
 

 v 

For all those who keep asking the hard questions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 vii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Publication of this book was made possible by funds from the Research Objective 
of the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, MSM 0021620841. The 
book contains parts of revised and updated material that was published by the 
author in individual articles elsewhere. 
 
The author would like to thank Miloš Calda, Stephen Haggard, Richard Feinberg, 
Craig McIntosh, Josef Opatrný and Vladimír Nálevka for valuable comments and 
suggestions in the process of writing this book.   



 viii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 ix 

 
Table of Contents:  

 
INTRODUCTION – WHAT TO EXPECT? ......................................................................................... 1 
a) Choosing the topic ............................................................................................................... 1 
b) Research questions...............................................................................................................3 
c) Formulation of main thesis .............................................................................................. 4 
d) Basic structure ...................................................................................................................... 4 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC ESSAY.................................................................................................................... 5 
aa) Resources on U.S.­Mexican relations in general .................................................. 5 
bb) Resources on history of bilateral relations ............................................................ 7 
cc) Resources on NAFTA and economic integration .................................................. 8 
dd) Resources on immigration from Mexico to U.S..................................................... 8 
ee) Resources on drug trafficking ...................................................................................... 9 
ff) Primary sources..................................................................................................................10 
gg) Opinion polls and newspaper articles ....................................................................10 
hh) Critical summary.............................................................................................................11 

METHODOLOGY AND METHOD – HOW TO DO IT? ................................................................. 11 
aaa) Theoretical controversies..........................................................................................11 
bbb) Basic methodological framework of the thesis................................................13 
ccc) Wider relevance and implications of the selected topic................................14 
eee) Explaining and understanding the selected topic ...........................................15 
fff) Application of the selected methodological approach.....................................16 
ggg) Terminology, units of analysis ................................................................................18 
hhh) Objective of the book...................................................................................................18 

PART I: CONTEXT OF U.S.­MEXICAN RELATIONS...................................................... 21 
1  HISTORICAL LEGACIES OF ASYMMETRY..................................................................23 
1.1  MEXICO AS VICTIM OF U.S. AGGRESSION ...................................................................... 23 
1.2  PRI AND MEXICAN NATIONALISM ................................................................................. 26 
1.3  U.S. PERSPECTIVES ON MEXICO ..................................................................................... 28 
1.4  MEXICO’S INFERIORITY COMPLEX?................................................................................ 30 
1.5  SECTORAL COOPERATION................................................................................................ 32 

2  ASYMMETRY AND THE PERIPHERAL TRAP ........................................................ 35 
2.1  INTRODUCTION.................................................................................................................. 35 
2.2  MEXICO BECOMES THE PERIPHERY ............................................................................... 37 
2.2.1  Mexico and the U.S. at the creation of the world economy....................37 
2.2.2  Mexican Revolution and the reinforcement of peripheral status .......39 
2.2.3  The PRI regime and the Mexican miracle......................................................40 

2.3  CRISIS AND THE SEARCH FOR A WAY OUT IN THE 1980S.......................................... 42 
2.3.1  Crisis of the national economy ...........................................................................42 
2.3.2  Grand opening ...........................................................................................................44 

2.4  DISILLUSIONMENT AND MIXED BLESSINGS OF THE 1990S....................................... 47 



 x 

2.5  INCREASING ASYMMETRY WITHIN MEXICO ................................................................ 50 
2.5.1  Divergence or convergence?................................................................................51 
2.5.2  Divergence in Mexico, 1988­2000.....................................................................52 

2.6  ASYMMETRY, LIBERALIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT.................................................. 55 
2.6.1  Political opening and the periphery ................................................................56 
2.6.2  U.S. economic policies towards Mexico...........................................................59 

2.7  POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS OF PERSISTING ASYMMETRY ........................................... 63 
3  ASYMMETRY, POLITICS AND INDEPENDENCE ................................................... 69 
3.1  INTRODUCTION.................................................................................................................. 69 
3.2  CONCEPT OF INDEPENDENCE – PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS................................ 70 
3.3  MEXICO AND THE U.S. – DEPTHS OF DEPENDENCE ................................................... 73 
3.3.1  Direct intervention ..................................................................................................73 
3.3.2  Economic dependence............................................................................................75 
3.3.3  Political Dependence ..............................................................................................79 
3.3.4  Symbolic and psychological dependence .......................................................80 

3.4  MEXICO AND UNITED STATES – TRIUMPHS OF INDEPENDENCE ............................. 82 
3.4.1  Revolutionary history.............................................................................................82 
3.4.2  Economic independence........................................................................................82 
3.4.3  Political independence...........................................................................................84 
3.4.4  Symbolic and psychological independence...................................................87 

3.5  SYNTHETIC APPROACH TO INDEPENDENCE IN U.S.‐MEXICAN RELATIONS........... 89 
4  ASYMMETRIC PERCEPTIONS IN TRANSITION. THE NEW YORK TIMES 

COVERAGE OF MEXICO BEFORE AND AFTER NAFTA ....................................................... 95 
4.1  CHAPTER METHODOLOGY............................................................................................... 95 
4.2  QUANTITATIVE CHANGE.................................................................................................. 97 
4.3  QUALITATIVE CHANGE FROM 1990 TO 1996 ..........................................................100 
4.3.1  Topics .........................................................................................................................100 
4.3.2  Attitude and content analysis..........................................................................103 
4.3.3  Editorial policy .......................................................................................................109 

4.4  CONCLUSIONS ..................................................................................................................110 
PART II. CRITICAL ISSUES IN U.S.­MEXICAN RELATIONSHIP ...........................113 
5  ASYMMETRIC ECONOMIC INTEGRATION UNDER NAFTA ..........................115 
5.1  INTRODUCTION................................................................................................................115 
5.2  MEXICO’S REASONS TO JOIN NAFTA ..........................................................................116 
5.3  U.S. REASONS TO JOIN NAFTA ....................................................................................120 
5.4  NAFTA STRUCTURE AND ASYMMETRIC INTEGRATION ...........................................123 
5.4.1  Analysis of the document ...................................................................................124 
5.4.2  Accessory agreements .........................................................................................125 
5.4.3  Institutions created by NAFTA ........................................................................126 
5.4.4  Selected type of integration in theoretical perspective........................126 

5.5  CONSEQUENCES OF ASYMMETRIC INTEGRATION IN MEXICO..................................130 



 

 xi 

5.5.1  International position of Mexico after entry into NAFTA ...................130 
5.5.2  Polarization of the country...............................................................................133 
5.5.3  High adjustment costs.........................................................................................135 
5.5.4  Democratization and stabilization ...............................................................138 
5.5.5  NAFTA as developmental model.....................................................................140 

5.6  CONSEQUENCES OF ASYMMETRIC INTEGRATION IN THE UNITED STATES ...........142 
5.6.1  Influence and responsibilities ..........................................................................143 
5.6.2  Unemployment and competitive edge..........................................................144 

5.7  ASYMMETRIC ECONOMIC INTEGRATION – CONCLUSIONS........................................147 
5.7.1  General observations ...........................................................................................147 
5.7.2  Normative aspects ................................................................................................148 

6  IMMIGRATION AS A CONSEQUENCE OF ASYMMETRY .................................151 
6.1  DEMOGRAPHIC DIMENSION...........................................................................................151 
6.2  ECONOMIC DIMENSIONS ................................................................................................156 
6.3  IMMIGRATION POLICY DIMENSION...............................................................................159 
6.4  DOMESTIC POLICY DIMENSIONS ...................................................................................164 
6.5  SOCIAL DIMENSION.........................................................................................................169 
6.6  EXPLANATIONS, ASYMMETRY AND CRITICAL ANALYSIS...........................................172 

7  ASYMMETRIC WAR ON DRUGS .................................................................................181 
7.1  INTRODUCTION................................................................................................................181 
7.2  ORIGINS OF ILLICIT TRAFFIC .........................................................................................182 
7.3  U.S.‐MEXICO EARLY POLICY DISAGREEMENTS ..........................................................185 
7.4  WAR ON DRUGS BEGINS ................................................................................................187 
7.5  OPERATION CONDOR .....................................................................................................190 
7.6  CRACK COCAINE AND THE CHANGING MAP OF THE DRUG TRADE...........................191 
7.7  PASSAGE OF NAFTA AND THE SALINAS OFFENSIVE................................................196 
7.8  NAFTA AFTERMATH AND THE REBOLLO SCANDAL.................................................198 
7.9  PRESIDENT FOX AND THE INCREASE IN VIOLENCE ...................................................203 
7.10  OUTCOMES: THE MISHANDLING OF ASYMMETRY ...................................................207 

8  CONCLUSIONS – FACING ASYMMETRIC RELATIONS .....................................213 
8.1  CONCEPTUALIZING ASYMMETRY..................................................................................213 
8.1.1  Asymmetry in international relations..........................................................213 
8.1.2  Model of basic options in an asymmetric relation..................................215 

8.2  APPLICATION OF THE MODEL, CONCLUSIONS ............................................................221 
8.3  IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS...........................................................224 
LIST OF REFERENCES:................................................................................................................227 

ANNEX 1: SELECTED EVENTS FROM THE HISTORY OF U.S.­MEXICAN 
RELATIONS .............................................................................................................................................263 

 INDEX................................................................................................................................................  269



 xii 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 xiii 

List of Graphs:  
 

GRAPH 1: ANNUAL GDP GROWTH IN MEXICO AND U.S. 1961-2003................................................41 
GRAPH 2: MEXICO PUBLIC DEBT, 1964-1991...................................................................................43 
GRAPH 3: MEXICO - EXTERNAL DEBT AND TRADE, 1970-2004 .......................................................77 
GRAPH 4: NUMBER OF ARTICLES ON MEXICO IN THE NEW YORK TIMES, 1981-2000 AND GDP 

GROWTH IN MEXICO................................................................................................................98 
GRAPH 5: HYPOTHETICAL MIGRATION WITH AND WITHOUT NAFTA.............................................129 
GRAPH 6: ANNUAL GDP GROWTH IN MEXICO AND U.S. ...............................................................132 
GRAPH 7: LEGAL IMMIGRATION FROM MEXICO, DECADES. ............................................................153 
GRAPH 8: IMMIGRATION FROM MEXICO, 1994 - 2005. ...................................................................154 
GRAPH 9: ALIENS EXPELLED, 1960-2005. ......................................................................................155 

 
List of Tables:  
 

TABLE 1: BASIC STATISTICAL COMPARISONS MEXICO / U.S. IN 2002.................................................2 
TABLE 2: DIVERGENCE WITHIN MEXICO, 1988-2000 .......................................................................53 
TABLE 3: ARTICLES WITH THE PRIMARY TOPIC OF MEXICO IN THE NYT BETWEEN 1981-2000........97 
TABLE 4: SELECTED TOPICS ON MEXICO IN THE NEW YORK TIMES 1990-1996 ............................100 
TABLE 5: OIL RESERVES (BILLIONS OF BARRELS) ...........................................................................119 
TABLE 6: HOURLY COMPENSATION COSTS IN SELECTED COUNTRIES 1975-2000..........................123 
TABLE 7: U.S. DIRECT INVESTMENT ABROAD, SELECTED COUNTRIES, MILLIONS OF DOLLARS......133 
TABLE 8: MERCHANDISE EXPORTS IN BILLIONS OF US$, 1990-1996 .............................................133 
TABLE 9: POPULATION IN BORDER CITIES, IN THOUSANDS ............................................................134 
TABLE 10: AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION 2000 (THOUSANDS OF METRIC TONS) ............................136 
TABLE 11: NUMBER OF AGRICULTURAL PRODUCERS IN MEXICO (THOUSANDS), 1990-2000 .........137 
TABLE 12: NAFTA: SCHEDULE OF TARIFF ELIMINATION ..............................................................138 
TABLE 13: MANUFACTURING PRODUCTIVITY AND WAGES IN NAFTA .........................................145 
TABLE 14: WAGE AS PERCENTAGE OF PRODUCTIVITY....................................................................145 
TABLE 15: INCOME FROM REMITTANCES VS. SELECTED SOURCES OF FOREIGN CURRENCY, 2006...159 
TABLE 16: ASYMMETRIC RELATIONS – SCHEMATIC OVERVIEW......................................................220 

 
 
List of Images:  
 

IMAGE 1: HIGH SCHOOL IN MEXICALI NAMED AFTER MARCH 18, 1938, THE DAY OIL INDUSTRY WAS 

NATIONALIZED IN MEXICO. PICTURE TAKEN BY THE AUTHOR IN MAY 2005. .........................84 
IMAGE 2: PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION IN MEXICO, 2000.....................................................................139 

 



 xiv 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 xv 

List of Abbreviations:  
 
AFL-CIO   American Federation of Labor, Council of Industrial Organizations 
ASEAN  Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
BANAMEX   Banco Nacional de México 
BNDD  Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs  
CEMEX  Cementos Mexicanos 
CENADEH   Centro Nacional de Derechos Humanos 
CIA   Central Intelligence Agency 
DEA    Drug Enforcement Administration  
ECLAC   United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America  
  and the Caribbean 
ICE   U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
IIRIRA   Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act 
IMF   International Monetary Fund 
INEGI   Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 
INS   Immigration and Naturalization Service 
IRCA    Immigration Reform and Control act of 1986 
ISI    Import substitution industrialization 
MERCOSUR Mercado Común del Sur 
NAAEC North American Agreement on Environmental Cooperation 
NAALC North American Agreement on Labor Cooperation 
NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement 
NORML National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws 
ONDCP White House Office of National Drug Control Policy 
PAN  Partido Acción Nacional 
PEMEX Petróleos Mexicanos 
PRD  Partido de la Revolución Democrática 
PRI  Partido Revolucionario Institucional 
PROCAMPO Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo 
SAGARPA Secretaría de agricultura, ganadería, desarollo rural, pesca  
  y alimentación 
U.S.  United States 
USCIS  United States Citizenship and Immigration Services 
WTO  World Trade Organization 

 
 
 
 
 



 xvi 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 

 1 

Introduction – What to Expect?  
 

¡Pobre México, tan lejos de Dios y tan próximo a los Estados Unidos! (Poor Mexico, so far away from God and so close to 
the United States!)     Popular saying in Mexico attributed to Porfirio Díaz 

 

In the introductory section, I will address three following issues: Why I chose 
U.S.-Mexican relations as the topic for my doctoral dissertation, what are the ba-
sic research questions that I am trying to answer, and finally what are the main 
theses of this work. Further methodological questions are discussed in more detail 
in a special section below. 

a) Choosing the topic 
Choice of the research agenda deserves close scrutiny, as it is one of the most 

important subjective decisions each researcher has to make. Even though there 
might exist social pressures or academic constraints, topic selection still remains 
largely a free personal decision. As such, it reveals researcher’s interests, values, 
and sometimes also underlying political convictions – choosing to study best ways 
to maximize return on investment is in this respect quite different from research 
on structural violence in marginalized communities. As scientific inquiry does not 
occur in social vacuum, the chosen topic needs to be in some way relevant to 
shared social experience and related to existing knowledge or ongoing academic 
debates. This is important especially in social sciences, where research outcomes 
have the potential to influence expert or public perception of the selected issue, 
which might in turn alter subsequent policies related to it.  

 In the case of this thesis, the relevant and hotly debated broader question is 
the possible incorporation of peripheral weaker countries to the increasingly inte-
grated economic world system dominated by stronger states. Apart from current 
security concerns emphasized by the media, this continues to be one of the crucial 
issues for international relations in the near future and as well as in the long run 
perspective. Differences between rich and poor countries produce inherent ten-
sions, which at times lead to misunderstandings and conflicts. How to prevent 
these and achieve successful mutual cooperation is far from clear.  

Mexico and the United States have dramatically different levels of per capita 
income while sharing a 3,141 km long land border. The extent of asymmetry be-
tween the two countries has not changed dramatically over time and can be ob-
served in numerous other economic and social indicators (see Table 1). At the 
same time, interaction between both countries is intense and includes both legal 
and illegal flows of people and goods, which creates numerous challenges for 
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policymakers in U.S. as well as in Mexico. The two countries are thus highly 
relevant examples for studying causes and effects of asymmetric relations. Even 
though many of the findings are limited to this particular case, together with simi-
lar studies they can serve as building blocks for more general understanding of the 
asymmetric phenomena.  

 
Table 1: Basic statistical comparisons Mexico / U.S. in 2002  

Indicator Mexico United States 
Population 101,879,171 278,058,881 
GDP 0.865 tril.US$ 9.255 tril. US$ 
GDP per capita 8,500 US$ 33,900 US$ 
Budget 0.123 tril. US$ 1.653 tril. US$ 
Electricity production 0,182 tril. KWh 3.67 tril. kWh 
Tourism incomes 7.59 bil. US$ 74.49 bil. US$ 
Cattle 30.29 mil. 98.05 mil. 
Chicken 476.0 mil. 1.72 bil. 
Pigs 13.69 mil. 59.34 mil. 
Labor force in agriculture 24% 2.4% 
Defense budget 3 bil.US$ 291.2 bil.US$ 
Active troops 192,770 1,365,800 
Airports 83  834 
Passenger cars 8.2 mil.  129.73 mil. 
Commuter vehicles 4.03 mil.  76.64 mil.  
TV sets per 1,000 pop. 257 847 
Radios per 1,000 pop. 329 2,115 
Telephones (landlines) 12,332,600 192,518,800 
Life expectancy males 68.73 74.37 
Life expectancy females 74.93 80.05 
Pop. less than 15 years old 43.30% 21.10% 
Pop. more than 65 years old 4.40% 12.60% 
Birth per 1,000 pop. 22.8 14.2 
Deaths per 1,000 pop. 5.02 8.7 
Infant mort. (1,000 live births) 25.36 6.76 
Literacy 90% 97% 

Source: World Almanac and Book of Facts 2002, World Almanac Books, New York, 2002, 
p. 829, 862. 
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b) Research questions 
The first part covering the broader context of the bilateral relationship in-

cludes most important historical events going back to the 19th century, but the fo-
cus of the work is primarily on the last two decades of the 20th century, in which 
Mexico underwent gradual liberalization and opening towards its more powerful 
northern neighbor. Severe debt crisis in 1982 marks a symbolic watershed in this 
respect, as it led to dramatic rethinking of Mexico’s position vis-à-vis the U.S. It 
is the start of the conscious project of gradual economic as well as political open-
ing with the goal of diminishing asymmetry between the two countries through 
adoption of neo-liberal economic policies promoted by the U.S. Contrary to what 
many had hoped for, the income gap between the two countries remains even 
greater than in 1980, despite high levels of trade and foreign direct investment as 
well as considerable extent of political democratization in Mexico. The inability 
to close this asymmetric gap has been an ongoing puzzle for researchers interested 
in the subject.  

The working title of this thesis was “U.S. and Mexico: Lower Abdomen as 
Omen”. It was meant to highlight the fact that for many in the U.S., Mexico is still 
regarded as the lower abdomen of their “body politic”. Besides the play on words, 
the omen was to convey a disturbing warning sign of possible things to come in 
mismanaged asymmetric relationships. Indeed, the flow of clandestine migrants 
and narcotics from Mexico shows little signs of abating, which leads to hysteric 
and potentially disastrous reactions by policymakers in the U.S. Economic inte-
gration has not helped much to lift the estimated 40 million Mexicans out of pov-
erty, but it is responsible for social dislocations in selected regions of the U.S., 
especially those connected to the automobile industry. Last but not least, there are 
significant human costs associated with this particular asymmetric relation, either 
in the form of hundreds of migrants perishing in the scorched deserts used as dan-
gerous illegal border crossings, or as a result of drug-related violence on both 
sides of the border. This adds a sense of urgency to the somewhat abstract and 
analytical academic project.  

In this work I will try to answer the following fundamental questions: Why 
has not Mexico been able to reduce the asymmetry vis-à-vis the United States 
even after 25 years of liberalizing policies? In what ways does asymmetry affect 
critical issues in the bilateral relationship? Is there a more appropriate way to ap-
proach asymmetric relations? What lessons can be drawn from the case of U.S. 
and Mexico for future policy decisions? Answers might not be easy or straight-
forward, as number of variables are influencing eventual outcomes. Given that the 
relations are both extensive and complex, finding a simple, single “answer” or 
“solution” is unlikely. However, I believe that after careful analysis of the seem-
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ingly chaotic and indeterminate surrounding reality, we can establish relevant 
working concepts, which will help us understand as well as explain the phenom-
ena under scrutiny.  

c) Formulation of main thesis 
The main thesis that I want to demonstrate is that in spite of growing integra-

tion and cooperation, the persisting asymmetry leads U.S. policymakers to keep 
regarding Mexico as a distinct alien and potentially subversive entity, much like 
the “Other” conceptualized by Edward Said in his work on the Orient.1 Such ap-
proach leads to policies that are unilaterally conceived, short-sighted and which 
usually benefit only a selected group of people both in the U.S. and in Mexico. As 
“Other”, Mexico is considered to be a space where negative externalities of U.S. 
policies can be piled up without paying the real cost, as it is still on the “outside” 
of the U.S. political sphere. Such view is in my view erroneous and fails to take 
into account the close proximity and interconnectedness of the critical issues fac-
ing the two countries – problems which are exported over the ever more strongly 
fortified border keep coming back, at times literally.  

In many ways U.S. is the dominant partner in the asymmetric relationship, 
and it has failed to use its position to actively encourage reduction of the asymme-
try, which is at the root of the most critical bilateral issues. At times it even di-
rectly contributed to greater polarization within Mexico and to impoverishment of 
selected vulnerable social groups. The asymmetric partnership model U.S. devel-
oped with Mexico was limited in its extent and in some cases led to widening so-
cial inequalities within Mexico. In other areas, the U.S. often pursued short-
sighted, unilateral policies detrimental for Mexico, sacrificing the relationship for 
domestic political goals. This suggests that there exists sufficient room for more 
sensible U.S. policies as well as U.S.-Mexican relations in general.  

d) Basic structure  
The book is divided into two parts, each having four chapters. First part fo-

cuses on the wider context of the bilateral relationship. First chapter deals with 
historical legacies between U.S. and Mexico, which still play an important role in 
the relationship. Second chapter focuses on the economic history of the two coun-
tries and the origins and persistence of the asymmetry in economic development. 
Third chapter analyzes the relationship from the standpoint of international poli-
tics and Mexican emphasis on national independence. Chapter four is a case study 
of perceptions of Mexico in U.S. media in the period before and after ratification 
of NAFTA. Second part looks more closely on critical issues in U.S.-Mexican re-

                                                 
1 Said, Edward W., Orientalism, (New York: Vintage, 1972), p. 34.  
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lations. Chapter five analyzes the consequences of economic integration under 
NAFTA. Chapter six focuses on the issue of Mexican immigration to U.S. and its 
relation to the underlying asymmetry. War on drugs and its implications for the 
bilateral relationship is the subject of chapter seven. The concluding chapter eight 
conceptualizes asymmetric relations on a more abstract level and draws conclu-
sions derived from previous chapters. 

 

Bibliographic essay 
 
Scientific successes cannot be explained in a simple way. 

Paul Feyerabend 
 

The amount of literature on U.S.-Mexican relations is extensive and covers vari-
ous aspects of the relationship, so in this essay I can discuss only selected works 
especially relevant for this thesis. In the U.S. there are several excellent research 
centers devoted just to this topic, e.g. Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies at Univer-
sity of California, San Diego, or the Mexican program at Teresa Lozano Long In-
stitute of Latin American Studies at University of Texas at Austin, which produce 
detailed analyses on specific issues related to the bilateral relationship. The schol-
arly journal Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos published jointly by the Uni-
versity of California Institute for Mexico and the United States and the Universi-
dad Nacional Autónoma de México focuses on issues primarily relevant to Mex-
ico, but given the importance of the U.S., bilateral ties often become subjects of 
individual articles.  

Asymmetry between the two countries is apparent even in academia, as most 
of the available published material is by U.S. scholars in English. Fortunately, im-
portant contributions by Mexican authors are available as well. Articles and biog-
raphies of top-ranking diplomats and policymakers who were involved in the bi-
lateral relationship are also a valuable source of information and insights. This is 
complemented by official records and documents, some of which have been de-
classified and are available to scholars. The tensions inherent in the bilateral rela-
tionship are interesting for the media, so numerous journalistic accounts of bor-
der-related problems also exist. Apart from providing valuable information, some 
of them contain important observations and street-level perspectives, which en-
riches the otherwise somewhat dry academic analyses of the subject.  

aa) Resources on U.S.-Mexican relations in general 
Despite the extensive amount of resources and energy devoted to U.S.-

Mexican topics, efforts to systematically conceptualize the bilateral relationship 
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are relatively rare. Former U.S. Ambassador in Mexico Jeffrey Davidow uses the 
metaphor of bear and porcupine when characterizing the two countries, the U.S. 
as the bear being primarily clumsy and condescending and Mexico as the porcu-
pine behaving unnecessarily prickly.2 In his account of the time in office, he fo-
cuses on Mexican intransigence and obsession with national sovereignty, which 
complicates closer bilateral ties.  

Professor Peter H. Smith’s Talons of the Eagle on the other hand shows that 
over time U.S. influence in Mexico as well as in Latin America has been far from 
benign and that policies advocated by U.S. government often contributed to eco-
nomic hardship and political persecution of the general population. Book by long-
term New York Times correspondents Sam Dillon and Julia Preston Opening 
Mexico forms a sort of antithesis to Smith’s account, as they portray U.S. empha-
sis on fair elections and human rights as contributing to the positive process of 
opening the old-fashioned and corrupt Mexican regime to genuine democracy. 
Sidney Weintraub in his NAFTA-What Comes Next? is sympathetic to U.S. efforts 
especially in terms of economic integration and regards the U.S. role in the rela-
tionship as positive in general.  

Long-term scholar of U.S.-Mexican relations Robert A. Pastor voices his 
concern that U.S. is not doing enough to help Mexico in his Towards a North 
American Community and draws lessons from successful integration of European 
peripheries such as Spain and Portugal to the European Communities. In contrast 
with Pastor, there are several books written by journalists, commentators and ana-
lysts, which further the image of Mexico as a corrupt, backward, violent, poor and 
oppressive. The logical consequence usually is to distance the U.S. as much as 
possible from the country. Ross Perot’s and Pat Choate’s Why NAFTA Must Be 
Stopped, Now!, Pat Buchanan’s Death of the West, or Samuel Huntington’s Who 
Are We? are examples of this line of reasoning.  

In terms of general interpretations of the U.S.-Mexican relationship, the de-
pendency school as described for example by David Packenham has played an 
important role. It focuses on economic fundamentals and claims that developing 
countries are in a dependent position vis-à-vis the developed countries, which 
usually take advantage of this arrangement. Economic as well as political progress 
in developing countries is effectively hindered by their involvement in the world 
economy, as it tends to strengthen their emphasis on extraction of natural re-
sources, which they exchange for more valuable manufactures from abroad. The 
process also channels political power to the small elite in control of these re-
sources. Argentine economist Raúl Prebisch was one of the first to develop the 

                                                 
2 All books and articles mentioned in this section are fully referenced in the List of References 

section below. 



Bibliographic essay 

 7 

idea that free trade might not be so beneficial for Latin America after all in the 
1950s. Developed further by Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who would later be-
come president of Brazil, it presented a strong case for protection of national 
economies. U.S. scholar Immanuel Wallerstein made an important contribution in 
this field by meticulously describing the workings of the capitalist world-system 
from the viewpoint of center, periphery and semi-periphery since the 16th century. 
Even more radical view from Latin America was provided by Eduardo Galeano, 
whose seminal book on the subject bears a revealing title Open Veins of Latin 
America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent.  

The dependency school as a general interpretative model is highly controver-
sial and has been criticized especially by mainstream economists like Jadish 
Bhagwati or Paul Krugman, who emphasize the positive effects of open econo-
mies and free trade. They also mention advantages in social and political sphere as 
a consequences of this approach, which supposedly encourages democratic insti-
tutions and enhances political freedoms. The debate is far from concluded, and 
various conflicting examples are cited to support opposing views. Protective gov-
ernment policies are thought to be crucial for economic success in South Korea or 
Taiwan, liberalization is credited in India’s recent growth. The case of U.S. and 
Mexico is hotly contested between the two camps, as this work will explore in 
more detail.  

