of the “straying camera” constantly indicates a presence that cannot be explored and the voice-over relates things that cannot be visually represented at all. Finnegan’s analysis reinforces our outline of the other aspects of the film in ways which relate to this local/global dichotomy. 
Andrea Noble’s chapter “Seeing the Other Through Film”  is informed by ethnographic theory. She outlines the impact of Eisenstein’s uncompleted ¡Que viva México on the cinematic “ways of seeing” generated by an earlier discourse of modern Mexican identity which has been criticised for reducing the indigenous other (from the criollo point of view) to a picturesque folkloric idealisation that locates the indigenous in a mythic past, thus excluding  this section of the population from modern Mexico’s image of its own identity, based on mestizo ethnicity. She suggests that Y tu mamá también challenges the consequent cinematic ‘look,’ the way cinematic representation has replicated this construction in visual terms. She argues that this is done in two ways: first by consistently showing the spectator details (usually ‘unexplained’ visually) of an ethnographic nature – ie featuring the lives of servants  in the urban setting and workers and campesinos in the countryside – but also making clear that Julio and Tenoch do not ‘see’ them: and secondly by means of the voice-over which provides knowledge for the spectator that is not seen at all. (Note that Noble suggests that the voice-over narrator’s omniscience is ‘excessive’: can one exceed omniscience? This is a mere insouciant detail on my part; Noble’s analysis is very revealing.) And, of course, she points out that even this omniscient narrator does not tell all. Thus for Noble, Y tu mamá también has a reflexive quality that draws attention to the limitations of cinematic and ethnographic representation, and to representation in general. This foregrounding of the problem of representation is an aspect of the postmodern. This problem was addressed by the modernists, for instance by means of Brechtian distanciation. But for modernism this remained a detail, less significant than the continued attempt to create new representational forms that could indeed signify the world of modernity. In postmodernity this ‘detail’ becomes foregrounded; the ‘problem of representation’ becomes the  great issue – an issue that cannot, by definition, ever be resolved. Y tu mamá también reflects this  radical undermining of our belief in our ability to signify the real. As Noble suggests, “Seeing is not knowing:” we might add  “especially in the cinema.  

It should noted also that Noble detects in the film the main cultural themes that other critics have analysed. What is different is her insistence that this ‘road film’ certainly is rooted in Mexico; although the effects of globalization are made apparent, she implies that this remains very definitely a Mexican  film about Mexico and Méxicanidad. This contrasts with Finnegan’s analysis; the difference between the two critiques would make a good basis for debate.
3. Reading Y tu mamá también.  Y tu mamá también uses formal camera work with lots of medium-to-long shots, carefully composed mise en scene and linear temporality to tell its story. Continuity editing makes the narrative easy to follow and character development is steady and continuous as the story unfolds and the protagonists learn more about each other and themselves. I would argue that this formal conservatism seems actually quite appropriate because the action of the film consists of a journey into the placid (seeming) and often empty Mexican countryside, a filmic world in which hand held camera work and fast, non-continuity editing would convey the ‘wrong’ ambience. Instead Cuarón uses voice-over as a means of commenting on the action, announcing each interjection with a silent pause, and subtly undermining the apparent ‘truth’ of his realist visual story-telling by providing information that 
action or dialogue does not reveal and, in so doing, deepening the audience’s awareness of the deceptions and evasions practised by the protagonists and interjecting  facts and statistics that cast a darker shadow over much that seems at first sight to be comic, happy and straightforward. Y tu mamá también is a very good-looking film, handsome, elegant and richly coloured; the voice-over accentuates its dark undertone. What seems a technically conservative film is able to advance a radical critique of Mexican culture in a way that is not compromised by its financial need to reach an international popular audience. 
4. Voice-over and Narration.  As mentioned above the film uses voice-over as a means of supplying information that is not shown, for the most part the “bad news” of the narrative. Finnegan suggests that this imparts that which cannot be shown because of the film’s transnational ambitions, its need to appeal to a “world cinema” audience in ways that render the local (ie Mexican) incapable of visual representation. 
Voice-over also serves as a structural intertextual link with Truffaut’s Jules et Jim (see 6. below). 
In discussion it is often asserted that the voice-over ‘supplements’ the visually conveyed narrative or indeed ‘corrects’ it, providing deeper ‘truths’ that the ‘happy’ surface of the film cannot or will not reflect. Some suggest that the narrative as shown is in some sense untrue and that the voice-over acts as a corrective, supplying the absent or concealed truth. 
Most spectators assume that the narration takes place on two different levels, both of which are believed. This is relatively unproblematic with regard to the visible narrative: we believe it because we see it, even though there are deliberately contrived ‘gaps’ (the results of Luisa’s tests being the most significant of these). But the voice-over narration is quite another matter. How do we know that this voice is telling us the truth?  The answer is that we do not. I suggest that our reactions to the voice are based on a set of implicit assumptions, the principle of which being that the voice is that of the storyteller-in-chief, the assumed film-maker. We become aware of the film-maker only because of the voice-over; without it (him) we remain unaware (or, since we are film students, aware but forgetful) of the very act of storytelling. Even if we assume (as in some accounts that I have read) that the voice is that of Cuarón in his role as storyteller/film-maker/director we are still forgetful of the fact that this is a conventional response, upon which the whole illusion of cinematic experience is based. Even the Brechtian spectator, ‘alienated’ from the cinematic illusion by means of non-realist narrative technique (as in Memorias del subdesarrollo for example) thinks about the ‘meaning’ of what (s)he is seeing on the screen, aware that it is not ‘real’ but in a way that disregards the whole cinematic apparatus ‘behind’ the creation of the film itself. Furthermore voice-over itself is understood in a conventional way, that is we accept it because we are accustomed to it and recognise it as a standard cinematic device. Even the notion that the voice is that of Cuarón is conventionalized, auteur theory having conditioned us to think of the director as sole creator of the film, rather than as a synecdoche* for that extensive team of people whose efforts combine to produce a film. (* ‘synecdoche’ means a part standing for the whole, a single word which stands for some collective – for instance ‘Essex’ standing for the University of Essex, which in turn includes students, staff, buildings, grounds and the whole legal, social and financial structure of the University, not to mention all the intellectual and other activity that takes place there.) 
As I suggest above, most spectators accept the ‘truth’ of both what they see on the screen and what the voice-over tells them. It is also assumed that the possessor of the voice has knowledge that is only accessible through his omniscience: like God he is everywhere and sees everything, including Julio (and Tenoch) alone in the toilet! It is clear that the audience are intended to so believe and I do not wish to challenge the validity of this ‘truth’ within the world of the film. However there are two points that are worth noting. Let us refer again to Borges and his story The Intruder. I quote: 