When analyzing the bilateral relationship, Mexican sources are highly impor-
tant as counterbalance to potentially overwhelming U.S. interpretations. In gen-
eral, Mexican academics are more skeptical about U.S. initiatives with regard to 
Mexico. One of the leading analysts of the bilateral issues is Jorge Castañeda, a 
prominent public intellectual and minister of foreign affairs from 2000 to 2003. 
He co-authored the book Limits to Friendship with Robert Pastor in 1989, where 
he resolutely defended Mexican interests and was cautious against pervasive and 
insensitive U.S. influence. Castañeda was a firm opponent of NAFTA, and in his 
1995 book Mexican Shock he further highlighted the profound differences be-
tween the two countries which cannot be bridged by sudden opening to free trade. 
Another Mexican public intellectual and minister of foreign affairs from 1998 to 
2000, Rosario Green, also emphasized the need to protect specific Mexican inter-
ests within the potentially hostile international environment in her Lecciones de 
Deuda Externa de México: 1983-1997.  

bb) Resources on history of bilateral relations 
For chapters dealing with the history of bilateral relations, several books are 

of particular importance. Myths, Misdeeds and Misunderstandings edited by 
Jaime Rodriguez and Kathryn Vincent includes analyses of the most relevant con-
flicting issues in the history of U.S.-Mexican relations. It amply demonstrates the 
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problems inherent in the asymmetric relationship as it developed over time. In the 
Shadow of the Mexican Revolution by Aguilar Camín is an authoritative book on 
modern Mexican history with many references to U.S.-Mexican relations from the 
Mexican perspective. Another useful reference is a book by Lorenzo Meyer and 
Josefina Zoraida Vazquez United States and Mexico, which includes numerous 
details as well as a critical analysis of the historical development of the relation-
ship. Forging the Tortilla Curtain by Thomas Torrans focuses on the volatile bor-
der region and its role in the U.S.-Mexican relationship since the 19th century to 
the present.  

cc) Resources on NAFTA and economic integration 
The chapter about NAFTA draws on abundant scholarly work undertaken at 

the time close to its adoption as well as later on analyzing its consequences. Fre-
derick Mayer’s Interpreting NAFTA provides the background for various interpre-
tative approaches towards the agreement. Tense negotiations about the final word-
ing of the agreement are covered in detail by Cameron and Tomlin in their book 
The Making of NAFTA, How the Deal Was Done. Appendini and Bislev’s Eco-
nomic Integration in NAFTA and the EU, Deficient Institutionality has been of 
special importance for my work, as it focuses on the institutional shortcomings 
within NAFTA and their consequences. Children of the NAFTA by David Bacon 
takes a look at labor issues in the booming border region. Hakim and Litan’s The 
Future of North American Integration: Beyond NAFTA discusses successes and 
failures of the agreement and their implications for prospective policies. Recent 
assessment of consequences is offered for example by Hufbauer and Schott in 
their edited volume NAFTA Revisited, published in 2005. Works critical of the 
agreement include for example Otero’s edited volume Neoliberalism Revisited. 
Economic Restructuring and Mexico's Political Future, which includes contribu-
tions of Mexican scholars, most notably del Castillo Vera’s chapter with the title 
NAFTA and the Struggle for Neoliberalism: Mexico's Elusive Quest for First 
World Status.  

dd) Resources on immigration from Mexico to U.S.  
For the chapter on immigration there exists extensive scholarly literature on 

many aspects of the issue. Leading authorities in this field include Wayne A. 
Cornelius, who published numerous articles on the subject and undertook regular 
field research in Mexican villages as well as Mexican immigrant communities in 
the U.S. Even though he is worried about the current migration levels, he is op-
posed to militarization on the border and advocates stricter employment controls 
instead. Other prominent scholars of Mexican immigration include Douglas 
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Massey, Thomas Espenshade or Rodolfo de la Garza, who are all more or less 
sympathetic to the immigrants and focus on their integration to the U.S. society. 
Given the controversies over immigration policies, there are also authors advocat-
ing much stricter approach with respect to immigration reform. Stephen A. Cama-
rota, who heads the Center for Immigration Reform, tries to prove how immi-
grants are hurting the national economy and what steps should be taken to dra-
matically decrease immigration flows. This sentiment is reflected also by several 
journalistic sources, for example in Jon Dougherty’s Illegals: The Imminent 
Threat Posed by Our Unsecured U.S.-Mexican Border, which is explicitly biased 
against illegal immigrants.  

ee) Resources on drug trafficking 
For the chapter on drug trafficking, there are also many resources available, 

but they often lack objective verifiable data, as there is very little or no field re-
search possible. Scholars then have to rely on official government reports, news-
paper articles and personal interviews. Given the amount of money involved and 
the presumed level of corruption and violence, efforts to manipulate the public are 
frequent. Nevertheless, Richard Craig wrote numerous articles analyzing Mexican 
drug control efforts and U.S. involvement in them. Jorge Chabat focuses on recent 
developments and shows how Mexican governments have very little room for 
maneuver given U.S. pressure for stricter enforcement. Luis Astorga monitors the 
development of the drug trade in Mexico and tries to establish clear links between 
the political system and the major traffickers. Concerning U.S. policies, Peter An-
dreas criticizes in his Border Games the militarization of border enforcement un-
der the pretense of the War on Drugs. The origins of the so-called War on Drugs 
is well described in Dan Baum’s Smoke and Mirrors and Michael Massing’s The 
Fix – both authors are widely critical of the harsh methods employed by U.S. gov-
ernment to combat drug trafficking. The international aspects of the problem are 
thoroughly dealt with in Bad Neighbor Policy. Washington's Futile War on Drugs 
in Latin America by Ted Carpenter. Drugs and Democracy in Latin America: The 
Impact Of U.S. Policy by Coletta Youngers and Eileen Rosin raises important is-
sues of democratic governance amidst vigorous law-enforcement efforts, which is 
especially relevant in connection with Mexico’s political transition.  

Apart from numerous newspaper articles on this subject, one can get a 
glimpse of the complexity of the drug issue on The Narco News Bulletin, an on-
line project run by several independent journalists trying to provide better and 
more accurate information about drug trafficking than the supposedly docile 
mainstream media. The project website contains numerous articles analyzing for 
example the conduct of The New York Times staff reporters in Mexico City, who 
failed to run stories on alleged drug connections of the powerful Banamex Presi-
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dent Roberto Hernandéz. These controversies are difficult to resolve in any con-
clusive way, but their mere existence signifies that any reporting about drug traf-
ficking might be distorted in more than one way. 

ff) Primary sources  
In addition to secondary sources selectively mentioned above, numerous offi-

cial documents and sources can be analyzed and confronted with the existing body 
of literature. Speeches by government officials concerning U.S.-Mexican relations 
are an important resource, albeit the diplomatic language often smoothes over key 
differences. Congressional hearings on policies related to Mexico provide insights 
of policy experts and demonstrate the level of priorities of selected issues with 
respect to Mexico. The National Security Archive administered by George Wash-
ington University contains numerous documents related to U.S. involvement in 
Mexico during the Cold War. Robert Holden’s and Eric Zolov’s Latin America 
and the United States: A Documentary History contains many relevant documents 
from the earlier periods of the bilateral relationship. Relevant official data and sta-
tistics on immigration can be obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau and Mexican 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística Geografía e Informática (INEGI). Economic data 
are available at the World Bank, World Trade Organization and United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development. The White House Office of National 
Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) publishes annual reports on drug control with ex-
tensive chapters on drug trafficking in Mexico.  

gg) Opinion polls and newspaper articles  
Opinion polls indicating public attitudes on issues relevant to the U.S.-

Mexican relations are also abundant, major organizations administering them in-
clude the Pew Hispanic Centre, Gallup or Zogby poll within the U.S. and Latino-
barómetro or Consulta Mitofsky in Mexico. Major news organizations conduct 
their own polls from time to time. 

Newspaper articles are a valuable resource in terms of bringing attention to 
topics that might be omitted by both official sources and scholarly analysis. They 
provide much needed detailed descriptions of events, which might be put into 
wider contexts. One needs to be aware of the potential biases of individual news-
papers and editors, but even these biases provide important information about the 
social environment in which reporting takes place. Most relevant U.S. newspapers 
which are considered “serious” include The New York Times and The Washing-
ton Post. The Los Angeles Times is also highly relevant, as it includes more de-
tailed stories on immigration and border issues given the higher percentage of 
their Latino readership as well as geographic proximity of Los Angeles to Mex-
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ico. In Mexico, principal newspapers include Reforma, El Universal and the 
somewhat left-leaning La Jornada.  

hh) Critical summary 
To conclude this discussion of resources, I will broadly summarize what is 

the current level of understanding concerning the topic of this study. There is a 
general consensus that despite ongoing efforts, U.S. and Mexico still face very 
difficult issues in their bilateral relationship. These include primarily the illegal 
immigration issue, the drug trafficking issue and economic tensions resulting from 
the NAFTA arrangement. Most analysts also agree that Mexico has undergone 
far-reaching transformations in domestic policies as well as its in its attitude to-
wards the U.S. Despite undisputed successes in political as well as economic lib-
eralization, the differences between the two countries have not decreased, and the 
mutual border becomes more and more fortified. There are various competing ex-
planations for this development. Through this work, which is based on analysis of 
available resources concerning the key issues in the bilateral relationship, I want 
to extend our understanding of this problem by presenting a model of asymmetric 
relations that will explain the persisting tensions and thus contribute to the ongo-
ing academic debate on the subject.  

 
 

Methodology and Method – How to Do It? 
 

There are no isolated problems; everything is a part of everything else. 
     José López Portillo, President of Mexico, 1977 
 

Inevitably, knowledge of the true nature of things lures the thirsty pilgrim towards insanity.   
     H.P. Lovecraft  

 

aaa) Theoretical controversies  
Since the times of Auguste Comte and the heyday of optimistic positivism in 

social science, methodological issues became dramatically more complex. The 
famous late 19th century “Methodenstreit“, i.e. conflict over methods between the 
Austrian school represented by Carl Menger and German historical school propo-
nents Gustav Schmoller and Wilhelm Roscher foreshadowed the intensity of sub-
sequent methodological disputes.3 Any „proper“ way to approach the study of the 
surrounding social reality is based on underlying philosophical assumptions, but it 

                                                 
3 Jacobs, Struan, Popper, Weber and the Rationalist Approach to Social Explanation, The British 

Journal of Sociology, Vol. 41, No. 4, (1990), pp. 559-570. 
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has important substantive consequences. By defining what is regarded as „sci-
ence“, whole fields of speculative inquiry are possibly bereft of legitimacy (and 
funding). Thomas Kuhn, Paul Feyerabend, Michel Foucault and many other criti-
cal or post-modern thinkers have therefore challenged the supposedly objective, 
rational and progressive roots of the discipline, emphasizing social constructions 
of reality, structures of power in scientific discourse or outright subjectivity. On 
the other hand, rational-choice theory and related economic modeling of the sur-
rounding reality as championed by the Chicago school proved to be valiant stan-
dard-bearers of the “proper” scientific reasoning. Acrimonious debates still rage 
between adherents of these competing approaches.4 

These fundamental differences cannot be resolved easily, but they clearly 
demonstrate the importance of chosen approach for studying and analyzing social 
phenomena. Certain clarifications concerning the method of inquiry are therefore 
necessary before getting to the more substantive parts of my thesis. I am some-
what skeptical about the positivist and rational-choice approaches and aspirations, 
as in the end even they cannot escape the biases and assumptions made by the in-
dividual researcher – selection of research topics is a case in point. Universal 
claim of objectivity is too often false, skewed by personal interests or social and 
political environment in which research is undertaken.5 Political science in the 
early stages of the Cold War is a notable example, with both Soviet and American 
scientists producing volumes of supposedly objective scientific material, which 
was used by their respective governments to support their positions throughout the 
conflict. Wildly different basic assumptions about the nature of politics and soci-
ety were largely responsible for the dissimilar outcomes, each claiming the uni-
versal and objective higher ground.6  

In a similar way, axioms and assumptions of the rational-choice approach 
prevalent at many U.S. universities lead to methodological clarity and coherence, 
but they are too often rigid and constraining for answering certain types of ques-
tions. Emphasis on maximization of utility can serve as a relevant example of 
such a problematic assumption – utility is an elusive concept that has numerous 
and varying components for each individual, depending on culturally induced 
preferences, personality traits as well as perception of the surrounding environ-
ment. By reducing it to a simplistic concept of “self-interest” so that it can be 

                                                 
4 See e.g. Browning, Gary, Halcli, Abigail and Webster, Frank (eds.), Understanding Contempo-

rary Society: Theories of The Present, (New York, Sage Publications, 2000). 
5 cf. Novick, Peter, That Noble Dream – The „Objectivity Question“ and the American Historical 

Profession (New York, Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
6 Schrecker, Ellen, No Ivory Tower: McCarthyism and the Universities (New York: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 1986).  
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formalized and computed, the researcher deliberately discards numerous poten-
tially crucial factors that might play a decisive role in explaining the phenomena 
under scrutiny.7  

On the other hand, various post-positivist approaches share one major prob-
lem: too often they lack any persuasive impact precisely because they admit that 
absolute objectivity is unattainable anyway. By stressing the relative and con-
structed nature of knowledge production, any claims thus made are susceptible to 
the same deconstruction processes they advocate. While extremely useful in ana-
lyzing dominant discourses and underlying power structures, substantive claims 
are more difficult to make. In the end, we are left with various competing politi-
cized views with no common ground or genuine dialogue possible. 

bbb) Basic methodological framework of the thesis 
Throughout this thesis, I will therefore try to walk the thin line between pre-

senting “objective” persuasive evidence and logically coherent arguments, while 
at the same time being aware that my choice of topics, data and core normative 
values is contaminating the supposedly pristine analytical reasoning and interpre-
tations. I believe that such effort encourages meaningful discussion of the findings 
and thus has the potential to advance our understanding of the selected topic.  

This approach has both advantages and drawbacks. The advantages stem 
largely from avoiding excesses of both the rational choice and post-positivist 
ways of thinking. Proponents of rational choice too often end up in a hypocritical 
position, as they are not ready to admit the normative underpinnings of their 
methods, which can best be observed on axioms regarding human behavior. By 
rationally maximizing self-interest, GDP growth or efficiency, it is easy to disre-
gard the external costs of recommended policies. At times, less “rational” solution 
can lead to more socially acceptable outcome in the long run. For example, under 
simple game-theoretical models it would have been entirely “rational” for the U.S. 
to start war with the U.S.S.R before the latter could acquire large arsenal of nu-
clear weapons. The U.S. thus could have won the Cold War without significant 
damage to its own territory. Enormous human or environmental costs of such a 
project were easily overlooked under this sort of simplified formal approach, 
which fortunately enough did not sway responsible policymakers.8  

Furthermore, history is full of examples of irrational decisions of momentous 
consequences, where application of rational choice methods would be outright 

                                                 
7 Green, Donald P. and Shapiro, Ian, Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory: A Critique of Appli-

cations in Political Science (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). 
8 Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi, Simulating the Unthinkable: Gaming Future War in the 1950s and 

1960s, Social Studies of Science, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Apr., 2000), pp. 163-223 
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ridiculous – the elimination of European Jews in the middle of a war at a signifi-
cant cost for German economy as well as for its military potential can serve as a 
prime example. Recent messianic approach of the Bush administration to reshape 
the Middle East in its own image is only partially driven by rational calculations – 
ideas and perceptions of reality undoubtedly play a major role as well.9  

Post-positivist approaches are also prone to criticism, albeit from a different 
standpoint. By emphasizing the inevitable subjectivity and relativity of knowl-
edge, they are at the same time undermining their own conclusions, as these are 
bound to be subjective and relative as well. Any persuasive potential is thus con-
strained, as it is easy to find fellow soul-mates with similar way of thinking, but 
almost impossible to shift views of opponents, who are entangled in coherent dis-
cursive structures of their own.10  

The disadvantage of trying to use available data and resources as objectively 
as possible while at the same time being aware of personal subjective value judg-
ments is obvious – one loses the illusionary cover provided by claims of universal 
objective method as well as opens the data selection process and analysis for criti-
cism. This might not be such a bad outcome after all, as long as such criticism is 
productive and results in clarification of the problem at hand. In order to be both 
persuasive and self-conscious within a research text, it is indeed necessary to walk 
through a very narrow door. Acknowledging the problem at the beginning seems 
to me a good step in this direction.  

ccc) Wider relevance and implications of the selected topic 
Going back to the topic of asymmetry and U.S.-Mexican relations, what is 

the larger relevant problem that I am trying to address? It is the hotly debated 
question about consequences of the current wave of global economic integration 
for peripheral states and their numerous underprivileged inhabitants. Should the 
integrative processes and accompanying political choices be supported in their 
current form? Do they indeed lead to perpetuation of inequalities and rigid hierar-
chic control? What political options produce outcomes acceptable both in devel-
oped and developing countries? Analyzing and interpreting the case of critical is-
sues between U.S. and Mexico is undoubtedly an important contribution to these 
broader inquiries.  

                                                 
9 See for example Buruma, Ian, His Toughness Problem—and Ours, The New York Review of 

Books, Vol. 54, No. 14, (September 27, 2007), p. 4. 
10 Eller, Jack D., Anti-Anti-Multiculturalism, American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 99, No. 

2. (Jun., 1997), pp. 249-256. 
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eee) Explaining and understanding the selected topic 
In order to provide answers to the research questions presented above, the 

necessary first step is to try to approach the chosen topic in its complexity and 
context. This is no easy task given the extraordinary amounts of data now avail-
able from various fields of social, political or economic activity. Proper under-
standing requires adequate orientation and assessment as to what are the most 
relevant issues in a given area of study, what are the prevalent interpretations and 
how are they connected to more general concepts in the field. To achieve this 
goal, it is necessary to become familiar with quite diverse sources of knowledge. 
After enough contextual information is acquired, productive in-depth analysis of 
literature essential strictly for the research question can follow.  

Drawing on Hollis and Smith, sufficient understanding is the necessary pre-
requisite for interpretation and explanation of the issue. This second step gives 
meaning to repetitive structures and developments as well as systematically ar-
ranges chaotic events and occurrences into inherently coherent patterns. This 
process is dangerous and difficult, as it requires a degree of simplification or re-
ductionism, and complex normative issues arise in the process as well. Neverthe-
less, without explanation the understanding part is of limited value, as it is only 
the former that can relate the specifics of the issue to more general concerns on a 
more abstract level of reasoning.11  

Apart from contributing a tiny stone to the expanding pyramid of human 
knowledge, which might be a satisfactory process in its own right, what is the role 
of a fitting explanation? Especially in social sciences, we should not forget that 
academic works indirectly affect perceptions and policies, whose outcomes might 
prove very “real” for all the affected in the shared social space. Therefore, appro-
priate action is often the third phase lurking behind proper understanding and ex-
plaining of the studied phenomena. Writing about and presenting an issue is often 
sufficient, as it may catch the attention of those who have the power to influence 
policy outcomes. Even if this is not the case, the work can contribute to a slow 
change in prevalent academic discourse, which might later translate to relevant 
policy shifts. Recent reliance on the so-called impact factor to “objectively” 
measure research success can be viewed as tacit acknowledgment of this dynamic. 
Potential wider impact of social science research raises the serious issue of politi-
cization, which is to some extent already happening. That is exactly the reason 

                                                 
11 Hollis, Martin and Smith, Steve, Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Cam-
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why one should be conscious of his/her underlying attitudes and core assumptions 
and be ready to confront them openly with available evidence.12  

fff) Application of the selected methodological approach 
Important general problems and observations aside, methodological questions 

are perhaps more productive when applied to practice. Let us start with a relevant 
research topic of broad interest, i.e. consequences of integration of peripheral 
states to the global economy on the example of U.S.-Mexican relations. After pre-
liminary research, we can then formulate a more specific research question, such 
as “Why, after more than 25 years of liberalizing policies aimed at bridging the 
gap between the two countries, differences in fact increased and serious bilateral 
tensions in critical areas persist or even got worse?” At first, simple answers 
might come up, such as: “because Americans keep taking advantage of Mexico,” 
or “because it is too hot in Mexico,” or “because there are too many people in 
Mexico,” or even “because Mexicans are lazy”.  

Such answers are not very helpful, as they are too simplistic and thus cannot 
satisfactorily explain the problem – it is quite hot in Arizona too, there are too 
many people in China as well, and migrant Mexicans often work much harder 
than many Americans. Searching for more appropriate answer, I have first ana-
lyzed the broader context of U.S.-Mexican relations in terms of historical legacies, 
foundations of economic inequality as well as bilateral diplomatic ties. A case 
study of U.S. perceptions of Mexico through mainstream media complements the 
first part of this work. Second, I have explored the three main contentious issues 
in the bilateral relationship, namely economic integration, illegal immigration and 
drug trafficking. Particularities of each of these problems are different, but I was 
looking for general interpretative pattern. Drawing on the broader context as well 
as on the root causes of the critical issues, asymmetry between the two countries 
emerged as the principle abstract variable influencing the relationship. After con-
ceptualizing and developing this notion, it was possible to formulate the main the-
sis: U.S. as the stronger partner in an asymmetric relation with Mexico failed to 
realize that active steps aimed at decreasing the asymmetry are necessary for long-
term solutions of bilateral problems. The asymmetric relations model, its applica-
tion and wider implications of the thesis are discussed in the concluding chapter.  

The above mentioned method of reasoning, which draws upon quantitative 
data as well as qualitative interpretation from various fields of study, is consistent 
with traditional approach of area studies, where wide context of the given problem 
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is crucial for providing convincing explanations.13 Decontextualized approaches 
in social science can seem very attractive at first, as they provide easy solutions 
supported by sophisticated models. However, these are based on the ambitious 
premise that states as well as people have the same motivations for their actions 
all around the globe, which too often leads to unwarranted conclusions with po-
tentially dire consequences, as the unsuccessful invasion of Iraq in 2003 amply 
demonstrated. To the surprise of many who were not familiar with the region, the 
Iraqis did not seized the historic opportunity to march together to ever greater 
freedom, democracy and civilizing consumer habits. After tens of thousands of 
civilian lives lost, context-oriented area studies are thus rightfully gaining impor-
tance which they to some extent lost after the end of the Cold War.14  

Even though the model of asymmetric relations I present is to some extent 
formalized, it is nevertheless developed based on careful detailed analysis of vari-
ous aspects of the studied phenomena. The formalization is used to provide more 
clarity for the argument – we should not forget that language itself is a formalized 
structure of sorts. Given the ongoing controversies about the use of purely formal 
modeling in area studies as well as in political science, I would definitely be on 
the less formal side of the argument.15 I see that both the process of asking the 
“right” (i.e. relevant and interesting) questions as well as coming up with persua-
sive answers can in fact be hampered by requirements of formal modeling, even 
though quantitative analysis as such can provide useful building blocks of the 
wider argument.16 This case-study of U.S.-Mexican relations, which is deeply 
rooted in area-studies contextual approach, can thus lead to a more general argu-
ment that can be tested elsewhere.17 

In order to preserve the flow of reasoning, this work starts with wider contex-
tual topics, continues with specific critical issues in the bilateral relationship and 
ends with a theoretical chapter devoted to conceptualizing asymmetry and asym-

                                                 
13 For examples, see Moore, Barrington, Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord 

and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1967) or Skocpol, 
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metric relations in general. In U.S. context, the theoretical part, which includes 
also some of the conclusions, would be rather included at the beginning to provide 
clearer framework for the topic. Readers are thus encouraged to consult the con-
cluding chapter for reference.  

ggg) Terminology, units of analysis 
Throughout this book I often refer to the “U.S.” and “Mexico”. Some clarifi-

cations are therefore needed with respect to the sovereign state as a relevant ana-
lytical unit in contemporary area studies. There can be little doubt that powerful 
international forces in various forms are undermining and eroding the exclusive 
prerogatives of independent states.18 For two principal reasons, I am nevertheless 
convinced that especially in this case the states continue to be the preferred unit of 
analysis. First, the importance of physical borders has increased rather than de-
creased over time, as demonstrated by the growing resources devoted to its “pro-
tection”.19 This effort is controlled exclusively by the state, even though several 
NGOs have tried to “help” the state in this respect.20 Second, policies that have 
decisive impact on the critical bilateral issues are also adopted on the national 
level. As both U.S. and Mexico are federal nations, the federal government that 
plays this role, not the individual states that they are composed of. Of course, 
various actors have significant inputs in the processes through which national 
policies are enacted. This has to be taken into account when analyzing specific 
policies, but in the end, the aggregate outcome has decisive influence for the bi-
lateral relations.21  

hhh) Objective of the book 
To conclude, what is the goal that I hope to accomplish with this book? By 

conceptualizing and bringing to our attention the problem of asymmetry, our un-
derstanding of the international system will be more accurate. Tracing roots of 
many current critical issues and policy disagreements to the underlying asymme-

                                                 
18 See for example Ohmae, Kenichi, The End of the Nation State: The Rise of Regional Econo-

mies (New York, Free Press, 1996), or Brenner, Neil, Beyond State-Centrism? Space, Territo-
riality, and Geographical Scale in Globalization Studies, Theory and Society, Vol. 28, No. 1 
(Feb., 1999), pp. 39-78. 

19 Flynn, Stephen E., Kirkpatrick, Jeane J., Rethinking the Role of the U.S. Mexican Border in the 
Post 9/11 World, Written Testimony before a hearing of the Committtee on Foreign Relations, 
United States Senate, March 23, 2004.  

20 See for example Jim Gilchrist’s Minuteman Project, at http://www.minutemanproject.com/, 
last access June 1, 2008. 

21 Evans, Peter B., Rueschemeyer, Dietrich and Skocpol, Theda, Bringing the State Back In 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
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try can lead to novel approaches in policymaking. It will also highlight the re-
sponsibility of stronger states to alleviate the most dramatic forms of asymmetry, 
as these inevitably create problems for the region as a whole. Even if the conclu-
sions are based on the case of U.S. and Mexico, the work might well serve as a 
starting point for similar comparative research elsewhere.  
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PART I: Context of U.S.-Mexican Relations 
 

 
Part I focuses on wider context of U.S.-Mexican relations in an effort to character-
ize the complex background, which will be subsequently used in Part II in analyz-
ing the critical bilateral issues. In the first chapter, it covers the principal historical 
legacies, which have been deeply affected by the asymmetric position of the two 
countries. The following chapter focuses on the peripheral status of Mexico within 
the world economy and analyzes reasons, consequences and possible ways out of 
this position. Third chapter concentrates on the uses of the concept of independ-
ence, which has for a long time been the main guiding principal for Mexican for-
eign policy vis-à-vis the United States. The concluding chapter of this first part is 
a case study on changing perceptions of Mexico in The New York Times before 
and after the ratification of NAFTA.  
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1 Historical Legacies of Asymmetry 
 

"Generally, the officers of the army were indifferent whether the annexation was consummated or not; but not so all of 
them. For myself, I was bitterly opposed to the measure, and to this day regard the war, which resulted, as one of the most 
unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation.” 

     Ulysses S. Grant on Mexican-American War, Memoirs 

Contrary to what rational-choice theorists would argue, I believe that political 
outcomes, institutions and even individual patterns of behavior are greatly influ-
enced by past events, or more precisely, by dominant interpretations of past 
events. Continuous emphasis on selected episodes in the past shapes perceptions 
in the present, which can lead to reinforcement of historic stereotypes merely by 
assigning past meanings to current events. This is particularly relevant when ap-
plied to relations between two neighboring states, as there are likely to have been 
frequent contacts, the nature of which is usually well remembered. It is therefore 
no accident that in case of United States and Mexico, history is often evoked in 
the bilateral discourse. Overview of the historical legacy is therefore an essential 
part of the wider context of U.S.-Mexican relations. For easier orientation, se-
lected events from the history of U.S.-Mexican relations are provided as Annex 1.  

1.1 Mexico as victim of U.S. aggression 
In the U.S.-Mexican case, the historical legacy is in many ways problematic, 

which puts additional strains on the relationship. In Mexico, the recurring domi-
nant theme is the one of U.S. aggression and violation of Mexican sovereignty. 
The U.S.-Mexican War of 1846-1848, which the U.S. to some extent provoked 
and subsequently won decisively, is still a living memory in Mexico. Hundreds of 
streets, public squares and schools bear the name “Los Niños Héroes“ (Boy He-
roes) to commemorate young cadets who died defending the Chapultepec Castle 
in Mexico City against U.S. invaders rather than surrendering to the overwhelm-
ing force.22 U.S. army units under command of Winfield Scott entered the capital 
in 1847 and occupied it until the signing of peace treaty at Guadalupe Hidalgo in 
1848. According to the treaty, Mexican government ceded almost half of the 
sparsely inhabited but mineral-rich northern part of the country to United States.23  

                                                 
22 To make the story even more attractive, legend has it that Juan Escutia, the last surviving 

cadet, jumped off the roof wrapped in Mexican flag so that it did not fall into enemy hands.  
23 Bejnamin, Thomas and Márquez, Jesús Velacso, The War between the United States and 

Mexico 1846-1848, in: Vincent, Kathryn and Rodriguez, Jaime E. (eds.) Myths, Misdeeds, and 
Misunderstandings. The Roots of Conflict in U.S.-Mexican Relations (Wilmington, DE: SR 
Books, 1997), p. 132. 
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The ceded territory was complemented in 1853 by the Gadsden purchase, 
which added a strip of land in southern New Mexico and Arizona to the U.S. for 
$10 million. U.S. government exercised significant pressure on Mexico to sign the 
deal, as the land was needed for proposed construction of transcontinental rail-
road.24 Today, these territories roughly correspond to the entire U.S. southwest 
region, encompassing states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah 
and Texas, and even parts of Wyoming, Colorado and Oklahoma. The region to-
day produces about 25% of U.S. GDP and is a home to over 74 million people.25 
Mexicans are still well aware that this land once belonged to Mexico. Especially 
Mexican migrants, who are concentrated heavily in the region loath being re-
garded as intruders by the majority population. They consider themselves to be 
living on the land stolen from Mexico by unjust conquest, which is supposed to 
legitimize their presence.  

The fact that the events over 150 years old are still highly relevant and sensi-
tive in both countries can be demonstrated by the scandal following an Absolut 
vodka advertising campaign from 2008. Billboards all over Mexico showed the 
pre-1848 map of Mexico (including Texas) with the slogan “In an Absolut 
World”, hinting at annexation of this territory by Mexico. This caused outrage in 
the U.S. and calls for boycott of the product, which led the company to withdraw 
the billboards and issue a formal apology.26  

Further sign of U.S. intrusive intentions towards Mexico have been two mili-
tary interventions by U.S. troops during the Mexican revolution. First, in 1914 
President Wilson ordered the occupation of important port city of Veracruz, which 
lasted for six months and contributed to the defeat of general Huerta by forces of 
competing constitutionalists led by Venustiano Carranza. Second intervention 
took place in 1916, when 12,000 U.S. troops unsuccessfully pursued forces of 
Francisco „Pancho“ Villa through northern Mexico as a part of punitive expedi-
tion avenging Villa’s sacking of the border town of Columbus in New Mexico. 
The expedition lasted from March 14, 1916 to February 7, 1917 and encountered 

                                                 
24 Ceballos-Ramírez, Manuel and Martínez, Oscar J., Conflict and Accomodation on the U.S. 

Mexican Border, 1848-1911, in: Vincent Kathryn and Rodriguez, Jaime E. (eds.) Myths, Mis-
deeds, and Misunderstandings. The Roots of Conflict in U.S.-Mexican Relations. (Wilmington, 
DE: SR Books, 1997), p. 138. 

25 Bureau of Economic Analysis, Gross Domestic Product by State, available online at: 
http://www.bea.gov/regional/gsp/, last access June 1, 2008.  

26 Bonello, Deborah and Johnson, Reed, Glasses clink there, teeth grit here over ad, The Los An-
geles Times, April 05, 2008; International Herald Tribune: Vodka-maker Absolut apologizes, 
ends ad showing California, Texas as part of Mexico, April 6, 2008. 
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numerous difficulties due to hostile terrain and elusive enemy.27 Apart from har-
assing civilians, it failed to reach its objective of capturing or weakening Villa.28  

In addition to direct military interventions, U.S. wielded significant influence 
in Mexico through more subtle means. In the period of 1876 to 1910 when the 
country was governed by general Porfirio Díaz, U.S. citizens and companies in-
vested heavily in Mexico, especially in railways, mines and processing plants. The 
need to protect these investments translated into political influence and pressure 
on the Díaz autocratic regime, which relied heavily on foreign capital. As labor 
and rural unrest grew, government forces were often deployed to protect foreign 
owners in disputes with Mexican laborers.29 Distrust of foreign interference be-
came one of the defining moments in the 1910 Revolution and one of the issues 
on which most of the numerous factions were able to agree on. 

The extent of U.S. influence is well demonstrated in the activities of Henry 
Lane Wilson, U.S. Ambassador to Mexico from 1901 to 1913. In 1913 he actively 
conspired with general Huerta and Felix Díaz against the revolutionary but more 
or less legitimate government of Francisco Madero, resulting in a coup in the 
course of which Madero was executed. Woodrow Wilson was appalled by the 
Ambassador’s involvement and recalled him. The turmoil created by the Huerta 
coup helped to further destabilize the political situation in Mexico and presumably 
prolonged the violent revolutionary upheavals.30  

More recent examples of U.S. interference in Mexican domestic affairs are 
connected with the so-called War on Drugs, in which U.S. government tries to 
combat the supply side of the drug trade, including major transit routes going 
through Mexico. As Mexican officials are often seen as corrupted by narcotraf-
fickers, U.S. drug-enforcement agents are tempted to operate independently on 
Mexican territory. Notable incidents in this respect include abduction of two 
Mexican citizens suspect of murdering Enrique Camarena, an important under-
cover DEA (Drug Enforcement Administration) agent in Mexico in 1990 or Op-
eration Casablanca in 1998 which targeted employees of several Mexican banks 

                                                 
27 Torrans, Thomas, Forging the Tortilla Curtain. Cultural Drift and Change Along the United 

States-Mexico Border From the Spanish Era to the Present (Fort Worth: TCU Press, 2000), p. 
220. 

28 Camín, Hector Aguilar and Meyer, Lorenzo, In the Shadow of the Mexican Revolution. Con-
temporary Mexican History 1910-1989 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993).  

29 Torrans, Thomas, Forging the Tortilla Curtain. Cultural Drift and Change Along the United 
States-Mexico Border From the Spanish Era to the Present (Fort Worth: TCU Press, 2000), p. 
180. 

30 Ulla, Berta, The U.S. Government versus the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1917, in: Vincent 
Kathryn and Rodriguez, Jaime E. (eds.) Myths, Misdeeds, and Misunderstandings. The Roots 
of Conflict in U.S.-Mexican Relations (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1997), p. 167. 
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in connection with money-laundering without giving any notice to Mexican gov-
ernment.31 Although these actions cannot be compared to outright military inter-
vention, they nevertheless suggest that the Mexican government is not in full con-
trol of its territory nor of its citizens. 

Realistic assessment of their importance notwithstanding, all the above men-
tioned incidents are well remembered in Mexico and contribute to a traditional 
sense of suspicion of the United States and its intentions. Throughout most of the 
20th century, Mexican government fomented these sentiments, as they served the 
political goal of limiting U.S. influence. Recent controversy about a Wal-Mart 
store in the direct vicinity of the ancient Teotihuacán pyramids demonstrated the 
recurrence of the anti-U.S. emotions – demonstrators against the construction 
were waving signs such as "Yankee Imperialism," or "Foreign Invasion, Get 
Out!"32 

1.2 PRI and Mexican nationalism 
Modern history of Mexico has been profoundly affected by the 70-year rule 

of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party, 
PRI), which emerged as the dominant political institution in the country in 1929 
after almost twenty years of revolutionary upheavals. At first the party was called 
National Revolutionary Party and its aim was to bring together various social 
groups that somehow contributed to the Mexican Revolution. The party thus be-
came an amalgam of secular liberal urban elites, socialist rural reformers, left-
leaning intellectuals, big industrialists, major trade unions, and in some parts of 
the country also traditional hacienda owners. The powerful Catholic church was 
left out of the arrangement, as it was regarded as politically conservative and sup-
portive of reactionary policies. Nevertheless, it was not harassed much by the PRI 
as long as it did not try to interfere in politics. To keep the diverse coalition to-
gether, the party turned to vigorous emphasis on nationalism, national history, na-
tional symbols and nationalistic art, which was supposed to create a feeling of 
unity throughout the country.  

Unfortunately for the bilateral relations with the U.S., emphasizing differ-
ences with neighbors is one of the widely used ways to stimulate nationalistic 
feelings. To add to this, one of the basic metanarratives in Mexican history is 
based on heroic struggles for national independence and sovereignty against vari-
ous sinister foreign imperialistic interventions. As a result, the nationalistic rheto-

                                                 
31 Davidow, Jeffrey, The US and Mexico. The Bear and the Porcupine (Princeton: Markus Wie-

ner Publishers, 2004), p. 25. 
32 McKinley, James C. Jr., No, the Conquistadors Are Not Back. It's Just Wal-Mart, The New 

York Times, September 28, 2004.  
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ric had mostly implicit, but at times even explicit anti-Yankee tone. Economic 
imperialism of big and supposedly greedy U.S. companies became target as well, 
leading to nationalization of oil industry by President Lázaro Cárdenas on March 
18, 1938. The event, which led to fervent but unsuccessful lobbying effort by oil 
companies in Washington to pressure Mexico to reverse the policy, is celebrated 
to this day as a great triumph of Mexican independence.33 As a consequence, any 
efforts to privatize the oil industry in recent years are politically highly controver-
sial, even if the need for investments is widely acknowledged.34 

 Aside from outright nationalization of foreign companies, economic nation-
alism resulted in greater state control over the economy, often supporting national 
companies against foreign competition. The import-substitution industrialization 
argument formulated by Raúl Prebisch in 1950 provided scientific framework for 
this approach, which advocated high tariffs for industrial products so that domes-
tic industries get the opportunity to develop.35 Until 1980s this has been the offi-
cial policy of the governing PRI, which thus protected the Mexican market and 
precluded closer economic collaboration and integration with the U.S.  

For the elites of the PRI, it was often convenient to fall back on nationalism 
and sovereignty when they encountered international criticism of their human 
rights record, allegations of widespread corruption, mostly in connection with the 
drug trade or accusations of rigged and unfair elections. Such critical voices from 
the outside were quickly suppressed by linking their proponents discursively with 
the long array of foreign powers eager to seed discord within Mexico and then use 
it to their selfish interests. Many of these critical voices came from NGOs based 
in the U.S., which only added to the feelings of suspicion. State independence can 
thus be seen as a strong discursive as well as political tool available to local elites. 
It can be useful in enhancing social cohesion and providing shielding from incon-
venient international economic and political pressures, but it can also be a major 
hindrance to progressive impulses coming from the outside.  

The extent of nationalistic sentiments of the PRI resurfaced even in 1990s, 
when Secretary of Education and later President Ernesto Zedillo tried to change 
history textbooks so that they would view the Porfiriato period leading to the 
Mexican revolution more realistically, noting modernization of the country 
through foreign investment, rising living standards etc. This move met with fierce 

                                                 
33 Smith, Robert Freeman, The United States and the Mexican Revolution, 1921-1950, in: Vin-

cent Kathryn and Rodriguez, Jaime E. (eds.) Myths, Misdeeds, and Misunderstandings. The 
Roots of Conflict in U.S.-Mexican Relations (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1997), p. 190. 

34 McKinley, James C. Jr., State Oil Industry’s Future Sets Off Tussle in Mexico, The New York 
Times, April 8, 2008.  

35 Prebisch, Raúl, The Economic Development of Latin America and its Principal Problems (New 
York, United Nations, 1950). 
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opposition from traditional PRI politicians as well as leftist intellectuals, who saw 
it as condoning and excusing the undermining of Mexican sovereignty.36  

1.3 U.S. perspectives on Mexico  
Ever since the two countries effectively became neighbors in the first half of 

19th century, Mexico has been regarded with condescension in the North. In a 
number of ways, Mexico was the perfect „Other“ to the emerging United States. 
Its political institutions were more or less authoritarian, as the pattern of Spanish 
settlement left the pre-Colombian hierarchical concept of social structure largely 
intact, basically replacing native aristocracy and spiritual leaders by conquistadors 
and Catholic missionaries.37 Graduate settlement of white settlers on the frontier 
in the North on other hand led to heightened sense of individualism and local 
autonomy conducive to political democracy.38  

Given the nature of Spanish settlement in Mexico, male Spanish landlords 
were much more inclined to take indigenous wives compared to North American 
settlers, which led to the emergence of large and later predominant Mestizo popu-
lation. Hernando Cortéz himself paved the way through his conjugal relationship 
with La Malinche, an indigenous noblewoman, who assisted him throughout the 
conquest. From the U.S. perspective, this commingling of races was for a long 
time regarded with utmost suspicion, and the darker skin of Mexicans often came 
to symbolize inherent inferiority to the white Anglo-Saxons.39 Mexican migrants 
as well as Mexican-Americans in U.S. Southwest were thus subject to ethnic dis-
crimination and abuse by Anglo authorities, that in subtle forms sometimes con-
tinues to this day.40 

Deep-rooted Catholicism in Mexico also served as a source of underlying 
contempt in the largely Protestant U.S. throughout the 19th and well into the 20th 
century. Moreover, since independence Mexico has been plagued by the conflict 

                                                 
36 Gilbert, Dennis, Rewriting History: Salinas, Zedillo and the 1992 Textbook Controversy, 

Mexican Studies / Estudios Mexicanos, Vol. 13, No. 2 (Summer, 1997), pp. 271-297. 
37 Haskett, Robert, Coping in Cuernavaca with the Cultural Conquest, in: Kicza John E. (ed.), 

The Indian in Latin American History. Resistance, Resilience, and Acculturation (Wilmington, 
Scholary Resources, 2000), p. 95. 

38 The importance of the settlement pattern was first analyzed by Frederick Jackson Turner in his 
1893 lecture at the American Historical Association and reprinted several times, see for exam-
ple Turner, Frederick Jackson, The Frontier In American History (New York, Henry Holt and 
Company, 1921), available at Project Gutenberg at http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/22994, last 
access June 1, 2008. 

39 Limón, José E., American Encounters: Greater Mexico, the United States, and the Erotics of 
Culture (Boston, Beacon Press, 1999).  

40 cf. Miller,Tom, White Cops and Chicano Corpses, The Nation, November 4, 1978, pp. 470-
472, or Lovato, Roberto, Juan Crow in Georgia, The Nation, May 26, 2008, pp. 20-25.  
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of secular Liberals and Catholic Conservatives over the issue of political power of 
the church, which significantly contributed to political instability, civil wars in the 
1850s or French intervention at the behest of previously defeated Conservatives in 
1863. The coda to the religious strife came in 1929 after bloody suppression of the 
Catholic Cristero Rebellion, after which the Catholic church accepted a modus 
vivendi with the ruling PRI, which included its exclusion from political life. From 
the U.S. perspective, where political secularism was safeguarded already through 
the First Amendment, the prolonged conflict was a clear sign of Mexican back-
wardness.  

Battle of the Alamo from 1836 during the Texas revolution, when 200 Texian 
defenders held out against several thousand Mexican troops for 13 days became 
part of U.S. national mythology. Even though many of the defenders were in fact 
Mexicans living in Texas (Tejanos), the event is mostly interpreted as noble sacri-
fice of heroic Anglo defenders facing overwhelming, but largely incompetent 
Mexican onslaught.41 

The U.S.-Mexican war confirmed U.S. superiority over Mexico both militar-
ily and economically. The divergence of the two countries continued to grow, fur-
ther strengthening the U.S. complacency with its darker, backward, Catholic 
neighbor. Mexican migrant workers, who started helping with harvests in the 
Southwest of the U.S. in large numbers since 1920s added to the stereotype, as 
they tended to come from poor rural backgrounds, were often illiterate as well as 
superstitious.42 

Since 1930s the PRI rule annoyed the U.S. for its emphasis on socialist and 
anti-imperialistic rhetoric and blatant protection of local oligarchs over foreign 
investors. Later on, the drug trafficking added more emphasis on corrupt and inept 
institutions. Human rights abuses like the Tlatelolco massacre of peacefully dem-
onstrating students in 1968 further shifted U.S. public perception of Mexico as a 
backward and authoritarian country. However, at a time of great international ten-
sions, Mexico did not occupy any prominent role in U.S. imagination or foreign 
policy; this neglect was a further proof of U.S. complacency with regards to its 
smaller and weaker neighbor.43 The legacy of this historical stereotype has abated 
somewhat during the Salinas presidency and the adoption of NAFTA, but since 

                                                 
41 Flores, Richard R., Private Visions, Public Culture: The Making of the Alamo, Cultural An-

thropology, Vol. 10, No. 1 (Feb., 1995), p. 99. 
42 Cortés, Carlos E., To View a Neighbor: The Hollywood Textbook on Mexico, in: Coatsworth, 

John H. and Rico, Carlos, Images of Mexico in the United States (La Jolla: Center for U.S.-
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then returned with surprising force in both journalism and academia, further com-
plicating the bilateral relationship.  

1.4 Mexico’s inferiority complex? 
 Since 1848, Mexicans have been forced to come to terms with unquestion-

able U.S. military and economic superiority. For policymakers and elites con-
cerned with political legitimacy, the problem was even more acute, as they had to 
explain to their fellow citizens why is Mexico lagging so far behind the U.S. un-
der their leadership. The question was closely linked to the controversy as to what 
extent should Mexican policies and institutions be emulating the U.S. and to what 
extent are any Mexican deviations viable.  

For a long time imitation of the U.S. has been losing ground to various more 
or less sophisticated justifications of inferior living conditions in Mexico. One of 
the approaches was to blame U.S. aggression and interference for Mexican woes – 
U.S. started the U.S.-Mexican War, supported the authoritarian regime of Porfirio 
Díaz, interfered in the Mexican revolution, secretly supported the authoritarian 
PRI rule, ordered the Tlatelolco massacre through CIA and was responsible for 
both the 1982 debt crisis as well as 1995 peso crisis through Wall Street financial 
vultures. The PRI government at times employed this tactics, omitting the occa-
sional support it received from the U.S. government with respect to internal un-
rest.44 

More sophisticated version of this line of reasoning focused on the criticism 
of the capitalist system as a whole, of which the U.S. served as a prime example. 
Many Mexican intellectuals and artists in the 20th century have generally been 
adherents of the political left, as they were confronted with a highly unequal soci-
ety with large numbers of people living in extreme poverty living next to powerful 
local oligarchs who made fortunes because of their political connections. For 
them, the U.S. with its emphasis on aggressive individualism and the virtue of 
selfishness symbolized a system, which when applied to Mexico would only 
strengthen the position of local elites and keep the social inequalities intact.45 
Moreover, the international capitalist system was regarded as exploiting Mexico’s 
natural resources and through unjust trade practices preclude its genuine devel-
opment.  

                                                 
44 Echeverría, Luis, Discurso del Presidente de México Luis Echeverría Alvarez ante la Tercera 

Conferencia de UNCTAD en Santiago-Chile, Abril de 1972, Nueva sociedad, No. 14, Septem-
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45 Castañeda, Jorge, Utopia Unarmed. The Latin American Left After the Cold War (New York, 
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As a result, both the 1917 Constitution and the speeches of PRI presidents in-
cluded frequent references to communitarian or socialist discourse. Alas, over 
time it became clear that these references were rhetorical, designed to keep an 
authoritarian regime in place and local entrepreneurs shielded from international 
competition. The gap between U.S. and Mexico widened further, adding to the 
latent inferiority complex.46 Only in 1980s Mexican policymakers started embrac-
ing U.S.- endorsed economic policies, culminating with the claim of President 
Salinas that through entry into NAFTA, Mexico will soon became one of the First 
World countries.47 Similar high hopes were expressed in 2000 as Vicente Fox was 
elected as the first non-PRI president after 70 years. Even though these hopes 
keep being unfulfilled, they are indicative of a strong drive to shake off the inferi-
ority status ascribed to Mexico.48  

To add a more sinister twist on the inferiority issue, some light-skinned 
Mexican elites claim that Mexico’s predicament is based on the high percentage 
of indigenous people, whose ignorance and insistence on traditional „lazy“ life-
style are hampering the progress of the country. Such racial reasoning is a disturb-
ing mirror image of U.S. prejudices of Mexico as a whole.49 This argument can 
also be turned around, and Mexico’s lack of progress blamed on the corrupt ruling 
class, which uses the resources of the country only to further enrich themselves at 
the expense of the poor.50  

Both lines of reasoning acknowledge that there might be serious internal 
problems within Mexico which are at the root of its condition, leading to widely 
differing prescriptions in domestic politics. However, another way to deal with the 
latent inferiority complex is to deny it altogether. Notwithstanding economic and 
political difficulties, Mexicans are better than Americans, because they are more 
compassionate, more valiant, more emotional, more friendly, more honest, more 
joyful, more spiritual, more sensitive, more family-oriented or just better in soc-
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1970 and by 2002 the figure fell to 11.6%. Taking purchasing power parity into account, the 
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cer.51 This sort of argumentation has been gradually losing its appeal, as evi-
denced for example by the unceasing appeal of life in the United States for many 
young Mexicans.52  

For U.S.-Mexican relationship it is important that Mexicans are well aware of 
their weaker position and are reacting very sensitively to any references to it. 
They are very suspicious of foreign interference and are touchy about all trappings 
of national sovereignty, sometimes up to an irrational degree. The media as well 
as public opinion polls reflect this attitude.53 

1.5 Sectoral cooperation 
Mexico and the U.S. have been capable of close cooperation in the past, not-

withstanding their mutual suspicions. However, various forms of close coopera-
tion have always been limited to certain sectors and areas to maintain the notion 
of national independence, especially on the Mexican side. Prominent example of 
cooperation was the bilateral Bracero Program taking place between 1942-1964, 
under which Mexican farm workers could be hired by U.S. farmers for harvest. 
Both governments coordinated the project and provided transportation for the 
workers.  

During the Cold War, Mexico was clearly on the U.S. side, the leftist rhetoric 
of government figures and reasonably good relations with Cuba notwithstanding. 
Mexico became signatory of the Rio Treaty in 1947, which established a military 
alliance similar to NATO in Europe. In conversation with President Johnson in 
1964, future president of Mexico Díaz Ordaz „recalled Mexico’s position during 
the October 1962 missile crisis and said that the United States could be absolutely 
sure that when the chips were really down, Mexico would be unequivocally by its 
side.”54 CIA has been active within Mexico, as it was helping the PRI government 
to combat student radicals and political dissent. Future president Gustavo Díaz 
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Ordaz was the best man on the wedding of the long-term chief of CIA bureau in 
Mexico City Winston Scott in 1963.55 The maquiladora program under which 
U.S. companies built manufacturing plants in northern Mexico dates back to 1965. 
These plants assembled products from imported parts and re-exported the finished 
goods to U.S. market tariff-free. Even if Mexico tried hard to diversify its econ-
omy, its most important trading partner continued to be the U.S. long before 
NAFTA came into effect.  

Despite the media emphasis on conflicts and disagreements, several joint 
U.S. and Mexican counter-narcotics operations have been successful in the past, 
and joint bureaucratic structures are in place to coordinate such efforts further. 
Territorial disputes arising from the changing course of Rio Grande (called Rio 
Bravo in Mexico) have been settled equitably.56 Conflict over usage of water from 
the Colorado river, whose estuary is in the Sea of Cortéz, reached the Interna-
tional Court in the Hague, but was subsequently settled as well.57 Close coopera-
tion also developed in border cities, where people cross the border on a daily basis 
and fire-truck crews have often helped with emergencies on the other side of the 
border.58 Cross-border initiatives include also extensive cooperation in environ-
mental protection efforts.59 

To sum up the historical legacy section, we can observe two major trends: 
first, strong emphasis on highlighting the differences between the U.S. and Mex-
ico leads in both countries to mutual distrust, detachment and insistence on pro-
tection of national sovereignty. The asymmetry between the two countries often 
pushes Mexico to take defensive posture, while the U.S. is mostly condescending 
in this respect. Second, geographic proximity means that both countries are in a 
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position to benefit from mutual cooperation and peaceful coexistence. They also 
share common problems that can be best addressed jointly, which is another pow-
erful push in the cooperative direction. Constant and complex intertwining of 
these two patterns constitutes the basic ambiguity of the relationship which con-
tinues to this day and which will be explored in greater detail in the chapters that 
follow.  
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2 Asymmetry and the Peripheral Trap 
 

"The division of labour among nations is that some specialise in winning and others in losing." 

        Eduardo Galeano 

2.1 Introduction 

Before addressing its consequences, it is important to look at the origins of 
asymmetry between Mexico and the United States and possible reasons for its 
long-term persistence. The population of the U.S. is about three times as high as 
in Mexico, mainly due to differing immigration patterns, which contributes to the 
unequal position of the two countries. However, as the overall level of economic 
development is the main component of the resulting asymmetry, this chapter will 
focus on the respective positions of the two countries within the international eco-
nomic framework.  

The dichotomy between center and periphery as the basis of the economic 
world-system is highly relevant for studying asymmetric relations. It has been 
made relevant for social sciences mainly through the works of Immanuel Waller-
stein, who described and analyzed the workings of the so-called capitalist world 
economy. Concepts of centre, periphery and semi-periphery became building 
blocks for his understanding as well as explanation of world economic history. 
According to his analysis, the capitalist world system was formed throughout the 
16th century and led inevitably to the dramatic differentiation between two types 
of areas: the centers, which became hubs of global trade, finance and also of sci-
entific innovation, and the peripheries, which were assigned the role of supplying 
raw materials as well as cheap labor for business enterprises directed from the 
centers.  

Wallerstein claims that this underlying economic structure has had profound 
consequences for economic, political as well as cultural developments all around 
the globe. For example, with regards to political organization, countries in the 
centre have generally favored economic liberalism and political democracy, as it 
has suited their position within the world economy – it supported capital accumu-
lation, led to security of individual property and encouraged innovation. On the 
periphery, however, more repressive regimes developed given the need to control 
the impoverished and hard-working laborers in resource-extracting industries. As 
a result, social inequality has also been higher in peripheral countries, as the re-
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pressive ruling elite has usually been capable of appropriating most of the eco-
nomic benefits.60 

This analytical approach is in many respects insightful, but remains too static 
- historical events are explained by emphasizing one key independent variable, 
which is the position of a country within the economic world system. Such ap-
proach tells us only a little about the dynamics through which countries can es-
cape their disadvantageous peripheral status, which might lead to pessimism con-
cerning possibilities of global economic development or possibly even to advo-
cacy of revolutionary changes. The dynamics of escaping the peripheral position 
are a highly relevant research question, as continuation of this status undermines 
long-term economic prospects of the given country. In the present chapter the case 
study of Mexico and the United States is analyzed with focus on the dynamic 
transformative processes necessary for a successful transition from the peripheral 
status.  

This chapter will demonstrate that given the nature of the world economic 
system, escaping the peripheral position is much more difficult than development 
analysts thought in the optimistic time after the end of the Cold War. Mere eco-
nomic and political liberalization is not enough to ensure success - active support 
from neighboring central areas as well as determined domestic administration pur-
suing appropriate public policies are necessary in the process as well. This finding 
is relevant in the context of current debates concerning development policies and 
foreign involvement and runs contrary to the claim that a liberalized open econ-
omy and free trade would inevitably translate to economic as well as social pro-
gress in the long run.61  

 Mexico is an important example of a country trying to escape its periph-
eral status. Since 1980s it underwent significant economic as well as political lib-
eralization aimed at closing the development gap between itself and the more ad-
vanced central economies, namely the U.S.. However, the results have been un-
persuasive so far, with 50% of the population still living below poverty line and 
20% in extreme poverty in 2002.62 At the same time, there are many countries 
such as South Korea, Spain or even Poland which have been much more success-
ful in integration to the world economy and in increasing living standards of their 
respective populations in the process. What are then the principal factors deter-
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mining success and failure in attempts to break out of the peripheral status? What 
is the connection between the peripheral status and asymmetry in the level of eco-
nomic development? Even though I am primarily focused on the case of Mexico 
within its specific context, I also believe that the answers will provide a useful 
framework for further discussion of the issue in general. 

 

2.2 Mexico becomes the periphery 

2.2.1  Mexico and the U.S. at the creation of the world economy 
Even though this chapter is focused primarily on more recent developments, 

it is important to look at the way Mexico’s position within the world economy de-
veloped over time, how was it reflected within the political system and what poli-
cies were adopted in this respect. The following brief historical overview will 
provide background for subsequent analysis.  

In the search for reasons why Mexico ended at the periphery of the world 
economy, it is necessary to go as far back as the fall of the Aztec Empire in 1521 
and the colonization of central Mexico by the Spanish Crown. Even though the 
native population suffered terrible losses through warfare and disease at the time, 
enough Indians survived to work in fields and later in mines. The pattern of colo-
nization was thus based on Spanish landlords who replaced traditional native aris-
tocracy.63 The Spanish kept using the labor of Indian peasants on their large haci-
enda estates in a similar way as the native aristocracy did before them. Feudal 
customs imported from Europe only contributed to this rigid social structure.64 
Colonial government of New Spain emphasized extraction of natural resources for 
the use of the Spanish Crown – only a fraction of the wealth remained in Mexico 
and was mostly spent on majestic and lavish churches. Mexico thus became a pe-
ripheral region already at the time when the capitalist world economy was still in 
formation.65 The pattern of settlement also ensured that features of modern capi-
talism developed too slowly, the merchant classes in cities being politically much 
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weaker than the powerful landlords and mine-owners, who had a abundant Indian 
labor at their disposal.66  

After gaining independence from Spain in 1825, Mexico became politically 
deeply divided between the conservative and the liberal faction. The Liberals, 
who called for progressive economic and political reforms, were not able to de-
cidedly defeat the Conservatives who were allied with the traditionalist and pow-
erful Catholic Church. The long and bitter struggle eventually led even to the ill-
fated French intervention (1862-1867), as leading Conservatives saw the French 
effort to establish a monarchy under Maximilian of Habsburg as the only way to 
stop Liberal advances (Liberals had previously won the so-called War of the Re-
form lasting from 1857 to 1861). These intense internal political struggles delayed 
serious modernization efforts, which started only under the stable but authoritar-
ian rule of Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911), originally a Liberal general fighting against 
French and conservative forces. He encouraged foreign investment and supported 
the creation of modern infrastructure and industry. Mexico was however a late-
comer to the industrialization process and depended heavily on foreign (mainly 
U.S.) capital to finance most of the projects.67  

Comparison with the United States reveals some important similarities as 
well as differences. British colonies in North America also started in a peripheral 
position within the world economy, exporting natural resources and importing 
British manufactured goods. However, shortly after independence the U.S. gov-
ernment decided to sharply raise tariffs and promote local manufactures, thus 
helping to create national industry. This decision, promoted by the first Secretary 
of Treasury Alexander Hamilton, encountered vigorous opposition at the time, 
mostly from agricultural producers dependent on exports, who depended on low 
tariffs and free trade for their products. The industrialization effort was neverthe-
less eventually successful and throughout the 19th century the U.S. gradually be-
came an industrial powerhouse competing with Great Britain on world markets.68 
Regional disparities and diverging economic interests surfaced most dramatically 
in the destructive Civil War (1861-1865), which ended by the decisive victory of 
the North. This conflict, which further strengthened the political power of indus-
trial and financial sectors, can be interpreted also as a defeat of conservative agri-
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cultural interests, which sought to preserve the peripheral status of the South 
within the world economy for their own advantage. 

The pattern of settlement in the United States was also dramatically different 
than in Mexico – small independent farmers were gradually pushing native Indi-
ans out of their lands and usually could not use captured Indians as serf labor. 
Thus, except for the Southern plantation system, no class of wealthy landowners 
emerged which would see it in their interest to block progressive reforms. To add 
to this, Catholic Church played a major role in supporting the Conservative fac-
tion in Mexico, as in the 19th century it owned more than half the land in the coun-
try.69 In the U.S. no church had such political influence, except maybe for the Pu-
ritans in Massachusetts in the very beginnings of colonization. These factors con-
tributed to the fact that entering the 20th century, United States were already one 
of the most important centers of the world economy while Mexico still remained 
at its periphery. 

2.2.2 Mexican Revolution and the reinforcement of peripheral status 
Somewhat paradoxically, the rapid economic development under Porfirio 

Díaz contributed to widespread social and political unrest, which ultimately re-
sulted in the Mexican Revolution of 1910. Farmers were being expelled from their 
lands in order to make room for railroads and other big projects. Workers and 
miners felt they were not receiving a fair share of the wealth produced for foreign 
investors. Moreover, Mexican elites were disgruntled by the prominent role for-
eigners enjoyed due to strong financial backing and close connections with the 
authoritarian regime. The Revolution of 1910 started as a political struggle over 
the constitutional principle of no re-election, which Porfirio Díaz broke by his re-
curring candidacy in the 1910. Subsequent armed uprising quickly acquired na-
tionalistic as well as socialist overtones as well. After Porfirio Díaz was forced 
into exile, Francesco Madero – the opposing presidential candidate during the 
1910 elections – was removed in a coup and assassinated. In the chaotic after-
math, several armed factions started competing for political power. In the south, 
the movement led by Emiliano Zapata focused on confiscating large estates and 
redistributing land to individual farmers.70 In the north, the ex-bandit general Pan-
cho Villa led a huge army and confiscated as well as occasionally plundered for-
eign-owned mines and factories.71  
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Sporadic fighting and destruction continued well into the 1920s and eventu-
ally subsided when the party later known as PRI gained undisputed control of the 
country. This party swore to uphold and promote the spirit of the democratic Con-
stitution from 1917, which was drafted with significant inputs from diverse fac-
tions of the revolutionary movement. The constitution thus contained strong na-
tionalist and socialist provisions, including the claim in Article 27 that all natural 
resources belong exclusively to the Mexican state.72 From the viewpoint of the 
liberal capitalist world economy, the outcome of the Mexican revolution was 
mostly regressive, as it resulted in weaker investor’s rights, stronger state inter-
vention in the economy and increased administrative protection of workers and 
small farmers. The peripheral status of Mexico within the world economy was 
only reinforced, as Mexican governments decided to limit the much-needed for-
eign investments and to rely on limited domestic resources for economic devel-
opment. One important discursive legacy of the Revolution was the notion that 
free trade and liberalized economy are subversive tools of overpowering U.S. in-
fluence, for which reason Mexico consciously chose to remain at the periphery of 
the global economy.73 At the same time, the memory of destruction of property 
and infrastructure during the revolutionary fighting discouraged international in-
vestors wary of possible further turmoil.74  

 

2.2.3 The PRI regime and the Mexican miracle 
The Party of Institutionalized Revolution which emerged in the late 1920s as 

the dominant political force in Mexico for the next 70 years was in fact a motley 
conglomerate of conflicting interests, which tried to incorporate most sectors of 
the society in order to have control over them. Unifying factors were the emphasis 
on nationalism and independence (both political and economic) and a strict ban on 
any political influence of the Catholic Church. Rhetorically, the party was com-
mitted to socialist redistributory agenda, but in reality it cooperated rather well 
with large Mexican industrialists and even with powerful landowners in the 
southern parts of the country.75 Frictions were resolved behind closed doors within 
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the party, which appeared unified on the outside. Political opposition was either 
co-opted or suppressed.  