They say (though it seems unlikely) that Eduardo, the younger of the Nelson brothers, told the story in eighteen-ninety-something at the wake for Cristián, the elder, who had died of natural causes in the district of Morón. What is unquestionably true is that the cups of mate went their rounds in the course of that long night when there was nothing else to do, somebody heard it from someone and later repeated it to Santiago Dabove, from whom I first heard it. I was told the story again, years later, in Turdera, where it had actually occurred. The second, somewhat less succinct version corroborated the essential details of Santiago’s, with the small divergences and variations that one always expects. . . . I will tell the story conscientiously, though I can foresee myself yielding to the literary temptation to heighten or insert the occasional small detail. 

                                               (From Borges Collected Fictions, trans. Hurley, 348)
What Borges does here is to build into his narrative the modernist’s implicit denial of narrative omniscience. For Borges the position of omniscient (all seeing, all knowing, the position assumed by the nineteenth century realist novelists) narrator is no longer available; omniscience cannot exist (God is dead) and so the construction of subjective points of view that possess this omniscience is no longer valid, even for creators of fiction. This is a standard modernist stance; the postmodernists take this to further extremes, dissolving the possibility of even partial glimpses of the truth in the acid of post-structuralism. This omniscience and inherent assumption of truth-telling is usually assumed by cinema (and TV) audiences since ‘realism’ remains the dominant narrative mode. Cuarón adopts this position. There is no reason for us to challenge the way he uses it – the difference between what he shows and what he tells adds great depth to the film; but we do need to be aware of the assumptions on which his narrative stance depends and of the alternatives that modernism and postmodernism assert in defiance of this stance. Cuarón himself is surely so aware when he has the boys assert that: “Truth is cool but unobtainable. Yeah, the truth is awesome but you can’t reach it.” 
The second point that can be made in this regard concerns the ironic nature of the voice: we have read Y tu mamá también as a critique of machismo, and yet the voice-over is male. Throughout the film the mind that knows all the character’s secrets and divulges them to the world has the voice of the Father. I detect no sense of awareness of this irony in the film. 
(The Unreliable Narrator: this is a technique used in some modernist texts to emphasise the problematic nature of  narrative authority and authorial omniscience. A well-known example is Ford Maddox Ford’s novel, The Good Soldier, in which facts are related and events described by a narrative voice which contradicts itself in the later part of the book – indicting that what was ‘told’ earlier was a set of self-justifying lies. In Y tu mamá también the voice-over deceives us to a degree by leaving out a particular item of ‘bad news’ in order to create dramatic effect when it is revealed later on. However it is possible to sense the nature of this bad news as the film develops, such is the subtlety of Cuaron’s narrative.) 
5. This Week’s Extracts.
1. Goodbye at the airport. Julio and Tenoch in the car. No regret at loss of girls. Immature behaviour. Tenoch hates economists (economics – globalism – the hidden world of Mexican poverty) Sister at a demo. Boys have no political commitment. Smell of cologne – fear of being thought gay – excessive reaction to this possibility. 
The voice-over interjects with ‘bad news’. A workman has been killed in a road accident. His body is not claimed for 4 days – the other Mexico – poverty and death. 