Despite its commitment to rely primarily on domestic resources for economic 
development, the authoritarian PRI was nevertheless successful in raising the 
standard of living for Mexicans throughout the 1940s, 50s and 60s. This period is 
therefore often referred to as „El milagro Mexicano“ – Mexican miracle. Urbani-
zation as well as literacy rate increased, life expectancy grew, infant mortality fell, 
social services expanded and public facilities were significantly improved. This 
achievement is even more remarkable given the fact that the country was undergo-
ing dramatic demographic growth at the same time (in 1910 the country had 13.2 
million inhabitants, by 1990 100 million).76 Tall modern buildings alongside wide 
boulevards in Mexico City became symbols of economic success. However, de-
spite rhetorical pledges of the ruling party about social justice, distribution of in-
come remained highly unequal – measured by the Gini coefficient, income ine-
quality in post-revolutionary Mexico remained higher than in the United States.77 
As we can see in Graph 1, average annual GDP growth was higher in Mexico than 
in the U.S., slowly closing the asymmetric gap in economic development between 
the two countries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 1: Annual GDP growth in Mexico and U.S. 1961-2003. 
Source: World Development Indicators (WDI) Database, CD-ROM, World Bank, 2005 
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Relations with foreign investors soured even further after the nationalization 
of oil industry by President Lázaro Cárdenas in 1938. This decision continues to 
be extremely popular in Mexico and remains celebrated annually to this day. Ag-
grieved U.S. oil companies even sought military intervention, but president F. D. 
Roosevelt vetoed the idea as he was more worried about the unraveling World 
War II in Europe.78 The Mexican state eventually ended up indirectly managing 
over 800 companies, most important of which were in the energy sector. The na-
tionalistic economic model of development was given intellectual backing by the 
UN Commission for Latin America (ECLAC) led by Argentinean economist Raúl 
Prebisch. In the 1950 he formulated the idea of import-substituted industrializa-
tion as the only way to break the crippling dependence on expensive imports of 
manufactures, which the peripheral countries can exchange only for the relatively 
cheaper primary products.79 

2.3 Crisis and the search for a way out in the 1980s 

2.3.1 Crisis of the national economy 
Mexican nationalistic economy started entering a severe crisis from the be-

ginning of 1970s. Several factors contributed to the process - given its protected 
status, national industries were not forced by global market forces to innovate and 
increase productivity. Modernization of production facilities was still dependent 
on expensive foreign technology and expertise that needed to be imported. At the 
same time, spending on social programs kept increasing, as legitimacy of the PRI 
regime was to a large extent based on its capacity to increase living standards. To 
finance growing deficits, Mexico started borrowing large amounts of money on 
international financial market. At the time, private banks were eager to find bor-
rowers for large quantities of petrodollars coming from the Persian Gulf states af-
ter the increase in oil prices. Latin American countries urgently seeking credit 
seemed to be perfect customers in this respect and little questions were asked as to 
future prospects of debt repayment (see Graph 2).80  

In 1970s, vast new oilfields were discovered in the Gulf of Mexico near 
Campeche, which the government regarded as a guarantee of successful economic 
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future given the high price of oil at the time.81 Based on these potential riches, 
Mexico started borrowing even more money abroad, partly in order to finance de-
velopment of the new fields.82 When the price of oil suddenly fell in 1982, the 
country was unable to service its debt obligations. To forestall capital flight, 
President Lopéz Portillo nationalized all banks by decree, which further under-
mined Mexico’s credibility on international financial market.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 2: Mexico Public Debt, 1964-1991. 
Source: UCLA Department of Chicana and Chicano Studies, available online at: 
http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/chavez/hinojosa/chicano125/usmx40.html, last access August 21, 
2008.  

Mexico urgently needed emergency loans from abroad to stabilize its eco-
nomic situation. However, borrowers needed credible assurances that these new 
(as well as the outstanding old) loans would be repaid. Mexican government was 
thus forced to adopt policies aimed primarily at satisfying the creditors – govern-
ment spending on social welfare, infrastructure and education was sharply de-
creased to stabilize the budget, and the economy was to be gradually liberalized. 
Value of the peso plummeted throughout the crisis, which further worsened the 
ability of the government to repay dollar-denominated debt. Imports became pro-
hibitively expensive and were also sharply reduced in order to achieve positive 
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trade balance, which was necessary for generating foreign currency needed for the 
service of debt. All these developments had disastrous consequences for the stan-
dard of living of ordinary Mexicans –real wages fell while prices of goods in-
creased, throwing many middle class hopefuls back into poverty.83 

Paradoxically, it was the excessive reliance on outside loans that ultimately 
led to the demise of the nationalistic economic model. Peripheral Mexico was not 
able to generate enough capital on its own and had to rely on the center in this re-
spect. Given the high aspirations of the PRI for national development and social 
advance (the example of prosperous United States was too close to ignore), bor-
rowing money to shore up deficits became the most convenient short-term solu-
tion, which unfortunately for Mexico eventually caught up with economic real-
ity.84 

2.3.2  Grand opening 
Following the crisis of the 1980s, Mexican elites were forced to re-think their 

approach to economic policymaking, as the model of protected national economy 
became discredited and unsustainable. The only way for Mexico to get out of the 
crisis seemed to be to gradually liberalize its economy and open it to the world. 
Especially younger technocratic PRI cadres educated in the United States became 
convinced that the economic program promoted by foreign creditors might not be 
so disadvantageous for Mexico after all. Starting gradually throughout the admini-
stration of President Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988), liberalizing reforms and 
opening of the economy had slowly been taking place - 500 national companies 
were privatized and Mexico entered into GATT in 1986. The way forward in eco-
nomic development was no longer seen in successful autonomous development, 
but through integration with the advanced and dynamic centers of the world econ-
omy. Such vision required also a fundamental re-thinking of economic relations 
with the United States, as these were traditionally regarded as potentially disad-
vantageous for Mexico due to its weaker economic position. The threat of national 
sovereignty being undermined through overwhelming U.S. economic influence 
also prevented earlier closer integration. 

The liberalizing program of economic opening soon encountered resistance 
within the PRI, which led to internal split and to creation of the Democratic Na-
tional Front (Frente Democrático Nacional) in the presidential elections of 1988. 
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, nephew of the legendary Lázaro Cárdenas who had na-
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tionalized the oil industry in 1938, became the frontrunner of the movement 
which was later transformed into the Party of the Democratic Revolution (Partido 
de la Revolución Democrática – PRD). He emphasized the need to democratize 
the country and focused on traditional leftist rhetoric that the ruling PRI started to 
abandon.85 With regards to the economy, Cárdenas claimed that the state was sup-
posed to continue sharing responsibility for economic development with the pri-
vate sector. Many commentators believe that Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas actually won 
the presidency in 1988 and that only a blatant electoral fraud orchestrated by sen-
ior leaders of the PRI enabled the victory of Carlos Salinas de Gortari, the official 
candidate of the PRI.86  

Under the technocratic, U.S.-educated President Salinas, efforts to close the 
asymmetric gap through economic liberalization and integration with the U.S. be-
came much more intense. Apart from further privatizations and tariff reduction, he 
sought major foreign investments. In accordance with the traditional distrust of 
the U.S., he first turned to Japan and Europe for possible funds. However, in Ja-
pan he was turned down, as Japanese investors remembered the losses incurred in 
the aftermath of 1982 crisis and in Europe the available investment flows were 
directed towards newly opened states in Central and Eastern Europe.  

With other options exhausted, the Salinas administration took the unprece-
dented step of essentially opening the country to the U.S. Unilateral steps which 
included lowering of tariff barriers and further privatization of state-owned com-
panies showed that Salinas is serious about the endeavor. The cornerstone of 
Mexican strategy was to push for complex bilateral trade agreement with the U.S., 
which would be based on two following principles: In exchange for U.S. invest-
ments, Mexico would provide guarantees against state actions which could en-
danger these investments. Also, in exchange for preferential access of Mexican 
goods to the U.S. market, Mexico would open its market for U.S. products, which 
would push for increased efficiency in industries in both countries. 

By advocating the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Mexi-
can administration created hopes that the country would speed its entry into the 
club of developed nations and close the gap between living standards in U.S. and 
Mexico. Inflow of U.S. capital, which would take advantage of cheap Mexican 
labor was supposed to lift the whole economy. It is difficult to estimate the extent 
of naïveté, cynicism and honest miscalculations inherent in these proposals, but it 
must have been evident that there would be winners and losers under this type of 
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agreement, as drastic adjustments would need to be made to conform with 
NAFTA provisions, including closing of plants and removal of state subsidies. In 
a poor country with high income inequality like Mexico, the need for adjustment 
assistance is especially high, as affected individuals have limited options how to 
react. However, NAFTA did not include any such provisions, nor provisions 
which would provide for U.S. assistance to Mexico with financing of infrastruc-
ture or regional development. Jorge Castañeda and other prominent Mexican poli-
ticians and/or intellectuals have been against the agreement from the start,87 but 
the vision of bringing the consumer paradise of the U.S. closer to Mexico was 
stronger than worries about possible side effects. 

The North American Free Trade Agreement was eventually approved in No-
vember of 1993, Mexican government even actively lobbied in the U.S. Congress 
for this purpose. This was in marked contrast with previous Mexican mistrust 
about potentially corrosive U.S. influence as well as emphasis on non-interference 
in domestic policy. Core provisions of NAFTA included gradual elimination of all 
tariffs (including tariffs on agricultural products) and improved protection for for-
eign investment, where independent arbitration panels were to have final word in 
dispute settlement. Labor protection and environmental side agreements were 
added to NAFTA in order to facilitate passage through U.S. Congress controlled 
by Democrats, but these proved to be mostly ineffective – for example the newly 
established bi-national North American Development Bank was supposed to fi-
nance cross-border environmental projects, but its funding and impact remained 
limited – in 2005 it contracted loans (not grants) amounting to mere 146 million 
dollars.88  

At first, the future looked rosy for Mexico under NAFTA. The agreement 
seemed to support the ambitions of finally escaping the peripheral status and join-
ing the group of developed „first-world“ countries. It was supposed to bring in 
massive foreign investments, which would use cheap Mexican labor to produce 
merchandise for the vast and robust U.S. market. On a much smaller scale, this 
production model worked already since mid 1960s, when Mexican assembly fac-
tories (maquiladoras) near the U.S. border imported tariff-free parts and re-
exported finished products back to U.S. tariff-free again, eventually providing 
employment for hundreds of thousands of Mexican workers.89 In the medium and 
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long run, NAFTA was also supposed to curb migration from Mexico, as enough 
employment opportunities would be created at home. After initial adjustments, the 
liberalized Mexican economy was expected regain world-class competitiveness 
thanks to its cheap labor and priority access to the U.S. market. Gradual democra-
tization was to go hand in hand with this process. Hopes were indeed high in 
Mexico, which saw itself as finally becoming an integral part of the North Ameri-
can center of the world economy.90 

 

2.4 Disillusionment and mixed blessings of the 1990s 
After the high hopes in the early 1990s, the disillusionment that followed was 

especially bitter for Mexico. Several events demonstrated that the way out of the 
periphery is wrought with substantial difficulties – one strike with the proverbial 
„magic wand“ according to neo-liberal economic textbooks is by far not enough. 
The surprising Zapatista uprising in Chiapas was the first incident to shake Mexi-
can optimism. It started ostensibly on January 1, 1994, which was the same day 
NAFTA came into effect. Struggles for land against big landowners who were un-
lawfully extending their holdings and social marginalization of ethnic Indians 
were the defining features of the Zapatista movement.91 The armed confrontation 
showed that the predominantly rural Mexican South is ill-prepared for liberalizing 
efforts, especially with regard to the fragile agricultural sector. This episode, 
which has repercussions to this day, embarrassed politicians in Mexico City, who 
were expecting to spend the year 1994 gleefully rubbing shoulders with rich inter-
national investors eager to come to Mexico. 

Second blow to Mexico’s optimism came in March 1994 with the assassina-
tion of Luis Donaldo Colosio, official presidential candidate of the PRI, who was 
hand-picked by Carlos Salinas to continue his legacy. The murder has not been 
fully clarified to this day, but connections of powerful drug-trafficking cartels to 
the murder have been alleged at the time. Unexplained murder of such a promi-
nent figure shocked Mexican public and brought about serious doubts about the 
fundamentals of the political system as a whole. However, continuing economic 
optimism about NAFTA and fears of destabilization led to the victory of the re-
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placement candidate of the PRI, Ernesto Zedillo de Ponce León. This presidential 
election in August of 1994 was presumably won without electoral fraud.92  

Third blow to Mexico’s ambitions came in December of 1994 when interna-
tional investors started converting peso-nominated bonds and other assets into 
dollars, as the Mexican peso was believed to be artificially overvalued. Mexican 
central bank tried to defend the peso at first, but soon ran out of its reserves and 
was forced to partially devalue the currency. Confidence in the peso dropped even 
further, which led to investor panic and resulted in two more devaluations in 
January of 1995. Without U.S. help in the form of emergency loans in the spring 
of 1995 the crisis would deepen even further.93 Similar to the crisis in 1982, rapid 
devaluation of the currency meant sharply decreased real wages, as all imported 
products became dramatically more expensive to buy. Peso-nominated savings of 
the struggling middle class lost value, and Mexican businesses having loans in 
dollars suddenly found them much more difficult to repay. With investors fleeing 
the country and government forced to cut spending, Mexico experienced a sharp 
recession. The GDP fell by 6.3% in 1995 and real wages dropped below 1970 lev-
els. Rapid liberalization of the financial market has been blamed for the peso cri-
sis, as both attacking the peso and withdrawing money out of the country was 
made much easier throughout the reforms.94 Electoral cycle apparently played a 
role too, as the PRI administration used the artificially strong peso as a sign of 
improving prosperity throughout the electoral year of 1994.95 

To add to Mexico’s woes, the envisioned NAFTA dream did not work out 
exactly as planned. True, trade between U.S. and Mexico increased dramatically. 
Exports from Mexico to the U.S. rose sevenfold from meager 20 bn USD in 1980 
to 140 bn USD in 2000. At the same time, by 2000 exports to the U.S. were re-
sponsible for 90% of all Mexican exports.96 This impressive rise however hides 
the fact that most of this volume was intra-company trade, where U.S. companies 
used their Mexican subsidiaries only for low value-added tasks in order to cut la-
bor costs. Such operations did not create many positive linkages to local economy, 
and, given the increased emphasis on automation, did not provide that many em-
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ployment opportunities as expected.97 Working conditions in many of the new fac-
tories were often appalling, as managers relied on the traditionally lax attitude of 
Mexican authorities towards enforcement of employment law.98 Moreover, after 
calculating all the costs, benefits and risks, big investors started favoring China 
over Mexico even for labor intensive products destined for the U.S. market. Mex-
ico thus lost the advantage of being the primary destination of U.S. foreign in-
vestment, the volume of which remained below expectations. Brazil, which does 
not have any comprehensive free trade agreement with the U.S., was receiving 
approximately the same amount of investment as Mexico. China received more 
than three times that much in 2005.99  

NAFTA nevertheless had numerous positive effects in Mexico, especially in 
the Northern region, which received most of the new investments. Shining sky-
scrapers, brand new SUVs and huge air-conditioned malls abound in Monterrey, 
the industrial capital of the northern state of Nuevo León. GDP per capita in this 
state is over four times higher than in Chiapas and twice as high as the national 
average.100 U.S. auto industry opened a number of new factories in Mexico (large 
Ford factory is in Hermosillo, Sonora, a new plant is being built by General Mo-
tors in San Luis Potosí). At the same time, car manufacturing plants of these same 
companies are being closed down in the U.S. as production is shifting to Mexico 
to take advantage of much lower wages.101  

At the same time, the south of Mexico has been largely left out from the in-
vestment flows, mainly due to poor infrastructure as well as geographic distance. 
After liberalization of agricultural trade, cheap (and often government-subsidized) 
U.S. products penetrated Mexican market, putting pressure on small farmers. 
Many of them gave up on farming, left for cities or tried to get to the United 
States. Especially imports of U.S. corn became politically very sensitive and led 
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to demands for renegotiation of related provisions in the NAFTA.102 In the debates 
about benefits and drawbacks of NAFTA, the unceasing waves of migrants from 
Mexico to United States are a constant remainder that definitely not all its aspira-
tions have been fulfilled so far.103 

 

2.5 Increasing Asymmetry Within Mexico 
Mexico has undergone dramatic economic changes during the presidencies of 

Carlos Salinas de Gortari and Ernesto Zedillo de Ponce León. The ratification of 
NAFTA in 1994 was the most visible as well as the most controversial part of the 
process of economic liberalization. Many of the debates about merits of economic 
liberalization and globalization in general were focused on the issue of conver-
gence vs. divergence. Proponents of economic opening were claiming that in the 
long run, open economies will tend to converge, implicitly meaning that the de-
veloping countries will catch up with the developed world.104 Opponents of the 
politics of liberalization accused the process of creating wide divergences, both 
between countries and between citizens in each individual country. In this section 
I will explore the issue with respect to individual Mexican states and their experi-
ence throughout the period of trade liberalization. This provides an intermediate 
level of analysis in the convergence debate (international convergence and con-
vergence between individual citizens in one state being the other levels). As there 
are significant differences between individual Mexican states, the processes of 
liberalization were bound to have different effects in different regions. 

In more general terms, the debate on convergence is inconclusive, mainly be-
cause high political stakes are involved. Lant Pritchett makes a powerful case in 
his article “Divergence, Big Time”, but he is focused more on broad historical 
patterns over long periods of time.105 Charles I. Jones tackles the issue of conver-
gence in his “On The Evolution of World Income Distribution”, finding mixed 
empirical results.106 His work is also focused on cross-country comparisons over 

                                                 
102 Salazar, José Alberto García, Política Arancelaria Y Protección Del Mercado De Maíz En 

México, Momento Económico, No. 123, (2002), pp. 12-25.  
103 Stracke, Christian, Mexico - The Sick Man of NAFTA, World Policy Journal, Volume XX., 

No 2., (Summer 2003). 
104 Sachs, Jeffrey D., Warner, Andrew M., Economic Convergence and Economic Policies, NBER 

Working Paper Series, Working Paper No. 5039, (National Bureau of Economic Research, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1995).  

105 Pritchett, Lant, Divergence, Big Time, Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 11, Number 3, 
(Summer 1997), pp. 3-17. 

106 Jones, Charles I., On the Evolution of the World Income Distribution, The Journal of Eco-
nomic Perspectives, Vol. 11, No. 3, (Summer 1997), pp. 19-36. 



Asymmetry and the Peripheral Trap 

 51 

longer periods of time. In case of regions within one state, the dynamics of the 
Kuznets curve might play some role as well. According to the hypothesis, inequal-
ity increases in the initial stages of development and decreases later on.107 Some 
regions might thus grow faster than others in the beginning, but the benefits even-
tually spill over to other regions of the state as well.  

Specific to Mexico, it is widely known that it is a highly unequal country, 
both in terms of social stratification and geographic concentration of wealth. The 
discussion about effects of trade liberalization, NAFTA and the Peso crisis on 
Mexico is inconclusive. For example, Morris and Passe-Smith article “What a 
Difference a Crisis Makes: NAFTA, Mexico, and the United States”108 or an older 
article by Heath entitled "The Impact of Mexico's Trade Liberalization - Jobs, 
Productivity and Structural Change" are very good at assessing the overall impact 
on Mexico, which has been less promising than expected at the beginning of the 
1990s.109 Concerning regions within Mexico, important work was published by 
Mexican economist Gerardo Esquivel. He found that Mexican regions have been 
actually converging economically from 1940s to 1970s, then the convergence 
stopped and in the 1990s the regions start to diverge. He is mostly concerned with 
the Mexican South, which is seen as lagging more and more behind.110 In this sec-
tion I want to build on Esquivel’s findings, confirm them and suggest some possi-
ble interpretations for the dynamics of the process.  

2.5.1 Divergence or convergence?  
When a highly unequal country opens itself economically, there are various 

economic models that can be used to assess the situation. Proponents of regional 
convergence could use a modified form of the Heckscher-Ohlin trade model, in 
which the country would focus on its most abundant factor, which will get com-
parative advantage over other factors of production within the country. When un-
constrained, capital would get allocated in places where the marginal returns on 
investment are the greatest, which should be the poorest areas (where wages are 
presumed to be the lowest). According to such reasoning, poor areas of Mexico 
could have actually benefited from the economic opening, as labor is most abun-
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dant there. The rich areas, on the other hand, would suffer, because they are rela-
tively more capital-abundant, which is less useful under the new trade conditions 
(i.e. opening to a capital-abundant country like the U.S.). The Solow model also 
predicts regional convergence, given the assumption that the steady state is the 
same in each region of Mexico.111 Such assumption seems relatively reasonable to 
make, given the fact that there are little or no constraints for capital and labor mo-
bility within the country. The Solow model is consistent with Esquivel’s findings 
that economic convergence occurred among Mexican regions from 1940s to 
1970s.  

However, other models suggest that the initial inequality is likely to get even 
worse through economic opening. Only places which already have decent infra-
structure are likely to benefit from the opening, and only people with certain level 
of education can enjoy the advantages of liberalization. The idea of clusters and 
linkages within the economy also suggests that benefits from the process will be 
concentrated in areas, which already have some start-up advantage. The center-
periphery dichotomy developed by Wallerstein is relevant in this sense, even if it 
was originally developed to apply to international economic system. According to 
his model, economic liberalization is likely to improve the position of the local 
centers as they become connected to their international counterparts. Peripheral 
regions within the state would be marginalized even further in the process.112  

2.5.2 Divergence in Mexico, 1988-2000 
As convergence and divergence within Mexico is important with respect to 

the general discussion on effects of liberalization, I calculated whether existing 
differences between individual Mexican states further increased or decreased dur-
ing the period of liberalization. For that purpose, absolute numbers about growth 
economic were not really interesting. Instead, I looked at relative contribution of 
each state to the national GDP of Mexico in the years 1988 and 2000, in percent-
age points. Then, I subtracted the 2000 figure from the 1988 figure. As a result, I 
got the relative increase or decline of contribution of each state to the national 
economy. This number (Ψ) shows whether the state benefited from the liberaliza-
tion process and contributed more to the national economy in the year 2000 than 
in 1988 (Ψ>0), was indifferent to it (Ψ=0), or was hurt by it (Ψ<1), relative to 
other states.  
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If convergence were taking place in Mexico, the Ψ would be highest in the 
poorest states, as they would increase their share of national GDP at the expense 
of the richer ones. If the process was essentially divergent in nature, we should 
expect high Ψ in states which were already relatively richer than others in 1988. 

All of my data are from INEGI, Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e 
Informática, which is the official statistical agency of the Mexican government. 
The data on GDP of individual states should be fairly accurate, as the Mexican 
state has a tradition of intervening in the economy and therefore has incentives to 
measure it properly. Nevertheless, the existence of large informal sector might 
distort the figures slightly. As we are interested in relative numbers contributions 
of each state to the national economy, possible methodological errors that affected 
all the measurements should have limited impact. For the same reason, the units 
of measurement of GDP (old pesos vs. new pesos, relative prices vs. fixed) are 
also irrelevant.  

To measure the initial wealth of each state, I used GDP per capita in the year 
1988. There are some inherent limitations connected with this measure. First, it is 
not converted to purchasing power parity, which could distort the overall picture, 
as life is more expensive in Mexico City than in Chiapas highlands. Second, Gini 
coefficients are not available for individual states. Two states with the same GDP 
per capita can differ greatly depending on the equality of distribution of the GDP, 
which might influence the process of convergence or divergence on the national 
level. States can for example be converging relative to other states but diverging 
internally, increasing internal income inequality measured by the Gini coefficient. 
Apart from noting these limitations, there is not much that can be done about 
them, as more precise data are not available at the INEGI so far.  

Last but not least, it is important to keep in mind that the divergence is rela-
tive and is not in any way connected to absolute growth. It may be the case that 
everybody in Mexico is better off today, but divergence suggests that those who 
were richer in 1988 are now even more rich than those who were poor in 1988. 
The results can be observed in the following Table 2.  
 

Table 2: Divergence within Mexico, 1988-2000 

 
% of GDP 
in 1988 

% of GDP in 
2000 Ψ 

GDP p/c 
1988 

Chihuahua  3.25 4.52 1.27 5194.73 
Distrito Federal 21.35 22.24 0.88 10123.08 
Baja California  2.54 3.37 0.82 5978.31 
Quintana Roo 0.72 1.33 0.61 5707.6 
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Nuevo León 6.33 6.91 0.57 7977.79 
Aguascalientes  0.73 1.18 0.45 3965.99 
Querétaro de Arteaga 1.31 1.72 0.41 4874.45 
Puebla  3.1 3.52 0.41 2937.79 
Tamaulipas 2.74 3.04 0.3 4758.36 
Guanajuato 3.3 3.57 0.26 3237.83 
Coahuila de Zaragoza 2.99 3.22 0.23 5913.85 
Yucatán 1.17 1.34 0.17 3339.15 
Morelos 1.28 1.37 0.1 4171.2 
Baja California Sur 0.47 0.54 0.07 5731.2 
Sonora  2.75 2.81 0.06 5892.94 
Colima 0.53 0.55 0.02 4867.71 
Tlaxcala 0.57 0.54 -0.03 2929.99 
Durango  1.32 1.22 -0.1 3810.63 
San Luis Potosí  1.85 1.72 -0.13 3603.34 
Michoacán de Ocampo 2.51 2.35 -0.16 2759.17 
Nayarit 0.73 0.56 -0.17 3446.94 
Sinaloa 2.24 2.06 -0.18 3976.21 
Oaxaca  1.71 1.48 -0.23 2215.58 
Chiapas  1.94 1.71 -0.24 2364.96 
Guerrero 1.88 1.64 -0.25 2805.45 
Zacatecas 1.03 0.76 -0.27 3141.71 
Hidalgo  1.7 1.41 -0.29 3519.53 
Jalisco 6.78 6.44 -0.34 4990.57 
Tabasco  1.86 1.17 -0.68 4828.26 
México 11.4 10.53 -0.87 4534.71 
Campeche  2.23 1.08 -1.15 16236.81 
Veracruz  5.68 4.12 -1.56 3561.75 

 

Source: Author’s calculations based on INEGI – Información Estadística: Producto Interno Bruto, 
available at: http://www.inegi.gob.mx/inegi/default.aspx?s=est&c=1618, last access June 21, 2009. 

As we can see from the Table 2 above, the five border states printed in bold 
increased their share of national GDP by 3,25%, while the southern and central 
states have lost 6,25% of their relative contribution to national GDP. The Federal 
District also increased its relative importance in Mexican economy over the pe-
riod under observation. The states are sorted according to Ψ, but when compared 
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with the GDP per capita column, we can see that states which were already ahead 
increased their economic importance. The only outlier is the oil-rich state of 
Campeche, where production stagnated due to lack of investment. The process of 
economic transformation thus contributed to the widening income inequalities 
within Mexico, contrasting the more dynamic Northern states with the states that 
lost ground in the South.113  

  

2.6 Asymmetry, liberalization and development 
The calculations confirm the notion that Mexican economy is internally on a 

divergent path. The suggested causality is that those states which improved their 
standing relative to others during the relevant period were those who were already 
better-off in the beginning. Given the simple methodology, the finding is pretty 
robust, which makes it relevant in the context of the convergence vs. divergence 
debate. The above-mentioned empirical data on Mexican states are just another 
example of divergence in the period of liberalization when areas that are already 
better-off grow faster than their poorer counterparts.  

The neo-liberal ideology seems to be the culprit for two reasons – first, it en-
courages trade openings and liberalization, which has the inherent effect of bene-
fiting some parts of the society and harming others. Often, the areas and groups 
that are already marginalized are those who are the losing within the arrangement, 
as they do not have sufficient political clout to negotiate better terms. In the case 
of Mexico, freeing the trade with respect to agriculture forced small farmers to 
compete with subsidized imports from the U.S. If the liberalization process is to 
be beneficial for the whole society, some form of adjustment is necessary, under 
which the winners transfer some of the acquired benefits to the losers.  

On this point, the neo-liberal ideology strikes for the second time, as it at-
tacks the essential adjustment mechanism, which is the modern state. Neo-liberal 
thinkers justify this approach by the paramount importance of maximum growth. 
What they often fail to mention is the fact that this extra growth will primarily 
benefit those are already rich, widening income inequality.  

If other studies concerning divergence were done on the sub-state level in dif-
ferent countries over the same period of 1990s, one could expect that regional 
asymmetries increased in general due to the liberalization process. The U.S. itself 
is far from being immune from these pressures, with Connecticut having twice the 
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Gross State Product per capita than Mississippi in 2003.114 The attention usually 
devoted to overall GDP growth is therefore to some extent misleading especially 
in larger states, where the figure does not capture important regional develop-
ments. The state of Nuevo León in Northern Mexico had GDP per capita of 
26,540, whereas Oaxaca only 6,335 in 2000, which should be quite disturbing for 
Mexican central government as such wide asymmetry can have important social, 
political and electoral consequences.115  

The ambitious multi-billion dollar Puebla-Panama Plan proposed by Vicente 
Fox in 2000, which should focus on improving infrastructure in southern Mexican 
states as well as in Central America could bring important changes to the ne-
glected region.116 However, given the emphasis of current Mexican government 
on business competitiveness, there are worries that the whole region would be 
converted to a giant maquiladora, while at the same time dispossessing local 
communities.117  

2.6.1 Political opening and the periphery 
Economic opening also paved the way for gradual democratization in Mex-

ico, where the PRI held virtual monopoly on political power until the Congres-
sional elections in 1997, when the party lost absolute majority of seats in Con-
gress for the first time since 1930s. Not happy with the authoritarian PRI, nor with 
the left-leaning PRD, the economically successful North became a bastion of 
Party of National Action (Partido Acción Nacional, PAN), a socially conservative 
party, which made important advances on local level against the PRI already in 
the 1980s. Now supported financially by businessmen benefiting from NAFTA 
ties, the PAN acquired resources as well as expertise to launch a successful bid for 
the presidency in the elections of 2000. Its candidate, Vicente Fox Quesada, who 
was previously chairman of Coca-Cola Mexico, ran a modern electoral campaign 
based on positive image of a successful, honest and friendly cowboy ready to 
chase the outdated PRI out of Los Pinos (the presidential palace in Mexico City). 
His electoral victory was seen as a positive sign, as the old authoritarian political 
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system typical for the periphery was replaced by seemingly more modern com-
petitive system of three major parties. Also, the cordial relationship of Vicente 
Fox with President George W. Bush renewed hopes for a better future for Mexico 
through improved relations with the United States. The first meeting of the two 
presidents on Bush’s Crawford Ranch seemed to confirm such expectations.118  

However, the high hopes of close cooperation did not last very long. Presi-
dent Bush was not able to push immigration reforms much sought by Mexico 
through U.S. Congress even if his party controlled both the House of Representa-
tives and the Senate. Attacks on September 11, 2001 dramatically altered the pri-
orities of Bush’s administration to the detriment of Mexico – the porous southern 
border suddenly became regarded as a grave security threat rather than a bilateral 
social problem.119 Furthermore, the slight recession that followed in the United 
States showed how vulnerable the Mexican economy became because of its close 
ties to the U.S. – the economic slowdown automatically spilled over to Mexico 
and was much more persistent there. It also became obvious that Mexico did not 
possess enough instruments to fight the recession on its own, the government ba-
sically had to wait for the revived U.S. economy, which would pull Mexico up 
again. Even though theoretically there has been a huge growth potential in Mexico 
given the decades of underinvestment, the country grew slower than the U.S. 
throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, which further widened the income gap be-
tween the two countries.120  

Mexico’s position vis-à-vis the United States became truly tested in the 
months leading to the invasion of Iraq in 2002 and 2003, as the country held a seat 
on the Security Council at the time. Torn between urgent economic as well as po-
litical need not to antagonize United States and its longstanding support for non-
intervention policy, which is embedded even in the Mexican constitution (Article 
89, Section 10), the administration agonized over its position.121 According to 
Adolfo Aguilar Zínser, who was Mexican ambassador to the United Nations at the 
time, Mexican diplomacy quietly gathered a coalition of non-interventionist coun-
tries, which provoked anger of the U.S. and led to the sacking of Zínser by Presi-
dent Fox. U.S. was nevertheless forced to withdraw the proposed war resolution 

                                                 
118 Davidow, Jeffrey, The US and Mexico. The Bear and the Porcupine (Princeton, Markus Wie-

ner Publishers, 2004), p. 180.  
119 See for example Hayworth J.D., Whatever It Takes: Illegal Immigration, Border Security and 

the War on Terror (Washington D.C., Regnery Publishing, 2006).  
120 Free trade on trial, The Economist, December 30, 2003.  
121 Full text of the Mexican constitution is provided online for example at Instituto de 

Investigaciónes Jurídicas, UNAM at: http://www.juridicas.unam.mx/infjur/leg/legmexfe.htm, 
last access June 1, 2008. 



Context of U.S. Mexican Relations 

 58 

out of fear of insufficient support.122 This episode demonstrates the precarious 
situation of Mexico, which despite all economic ties and all positive bonding be-
tween the two presidents still diplomatically sided with the peripheral countries 
against foreign intrusion from the center.  

On the domestic front the much applauded democratization brought about a 
political deadlock in Congress, where President Fox and PAN had to cooperate 
with PRI or PRD in order to get legislation passed. The most ambitious plans of 
Fox concerning pensions and tax code reform thus have not been passed, as the 
opposition was adamant in its refusal to collaborate. While formally the country 
was fully democratic, the inner workings of the political system were plagued by 
past corruption, personal antagonisms and clientelism towards voters.123  

Regional differences within Mexico also widened, the North reaping most of 
the benefits from the economic transformation while the South stagnated at best. 
The high extent of polarization of the country was well reflected in the heated 
2006 presidential election and its aftermath. Andrés Manuel Lopéz Obrador of the 
leftist PRD, whose program focused on pressing social issues and was aimed 
against unfettered economic liberalism lost the election by 0,58% after leading in 
the polls for a long time. Several prominent figures from the old PRI like Manuel 
Camacho Solís or Porfirio Muñoz Ledo campaigned with Lopéz Obrador,124 em-
phasizing the widespread disillusionment that the economic reforms brought to 
large segments of Mexican society. The razor-thin (or stolen, as many in Mexico 
claimed at that time) victory of Felipe Calderón from the PAN showed the finan-
cial as well as political strength of the forces connected with generally pro-U.S. 
liberalizing attitudes. Geographically, the political strength of the PAN was cen-
tered primarily in the North of the country, while the Southern states were won by 
Lopéz Obrador.125 Mexico City itself was politically controlled by the PRD with 
comfortable margin.  

From the center-periphery viewpoint, global economic forces, to which Mex-
ico opened itself, led to the creation of islands of relative prosperity (local cen-
ters), while at the same time large regions remained stuck within their peripheral 
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status. Principal factors determining which region would end up in which position 
were apparently the usefulness of the particular region for international capitalist 
economy and its capacity to adjust to it. At the time of the weakening of redis-
tributive state functions, social as well as political polarization was bound to rise. 
The aftermath of the 2006 election, when Lopéz Obrador refused to accept his de-
feat and organized massive long-term protests paralyzing the capital for many 
months showed how dangerous and damaging such polarization can ultimately 
be.126  

After roughly 25 years of liberalizing efforts and official commitment to es-
cape the peripheral status and to join the economic centre, Mexico as a whole is 
still a long way from achieving that goal. The tantalizingly close geographic prox-
imity to the United States proved to be of limited value in this respect. According 
to estimates, over 40% of Mexicans still live in poverty,127 the justice system is 
plagued by corruption and inefficiency as in the old days of the PRI and drug re-
lated violence has reached unprecedented new heights.128 Migration is not fading 
as economic divergence between Mexico and the United States is increasing – the 
proposed hi-tech border fence is a succinct commentary on this fact.129 These 
problems are a vivid demonstration that the transition from periphery to centre is a 
much more complex process in which simple economic liberalization is by far not 
sufficient. Free elections and rotation of parties in power finally took place in 
Mexico after a prolonged period of one-party rule, but this proved to be no pana-
cea for the political system as well. What are then the possible explanations of 
why Mexico remains in the highly asymmetric position with respect to the U.S.? 
Before we get to this question, it is helpful to briefly look at U.S. economic poli-
cies towards Mexico, as they play an important role within this asymmetric rela-
tion. 

2.6.2 U.S. economic policies towards Mexico 
Approximately since mid-19th century, Mexico has become a capital-scarce 

and labor-abundant country. As explained above, it naturally attracted U.S. capi-
tal, which helped to modernize the country around the turn of the century. How-
ever, the Mexican Revolution and subsequent waves of nationalization culminat-
ing in the 1938 expropriation of foreign-owned oil industry made it clear that po-
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litical risks of investing in Mexico are considerable, especially when U.S. gov-
ernment was not willing to threaten the Mexican government by intervention, as it 
did in other countries throughout Central America.130  

Throughout World War II and the beginning of the Cold War, an economic 
modus vivendi was established with Mexico. U.S. was running a stable trade sur-
plus with Mexico by providing mostly manufactured goods and machinery and 
could rely on supplies of strategic materials and natural resources. In exchange, it 
respected Mexican tariffs and interests of local businesses as well as state-owned 
companies. National security concerns were dominant, and keeping Mexico out of 
the communist bloc was the primary objective. To achieve this goal, U.S. experts 
even encouraged limited land reform and other state-sponsored socially conscious 
programs in order to blunt the most dramatic inequalities, which could then trig-
ger violent social unrest.131 After the discovery of substantial deposits of oil in 
Mexico, economic ties became strategically more important for the U.S., but still 
far less relevant than with other trading partners like Europe, Japan or the Gulf 
States.  

After the debt crisis of 1982, U.S. became aware that the economic misman-
agement of the PRI reached such an extent that it potentially threatened even the 
political stability of the country. This would seriously threaten U.S. interests. It 
therefore supported the liberalizing reforms of the 1980s, led by U.S.-educated 
professionals. These reforms were also signaling the definite retreat from tempta-
tion of centrally-planned statist economy inspired by the countries from the 
Communist Bloc. U.S. Treasury Secretary Nicholas F. Brady was instrumental in 
devising a plan in 1989 to partially relieve Mexico of its crushing debt obligations 
by converting the debt into tradable bonds with lower interest rates. Commitment 
to economic reforms was an underlying condition Mexico had to accept together 
with the Brady plan.132  

However, when the NAFTA agreement was proposed, which would mean a 
much closer economic integration between U.S. and Mexico, domestic opposition 
arose in the U.S. The biggest concern was that manufacturing jobs requiring low 
skills would shift to Mexico, leaving U.S. workers unemployed. In an age of me-
dia sound bites, a third-party presidential candidate Ross Perot made headlines 
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with his alarmist claim of „giant sucking sound“ of jobs fleeing to Mexico.133 The 
threat of relocating to Mexico was thought to undermine the lower middle-class, 
blue-collar workers and further weaken trade unions, which would thus lose bar-
gaining power. As a result, large segments of the Democratic party were sharply 
against the agreement. However, most Republicans and so-called New Democrats 
led by President Clinton saw in NAFTA an opportunity to improve global com-
petitiveness of U.S. companies, especially vis-à-vis Japan. Preferential access to 
the promising Mexican market eventually won other Democrats over as well.  

As it turned out, NAFTA did not have dramatic impact on U.S. economy as a 
whole. However, Mexico quickly became after Canada the second-biggest trading 
partner, only recently overtaken by China.134 Most of the trade volume is intra-
company, which often means that parts manufactured in U.S. are sent for final as-
sembly in Mexico and then possibly re-exported to the U.S. In this way, NAFTA 
is playing an important part in restructuring of U.S. car companies, which are 
closing down plants in the U.S. and opening new ones in Mexico.135 Several other 
sectors are similarly affected, which contributes to the overall trend of widening 
income disparities within the U.S. as well. Unemployment in the U.S. did not rise 
after NAFTA given the creation of new jobs, but those were usually in the service 
sector, where wages were generally lower than in manufacturing.136  

Even after NAFTA, protectionist tendencies resurface time and again in the 
U.S. A prominent case involved Mexican truckers, who were allowed to operate 
throughout the U.S. under the NAFTA framework. However, U.S. administration 
kept postponing the effect of relevant provisions, supposedly because of security 
concerns. This led to a formal complaint under NAFTA, which the United States 
lost and now grudgingly keeps granting trucking licenses to more and more Mexi-
can companies, against vigorous opposition and occasional strikes by U.S. truck-
ing trade unions.137 
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U.S. agricultural policies also became a contentious issue in relations with 
Mexico. Under NAFTA, tariffs were gradually eliminated also on agricultural 
goods, which was consistent with the idea of a free trade area. However, the 
agreement does not abolish agricultural subsidies by governments. U.S. exports of 
agricultural products to Mexico rose from $2,6 billion in the year 1990 to $11 bil-
lion in 2006, corn exports rose from $147 million to $1,068 million during the 
same period.138 As part of liberalizing reforms and austerity measures after the 
peso crisis, Mexican government had to cut budgets for programs that were assist-
ing farmers. United States, on the other hand, keeps spending approximately $16 
billion per year on agricultural subsidies and heavily subsidizes products such as 
corn, which is then exported to Mexico. As a result, Mexican small corn farmers 
cannot compete with subsidized U.S. corn, which puts even more pressure on ru-
ral communities. For this reason, several leading Mexican politicians have called 
for renegotiation of relevant provisions of the NAFTA, but so far to no avail.139 
U.S. policy, which is detrimental for Mexican farmers, is in this respect driven by 
powerful domestic interests that purposefully disregard any notions of fair trade in 
agriculture between the two countries.  

There have nevertheless been successful attempts to enhance the pro-business 
aspects of the NAFTA. In 2001 Mexican and U.S. governments signed Partner-
ship for Prosperity, which was supposed to enhance public-private cooperation 
and further facilitate cross-border investments. The partnership does not include 
any U.S. assistance to Mexican development efforts, as improved business com-
petitiveness is supposed to guarantee economic growth.140 Similarly, the Security 
and Prosperity Partnership of North America (SPP) from 2005 again focuses 
strictly on economic and security cooperation. As part of its structure, it also in-
cludes the North American Competitiveness Council, which is composed of 30 
leaders of the major U.S., Mexican and Canadian corporations, who are supposed 
to set priorities for the project. Welfare of workers, stricter environmental stan-
dards and strengthening of democratic governance are thus not very likely to re-
ceive priority attention. Controversies related to the SPP are not connected to bi-
lateral relations, critics come from all three countries.141  
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On the whole, economies of U.S. and Mexico are firmly intertwined, but 
these ties are not closing the considerable income gap. U.S. policies, which are 
still easily hijacked by special economic interests, do not take into account the 
asymmetric position of the two countries and at times disregard specific needs of 
the developing Mexican economy.142 As a result, positive effects of liberalization 
in Mexico have been very selective in terms of affected regions and individuals. 
This selective aspect of positive effects is typical for the liberalized world econ-
omy and can be thus taken as a sign that Mexico is indeed opening up. High ad-
justment costs to this process produces also a great number of people, who are 
losing economic ground and have only limited options to cope with the new eco-
nomic situation. One of these realistic options is to complement the global flows 
of goods and capital by moving North to the more favorable labor market.  

 

2.7  Possible Explanations of Persisting Asymmetry 
 One of the first explanations for persisting asymmetry between U.S. and 

Mexico to come to mind would be the neo-Marxist thesis. It is based on the claim 
that given the nature of the underlying capitalist world-system, changing the posi-
tion of a country within this exploitative arrangement is extremely difficult or 
even impossible.143 However, such an explanation is not sufficient, as there are 
several relevant examples of countries that have managed the transition from pe-
riphery to center more or less successfully, such as Ireland, Czech Republic, Hun-
gary, Spain, South Korea or Taiwan. The transition is apparently possible, but 
what are the main factors that distinguish these countries from the less-successful 
example of Mexico?  

Another possible explanation for Mexico’s problems could be based on in-
herent inferiority of the culture of Catholic Southerners, who are supposed to be 
lazy, unimaginative, violent, subservient to authorities and dominating over 
women.144  Culture definitely plays an important role both in economics and poli-
tics as it shapes preferences and perceptions of actors. The case of Spain, which is 
now one of the most dynamic European economies, however, refutes to some ex-
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tent the line of reasoning based on cultural inadequacy of Hispanic culture. Exis-
tence of world-class Mexican companies such as CEMEX helps to undermine 
such claims as well.145 The unceasing migration flow can also be regarded as run-
ning contrary to the cultural argument – Mexican workers undergo great personal 
sacrifices and endure various hardships in order to improve the lot of their fami-
lies by hard work. Compared with hedonistic lifestyles of many contemporary 
Americans, such attitude is perhaps more reminiscent of determination tradition-
ally associated with white Protestants.  

A more sophisticated argument explaining the persisting asymmetry is based 
on the dichotomy of center and periphery. It focuses on the underlying nature of 
economic activities in Mexico as well as in the United States. According to the 
economic theory of comparative advantage, Mexico as a labor-abundant country 
should focus on labor intensive activities. U.S. as a relatively capital-abundant 
country should concentrate on capital intensive production. Both countries theo-
retically gain after exchanging the labor intensive and capital intensive goods.146 
The problem is that capital intensive goods usually have higher profit margins and 
better terms of trade than labor intensive ones. As long as this remains so, Mexico 
will always be relatively worse off than the United States in their mutual ex-
change. At the same time, both countries could be even worse off without any ex-
change at all. This approach can thus explain the widening income gap between 
the two countries when they are both experiencing economic growth.  

 Another related argument emphasizes the nature of industrial activity taking 
place in Mexico – most of its factories are mere final assembly lines which use 
cheap unskilled labor, but only little of the high value-added research and devel-
opment. This situation is difficult to change and requires effective collaboration 
with the public sector as well – overall lower level of education in Mexico, which 
is predominantly publicly funded, is part of the problem. As long as cheap un-
skilled labor will be the main attraction for companies to invest in Mexico, the 
educational system would not feel sufficient pressure to improve and the vicious 
circle could continue well into the future. Czech Republic, for example, is in a 
better position in this respect, as it is able to provide cheap but reasonably well 
educated workforce. Big multinational companies thus have incentives to estab-
lish R&D centers and higher-value added production facilities in the country. 
Such establishments usually not only pay above-average wages, but also provide 
positive linkages for the overall economy.  
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Given the inadequate education, Mexico became effectively dependent on 
export of cheap unskilled labor, which became its second most important source 
of foreign exchange throughout the 1990s (after oil exports). Migrant laborers 
send billions of dollars from the U.S. back to Mexico every year.147 This situation 
is not particularly helpful in the long run, as high emigration rate precludes lo-
cally-driven development and stifles incentives for better schooling – most emi-
grants from Mexico end up with manual jobs requiring little qualification anyway. 
This problem is analyzed in detail in Chapter 6 below. 

Dramatic and persisting income as well as social inequality within Mexico, 
which is even higher than in the U.S., also thwarts efforts to escape the peripheral 
status. Great numbers of urban and rural poor lack means to effectively participate 
in the national economy as they have little or no access to credit and their lack of 
education limits their options. The super-rich on the other hand spend exorbitant 
amounts unproductively just to isolate themselves in high-security compounds, 
which are supposed to protect their lives and property from potential attacks of the 
desperate.148 Liberalization of the economy has not led to the reduction of these 
disparities. Small middle class, which usually forms the backbone of successful 
developed economies was hit hard by the peso crisis and is squeezed between 
these two extremes. Outdated and ineffective tax system full of loopholes is con-
tributing to the problem, as it allows the elites to contribute very little to the na-
tional budget, which in turn lacks the resources necessary to improve public infra-
structure as well as the education system.149  

Even though ownership passed from the state to private enterprise in the early 
1990s, important sectors of Mexican economy (telephones, TV broadcasting) are 
still controlled by monopolies or oligopolies with close connections to political 
parties. These monopolies are able to extract higher profits by keeping artificially 
high prices to the detriment of consumers, which further hampers economic de-
velopment. In this respect it is not surprising that Carlos Slim Helú, owner of sev-
eral Mexican telecommunications and media companies, is by some accounts the 
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richest man on the planet and his personal fortune amounts to 3,7% of Mexican 
GDP.150 The monopolies in Mexico not only stifle the economy, but also have the 
potential to block progressive legislation in order to safeguard their privileged po-
sition.151 To add to this, Mexican state still controls the energy sector, including 
both the extraction of oil and the generation of electricity. These important sectors 
lack access to foreign investment which hampers their growth – neo-liberal ana-
lysts therefore prescribe even more privatization as a cure for Mexican econ-
omy.152 However, by further curbing the role of the state, any hopes for closing the 
serious income gap or of improving public services in a foreseeable future would 
definitely collapse, as no other actor is able to do so at the moment. 

Another set of explanations for Mexico’s complex problems emphasizes the 
corruption and violence associated with the volatile drug trade, which imperils 
meaningful political process on local and possibly even national level. After the 
successful crackdown on Caribbean swift-boat drug trade by the U.S. Coast 
Guard, Mexico has become the principal trade route for Colombian cocaine des-
tined for U.S. market. Overall turnover from the illicit drug trade was estimated to 
be $320 billion per year worldwide; the cocaine trade, for which the U.S. is the 
main destination, was estimated at $70 billion per year.153 This gives traffickers 
enormous financial leverage, especially in poorer areas of Mexico. Even the Drug 
Enforcement Administration, which spearheads the U.S. efforts in combating ille-
gal drugs had a comparatively modest budget of $2,6 billion in 2006, even though 
in absolute terms it is a huge amount of resources.154 Efforts to disrupt the drug 
trade consume a lot of public resources and energy both in Mexico and the U.S., 
and have so far been unsuccessful – the most spectacular failure was the 1997 res-
ignation of Mexican number one drug control official General Gutiérrez Rebollo 
after he was found to be on the payroll of the Juaréz drug cartel, effectively using 
his official powers to suppress rival gangs.155 Enactment of NAFTA undoubtedly 
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made trafficking easier, as the overall amount of goods traveling over the border 
increased exponentially, leading inevitably to less frequent controls. In the year 
2006, 4,7 million trucks and 88 million passenger vehicles legally crossed the 
U.S.-Mexico land border.156 

Apart from corrupting the political process, the drug business creates per-
verse economic incentives, especially for the young and ambitious – it is the easi-
est, albeit also the riskiest way to make money fast. When compared with hard 
tedious low-paid work, which is for many in Mexico usually the only alternative, 
the drug trade can seem even attractive. Moreover, the social stigma of being a 
drug trafficker is significantly smaller in Mexico than in the U.S. – from the point 
of view of many ordinary Mexicans, traffickers are just satisfying the needs of 
rich and bored U.S. consumers.157 Jesús Malverde, a mythical Robin Hood type of 
outlaw reportedly executed in 1909 serves as the unofficial patron saint of Mexi-
can traffickers. Frequently visited shrine is devoted to his worship in Culiacán. 
Also, whole genre of songs called narcocorridos basically glorifies the dangerous 
exploits and at times tragic ends of traffickers.158 As a result, the drug trade can 
drive potentially productive and entrepreneurially minded people away from le-
gitimate business. Moreover, they often eventually end up unproductively dead 
due to frequent turf wars between rival cartels. In the context of centre-periphery 
relations, the drug trade exists to satisfy illegal desires in the centers and depends 
on demand and money from the centrally positioned consumers. At the same time, 
it has the potential to seriously disrupt public institutions and security in periph-
eral production or transport countries, which do not have enough resources to con-
trol the problem. Chapter 7 analyzes the problem in greater detail.  

 Last but not least, the U.S. administrations are not doing enough to help 
Mexico escape the peripheral status, even though both countries would benefit 
greatly from such result. NAFTA was based on a slogan „trade, not aid“, with the 
hopes that increased levels of trade would be sufficient for Mexican transition into 
the developed world. However, despite its popularity at the time, this thinking 
turned out to be flawed. Even with all the trade, Mexico did not have the neces-
sary resources to modernize its infrastructure nor to finance effective social or en-
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vironmental programs after years of underinvestment and neglect. The U.S. 
should recognize the asymmetrical position in which it stands vis-à-vis Mexico 
and offer more help in this respect – in 2001 Mexico received only $21 million as 
development assistance from USAID (it also received $11 million on counter-
narcotic efforts from the State Department and $25 million as Department of De-
fense Security Assistance). For comparison, Mali received $49 million, Guate-
mala $49 million or Egypt $439 million through USAID. In the cases of more 
successful periphery-centre transformations like in Spain, Czech Republic or even 
Southeast Asia, the center was actively encouraging the aspiring countries and 
providing extra funds when necessary.  

U.S. policy is shortsighted in this respect – Mexico is not treated as an inte-
gral part of the North American continent, but more like the dark, southern Other, 
associated with poor illegal immigrants, drugs and violence. Failing to see the 
complex connections between the two countries, money is allocated for border 
fortification rather than development grants and aid, which could alleviate root 
causes of several problems plaguing the relationship. The way out of the periph-
ery is by no means easy, and active outside encouragement is in many ways cru-
cial. Apart from necessary economic help, it also provides optimistic visions 
about the future, which can start breaking the vicious cycles of poverty, despera-
tion and fatalism, so typical for the periphery.  
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3 Asymmetry, Politics and Independence 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 

“The strong will do what they can; the weak will do what they must.” 

     Thucydides 

“Independence? That's middle class blasphemy. We are all dependent on one another, every soul of us on earth.” 

     George Bernard Shaw 

Apart from long-term economic asymmetry described above, the Mexican quest 
to achieve national independence has defined U.S.-Mexican diplomatic relations 
at least since the Mexican revolution. The notion of state independence has long 
been of great interest to scholars interested in international relations and political 
science, as independent states have been regarded as key building blocks of the 
international system.159 In recent years, the concept of national independence be-
came more contested as the rate of global economic integration presents signifi-
cant challenges to the whole system of formally sovereign states.160 At stake is the 
analytical relevance of state governments as principal agents and centers of 
power, and in a broader sense democratic control of citizens over the political as 
well as economic direction of their country itself. There has been anxiety ex-
pressed about possible effects of the hegemonic dominance of the United States 
on factual independence of weaker states;161 similar concerns have been voiced in 
the European context over the expanded role of European Union bureaucracy vis-
à-vis its member states.  

In this chapter I will demonstrate using  the example of U.S. and Mexico that 
in order to understand and explain the role of state independence, it is necessary to 
view it as a strong discursive tool available to local elites. This tool can be useful 
especially within asymmetric setting, as it enhances social cohesion and provides 
shielding from international economic and political pressures, but it can also be a 
hindrance to progressive impulses coming from the outside. It will become clear 
from the analysis that important aspects of state independence can be preserved 
even if the others are sacrificed to the globally integrated economic system. This 
finding is important as it shows clear limits as well as possibilities of government 
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power, leading to more realistic assessment of policy options. Given the fact that 
most states are in an asymmetric relation with respect to global economic forces, 
the conclusions are relevant to more abstract discussions of asymmetry in interna-
tional politics.  

Methodology of this chapter is laid out as follows: First I will examine the 
concept of independence and its traditional use in international relations. Then I 
will look at Mexico’s relations with the United States as the issue of independence 
has been crucial for Mexico throughout its history. It was under constant threat of 
becoming dependent on the Colossus of the North, as the United States is some-
times seen throughout Latin America.162 The asymmetry in power and resources 
between the United States and Mexico is unquestionable, so I will ask to what ex-
tent has Mexico succeeded in safeguarding its independence. Next section will list 
instances where Mexico has indeed acted as if it were dependent on the United 
States, followed by a chapter enumerating occasions of Mexico’s defiance of the 
United States, asserting its independence against strong external pressures. This 
dialectical thesis and antithesis form the springboard for the synthetic framework 
of the concluding section, which will provide explanatory framework based on 
discourse analysis that combines the two preceding contradictory chapters. Wider 
consequences for U.S.-Mexican relations and suggestions for further research will 
follow from such a synthesis.  

3.2 Concept of independence – preliminary observations 
Linguistically, the term “independence” derives from the Latin verb de-

pendere, which literally means “hang down” or “hang from”. The concept was 
first documented in 17th century English to describe persons not affiliated with 
any established political party, who were therefore able to speak and act inde-
pendently.163 Such persons were free to speak and act unconstrained as they 
pleased. Similarly, independent states were free to behave as they saw fit – in 
practice it meant that they could choose internal political organization and pursue 
their own international policy. The term independence gained prominence when it 
was used by groups challenging direct colonial rule, starting with the United 
States Declaration of Independence.164  
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The problem with independence is that, realistically speaking, it is but a dis-
cursive construct, much like absolute equality or equality of opportunity. In fact, 
there are two major problems, namely of options and of consequences. Many de-
sired options are beyond any realistic reach, and the threat of serious adverse con-
sequences or, conversely, promise of handsome rewards effectively impose con-
straints on decision-making. Facing stronger partners in asymmetric relations lim-
its the notion of independence even further. 

From this angle, a truly independent person is one that has a wide variety of 
options and is unlikely to suffer serious consequences whatever he/she says or 
does. It is therefore no accident that financial independence is of utmost impor-
tance to people, as today it is money that grants realistic options and mollifies 
possible adverse consequences. Most people are thus actually in a dependent posi-
tion, as they cannot make choices which would undermine their source of income, 
emotional comfort or social acceptance. These constraints have the effect of regu-
lating behavior at times against true desires of the individuals in question.  

To some extent, this applies to states as well. Formally speaking, independ-
ence is perfectly possible for a state, which defines and protects its borders, en-
forces internal order, enters into alliances with foreign powers, joins United Na-
tions, has ambassadors abroad, etc. Even if exceptions exist, most states today are 
formally independent, the U.N. currently having 191 such members.165 Debates 
about independence from this formal perspective are relevant mostly for ethnic 
groups aspiring to gain formal independence, such as the Kurds, Acehnese or 
Basques. 

However, even formally independent states are subject to serious constraints 
of options and consequences. Some desirable options are simply beyond possible 
reach – e.g. free schooling for every citizen or unlimited fishing rights in the 
whole Atlantic Ocean. Potential adverse consequences and associated costs are the 
main constraining factors for independent policies. Other states are the main limit-
ing factor, as they might go as far as to wage war and occupy their neighbors if 
they are insulted or bothered by their actions. There are other, more subtle ways 
for other states to punish undesirable behavior, ranging from economic sanctions 
to assassination of its leaders.166 A second type of constraint comes from the 
threat of internal disorder or outright revolution, which often results from policies 
the state has undertaken and which are unbearable for the population as a whole or 
for powerful interest groups.  
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From this practical perspective, no state is wholly independent. The degree of 
its independence is determined by three factors – its economic, military or politi-
cal potential to attain desirable options, resistance to external pressure from other 
states and effectiveness of control of internal order. The last two factors signify 
resilience towards adverse consequences caused by independent decisions. Again, 
asymmetry in terms of economic resources or military strength amplifies the con-
straints to truly independent policymaking.  

The analysis becomes more intriguing when we move from the overly reduc-
tionist view that essentially treats states like autonomous individuals. This might 
have been relevant in the age of Louis XIV and is still popular with neo-realist 
scholars who largely dismiss internal decision-making within the state as irrele-
vant for international politics,167 but a number of theoretical as well as empirical 
studies have challenged this comfortably simplistic notion.168 What happens to the 
concept of state independence when we look at how decisions are arrived at 
within the state?  

Policies that look on the outside as actions of a unified state have in fact con-
sequences both for the state as a whole and for the individual decision-maker or 
the interests which he/she represents. This adds one level of constraints to the 
formally independent choices, as decision-makers are often unable or unwilling to 
suffer the consequences at the hands of their constituents or core supporters. The 
dream of independence is still further away, paradoxically especially so in a de-
mocratic society, where leaders need to cater to their supporters and sponsors if 
they wish to remain in power. This is not necessarily wrong, but it clearly demon-
strates the increased level of constraints decision-makers need to take into ac-
count.169  

The situation becomes even more complex when we admit that the interna-
tional system has an undeniable influence on the selection of decision-makers in a 
given state by rewarding or punishing individual politicians according to their 
programs and methods. The arguments in this respect vary but they all share the 
underlying notion that internal political structure is to a great extent dependent on 
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the international economic and political system.170 If this were the case, it would 
make much more sense to study the international system as a whole, as some 
scholars have indeed proposed.171  

Last, but not least, various post-positivist currents of thought challenge the 
concept of independence from the standpoint of knowledge and identity.172 To put 
it simply, neither individuals nor states are moved to action based on free judg-
ment and objective criteria of costs and benefits, but they rather act on prevalent 
social constructions of reality, knowledge and identity, which effectively preclude 
truly independent behavior. Privileged speakers are then able to create prevalent 
discourses, which are used to reinforce the symbolic as well as material power of 
the group they represent.173 I will revisit the last two analytical approaches in the 
concluding section of this chapter. 

3.3 Mexico and the U.S. – Depths of Dependence 
In this section, I will present various instances when Mexico was in the de-

pendent position vis-à-vis the United States. Relevant historical examples go as 
far back as to the 19th century. National history in Mexico has achieved an almost 
mythical status and on the symbolic level it is highly significant for day-to-day 
political debates even today.174 The theme of national independence is one of the 
key symbolic concepts in this respect. 