Tenoch’s home – affluent middle class. Servants (from poor Mexico) Father has joined ruling party (PNR). Drugs. Mother out of touch with boy’s world. “Come to wedding. Wear your finery. President will be there.” More idle boasting – macho posturing -  their exploits at the party to come. Voice over – the truth – their evening is a disaster.

At the pool – macho competition. Water will come to signify death. An inversion of the natural order – water essential for life – the female element – but the female will die. Macho culture inverts nature.

2. The wedding. Rich Mexico. The President attends. Julio and Tenoch hit on Luisa. They are absurdly out of their depth with her, socially, emotionally, sexually. Contrast with the hopes of the “happy couple.” Wedding vows mean nothing to macho men.
Voice-over gives the bad news – Luisa’s parents killed when she was a child; brought up by aunt who supported Franco (fascist). Had to nurse her when she was ill for a long time. Died shortly after Luisa’s wedding to Jano (Janus faces both ways – Jano is two faced – has affairs  -but Luisa knows about them, we discover later – he gets better at sex).  Jano can’t meet the President because the boys have splashed wine on his suit. 
The boys invite Luisa to come with them to the beach (a long trip). To “Heaven’s Mouth”  - the name has erotic connotations. She puts them down effortlessly.

In the background a display of a mythic “Old Mexico” with Caballeros and Mariachis – a simulacrum -  an attempt to recreate an identity that never really existed in the first place. 

3. The camera pans to follow a servant carrying food on a tray – the other Mexico. 

Voice-over – President leaves to choose candidates for the coming election (which he will lose). Cerro Verde massacre (incident in El Salvador conflict of 1990s) -  then to Seattle to conference on globalisation. Politics infiltrates the film by this means. Globalisation the cause of  Mexico’s worsening poverty. The film cleverly critiques its own omission of this politics. 
Luisa goes to the clinic to get her test results – “afraid of her freedom?” Do we guess what they are – if not we gradually become aware – perhaps when she decides to go with the boys to “Heaven’s Mouth.”

4. On the road. In the Mexican countryside – passing the other Mexico – a wedding car – irony  again. Luisa’s past – her job as a dental hygienist. Voice-over gives us other sadder details. 

Crosses at the roadside – signifying death. The Charolastras – their macho code. (Anti-“fag”). Again the voice-over gives us other less savoury details.
5. At the beach. Idyllic Mexico. Chuy and Mabel – a happy way of life. Water and death –underwater camera. Heaven’s Mouth discovered by accident. 
Voice over tells us that Chuy’s way of life will be destroyed by “progress” at the hands of globalisation and development – the loss of the countryside and its way of life – the flight of the dispossessed to the cities that Davis describes so vividly. The camp ruined by pigs – a metaphor for the loss of the idyllic way of life. The harsh facts of reality.

6. The end of the film. Luisa teaches Julio and Tenoch something about themselves and their sexuality. Are they really gay? Or are the boundaries that we erect around sexual identity artificial? Their prejudices are revealed and their macho posturing is deflated. They return to the city. The voice over tells that they meet other girls and stop seeing each other. But the most important piece of bad news comes not from the voice-over but from their conversation: Luisa is dead. This moment reveals their growing maturity – and they owe it to her. They are serious and thoughtful at last.  They realise that throughout their journey with Luisa she was absolutely aware of her own approaching death and they were absolutely unaware of it. 
6. Intertextuality.  There is no doubt that Y tu mamá también makes strong intertextual reference to François Truffaut’s Jules at Jim (1962). One of the most celebrated examples of what was then called the French New Wave, this was a highly innovative movie, telling the tale of two young men in love with the same woman and pursuing their relationship á trois. The narrative as shown is ‘filled out’ by voice-over. The film ends with the woman’s suicide – by drowning. In making this connection Cuarón might seem to be announcing his postmodern credentials, but postmodern intertextuality is characterised as pastiche, a type of referencing that draws attention to the changed meanings that have accrued in the interim between original and quotation and which tends to drain the seriousness of the original from the ‘imitation,’ suggesting a loss of the heroic seriousness that the original may have possessed. This does not seem to be the case here. Both these films seem to me to be equally serious. Perhaps what Cuarón is doing is linking his popular realist movie to that earlier radical movement whose innovations served as one of the inspirations of “Third Cinema.” In this way the reference underlines the work of the voice-over, which, as I have pointed out, adds a vital layer of seriousness and meaning to the film and distinguishes it from straightforward classical realist cinema.  
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