3.3.1 Direct intervention 
Concerning formal independence, the most serious incursion took place dur-

ing the U.S.-Mexican War, when the U.S. Army under General Winfield Scott 
entered Mexico City on September 14, 1847. With the capital occupied, the Mexi-
can authorities had little or no bargaining power and were effectively forced to 
sign the peace treaty at Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, in which they 
ceded almost half of their territory to the victorious Americans, including present 
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day California, Arizona and New Mexico.175 Needless to say, these events are in-
terpreted as the quintessential national tragedy in official Mexican historiography. 
Young cadets defending the central Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City, who 
rather jumped to their deaths shrouded in Mexican flags than surrender when they 
ran out of ammunition, add an appropriate finishing touch to the melodramatic 
disaster.176 

During the Porfiriato, U.S. businesses invested heavily in Mexico and needed 
adequate protection for their property. In one notable incident in 1906 during a 
strike at the Greene Consolidated Copper Company in Cananea, 275 Arizona 
Rangers crossed the border to suppress the strike. Even though they entered Mex-
ico on “invitation” from Rafael Yzabel, the Governor of Sonora and against or-
ders of the Governor of Arizona Territory, the incident was an affront to many 
Mexicans and contributed to the general unrest leading to the 1910 revolution.177  

Further direct United States interventions occurred during the Mexican revo-
lution. First, in 1914 American soldiers on orders from Woodrow Wilson occu-
pied the important port city of Veracruz in an effort to force the resignation of 
General Victoriano Huerta, who took control after a coup against President Fran-
cisco Madero. Paradoxically, Huerta’s coup had been coordinated and executed 
with the support of the United States Ambassador to Mexico, Henry Lane Wilson. 
The United States remained in control of the port for six months. Second interven-
tion was led by General John Pershing as a punitive operation against Francisco 
Pancho Villa, whose soldiers were harassing U.S. citizens alongside the border 
and even sacked the town of Columbus in New Mexico. The expedition lasted 
from March 14, 1916 to February 7, 1917 and failed to reach its objective of en-
gaging and capturing Villa.178  

The threat of direct U.S. intervention was present in 1920s and 1930s when 
the U.S. was negotiating with Mexico the compensation of damages to property of 
U.S. citizens and companies incurred throughout the Revolution. Nationalization 
of oil industry in Mexico in 1936 again led to interventionist pressures, which 
were ruled out by President Roosevelt. Since that time, direct U.S. intervention 
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has not been seriously considered, but Mexican army was training for the event 
well into 1990s.179  

Other types of small-scale intervention in Mexican affairs occurred through-
out the so-called war on drugs in the 1980s and 1990s, when American law en-
forcement officials at times secretly abducted Mexican citizens so that they could 
be tried for drug-related charges on U.S. soil. The Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion (DEA) and U.S. Customs ran extensive covert operations on Mexican terri-
tory without notifying the Mexican government for fear of disclosure.180 This fla-
grant disregard of international law demonstrated the level of mistrust towards 
Mexican law enforcement agencies, which were perceived as hopelessly ineffec-
tive and corrupt to successfully challenge the rise of Mexican drug trafficking car-
tels. Although it cannot be compared to outright military occupation, it neverthe-
less undermines the claim that the Mexican government is in full control of its ter-
ritory and has exclusive jurisdiction over its citizens.  

All the above-mentioned cases are widely regarded by most Mexicans as evi-
dence of arrogant U.S. superiority at best and self-serving imperialism at worst. 
For Mexicans, they also demonstrate that even on the formal level, Mexican inde-
pendence cannot be taken for granted and is under constant threat.181 

 

3.3.2 Economic dependence 
Even though the United States might at times have respected formal Mexican 

independence, it was able to exercise significant influence through its economic 
interests. The first relevant period was the authoritarian rule of Porfirio Díaz from 
1876-1911 (known in Mexico as El Porfiriato). During that time the country was 
rapidly modernizing with the help of vast amounts of foreign capital, mainly 
American or British. New railroads, telegraphs, factories, and mines remained in 
foreign hands, which antagonized both the impoverished Mexican laborers and 
the local elites. Dictatorial methods of Díaz suited the foreigners, as they pre-
vented unrest or upheaval and facilitated large scale dislocations of people who 
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were moving from rural villages to sprawling towns.182 Economic dependence 
created tensions that eventually broke out in the Mexican Revolution of 1910. 
There is little doubt that the above-mentioned direct interventions by the United 
States were to some extent motivated by the need to secure these significant U.S. 
investments.183  

After the revolutionary dust settled, Mexican governments realized that eco-
nomic prosperity is indeed dependent on some form of cooperation with the 
United States in terms of investment and trade. During the sexenio of President 
Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-1946) Mexico agreed to pay damages for U.S. in-
vestments destroyed or seized during the Revolution, which was a prerequisite for 
improved relations between the two countries. Foreign investment indeed re-
sumed, although it was controlled more closely by the government.  

In the 1970s, foreign debt emerged as another major problem for the aspira-
tions of Mexican economic independence. In order to finance expansionist eco-
nomic policies during a period of slow growth, Mexican governments became 
ever more indebted abroad. Commercial banks awash with liquidity from petro-
dollars were eager to find willing borrowers. Newly found oil reserves in Cam-
peche and Tabasco in Southeastern Mexico further boosted confidence of Mexi-
can officials that it would be easy to repay any debt they might temporarily incur. 
Increasing indebtedness created a significant constraint for the Mexican govern-
ment, as it needed to constantly re-finance old maturing loans. New loans were 
usually granted under conditions becoming ever more favorable to creditors.184  

The situation became critical in 1981 as world oil prices fell dramatically and 
interest rates rose sharply. Suddenly, Mexico found itself unable to roll over the 
loans and keep repaying interest on its foreign debt of $80 billion (roughly 40% of 
GDP at that time), leading to the 1982 default crisis.185 

As a result, Mexico and other Latin American governments were forced to 
accept economic policies imposed by the International Monetary Fund, which 
provided emergency loans. These policies effectively halted nationalist import-
substitution industrialization behind high-tariff protection and shifted focus to free 
trade, economic liberalization and limited government. Many in Mexico, how-
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ever, saw it as a euphemism for selling state-owned companies to foreign inves-
tors and discarding any notion of independent economic policy.186 Graph 3 dem-
onstrates that the period of rising external debt precedes the economic opening, 
which is measured by trade relative to GDP (increase in trade from 1977 to 1981 
is attributable to exports of newly-found oil for high prices).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Graph 3: Mexico - External Debt and Trade, 1970-2004 
Source: World Development Indicators (WDI) Database, World Bank, 2005  

There were undoubtedly technocrats within the Mexican ruling party who fa-
vored the policies prescribed by IMF, but external pressures resulting from eco-
nomic vulnerability caused by the debt crisis significantly helped this group to 
gain prominence, which had considerable consequences for the country. Neo-
liberal reforms and conscious opening towards U.S. economic influence reached 
its peak under President Carlos Salinas de Gortari, who was also the first Mexican 
President to speak to an American audience officially in English. He even used 
government resources to lobby United States Congress to approve the North 
American Free Trade Agreement, which was supposed to “make a First-world na-
tion out of Mexico” by opening the economy even further. At the same time, the 
agreement was designed to prevent a nationalist economic backlash in the future 
by locking in certain policymaking areas (such as investor protection and dispute 
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settlement) within international law, out of reach for national governments to 
amend.187 

The dependence and vulnerability of the Mexican economy were neverthe-
less demonstrated again by the so-called Peso crisis of 1995, when postponed de-
valuation of the peso led to the large-scale flight of speculative capital. Even with 
a United States credit line of support, the economy contracted sharply, bringing 
about a 20% reduction in real wages. This shock definitely demonstrated to Mexi-
can policymakers the severity of consequences of mishandling international flows 
of capital and at the same time the extent of dependency of state economy on in-
ternational financial markets.188 In 2002 foreign investment accounted for over 
20% of gross capital formation, which suggests the extent of increased depend-
ence of Mexico on this source of financing (the figure hovered around 5% until 
the 1990s).189  

The argument about the so-called “golden straitjacket”, developed by Tho-
mas Friedman, fits the Mexican situation well, as economic policymaking has be-
come severely constrained and realistic options are confined to a narrow range of 
possibilities approved by the IMF and international investors.190 Even Andrés 
Manuel Lopéz Obrador, the left-wing populist presidential candidate for 2006 
elections in Mexico, went to great lengths to assuage foreign investors and banks 
that if he won, he would not deviate from economic “orthodoxy”. This orthodoxy 
developed by U.S. economists is supported by United States government agencies 
as well as by big American companies and investment banks, who undoubtedly 
gain from its implementation.191 

Economic dependence of Mexico on the United States is further aggravated 
by its patterns of foreign trade. Even when nationalist governments tried to diver-
sify exports, United States remained the principal trading partner for both exports 
and imports. The dominant position of the United States has further strengthened 
in the aftermath of the NAFTA agreement. In 2004, 87.6% of Mexican exports 
were destined for the American market, and 55.1% of its imports came from the 
U.S.192 For the United States, on the other hand, Europe and East Asia are more 
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important trading partners in terms of volume. Dependence of Mexico on the ac-
cess to the U.S. market translates to lower bargaining power in economic negotia-
tions. For example, Mexico has not been able to effectively challenge protection-
ist schemes by powerful lobbies of the U.S. sugar and citrus industries even 
within the NAFTA framework.193  

To add to this, hundreds of thousands of Mexican workers are employed in 
the export sector or in the above-mentioned maquiladora plants, where they as-
semble imported parts into finished products that are destined for re-export to the 
U.S. market. In 2000, there were approximately 3,655 such plants, employing 
1.19 million Mexican workers.194 If access to the U.S. market were in any way 
threatened, these workers would abruptly lose their jobs, which is a serious nega-
tive consequence that has to be taken into account by the Mexican government 
when negotiating with United States. Independent economic policy is thus se-
verely constrained. Economic crises of 1982 and 1995 serve as dire remainders of 
how costly the imprudent exposure to outside economic forces might become.  

3.3.3 Political Dependence 
Political dependence consists of substantial constraints on the part of policy-

makers, which are not based solely on adverse economic consequences. National 
security and general geopolitical position of the country are most relevant in this 
respect, as they clearly cause some political options to be prohibitively costly on 
one hand, and provide strong incentives for certain types of cooperation on the 
other. To some extent, economic dependence also inherently transforms into some 
sort of political dependence, as powerful economic interests usually find ways to 
influence first the selection of policymakers and subsequently the choices these 
policymakers make.195 

Before World War II, there had been occasional periods when Mexico could 
at least theoretically contemplate foreign alliances with outside powers. Conserva-
tives allied with the French under Napoleon III against Mexican Liberals, effec-
tively challenging the Monroe doctrine. Germans were actively courting Mexicans 
to gain foothold in Latin America before and during World War I, substantially 
annoying the United States in the process. The Zimmermann telegram where the 
German ambassador was instructed to propose to the Mexican President a military 
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alliance with the goal of recapturing Texas, Arizona and New Mexico in case U.S. 
declared war on Germany significantly contributed to United States decision to 
enter WWI, although Mexico resolutely rejected the offer. Asymmetry between 
military capabilities of the two countries was too great to make this a realistic op-
tion even at that time.196  

After WWII, political dependence of Mexico on the United States became 
obvious to Mexican governments. In the era of intercontinental ballistic missiles 
and widespread communist agitation throughout Latin America, Mexico depended 
on United States to guarantee international security as well as stability for the 
Western Hemisphere. Mexico therefore supported the United States throughout 
the Cold War in international organizations such as the Organization of American 
States and the United Nations. Effective military alliance with the United States 
was based on the 1947 Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (so-called 
Rio Treaty). In a language similar to the NATO treaty, it stipulated that an attack 
on any of the signatories is considered an attack on all. Despite occasional rhetori-
cal excesses criticizing U.S. imperialism by Mexican presidents, Mexican gov-
ernments never did anything to undermine the Rio Treaty throughout the Cold 
War, which served as an important constraint on their behavior. The CIA also co-
operated closely with Mexican intelligence agencies in suppressing leftist dissent-
ers.197 

As will be described in Chapter 7 in more detail, the U.S. government has 
since 1930s pressured Mexico to pursue aggressive counter-narcotics policies to 
curb supply to U.S. market. Even though several attempts were made by Mexico 
to build its anti-drug policy on harm-reduction basis, the U.S. kept pressing for 
escalation and militarization of anti-narcotics enforcement. Mexico usually tried 
to comply with these demands, albeit in a more limited form. 

3.3.4 Symbolic and psychological dependence 
Apart from economic and political influence, the mere existence of affluent 

United States next door has had tremendous impact on the Mexican mind. First, 
for a country where 40% of the people still lived below the poverty line in 
2004,198 there is a natural fascination with the exuberant consumer culture of the 
U.S., which is seen by many as a model to be emulated. This explains for example 
the fact that Carlos Salinas was very successful in eliciting support for NAFTA 
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when he claimed that thanks to the agreement Mexico would soon enter the First 
World consumer paradise.  

Due to geographic proximity and massive migration, American culture has 
dramatic influence in Mexico, Hollywood movies serving as the vanguard. It is 
very easy for young Mexicans to form their life ambitions and strategies based on 
conditions in Southern California as presented on the silver screen.199 To provide 
one specific example, it is quite fashionable among some U.S. youngsters to have 
low-ride, chrome-plated, brightly painted cars with tinted windows. Mexican 
youths learned about it and low-ride, chrome-plated, brightly painted bicycles be-
came the fashion of the day in poor neighborhoods, as buying a car would be pro-
hibitively expensive.200 The fact that “Los Simpson”, which is a satirical commen-
tary on American lifestyle, were the most watched movie in Mexico for a month 
in 2007 further demonstrates the immersion within U.S. culture.201  

On the psychological level, it is easy for Mexicans to develop an underlying 
inferiority complex, especially if they ponder over the fact that in 1800 both coun-
tries were still on a roughly equal economic and demographic footing.202 Millions 
of Mexicans voting with their feet and try to leave their country is a sobering re-
alization of the possible effects these symbolic factors might have, economic in-
centives notwithstanding.203  

Not only Mexican youngsters, but also Mexican policymakers are induced to 
listen and follow advice of U.S. experts. Neo-liberal reforms and NAFTA were 
based on U.S. academic models, with endorsements by prominent U.S. Nobel 
Prize winners in economics as well as all former U.S. Presidents alive at the time. 
Well-paid American crime experts from a consulting firm led by former New 
York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani have also been brought in to stem the crime wave 
in Mexico City.204 Beginning with Miguel de la Madrid, all Mexican Presidents 
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since then have studied at prestigious U.S. universities, providing further proof of 
symbolic dependence on United States. 

3.4 Mexico and United States – Triumphs of Independence 
 By the selective account in previous chapter, the reader might have gotten 

the idea that Mexico is a mere vassal state, independent in name only. However, 
there are important areas where Mexicans were able to forcefully assert their in-
dependence and effectively stand up to the United States. Significant events of 
this kind are summarized in this chapter. 

3.4.1 Revolutionary history 
The Mexican Revolution of 1910 was partly triggered by resentment of for-

eign (mainly U.S.) influence in the country. Even though the United States inter-
vened in the complex and long-term factional fighting, it failed to prevent the 
adoption of the 1917 Constitution, which contained both strong socialist and anti-
foreign provisions.205 During the revolutionary fighting, many American busi-
nesses were destroyed and American citizens were harassed or even murdered. 
After the Mexican revolutionary regime consolidated in early 1930s, it adopted 
strongly nationalistic economic policies like high tariffs to protect local industries 
or increased state participation in the economy.206 

Rhetorically, the regime was committed to bring about the cherished goals of 
the Revolution, which included empowerment of urban workers and land reform 
in the countryside. As the U.S. presence in Mexico was decidedly in the form of 
capital, its interests were hurt by such goals and their partial implementation. The 
1917 Constitution is still in effect today (even though over 400 amendments have 
been passed so far), which demonstrates the continuing legacy of the Revolution 
as well as insufficient political will to abolish this fundamental document and re-
place it with modern democratic constitution.  

3.4.2 Economic independence 
Economic independence became a major goal for the consolidated revolu-

tionary party, as strong indirect linkages were widely acknowledged to exist be-
tween economic and political influence, following the well-known anti-imperialist 
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maxims of José Martí or José Enrique Rodó.207 The state began to have a signifi-
cantly more important role in the economy, both through regulation and capital 
accumulation. The 1917 Constitution stipulated that all natural resources are 
property of the state; companies using these resources became strictly regulated 
and heavily taxed.  

Apart from expropriating all natural resources back to the state, President 
Lázaro Cárdenas took an unprecedented step of nationalizing all foreign oil com-
panies following an intense labor dispute.208 That day, March 18, 1938, is still 
commemorated today as one of the most important events in Mexican history (see 
Image 1). This move proved to be so popular that even today it would be politi-
cally extremely costly for any Mexican politician to open the energy sector back 
to foreign investors even if the national company Petroleos de México (PEMEX) 
is highly inefficient and lacks funds for necessary investments.209  

As mentioned earlier, the doctrine of state interventionism and protection of 
national industries gained intellectual clout after the UN Economic Commission 
for Latin America (ECLAC) under the direction of Argentinean economist Raúl 
Prebisch formulated the concept of import substitution industrialization (ISI) in 
the 1950s. This strategy was based on initial conscious state promotion of national 
industries, which were capable of displacing foreign imported goods.210 As prices 
of raw materials (primary Latin American exports) stagnated after WWII and 
prices of manufactured goods (primary Latin American imports) kept rising, the 
idea became widely popular as it aimed to increase national independence as well 
as foster economic development. 
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Image 1: High school in Mexicali named after March 18, 1938, the day oil industry was national-
ized in Mexico. Picture taken by the author in May 2005.  
 

Adopting such policies, Mexico was able to experience sustained periods of 
economic growth through the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, which are sometimes re-
ferred to as „El milagro Mexicano“, the Mexican miracle. State-centered protec-
tionist policies were abandoned only after a protracted economic crisis of the late 
1970s and 1980s. Even after massive trade liberalization and privatization of the 
1990s, the Mexican state continues to wield decisive influence in several areas, 
notably the energy sector.  

3.4.3 Political independence  
Given the revolutionary socialist origins of their ruling party, Mexican gov-

ernments felt the need to assert their political independence, especially when fac-
ing the leader of the capitalist world, the United States. This resulted in frequent 
minor controversies on foreign policy issues. Mexican governments have always 
emphasized state independence and sovereignty, opposed colonialism and foreign 
intervention in domestic politics and had high hopes as well as respect for interna-
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tional law. They were also sympathetic to Third World causes and cooperated 
economically with countries from the Soviet bloc. Government emphasis on inde-
pendent foreign policy explains both the acceptance of refugees from Spanish 
Civil War, the asylum granted to Leon Trotsky in 1937 or consistent support for 
the Palestine Liberation Organization.211  

Most visible controversy with the United States arose over Cuba, which is lo-
cated only about 160 km east of the Yucatán peninsula. After his first unsuccess-
ful coup attempt in 1953 and subsequent release from Cuban jail, Fidel Castro 
went to Mexico to organize further resistance. He sailed back to Cuba from the 
port of Tuxpan in Mexico in 1956 to lead the guerilla movement. After he took 
over the island and tilted towards Soviet Communism, Mexican government never 
broke diplomatic relations with Cuba and never joined the U.S. economic em-
bargo. Mexican President Echeverría even visited Cuba, and Fidel Castro traveled 
to Mexico on several occasions, which understandably annoyed the United States. 
Starting with the Carlos Salinas administration, Mexican governments became 
officially more critical of Castro’s record on human rights, this criticism at times 
leading to serious diplomatic tensions between the two countries.212  

Mexico also seriously challenged United States foreign policy in Central 
America in the 1980s as it attempted to negotiate a peaceful end to numerous 
small-scale civil wars in Central America. These were triggered by the Sandinista 
electoral victory in Nicaragua and clandestine U.S. military support for the anti-
Sandinista forces (Contras). Mexico was joined by Colombia, Venezuela and Pan-
ama in the so-called Contadora Group which drafted proposals for a peaceful set-
tlement of the prolonged conflict. Members of the group de-facto recognized the 
Sandinista regime, which angered the United States whose government favored a 
hard-line approach to what the Reagan Administration perceived as a serious 
Communist threat. The Contadora initiative was not successful at first, but it es-
tablished the basic platform for further negotiations, which eventually ended most 
of the conflicts in the region.213 

Even the administration of President Vicente Fox, which did not come from a 
party rooted in socialist revolution and is generally friendly to the United States, is 
politically vulnerable to charges of servility towards the United States and reflex-
ively supports the principle of non-intervention. Worried about wider implications 
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of the “War on Terror” and the planned intervention in Iraq, Mexican government 
withdrew from the 1947 Rio Treat), citing its obsolence.214  

 Mexican opposition to U.S. policy became evident during the deliberations 
of the United Nations Security Council over sanctioning the United States inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003. According to Adolfo Aguilar Zínser who was Mexican Am-
bassador to the U.N. at the time, United States was willing to submit the possible 
military intervention to a vote if it had overwhelming support of the non-
permanent members of the Council. However, the fact that Mexico made its oppo-
sition to the war clear swayed other members of the Council, who disapproved of 
the U.S. proposal, but did not wish to be seen opposing the measure alone.215 
Frustrated, U.S. eventually did not even put the resolution directly authorizing use 
of military force in Iraq to vote. Mexico proved not to be a lackey of the United 
States at a vital moment, leading to a bitter diplomatic rift between the two coun-
tries.216  

Taken from the perspective of the United States, Mexico was able to duck 
several of its important demands. It was not willing or able to stem the flow of 
illegal drugs and illegal migrants across the border, and at times even encouraged 
it - members of the Mexican police and army have often been implicated in major 
drug-trafficking incidents. Mexican ministry for foreign relations published El 
Guía del Migrante, an official handbook on minimizing risk while crossing the 
border illegally.217 The United States at times tried to use substantial coercion like 
Operation Intercept in 1969, which closed down the whole border in order to force 
Mexico to comply more fully with U.S. anti-narcotics measures, but to no long-
term avail.218 Occasional American calls for human rights and free elections were 
also ignored by the ruling PRI, which saw and presented them as imperialistic 
meddling in domestic affairs.  
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3.4.4 Symbolic and psychological independence 
Mexican governments in the 20th century faced the problem of explaining to 

their people why the ruthless capitalistic United States was making better progress 
in fighting poverty and providing employment and consumer goods than the 
Mexican governments which were paying lip service to poverty reduction and so-
cial and economic advancement of all Mexicans. Even income inequality as 
measured by the Gini coefficient has consistently been higher in Mexico than in 
the United States.219 The problem was aggravated by the undeniable fact of many 
Mexicans migrating to the United States, where they could immediately compare 
the living standards in the two countries. Historical legacy of racism and white 
supremacy further complicated the issue, as the predominantly white United 
States was economically successful and the predominantly mestizo Mexico appar-
ently was not.220  

The first strategy adopted by Mexican public figures was to blame the United 
States for most Mexican problems. The often used quote, ¡Pobre México! ¡Tan 
lejos de Dios, y tan cerca de los Estados Unidos!221 is attributed somewhat para-
doxically to Porfirio Díaz who cooperated with U.S. extensively, but it is em-
blematic for this line of reasoning. Economic ills can be readily explained by ex-
ploitative American economic policies and malicious foreign interests. According 
to this view, the United States also bears principal responsibility for all problems 
related to drug trafficking, as it is the insatiable demand for illegal drugs by U.S. 
consumers that creates the problem of which Mexico is an innocent victim. Fre-
quent references to U.S. imperialist foreign policies in Cuba, Vietnam, Nicaragua 
or later Iraq are seen as supportive evidence that symbolically the United States is 
the powerful aggressor who is to blame. As mentioned earlier, the Treaty of Gua-
dalupe Hidalgo of 1848 plays a constitutive role in this discursive construction of 
victimization of Mexico. At least symbolically, aggressive Yankees rape the inno-
cent Aztec virgin and steal half of the Mexican territory.222  

In addition to blaming the United States, Mexican authorities have developed 
an elaborate concept of Mexican cultural and spiritual superiority to serve as an 
antidote to the unquestionable pre-eminence of the United States in terms of mate-
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rial wealth. Officially supported artists like Diego Rivera, David Siqueiros, Frida 
Kahlo, Octavio Paz or Carlos Fuentes received world-wide recognition, which 
lent at least some credibility to the argument.223 Social consciousness and com-
passion as opposed to cold and calculated greed of arrogant Americans were also 
important elements of the artificially constructed notion of Mexican superiority. It 
was partly for this reason that Mexican governments until the 1990s shunned and 
failed to protect migrants to the United States, as those were seen as traitors to 
lofty Mexican ideals for thirty silver coins, in this particular case for higher wages 
in dollars.224 

The omnipresence of national symbols even in the remotest of villages be-
trays the importance of cultivating national consciousness by the long-ruling PRI. 
Apart from busts and statues of Benito Juaréz, who freed Mexico from its ultra-
conservative self as well as from the intervening French army, oversize national 
flags are displayed in city centers and on hilltops, the biggest one being at the 
Zócalo, the main square of Mexico City. This flag measuring 25 x 14.5 meters is 
hoisted every morning and lowered every evening in an elaborate ceremony (see 
Image 5). Día de la Bandera, (Flag Day) has been marked as a national holiday 
celebrated on February 24 since 1937.225 The biggest of these monumental flags 
overlooks Monterrey and is 50 meters high and 28.6 meters wide. 

The fact that many migrants do not wish to remain in the United States for-
ever seem to indicate some degree of success in instilling strong independent na-
tional identity in Mexicans. Mexican Americans also overwhelmingly support the 
Mexican soccer team in matches against the United States team, causing conster-
nation of other U.S. fans.226 During the 1960s young radical Chicanos (Americans 
with Hispanic roots) advocated annexation of the U.S. Southwest (considered to 
be the original home of the Aztecs, Aztlán) back to Mexico. Somewhat sympto-
matically, no serious attempts have been made throughout the 20th century by 
northern Mexican states to secede and join the United States, which further dem-
onstrates the strength of Mexican nationalism and the pursuit of independence.227  
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3.5 Synthetic Approach to Independence in U.S.-Mexican 
Relations 

The previous two chapters provided a thesis and antithesis through selective 
emphasis on instances both of Mexican dependence and independence vis-à-vis 
the stronger United States. This section attempts to reconcile the two views within 
a synthetic framework.  

First, by formal definition of independence taken from international law, 
Mexico is clearly an independent state. It has no major territorial boundary dis-
putes and is under no threat of foreign military invasion. Its formal authority over 
domestic territory is not threatened by secessionist movements which would be 
raising claims to their own independence or in any other way.228 However, look-
ing at the issue of independence from a realistic rather than formalistic point of 
view, it is clear that the Mexican government is operating under many serious 
constraints which effectively reduce its policy options. These constraints come 
primarily from two sources: the international environment and domestic political 
pressures. When these two sources combine, the window for independent action 
can become depressingly small.  

The international environment puts both political and economic constraints 
on Mexico. In the political sphere, Mexican governments have been acutely aware 
since the 1940s that actions genuinely hostile to the United States would have 
negative consequences, and have generally refrained from them. In economic 
terms, Mexico is in a position of labor-abundant country which needs capital to 
develop. The United States has abundant capital, so it is naturally inclined to in-
vest in Mexico. However, once investments are made, urgent need arises to pro-
tect them. That is how international economic interests easily and naturally con-
vert to potential political influence and constraints on decision-making. If foreign 
investors come from a powerful country like the United States, their pressure is 
strengthened by the threat of invoking the protection of their mother country when 
faced with unfavorable national legislation.229  

Domestic constraints are created by political coalitions that support each ad-
ministration. These include a wide range of social, political, economic and per-
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sonal interests that endorse the regime but at the same time try to push it towards 
enacting of specific policies.230 Further constraints are created by the need to pre-
vent popular unrest. Given the revolutionary history of Mexico (including major 
student unrest of 1968), widespread poverty and economic inequality, ongoing 
guerilla war in Guerrero or the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, preventing more 
disorder is not an easy task and the government needs to act accordingly.  

Given these circumstances, the notion of independence can be viewed as a 
discursive tool in the hands of privileged speakers.231 By rhetorically emphasizing 
national independence, several important objectives are accomplished – first of 
all, a clear distinction is made between “us” and “them”, “us” signifying a ficti-
tious national community lead by the government and “them” symbolizing poten-
tially malicious foreigners. This powerful distinction can be subsequently used to 
promote the supposed welfare of the community and curb influence of the outsid-
ers. 

The fictional national community which is created through the independence 
discourse also serves the purpose of suppressing discontent aimed at domestic 
elites - they might be a little corrupt, but they are at least our elites. In an atmos-
phere of fear and mistrust of the outside world it is difficult to criticize national 
politicians, as they can portray the criticism as playing into the hands of foreigners 
that are ready to exploit it for their own benefit.232  

Independence discourse is thus ideally suited to be used by local politicians 
or elites in an asymmetric situation who are under pressure to cede influence to 
outside economic interests. By accusing foreigners of undermining national inde-
pendence, it is possible to arouse enough sentiment and subsequent political clout 
to effectively counter the otherwise overpowering influence of international eco-
nomic forces or political pressures.  

Independence can be similarly used in international politics, as international 
law provides for formal equality between states and considers attacks on national 
independence to be illegal. By stressing and fiercely guarding their independence, 
national governments widen their opportunities when facing stronger negotiating 
partners in asymmetric relations. The greater the number of states showing respect 
for international law, the more difficult it is for strong states to openly bully oth-
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ers.233 It was for this reason that Mexico threatened to take the United States to the 
Permanent Court of International Justice in the Hague over disputes concerning 
the lower course of the Colorado River, the water of which U.S. farmers used for 
irrigation and then sent down to Mexico with a high content of salt.234 

When applying the notion of independence as a discursive tool to Mexico, 
one can see that it served firstly to create a sense of national identity in a large 
country with widely disparate socioeconomic regions.235 Under Porfirio Díaz it 
became obvious that modernization would come only through foreign capital and 
the underlying political influence. The Revolution then originated both from the 
disgruntled local bourgeoisie aiming to have more say in the government and 
from workers and peasants who became fed up with being exploited by foreign 
owners of capital. The call for national independence was one of the few issues on 
which various fighting factions were able to agree.236  

The consolidated PRI which emerged from the Revolution was a motley um-
brella organization of local elites, official trade unions and peasant organizations. 
The independence issue provided a lifeline to sustained political power for the 
party, as well as an important limitation to U.S. influence. Local elites were happy 
to have checked foreign competitors while at the same time economic and politi-
cal aspirations of the poor were mostly held at bay by the visions of shared pro-
gressive national development. The continuing reverence of the nationalization of 
oil industry provides an important example of strength and potential of the inde-
pendence discourse.237  

It can also be argued that the very structure of the Mexican political system 
with one hegemonic long-ruling party was influenced by Mexico’s asymmetric 
international position, namely by the fear of external pressures from the United 
States.238 In an open multi-party democracy, it is much easier for outside interests 
to gain foothold and influence policies by providing support for the faction that is 
most favorable to them. Mexican elites have been aware of this fact, therefore Ar-
ticle 33 of the Mexican Constitution says: “Foreigners may not involve themselves 
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in any way in the political affairs of the country.” Effective political monopoly of 
the PRI ensured that foreign companies were bound to operate under close super-
vision of national elites. However, with emerging political pluralism, well-
connected U.S. political consultants Rob Allyn and Dick Morris clandestinely 
worked for Fox’s and Calderón's presidential campaigns.239 Not surprisingly, 
PAN is the party most favorable to U.S. interests in Mexico.  

The PRI was able to use the independence issue skillfully to tackle problems 
which arose during the Cold War. The leftist groups at home, which were accus-
ing it of abandoning the socialist ideals of the Revolution, were its main concern. 
The party was using its independence in foreign affairs to annoy the United States 
in order to become immune to criticism that it caters to imperialist forces.240 At 
the same time it criticized leftist groups for being lackeys of Moscow, thereby 
threatening the cherished goal of national independence and sovereignty.  

However, outside economic forces became too strong to be ignored, leading 
to the crisis of the 1980s. Only after a dramatic fall in real wages it became possi-
ble for the discourse of free trade, liberalization to replace the vigorous, but out-
dated defense of national independence. The emerging group of U.S.-educated 
cadres of the PRI, the so-called “técnicos” (as opposed to old-fashioned party 
bosses, the “dinos”) realized that they had little to lose and lot to gain in exposing 
Mexico to the international economy. This became one of the key issues in the 
PRI split in 1988, with Carlos Salinas of the technocratic wing of the PRI becom-
ing the autocratic liberalizer and Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas of the nascent PRD the 
state-centered democratizer in the contentious presidential election that year.241  

After the questionable victory of Salinas, most Mexicans were prepared to 
get rid of the independence rhetoric, as it became obvious that it serves too well 
only the interests of protectionist oligarchs and autocratic corrupt politicians. 
However, the Zapatista uprising in 1994 used the theme of excessive foreign in-
fluence as one of its main issues – it started symbolically on the first day NAFTA 
took effect.242 This suggests that credible national independence discourse indeed 
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tends to suppress domestic discontent. Even strongly free-market-oriented politi-
cians such as Vicente Fox did not dare to privatize the state-controlled energy sec-
tor, which betrays the fear of possible dramatic backlash in future elections.  

When we acknowledge that in reality there can be no such thing as complete 
independence and look at the issue as if it were a discursive tool serving the spe-
cific goals of privileged speakers, such analysis can be fruitfully applied in other 
parts of the world as well. In the United States, for example, protectionist groups 
use it to attack the WTO while the Euro-skeptics fall back on it to protect local 
interests vis-à-vis the EU.243  

The public too often fails to realize that outside influences might at times bet-
ter serve its interests than the entrenched national elites. Independence rhetoric 
also conveniently assumes that a Mexican top-manager has more common inter-
ests with a Mexican peasant than with an American or German top-manager. This 
is not necessarily the case, especially when most top managers are nowadays edu-
cated and socialized at the same universities.  

The fictitious community that the independence discourse attempts to create 
is in many ways just as diverse as the community of players of the supposedly 
Spanish club Real Madrid soccer club with its three Brazilians, two Britons, two 
Italians, two Uruguayans, one Frenchman and a Dane. The soccer team example 
demonstrates how strong the identity of fictitious community can be – if new 
players join the team, they quickly become integral parts of it despite their very 
diverse backgrounds and personalities. 

This argument can be used also in reverse – when faced with oppressive de-
mands from an overpowering international environment, the symbolic power of 
independence discourse is one of the instruments that can be used to defend le-
gitimate local interests in case other policies are insufficient or ineffective. This 
might be one of the reasons why we can still observe widespread and at times 
quite effective political resistance to the supposedly benign process of the liberali-
zation of the international economy.  

This leads to the conclusion that proposed policies should be judged on their 
merits rather than compliance with artificially constructed notions of independ-
ence. And as for Mexico, by constantly dreaming about independence, Mexicans 
might be actually helping it come true. The continuing emphasis on independence 
allows local elites to gain or retain more economic as well as political power, es-
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pecially in the asymmetric relations with the U.S. If more factual independence 
would eventually benefit the common dreamers is unfortunately quite another 
question.  
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4 Asymmetric Perceptions in Transition. The New 
York Times Coverage of Mexico before and after 
NAFTA 

 

Mirror, mirror on the wall, who in the land is fairest of all? 
   Snow White’s stepmother 

 
The case study of media perceptions of asymmetry concludes the first part of this 
work. Reflections of apparent asymmetry in the media are relevant as they shape 
opinions of policymakers as well as the general public. In doing this, they either 
support and strengthen existing stereotypes or weaken and challenge them, which 
has important implications in the decision-making processes. For the case study, I 
focused on the debate around NAFTA, where Mexico was at the center of atten-
tion of the U.S. media.  

My original idea was that after the U.S. and Mexico had reached the NAFTA 
agreement, the U.S. media would reflect this new proximity by change of atti-
tudes, or discourse, concerning the southern neighbor. Before I started doing ac-
tual research, my hypothesis was that the coverage of Mexico would become less 
confrontational and more problem-solving-oriented after the signing of NAFTA, 
as the two countries would feel increased need to face bilateral problems together. 
Such a change of attitude would suggest that regional integration was beneficial 
for Mexico in the sense that U.S. readers would better understand the challenges 
facing Mexico, which would possibly also suppress some of the negative stereo-
types about the country. Potential for better solutions to some of the bilateral 
problems would thus be enhanced.  

If this were the case, I would then argue that it is beneficial for weaker states 
to integrate with stronger ones within the asymmetric context, because the favor-
able change in perception in stronger states may provide an important additional, 
not only economic benefit. However, as my findings have shown, the situation in 
the media did not quite conform to the original hypothesis outlined above. 

4.1 Chapter Methodology  
In this section I will suggest some definitions of the terms that I am using as 

well as sketch methodological problems connected with these definitions. I will 
conclude by describing the advantages and disadvantages of the methodological 
approach I have chosen.  

The key concept in the thesis outlined above is the term “perception”. What 
does it represent? I see perception (in this case perception of a country) as com-
plex mixture of value judgments, stereotypes and images connected with the given 
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country, thus creating a specific kind of discourse. The problem then arises how to 
measure such a phenomenon – if we are talking about changes in perceptions, it 
has to be measured somehow. On a more detailed level this could be done by de-
tailed computer-based statistics of association of words, phrases and images with 
the given country in the given media. For the purposes of this case study, I relied 
on a simpler method.  

I chose one media outlet, namely The New York Times newspaper (hereinaf-
ter “NYT”). This newspaper is considered one of the newspapers of record in the 
U.S., signifying high prestige and quality of reporting. Most Pulitzer Prize win-
ners in recent years have been correspondents of the NYT. International section of 
this newspaper is much more extensive than that of average U.S. newspapers, and 
it presumably has significant impact on policymakers as well as on wider reader-
ship. In domestic politics, the NYT is often accused of a slightly liberal bias, but 
since foreign coverage is less connected to party politics, this should not be a 
relevant factor at this point. De facto support of the invasion of Iraq in 2003 by 
the NYT further demonstrates that any supposedly liberal bias cannot be very 
strong. 

 I started working with the The New York Times yearly Index book244, where 
all articles appearing in the newspaper are listed with a given topic (in this case 
Mexico), together with a small caption. First, I read all the captions and counted 
the sheer numbers of articles appearing in the NYT on Mexico each year from 
1981 to 2000. Findings of this preliminary research are shown in “Quantitative 
Changes” below. This part of the paper is methodologically solid, it is based on 
hard data, and the conclusions I am making are strongly supported by evidence.  

Second, I needed to look at possible qualitative changes in the coverage on 
Mexico. I sorted all the articles according to their topics using the captions in the 
NYT yearly Index. Then I examined the articles, looking for basic information 
value, but also at underlying opinions and value judgments as well. After reading 
these articles I tried to look at the possible changes in connections, images, policy 
proposals and word use relating to Mexico before and after NAFTA. In this part 
of the paper I had to use subjective discretion in selecting the most relevant topics 
and relevant comparisons, focusing on the interpretation of asymmetry and rele-
vant policy options. 

The last important methodological problem I want to mention is the causal 
effect of perceptions of any given theme in the media. Are the journalists con-
sciously manipulating both the public and the politicians for their own ends? Is it 
the public demand that forces the journalists to write what they think the public 
wants to hear? Or is it the underlying political contest that has decisive influence 
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on perception of certain topics in the media?245 It seems to me that these three 
forces operate simultaneously, with one usually being predominant in selected ar-
eas for a limited period of time. For the presented thesis it does not really matter 
after all – cause and effect of the change in media perception it is not that impor-
tant. In the end the improved media image of Mexico after being integrated is af-
fecting both the readers and the politicians, which is what is relevant for this 
study. 

4.2 Quantitative Change 
As a first indicator I looked at numbers of articles appearing in the NYT with 

the primary topic of Mexico. Some trends can be inferred by looking at these 
numbers. As we can calculate from Table 3, the average coverage of Mexico in 
1981-1989 was 100 articles per year. In the four years preceding the ratification of 
NAFTA the average amount was 51.5 articles per year. The average number of 
articles on Mexico rose to 242.2 articles per year in the six years that followed the 
ratification. 
 

Table 3: Number of articles with the primary topic of Mexico appearing in the 
NYT between 1981-2000  

Year 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
Articles 61 110 78 80 70 190 63 139 109 

 
Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1998 1999 2000 
Articles 61 42 36 67 262 360 156 177 290 246 

Source: New York Times Index 1981-2000. 

 
First, let us interpret the increase in average number of articles after the year 

1994. This looks rather clear – after NAFTA the coverage has increased dramati-
cally (on average by 374% with respect to previous four years). The American 
public and elites read more about Mexico; they are better informed and therefore 
come to better policy conclusions, which would be positive for Mexico. 
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The situation is unfortunately more complicated. As a matter of fact, the rea-
soning in the paragraph above is a simple example of a common intellectual trap, 
namely the one of people seeing only what they want to see. Before coming to 
conclusions, we need to look first what other factors could lead to such an in-
crease in coverage, and then at the qualitative analysis to really grasp the nature of 
the change of perceptions of Mexico as described in the thesis above. For example 
Graph 4 shows a discernible and intriguing pattern connecting the growth (or de-
cline) of the Mexican economy and the number of articles on Mexico. The worse 
the economic situation in Mexico becomes, the more articles start appearing in 
NYT about it. This confirms the notion that U.S. media attention is attracted by 
perceived crises rather than genuine positive interest.  
 

Graph 4: Articles on Mexico in The New York Times, 1981-2000 and GDP growth in Mexico 
Source: The New York Times Index, 1981-2000, World Development Indicators (WDI) Database, 
CD-ROM, World Bank, 2005  

If we then look at topics of the articles, it becomes clear that the impressive 
increase in numbers of articles on Mexico cannot be attributed to NAFTA alone, 
at least not directly so. The years 1994 and 1995 were not only the first two years 
of NAFTA, but also the years of the peso crisis (which started in December 1994), 
the Chiapas uprising (launched on January 1, 1994) and presidential elections in 
Mexico (Ernesto Zedillo de Ponce León of the PRI was elected in August 1994). 
Even without NAFTA, these three events would surely increase the coverage 
Mexico received in U.S. media. In this respect it is more important that even in 
less spectacular years of 1996 and 1997 the coverage remained much higher than 
in pre-NAFTA years, suggesting that NAFTA has led to an increased quantity of 
reporting. 
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Interpreting the steady decrease in the number of articles in the years 1990-
1993 (average of 100 articles in 1981-1989 versus average of 51.5 articles in 
1990-1993) is more difficult. One reason might be that after the election of Carlos 
Salinas, Mexico was regarded as stable and on the right path to democratization 
and economic liberalization, which is rather uninteresting for the media (and the 
readers). However, the explanation might be more complex. As the NYT itself 
reported, in 1990 the Salinas government undertook a massive lobbying and pub-
lic relations campaign in the U.S. with the ultimate aim of signing and approval of 
the NAFTA agreement. Too much reporting on Mexico would be detrimental to 
the process, since unpleasant issues like prevalent corruption, increased crime rate 
and extreme poverty might come to the spotlight and complicate the NAFTA ne-
gotiations. In a Pulitzer-Prize-winning article Tim Golden of the NYT described 
in 1995 how the U.S. administration downplayed the war on drugs in Mexico in 
the years before NAFTA was signed.246 He only forgot to add that even the NYT 
might have part in this process. As I describe in the Editorial policy section below, 
deliberate manipulation concerning certain specific topics by selected journalists 
is by no means unimaginable. 

Second, apart from levels of overall coverage, I analyzed the frequency of 
specific themes in the NYT coverage of Mexico (see Table 4). I was concerned 
with the level of attention paid to each particular issue, positive or negative atti-
tudes were not important in this respect.  

As we can see in Table 4, some topics remained constant in absolute numbers 
in the coverage of Mexico, namely concerns about human rights and election fair-
ness. Given the overall increase of the number of articles, the percentage of arti-
cles on human rights and election fairness decreased significantly, which must 
have diffused its importance in overall perception of Mexico. Other topics, 
namely economy and drug trafficking, were present all the time, but significant 
decrease in coverage can be seen in the years 1991, 1992 and 1993. The peso cri-
sis in 1995 is the main reason of the peak in the articles concerned with Mexican 
economy.  

New topics started figuring prominently in coverage on Mexico starting with 
the year 1994. The increased number of articles on peasant rebellion is obviously 
connected to the events in Chiapas and Guerrero; assassinations of important poli-
ticians Luis Donaldo Colosio and José Ruiz Massieu and subsequent investiga-
tions also logically attracted media attention. 
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Table 4: Selected topics on Mexico in The New York Times 1990-1996 

  1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 
Articles total 61 42 36 67 262 360 156 
Economy 17 9 3 12 39 118 21 
Election fairness 9 10 13 16 23 14 6 
Human rights 4 5 4 4 8 7 7 
Violent crime 0 1 1 0 7 12 13 
Corruption 0 1 0 1 1 16 19 
Political assassi-
nations 0 0 0 0 30 28 15 
Peasant rebel-
lion 0 0 0 0 63 39 33 
Drug trafficking 37 12 5 9 9 30 28 

Source: The New York Times Index 1990-1996. 

More interesting in this respect is the sudden growth of articles on crime and 
corruption in Mexico. Although this increase might be to some extent attributed to 
the increased attention to the topic in Mexican media, where the Salinas govern-
ment (and especially the President's brother Raúl) came under extensive scrutiny, 
the correspondents of the NYT stationed in Mexico City must have been well 
aware of corruption and crime before even before 1994 when the Salinas scandal 
surfaced. At the time of dramatic arguments about the approval of NAFTA, these 
stories were simply not interesting enough to be converted into “news”. Some ex-
tent of conscious manipulation in order to improve Mexico’s image cannot be 
ruled out as well.  
  

4.3 Qualitative change from 1990 to 1996 
In this section I will analyze the NYT articles on Mexico from a qualitative 

perspective, first by noting the most important topics for each year and then by 
concentrating on the evolving underlying approach within the articles. I concen-
trate on years 1990 to 1996, which were most relevant with respect to the adop-
tion of NAFTA. 

4.3.1 Topics 
In 1990, the coverage of Mexico was greatly polarized – Mexico was pre-

sented either in a very negative or a very positive way. Common topics contribut-
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ing to the negative image were concerned with human-rights abuses, electoral 
fraud, one-party rule and the danger of mass immigration from Mexico to the 
USA. Positive topics included the description of successful cooperation between 
border towns, daring progress of the Salinas government with economic reforms 
and improved relations with the Vatican.247 

 The coverage in the year 1991 was somewhat paradoxically mainly focused 
on the effort of the Mexican government to improve the image of Mexico in the 
United States through a massive lobbying campaign. At the same time the fre-
quency of articles critical of Mexico fell dramatically. The NYT itself thus could 
serve as a proof that the public relation campaign was under way. Support for 
more democratization was noted, but the tone was more positive, with some 
deeper analyses of the real situation in Mexico.248  

The year 1992 did not differ much from 1991, the debate about NAFTA be-
came more prominent, especially Bill Clinton’s reservations concerning labor and 
the environment. The general notion was that Mexican people overwhelmingly 
supported NAFTA, and that it would not have great social effects in the U.S. 
There was some effort to contrast the dark, corrupt Mexico of the past with the 
bright future that would ensue through the continuation of the reform process. 
Freedom of the press in Mexico was mentioned as a problem that should be ad-
dressed.249  

The year 1993 was crucial for the congressional battle over the approval of 
NAFTA, yet it is interesting that the number of articles on Mexico did not rise ac-
cordingly. Generally speaking, NYT was rather supportive of the agreement, criti-
cal assessments of NAFTA were rather sporadic. To support entry into NAFTA 
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the main NYT correspondent in Mexico went as far as writing an article on the 
possible Japanese business invasion to Mexico in case the trade pact failed. Such 
article blatantly used the strong anti-Japanese sentiment in the public at that time 
in order to generate support for NAFTA. When the agreement finally made it 
through the U.S. Congress, the reaction of NYT was positive in general, down-
playing possible negative impact on U.S. workers.250  

In 1994 the number of articles on Mexico rose substantially, but a large part 
of this increase can be attributed to dramatic events happening in Mexico that 
year. First, the Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas started on January 1, 1994, the same 
day the NAFTA went into effect. Later, Luis Donaldo Colosio, the presidential 
candidate of the ruling PRI and the likely winner of the summer election in Mex-
ico, was assassinated in Tijuana and the investigation could not silence the rumors 
of conspiracy involving major drug-traffickers. Presidential elections were held in 
August, and articles in the NYT were concerned mainly with the fairness of the 
process, not directly supporting any one candidate. The victory of Ernesto Zedillo 
de Ponce León the replacement candidate of the of the PRI, was regarded as fair. 
In December, the abrupt devaluation of the peso started the so-called peso crisis. 
Many economic commentaries were published then.251  

The coverage in the year 1995 was dominated by the peso crisis, as interests 
of U.S. businesses and investors were directly threatened. Many U.S. pension 
funds invested in Mexico and thus endangered the savings of their clients. Con-
troversy over U.S. economic assistance to Mexico was also widely covered. Peace 
talks with rebels in Chiapas were also widely reported. Themes of illegal immi-
gration and traffic with narcotics started to get more and more attention.252  
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Finally, in 1996, various scandals and corruption of the Salinas government 
concerning the privatization process were widely reported. Focus on law and or-
der in Mexico became prominent as the economic situation stabilized.253 Even 
though the events were not very dramatic, a high number of articles on Mexico 
shows that the country began to gain prominence from the NYT perspective.  

On the whole we can see that although important topics are determined by 
real events, it is interesting to note which themes become prominent in which 
years. Omitted or neglected topics over time are highly relevant as well. For ex-
ample the law and order debate in Mexico went almost unnoticed by the NYT in 
1993, yet the situation definitely did not differ much from 1996, when this topic 
was featured heavily in NYT. This change of emphasis could partly be explained 
by changes in reader’s preferences, but it is more likely to be a reflection of con-
scious editorial policy.  

4.3.2 Attitude and content analysis 
Looking briefly at various topics in various years is important in order to get 

a general idea of what the coverage of NYT on Mexico looked like. If we want to 
assess whether the perceptions of Mexico really changed with the Mexican entry 
into NAFTA, we need to look into the attitude and content of these articles. As 
mentioned earlier, after entering NAFTA and becoming more integrated and in 
this sense also closer to the U.S., the articles on Mexico should become more un-
derstanding and supportive, slowly dismissing the “us versus them” discourse.254 
However, even after NAFTA there was very little change in this respect, and the 
attitude often shifted for the worse.  

In pre-NAFTA years, many articles are filled with the spirit of cooperation 
and hope for a better future of Mexico. For example in "Pillow Talk of U.S. Mex-
ico Towns: What Borders?"255, the author speaks about “forging the two commu-
nities in one”. Very good personal ties between the city council members are men-
tioned, as well as high incidence of cross-border marriages, which explains the 
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intimate-sounding title. Dark and violent past is noticed to provide a counterpoint 
as Columbus, the U.S. city described in the article, was pillaged by Pancho Villa 
in 1916. In "Pope, Amid Mexico’s Poor, Laments" the author describes the ex-
treme poverty in the slums of Mexico City, but does not fail to mention the per-
sonal presence of President Salinas, who is doing his best to improve the situation 
– the hope for a new, better Mexico is clearly visible.256 Also in "New Planet 
Swims into Canada’s Ken: It’s Mexico!" the strengthening cultural ties as well as 
general positive attitude towards Mexico in Canada are described, while at the 
same time downplaying the possibility of massive immigration from Mexico by 
quoting Mexicans working in Canada as definitely planning to go back home one 
day because of the cold climate.257  

The sweet attitude towards Mexico is at its best in "The Weight of Mexico", 
where the author emphasizes the help the U.S. should be giving to Mexico with-
out trying to push for specific policies and institutions: “Mexico needs us as a 
partner, not as a boss.”258 Similar attitude is present also in "A Little TLC for 
Mexico" where TLC stands not only for Tratado de Libre Commercio (Free Trade 
Agreement), but also for the common phrase Tender Loving Care. In this article 
Leslie Gelb clearly supports the Salinas administration and its courageous at-
tempts to modernize and democratize Mexico. He also attacks the U.S. Democ-
ratic party, whose members were opposing NAFTA in Congress, for trying to de-
rail the positive developments taking place in Mexico.259  

Last but not least, in "In Mexico, NAFTA Isn't Just About Trade"260, at a cru-
cial time of the discussions about NAFTA in U.S. Congress, Tim Golden makes a 
very strong argument supporting the Agreement. Sentences like “the future of sta-
ble, responsible, pro-American government hangs in the balance” do not leave 
much doubt about author’s bias. To soothe the critics of the Agreement, Golden 
downplays any threat Mexico might pose: “Even in most optimistic scenarios of 
Mexican growth, it will remain a minor player in most American markets.” After 
the passage of the NAFTA through Congress, the mood overall was celebratory 
throughout the NYT. The title "Where the Mexico Gold Rush Begins"261 speaks 
for itself, as well as "San Antonio Celebrates New Free Trade World", quoting Al 
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Martinez-Fonts from Texas Commerce Bank in San Antonio: “We are ec-
static!”262  

On the other hand there were also articles in which the perception of Mexico 
and Mexicans was rather negative also in the pre-NAFTA period. It is important 
to mention some of them, because we shall see in the next section how the critics 
of Mexico gradually changed their agenda after NAFTA went into effect. In “Ac-
cident of Geography Prompts Local Protest” illegal immigrants from Mexico are 
not described in a very positive way: “these people are going across their [San Di-
ego residents’] property and using their water and performing all their bodily 
functions right out there.” In "The Missing Reform in Mexico" the author argues 
that in spite of economic progress, not enough has been done in Mexico concern-
ing electoral reform and fairness: “the vice of electoral fraud is still persisting”.263 
Some doubts about the Salinas government are persisting in "Mexico’s Leader 
Seeks to Address Clinton’s Concerns on Trade Pact", where Salinas is described 
among other similes as a “slimy creature who might open the elections, but keeps 
tight control of the media”.264 A number of articles were also published which 
were critical of the NAFTA which focused on the possibility of U.S. manufactur-
ing jobs dislocating to Mexico. In these articles the main topic was not Mexico, 
but rather potential hardships suffered by U.S. workers. The metaphors used with 
respect to Mexico were mostly derogatory, emphasizing exploitative working 
conditions and lack of effective labor law enforcement. We can see that asymme-
try was expected to encourage cooperation and help, but also to emphasize the 
differences between the two countries in a negative way.  

In the post-NAFTA discourse, overall positive perceptions of Mexico are de-
teriorating and the coverage starts to focus on the more disturbing factors in 
Mexican reality. In "A Murder in Tijuana", Jorge Castañeda, later Minister for 
Foreign Affairs in the government of Vicente Fox, is quoted as saying: “When 
you have the kind of breakdown in the traditional way of doing things, that we’ve 
had under Salinas, and you don’t replace it with anything but your own power, 
arrogance, schemes and talents, you get in trouble.”265 Fears of massive waves of 
illegal immigration are frequent and explicit, as for example in "Mexico on the 
Edge": “If Mexican economy falters, we may have to prepare for a flood of refu-
gees across our southern border.”266 In "Big Business Puts Money on Mexican 
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Status Quo", Tim Golden expresses his skepticism about the democratization 
process: “To those who believe free markets lead inevitably to freer politics, it 
wasn’t supposed to work quite this way.”267  

Anthony DePalma further adds to the disenchantment in "A Year to Forget: 
1994 Leaves Mexico Reeling", where he quotes Subcomandante Marcos, the 
leader of the Chiapas guerilla army: “Welcome to the nightmare!” The grievances 
of Mexico are described in apocalyptical proportions, citing possible disastrous 
eruption of the Popocatépetl volcano, death of 44 Mexican peasants because of 
drought in Chihuahua, criminal investigation of prominent businessmen and poli-
ticians or fatal poisoning of 50 Indians by mescal laced with fuel-additives.268  

The peso crisis, for which the Mexican government was largely blamed in 
NYT, contributed to the increasingly negative coverage of events in Mexico.269 
Old stereotypes and accusations came quickly to the fore, culminating in an article 
“Taking Over Mexico”, where A.M. Rosenthal severely criticizes Mexico. He 
speaks about “Mexican politicians who have been running what Senator Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan describes as one-party Leninist system.” On the future pros-
pects in Mexico Rosenthal adds: “Maybe they will just go and have a revolution,” 
arguing for no more support or loans for Mexico, since they would be lost in such 
a revolution anyway. Furthermore, commenting on illegal immigration into the 
Southwestern United States, he claims that “since these states once belonged to 
Mexico, that eases whatever feeling Mexicans may have of committing a heinous 
crime.”270 Such discourse is really far from the tender loving care proposed by 
others in pre-NAFTA years. 

U.S. authorities also reacted to more negative assessment of Mexico as can 
be seen in "U.S. Tests Border Plan In Event of Mexico Crisis", where the talk is 
about “mass detention centers” for prospective illegal immigrants or “unspeakable 
and unspecified social catastrophe” that may anytime soon happen in Mexico. Mr. 
Steenbakker, an employee of the Border Patrol, answers the question on possible 
reasons for the feared immigration tsunami: “Natural disaster, economic collapse, 
military attacks on Government or any number of other situations,” contributing 
significantly to the negative perceptions of Mexico.271  
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From the number of articles concerned with scandals and massive corruption 
in Mexico under Salinas, "How a Tortilla Empire Was Built on Favoritism" is es-
pecially telling. Current Mexican saying is quoted there: “Corruption is not a 
characteristic of the system in Mexico, it IS the system.”272 This may very well be 
close to the situation in Mexico, but in the years 1990-1993, corruption was con-
spicuously missing from the pages of the NYT. The same goes for crime, with 
articles like "Mexico’s Robbers Diversify: Nobody’s Safe Now"273 or "Crime 
Wave Leaves Mexico Wary of Federal Police" not having any counterparts in the 
pre-NAFTA years, although no doubt severe crime-related problems existed at 
that time as well.274 Words used in these articles are rather harsh and threatening, 
with sentences like “the lines between police and criminals blurred to the point of 
extinction” surely having negative impact on Mexico’s image. The reputation of 
Mexico sank so low that in an editorial article titled "Foreign Danger Zones" 
Mexico was placed together with Saudi Arabia and North Korea in the group of 
states dangerous for the United States, because “in Mexico, political and eco-
nomical crisis is waiting to happen,” presumably causing massive illegal immigra-
tion and thereby disrupting the social fabric of the American Southwest.275 Fears 
of revolution in Mexico became a fascination for NYT journalists, like in "At 95, 
Still Labor’s King, but Ruling Party’s Vassal", where the author writes sugges-
tively: “Mexico’s more perplexing modern mysteries: how has the country man-
aged to keep from blowing up in the face of one of its worst economic and politi-
cal crises since the 1910-1919 revolution?”276 Also on the level of word-choice, 
connotations are not very flattering. Mexican politics is described as “Greek trag-
edy”, and the presidential election a “baroque Mexican ritual of choosing a suc-
cessor.”277 The clear implication is that the election is an emotion driven, irra-
tional process, contributing nicely to the general stereotype of "The Latino" (vio-
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lent, emotional, lacking-self discipline) as opposed to the superior Anglo-
Saxons.278  

On the other hand, the existence of NAFTA and the ever-closer economic 
ties had a partially beneficial effect in NYT coverage, as in "Credit Line for Mex-
ico Opens", an analyst is quoted saying: “Increasingly, when countries enter into 
free trade areas like NAFTA, they have to become involved in one another’s 
economies. The credit line is a logical progression from trade and investment co-
operation between three countries to greater monetary and fiscal cooperation.”279 
Similar attitude is reflected by top U.S. officials, in "U.S. Is Readying Further Bil-
lions to Rescue Mexico", where Secretary of the Treasury Lawrence Summers is 
commenting on the credits being made available for Mexico: “In approaching this 
situation, we’ve recognized the central importance of Mexico to the U.S. because 
it is our second largest trading partner, we share a 2000 mile border and because 
our societies are so closely intertwined.”280 Less than a sign of good will to help a 
weaker partner in an asymmetric relationship, these quotes rather betray anxiety 
regarding future developments in Mexico.  

If we were to assess the qualitative changes in general, it becomes clear that 
after the Mexican entry into NAFTA there has been no significant increase in 
positive coverage of Mexico. Positive developments within Mexico were not 
highlighted, nor was the good will and positive attitude on the U.S. side. The me-
dia reality has been quite the opposite – after the approval of NAFTA, there was 
suddenly no need for positive or hopeful articles on Mexico. The focus started to 
be rather critical, which could be to some extent excused by the unfortunate de-
velopments in Mexico. Nevertheless, new NAFTA ties did not prevent the use of 
old negative stereotypes like the lazy and irrational Latino versus the agile and 
rational Anglo-Saxon in the “us versus them” debates. The underlying tone was 
much more like “we have to keep them away and stable” than “we should perhaps 
try to help them somehow”. Among other things, this demonstrated the primary 
economic nature of the NAFTA, which did not necessarily evolve into friendly 
partnership in the political or symbolic sense.  
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4.3.3 Editorial policy 
Looking at the dramatic changes in the coverage of Mexico in NYT, what are 

the main causes of these differences? Historical events and developments unques-
tionably play a role, as well as wider underlying attitudes and sentiments of the 
public. Apart from these factors, individual editors play a significant role as well. 
They are the ones who are selecting topics (and equally important, choosing not to 
present certain topics) and thereby setting the agenda. In specific fields, which are 
covered by only a few journalists over longer periods of time, the power to set 
agenda is even greater. In the case of Mexico, two official correspondents sta-
tioned in Mexico City wrote the vast majority of articles and thus de-facto con-
trolled the image of Mexico. From 1992 to 1995 these two editors were Tim 
Golden281 and Anthony DePalma,282 from 1995 to 2000 Sam Dillon and Julia Pre-
ston. Tim Golden's preferences for the NAFTA were already mentioned above, 
his articles had a pro-Mexican bias, but also showed profound understanding of 
complex reality in Mexico, Anthony DePalma's focus was mainly on the Mexican 
economy. Even though it is impossible to prove it, the analysis above strongly 
suggests that preferences of both editors contributed to the omission of certain 
themes from NYT coverage in the years leading to the signing of NAFTA.  

The importance of foreign correspondents and their power to shape events 
emerged more forcefully in the case of Sam Dillon and Julia Preston through the 
clash with Mexican journalists who complained about the quality of their report-
ing, namely their failure to run a story on the connection of Roberto Hernández 
Ramírez, former president of Banamex (Banco Nacional de México) to drug traf-
ficking interests. Sam Dillon allegedly went so far as to make threatening phone 
calls to a Mexican journalist to persuade him not to publish the story, because 
Hernández was well connected both to U.S. investors as well as to the highest lev-
els of the Mexican administration – he sold Banamex in 2001 to Citigroup for 
$12.5 billion. The controversy was reported in the U.S. and eventually contributed 
to replacement of both editors.283 The case demonstrates the point that individual 
editors do have significant power over the shaping of news, especially when they 
cooperate closely.284 (Sam Dillon and Julia Preston were married to each other). 
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This makes lobbying and public relations campaigns like the one that Salinas gov-
ernment undertook to improve the image of Mexico in the U.S. possible, access to 
one or two key figures can have decisive influence.  

 

4.4 Conclusions 
 
What can be eventually said about the perceptions of Mexico before and after 

NAFTA and how does it relate to the issue of asymmetric relations? First of all, 
the amount of coverage increased overall, showing that Mexico has become more 
important for the U.S. media. Second, looking at the style and content of selected 
articles, the perception of Mexico after NAFTA has not improved. Fear of waves 
of illegal immigration or even revolution was much stronger than any desire to 
help Mexico or to integrate it more thoroughly within the North American con-
text. Third, the statistics on the coverage of Mexico before NAFTA suggest that 
the coverage was influenced by conscious efforts to suppress certain negative im-
ages of Mexico in order to get support for the agreement in U.S. Congress.  

From these three observations, wider implications can be drawn concerning 
the North American integration process. NAFTA definitely had important politi-
cal consequences in terms of closer cooperation, but these do not necessarily 
translate into changes in perceptions or calls for mutual support. The prevalent 
discourse is still "us versus them", little traces of the emerging notion about 
shared destiny for the North American continent can be found. The main objective 
of U.S. policy towards Mexico, which was reflected also in the newspaper arti-
cles, was stability instead of development or progress, let alone social justice. The 
emphasis on free and fair elections by the U.S. media is praiseworthy, but any de-
bate on serious structural problems and possible solutions for Mexico is for the 
most part missing on the pages of the NYT. Potential negative consequences of 
U.S. policies in Mexico are also rarely discussed, as complex bilateral issues like 
migration or drug-trafficking are considered to be primarily Mexican responsibil-
ity. This serves as a certain indicator of the strength (or, more precisely, weak-
ness) of symbolic ties created via asymmetric integration in the NAFTA frame-
work.285   

Further analysis of additional media, especially in the U.S. states bordering 
Mexico could strengthen the findings. Televised images of Mexico should be 
studied as well, as their significant impact on the general population might be dif-
ferent from newspaper coverage. Related studies concerning for example the ef-
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fect of the election of Vicente Fox and breaking the monopolistic party structure 
in Mexico in U.S. media could also support the broader conclusions of this chap-
ter.  

Anecdotal evidence from the aftermath of September 11, when the U.S. me-
dia focused primarily on further sealing the southern border suggests that Mexico 
is even now considered as the “Other” in prevalent media discourse. Sincere dis-
cussion in terms of problems or challenges facing the North American continent 
as a whole was still largely missing.  
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PART II. Critical Issues in U.S.-Mexican Relationship 
 
 

The second part of this book focuses on three critical issues in U.S.-Mexican Re-
lations and shows how the underlying asymmetry between the two states compli-
cates solutions that would be in best interest of both. First, effectiveness of asym-
metric economic integration under NAFTA is analyzed. Immigration from Mex-
ico to United States as a consequence of asymmetry is the focus of the following 
chapter. Analysis of drug-trafficking between Mexico and the United States and 
of related drug enforcement policies concludes this part.  
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5 Asymmetric Economic Integration under NAFTA 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 
Quien dice unión económica, dice unión política. El influjo excesivo de un país en el comercio de otro se convierte en 
influjo político.286           
   José Martí  
 
The topic of economic integration within asymmetric relations framework is right-
fully an exciting field to study, for several reasons. First, the subject matter is 
highly topical, as economic integration continues worldwide, inevitably bringing 
together states of varying economic development and significance. Developments 
in NAFTA, ASEAN, MERCOSUR or various enlargements of the EU are provid-
ing new information on the role of weaker and stronger states within these inter-
national arrangements. At the same time, unsuccessful completion of the proposed 
Free Trade Area of the Americas and the difficulties of the Doha Round of WTO 
negotiations highlight the dangers and difficulties inherently present in projects of 
asymmetric integration.  

Secondly, if asymmetric integration is successful, it could become an impor-
tant contribution to economic as well as social development of weaker states. If 
results show viability and beneficial outcomes of asymmetric integration for both 
the stronger and the weaker states, we could await each new such undertaking 
with optimism. However, if the analysis led to the conclusion that asymmetric in-
tegration is detrimental to the development of the weaker (and maybe even the 
stronger) states, new ways of international cooperation ought to be looked for.287  

Thirdly, asymmetric integration touches upon one of the crucial questions for 
international relations in the future, namely the role of inequality between states 
and their levels of development. Does asymmetric integration provide the weaker 
states with sufficient means to defend their positions vis-à-vis the stronger ones? 
Is asymmetric integration beneficial for the leveling of the differences between 
the integrating countries? Do mutual perceptions of the countries change for the 
better after they become more integrated?  

Economic relations between Mexico and United States under the North 
American Free Trade Agreement are a prime example of asymmetric integration. 
Table 1 above vividly illustrates the extent of asymmetry between these two states 
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in various respects. Despite the differences, both countries chose to enter into the 
NAFTA Agreement and deemed it in their best interest when doing so. Mexico 
even paid estimated $30 million to lobbyists in Washington to get the deal ap-
proved by U.S. Congress.288 

This chapter will at first look at reasons that led in both countries to the adop-
tion of NAFTA, then it will focus on the main institutional features of the Agree-
ment. Subsequent sections will discuss the most important consequences of 
NAFTA in both countries. The concluding section will assess the economic inte-
gration process and place it in the wider concept of asymmetric relations. 

5.2 Mexico’s reasons to join NAFTA  
Historically, Mexicans had plenty of reasons to mistrust their Northern 

neighbor, dating back to 1848 when U.S. annexed almost one half of Mexican ter-
ritory. Frequent interventions into Mexican affairs in the first decades only deep-
ened this feelings and contributed to the strongly nationalist as well as leftist 
rhetoric of the Mexican ruling party, the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Insti-
tucional).  

When asked about prospects for a free-trade area with the United States in 
1988, the newly elected President Salinas rejected the idea saying that Mexico 
was not ready for such an agreement yet. Instead, he hoped to attract diversified 
investment especially from Europe in order to offset potential economic depend-
ence on the United States. However, with the end of the Cold War most Western 
European investment focused extensively on newly opened Eastern Europe, thus 
abandoning the much more distant Mexico. Japanese investors and bankers, who 
could also provide much needed new investments, were distrustful towards Mex-
ico at the time, since they suffered heavy losses during the debt-restructuring 
process in Mexico in 1980s.289 Thus, the U.S. emerged by default as the only ma-
jor advanced economy willing to invest extensively in Mexico. 

The economic program of the Salinas administration amounted to a neolib-
eral revolution from above and was in its scope comparable to the radical trans-
formations taking place in Eastern Europe. State companies, the backbone of 
Mexican economy, were quickly privatized. Extensive agricultural subsidies were 
largely eliminated, and the economy was opened for foreign capital. Socialist 
rhetoric and ideology of the ruling party was quietly discarded and exchanged for 
a neoliberal vision of growth through foreign investment and increased interna-
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tional competitiveness of the Mexican economy. NAFTA became an essential part 
of this strategy, as it institutionalized these far-reaching reforms and enshrined 
them in a binding international agreement, which would safeguard the reforms 
against possible future political backlash or instability. 

This political component of NAFTA was highly important, because not only 
was the Salinas economic transformation painful, but Mexico was also becoming 
more and more democratic at the same time. Electoral fraud by the ruling party 
came under increased public scrutiny, creating strong pressure to make the elec-
tion process fair.290 The proposed economic opening to the U.S. created a precari-
ous situation for the PRI. As one senior Mexican official commented: In Mexico, 
the easiest thing to do is to organize 100,000 people in a demonstration and put 
them in front of the U.S. Embassy. ... The hardest thing to do is to persuade them 
to make a free trade agreement with the United States.”291 Control of the media by 
the PRI helped to check public opinion, but at the price of invoking unrealistic 
expectations of rapid economic growth once NAFTA took effect.292 Nevertheless, 
relative enthusiasm about NAFTA lasted in Mexico long enough for the PRI can-
didate Ernesto Zedillo de Ponce León to get elected in August 1994, presumably 
without massive electoral fraud.  

President Salinas was the principal decision-maker on the Mexican side when 
deciding to pursue the NAFTA Agreement. His goal was the same as the goal of 
his predecessors, namely to restore economic growth to Mexico after the “lost 
decade” of 1980s. His choice of bold opening to the United States could be seen 
as the selection of the best from among alternative strategies. Mexico's level of 
savings was not high enough to accumulate enough capital for self-sustained eco-
nomic growth. Foreign loans were a frequent source of capital for domestic de-
velopment, but excessive reliance on this tool brought the country to the default of 
1982. Payments of interest were a major burden on the national budget even after 
successful restructuring of the foreign debt. As mentioned above, Japanese and 
European investors were not eager to invest in Mexico, each for reasons of their 
own. The United States remained the only possible source of much needed capital.  
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By combining provisions on investment protection with reduction of tariffs 
under NAFTA, the Mexican government sought to attract foreign investors, who 
would be lured by the prospect of preferential access to the U.S. market. This 
would push Mexico towards sustained economic growth. NAFTA would also spur 
further agricultural reforms in Mexico, as imports from the U.S would force 
Mexican farmers to become more competitive or abandon their unproductive 
farms. Last but not least, by successfully applying the neo-liberal doctrines, 
Salinas was hoping to enhance his personal credit and aspired to become Director-
General of the World Trade Organization after leaving the office in Mexico.  

The Mexican side was eager to put at least some areas of the complex asym-
metric relationship with the U.S. on an institutional level. The new institutional 
framework for trade and investment relations would allow Mexicans to better pro-
tect their interests. The NAFTA instruments such as the dispute settlement 
mechanism in Chapter 11 provided Mexican companies exporting to U.S. much 
better safeguards than they would get from U.S. domestic authorities, known for 
their rather protectionist approach. Legal norms, even though established by the 
strong, often serve as the weapon of the weak.293 The new institutional structure 
of NAFTA was also meant to lock in the neoliberal modernization project of the 
Salinas government, making it less dependent on political changes that were likely 
to come with the democratization process in Mexico.294 

Viewed symbolically, Mexicans wanted NAFTA mainly because it symbol-
ized their progress towards modernity and development. By integrating economi-
cally with the fresh winner of the Cold War and Gulf War, Mexican government 
was sending a powerful signal to the rest of the world, as well as to its own popu-
lation: Mexico is strongly determined to enact progressive reforms which would 
produce unparalleled economic growth. Another part of the signal was the implicit 
suggestion that Mexico was already strong enough to succeed in such a partner-
ship. The idea that being closely integrated with a First World country brings 
some glimpses of glamour which would result in increased investor's confidence 
played a significant role in the process as well. Last but not least, young techno-
crats in the Mexican government studied mostly economy at elite U.S. universities 
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(Salinas himself at Harvard).295 When viewed in context with this kind of educa-
tion, most of their former U.S. professors would probably give an A+ grade to 
Salinas and his team for the NAFTA project as well as other related liberalizing 
reforms.  

For both Mexican and U.S. critics of the agreement, the will of Mexico to en-
ter NAFTA has been interpreted as orchestrated by a small technocratic elite edu-
cated in the U.S. According to critics like Carlos Fazio, the agreement was meant 
primarily to increase the dependency of Mexico on global capitalist economy.296 
The process would at the same time enrich the small but extremely rich strata of 
Mexican society and further impoverish and marginalize the poor. Furthermore, 
because of NAFTA important decisions about economic policies got out of de-
mocratic control just at the time the country was slowly becoming more democ-
ratic.297 Critics also claimed that foreign interests (read U.S. multinational corpo-
rations) and their willing Mexican counterparts would direct the economic future 
of Mexico, ultimately forfeiting the legacy of the progressive socialist constitution 
of 1917.298  

U.S. access to Mexican oil reserves was also an extremely sensitive topic for 
Mexican public and the critics of the agreement. Mexicans harbor strong suspi-
cions that the whole NAFTA enterprise is aimed only at seizing the black gold 
from Mexico. Comparative figures on oil reserves (see Table 5) show that U.S. oil 
companies could have had some interest in NAFTA, but Saudi Arabia or Iraq is 
much more interesting in this respect. Nevertheless, despite the limited reserves, 
oil revenues are currently one of the cornerstones of Mexican economy as well as 
the public finances.  

 
Table 5: Oil reserves (billions of barrels) 

Country USA Mexico Saudi 
Arabia 

Iraq Iran Middle 
East Total 

World 
Total 

Oil  
reserves 

29.9 12.9 246 115 137 742 1,208 

Source: BP Statistical Review of Energy, 2007, available online at: 
http://www.bp.com/productlanding.do?categoryId=6848&contentId=7033471. 
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5.3 U.S. reasons to join NAFTA 
Historically, Mexico had been an attractive target of U.S. investment and a 

major trading partner, especially with regards to exports of silver. However, after 
series of nationalizations of U.S. companies in Mexico during the first half of the 
20th century and protection of Mexican market by high tariffs, economic coopera-
tion stagnated as Mexico was wary of potentially excessive U.S. economic influ-
ence.  

As emphasis on free trade and secure foreign investment was an integral 
ideological part of U.S. foreign policy since end of World War II, NAFTA did not 
present any substantial reversion of trade policy for the United States. The maqui-
ladora program in the border zone established already in 1960s was greatly ex-
panded in 1980s and provided jobs for hundreds of thousands of Mexican workers 
in assembly plants.299 Further cooperation promised to increase competitiveness 
of U.S. companies through rationalizing production in the whole North American 
region, mainly by shifting labor-intensive parts of production to Mexico. Lagging 
behind Japanese competitors in productivity was one of the sore spots of U.S. 
business leaders at the beginning of 1990s,300 and cooperation with Mexico was 
thought to offset the disadvantage.301 Moreover, NAFTA supported pro-market 
reform policies of President Salinas, arguably the most pro-American leader of 
Mexico since Porfirio Díaz. Yet, the issue of NAFTA became highly contentious 
and only last-minute changes ensured its passage in the U.S. Congress.302 

The anti-NAFTA coalition in the U.S. was very diverse, the backbone of it 
formed by big U.S. trade unions like AFL-CIO and various environmentalist 

                                                 
299 Maquiladoras were factories in export-processing zones on the border, using cheap Mexican 

labor force mainly to assemble delivered parts for re-export, with little value-added. Under 
U.S.-Mexican treaty, taxes were paid only on the value added to the product in Mexico. See 
Damgard, Bodil, Labour and Economic Integration: The Case of the Electronics Sector in 
Mexico, in: Appendini, Kirsten and Bislev, Sven (eds.), Economic Integration in NAFTA and 
the EU, Deficient Institutionality, (Macmillan Press, Ltd., London, 1999), pp. 89-106. 

300 cf. Womack, James P., Jones, Daniel T. and Roos, Daniel, The Machine That Changed The 
World. Who’s Ahead in The Global Auto Wars and Why: Japan’s Revolutionary Leap from 
Mass Production to Lean Production – And What Industry Everywhere Can Learn From It 
(New York: Maxwell Macmillan International, 1990).  

301 This feeling is echoed in the phrase “Cold War is over. Japan won.”, see Can "America First" 
Bring Jobs Back?, Time, Monday, Dec. 23, 1991; cf. Bhagwati, Jadish, A Stream of Windows – 
Unsettling Reflections on Trade, Immigration, and Democracy (MIT Press, Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, 1998), p. 276. 

302 Provisions concerning sugar were thus substantially modified to gain key votes from Florida, 
see Cameron, Maxwell A., Tomlin, Brian W., The Making of NAFTA, How the Deal Was 
Done, (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 2000), p. 38. 



Asymmetric Economic Integration under NAFTA 

 121 

groups.303 In the political arena, Ross Perot focused on the issue and made opposi-
tion to NAFTA one of the hallmarks of his third-party presidential bid in 1992. As 
was mentioned above, Ross Perot also coined the term “giant sucking sound” of 
U.S. jobs moving to Mexico,304 which appealed to many low-skilled U.S. work-
ers. On a more abstract level, opponents of NAFTA were criticizing the vision of 
corporate America, which is insensitive to local conditions and readily exploits 
differences in labor and environmental standards all around the world. Republican 
Congressmen who were in a minority generally supported NAFTA. The approval 
of the agreement depended on the Democrats, who were deeply divided about the 
issue. The pro-NAFTA faction was led by Bill Clinton, who inherited the initia-
tive from George H.W. Bush. In the end after last minute negotiations and pres-
sures, the vote was 234 to 200 in favor of the NAFTA in the House of Representa-
tives and 61 to 38 in the Senate.305 

For U.S. policymakers, the free-trade deal with Mexico was appealing for a 
number of reasons. First, it would increase competitiveness of U.S. industries in 
the world-market by optimizing production throughout North America. Second, 
the fate of neoliberal reforms in Mexico favorable to the U.S. was of significant 
importance. If Salinas were to fail in his efforts, there existed considerable fears 
of nationalist and leftist populism hijacking the democratization process in Mex-
ico. NAFTA was in this sense seen as a clear sign of support for the Mexican 
President. Improved access to Mexican oil reserves, although still limited in 
NAFTA, played a role in the U.S. position, as well as stipulation by Mexico to 
agree to high standards of enforcement of intellectual property rights (U.S. com-
panies owning these rights were damaged by the lax enforcement). By fostering 
economic development in Mexico, NAFTA was also supposed to keep immigra-
tion from Mexico within reasonable limits, since direct link between Mexican real 
wages and number of immigrants has been established.306 On the global trading 
negotiations level, the agreement with Mexico was to demonstrate to the rest of 
the world that the U.S. was ready to pursue the liberalizing agenda wherever pos-

                                                 
303 For example Greenpeace was strongly anti-NAFTA, but World Wildlife Fund supported it, see 

Foreign Policy Implications of NAFTA and Legislative Requirements for the Side Agreements, 
Hearing Before the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, 103rd Congress, 
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304 Perot, Ross and Choate, Pat, Save Your Job, Save Our Country: Why NAFTA Must Be Stopped 
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305 Mayer, Frederick W., Interpreting NAFTA, The Science and Art of Political Analysis, (Colum-
bia University Press, New York, 1998), p. 318. 
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sible, even if the Japanese and Europeans were not ready to move forward in trade 
talks on the multilateral level within the WTO framework.  

Considerable economic ties have already existed before NAFTA. However, 
there was strong pressure by the U.S. to institutionalize these ties. For big U.S. 
companies, operating within clear rules written in their interests is a preferred op-
tion, as it reduces unwanted insecurity in the business environment. For Mexico, 
such institutionalization through a formal agreement was especially important, 
since the future of the political system was highly uncertain. Given the nationali-
zation of oil industry by Cárdenas in 1938 and of banks by Lopéz Portillo in 1982, 
U.S. investors did not have sufficient guarantees that their investments would be 
secure in Mexico.307 NAFTA institutionalized the investment rules and protection, 
which served as an important incentive for further U.S. investment.  

When approached on a symbolic level, U.S. entry into NAFTA can be seen 
as an embodiment of neoliberal principles contained in the so-called “Washington 
consensus” the U.S. was trying to promote all around the world at that time.308 
Similarly, the U.S. government had the opportunity to present its “trade, not aid” 
approach towards economic development in poorer countries.309 Moreover, the 
friendly, market-oriented and cooperative stance of the Mexican government 
would serve as a model for the new relations of the U.S. in the global economic 
system. The fact that it was Mexico's government that initiated the free-trade talks 
was of high symbolic importance as well. The U.S. as the proclaimed worldwide 
champion of free trade, did not want to be seen as letting Mexico down on this 
important issue within the framework of bilateral asymmetric relations.310  

The critics of the agreement viewed NAFTA as a convenient vehicle for U.S. 
multinational corporations, which wanted to increase their profit margins at the 
expense of the working classes and the environment. This was to be done primar-
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ily by making use of lax enforcement of environmental and labor standards in 
Mexico, which would lower production costs. NAFTA was also thought to open 
the door for large-scale relocation of labor-intensive U.S. factories to Mexico, 
where labor costs are much lower (for comparison, see Table 6). This would mean 
higher unemployment for low-skilled U.S. workers, as well as the weakening of 
bargaining power of trade unions. The adjustment costs of entering into NAFTA 
were thus to be paid mainly by U.S. workers.311  
 

Table 6: Hourly Compensation Costs in Selected Countries 1975-2000 

Country 1975 1985 1990 2000 
United States 6.36 13.01 14.91 19.86 
Mexico 1.47 1.59 1.58 2.46 
Canada 5.96 10.95 15.95 16.16 
Spain  2.53 4.66 11.38 10.85 
France 4.52 7.52 15.49 16.38 
Great Britain 3.37 6.27 12.70 15.88 
Ireland 3.03 5.92 11.66 12.50 
Germany* 6.31 9.53 21.88 22.99 

* data are for West Germany in 1975, 1985 and 1990 and for unified Germany in 2000. 

Source: World Almanac and Book of Facts 2002, World Almanac Books, New York, 2002, p. 145 
(in U.S. Dollars, compensation for production workers in manufacturing. Compensation includes 
all direct pay (including bonuses, etc.), paid benefits, and for some countries, labor taxes). 

5.4 NAFTA structure and asymmetric integration 
Before further analysis, it is first important to look at the text of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement Treaty as the basic document for study. Looking 
at its structure, institutions and guiding principles is necessary for understanding 
more complex problems connected with NAFTA.312 
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5.4.1  Analysis of the document 
The North American Free Trade Agreement starts with a preamble, which is 

an interesting mirror of the political debate that surrounded the signing of the 
treaty and reflects some of the problems inherent in the agreement. Apart from 
political proclamations like strengthening special bonds of friendship among 
member nations and promoting sustainable development, it also states that the 
Agreement is meant to ”ensure a predictable commercial framework for business 
planning and investment” and to ”enhance the competitiveness of (member 
state’s) firms in global markets”. From these statements we can observe the effort 
not to make NAFTA an instrument of regional protectionism, but rather an exam-
ple leading to further liberalization of trade throughout the globe. It also explicitly 
states that the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and other multilateral ob-
ligations are not affected by NAFTA. Of crucial importance especially in Latin 
American context is the mentioning of democratic principles, meaning that for 
undemocratic countries the free trade area is closed in the future. 

Apart from the preamble, The North American Free Trade Agreement has 
over one thousand pages and is divided into 8 parts, consisting of 22 Chapters. It 
also has 27 Annexes dealing with specific technical issues.  

Part One - General Part establishes the free trade area and sets its objectives. 
It also provides rules for interpretation of the agreement and deals with the rela-
tion of NAFTA to other free trade agreements (namely the WTO).  

Part Two – Trade in Goods provides rules under which goods produced in 
one NAFTA country can be transported and sold in another NAFTA country and 
deals with the gradual decrease of tariffs to zero. Such would be the core of any 
classical free trade area agreement.  

Part Three – Technical Barriers to Trade deals with the issues of product 
standards and technological regulations. This part is very important for free trade, 
because these standards and regulations are often used to restrict competition on 
the domestic market after the tariffs are reduced to zero and are referred to as non-
tariff barriers (NTB) to trade.  

Part Four – Government Procurement sets rules for purchases of goods by 
governments for their own use. Governments tend for political reasons to pur-
chase products from their home-country industries, which goes against the idea of 
free trade, and this part of the Agreement wants to put an end to such practices.  

Part Five – Investment, Services and Related Measures deals with trade in 
services, investment guarantees, telecommunications and monopolies. This part 
provides investors with powerful tools to fence off government interference. Most 
sovereignty concerns mentioned below are connected to this part of the Agree-
ment. 
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Part Six – Intellectual Property strengthens the enforcement of intellectual 
property protection in the NAFTA countries, because especially in Mexico these 
rights are often violated.  

Part Seven – Administrative and Institutional Provisions creates the institu-
tions of NAFTA described below, as well as sets the rules for dispute settlements 
in various areas. The dispute settlement mechanism in Chapter 11, which allowed 
investors to sue individual governments for their policies, was subject of sharp 
criticism, especially by environmental activists. 

Part Eight – Other Provisions specifies certain exemptions form the general 
free trade framework, such as national security issues or taxation. In the Article 
2204 it also sets the conditions for further enlargement of NAFTA. 

After having a general idea about the content of NAFTA, it is equally impor-
tant to realize what was left out of it. The agreement is focused on economic is-
sues and omits most politically sensitive topics. The text of NAFTA explicitly 
states that provisions of the Agreement do not apply for trade in materials and 
technologies related to national security. Each government can also set its own 
level of taxation, which would not be considered as jeopardizing the free trade 
area. NAFTA also does not establish any common external tariffs against third 
countries, it deals only with trade within the NAFTA zone. Each country can thus 
have its own trade and customs agreements with third countries. 

The agreement also does not create any institution or body with supranational 
powers that would be able to set binding standards stronger than national law of 
the three countries. Environmental and labor issues are left for the accessory 
agreements, and cooperation in foreign, agricultural or let alone social policy is 
not mentioned at all. Provisions which would attempt to harmonize different legal 
frameworks are also missing, although such differences may lead to serious mis-
understandings in trade relations. Cooperation in the field of national security is 
also missing as well as any provisions dealing with movement of workers within 
the NAFTA zone. 

5.4.2 Accessory agreements 
Apart from the main Agreement, there exist two accessory agreements signed 

by the governments of United States of America, Mexico and Canada in connec-
tion with NAFTA. One is the North American Agreement on Environmental Co-
operation (NAAEC) which deals with issues of environmental protection in the 
NAFTA region, and the other is the North American Agreement on Labor Coop-
eration (NAALC),313 which sets minimum standards of labor conditions for the 

                                                 
313 Full text of the NAAEC is available on the website of Commission for Environmental Coop-

eration at: http://www.cec.org, last access June 1, 2008.  
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NAFTA countries and establishes a forum for cooperation between the three gov-
ernments.314 These two agreements, although having direct connection and links 
to NAFTA, are not part of the original text of NAFTA. This has implications for 
the strength of these side agreements. The provisions for dispute settlement are 
not that effective and efficient as the ones under NAFTA and enforcement is thus 
more difficult. 

5.4.3 Institutions created by NAFTA 
Contrary to the European Union, NAFTA’s institutional framework is pretty 

simple. The highest-ranking institution is the Free Trade Commission, sometimes 
called the NAFTA Commission as well. It consists of cabinet-level representa-
tives from the three member countries. Meetings of the Commission are not regu-
lar, nor does the Commission have any regular seat. Main purpose of the Com-
mission is to supervise the implementation of the Agreement and solve disputes 
arising from the interpretation of the Agreement. It also oversees the work of 
other subsidiary bodies created under NAFTA.  

Day to day issues arising from NAFTA are dealt with by 35 decentralized 
committees and working groups. Main difference between a committee and a 
working group is that a committee is usually bigger and has a broader area to 
cover. A committee can have several working groups under its supervision (e.g. 
Financial Services Committee).  

It is up to the three governments to nominate members to each working group 
and committee. Many of the actual members of the committees are prominent 
businessmen, together with government experts. Democratic legitimacy in such 
bodies is minimal, but any political direction is provided by the NAFTA Commis-
sion, as well as by NAFTA Deputy Ministers of Trade, who meet twice a year. 
Day to day management of the committees and working groups is carried out by 
three senior trade department officials designated by each country.  

Last but not least, NAFTA Secretariat is responsible for the administration of 
the dispute settlement process under NAFTA. It is also supposed to assist the 
NAFTA Commission with administrative issues. The secretariat has seats in all 
three member countries. It does not have any decision-making powers. 

5.4.4 Selected type of integration in theoretical perspective 
The type of integration selected by the contracting parties has important im-

plications for analyzing the asymmetric relations between Mexico and the U.S. 
The theoretical framework describing possible integration motives and outcomes 
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offered by Appendini will be taken as a point of departure for analysis in this re-
spect.315  

Federalism, defined as integration driven by political ideas and ambitions and 
community building efforts, can be ruled out in this particular North-American 
case. Not even in the preamble of the agreement, which is an abstract description 
of the motives behind NAFTA, even hints of federalist approach are difficult to 
find. Formal institutions set up by NAFTA are weak and neither of the govern-
ments expressed any wish to build a closely integrated political community in-
North America. Given the asymmetries of power, any such community would be 
dominated by the U.S.316  

Functionalism is defined by Appendini as stemming from the logic of macro-
social development, which leads to integration via the need for cooperation in the 
performance of public functions.317 This approach is not quite applicable in the 
case of NAFTA. Such functionality-driven cooperation exists in some of the bor-
der cities, where for example U.S. fire engines often help with fires on the Mexi-
can side of the border. The NAFTA agreement is not concerned with these issues. 
Some of the functionalistic logic can be seen in the side-agreement concerning 
environmental protection, which acknowledges the environmental problems cre-
ated at the U.S.-Mexican border and sets up a mutual fund to deal with these is-
sues. However, as environmental groups claim, there is not enough money com-
mitted to the fund and as a consequence, its operations are deemed ineffective.318  

The explanations of neo-functionalism focus on the issue of elite formation, 
socialization and subsequent integration. Although these concerns were not a de-
cisive factor in North-American integration, the fact that elites of U.S. and Mex-
ico were educated on the same universities definitely played an important role in 
the integration process. The fact that negotiators from both sides shared the com-
mon neo-liberal discourse and underlying assumptions must have facilitated the 
discussions.319 
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Transactionalism claims that increase in international contacts is the primary 
driving force of integration as more people develop positive feelings toward other 
others in the process. This approach is not applicable in the U.S.- Mexican case 
given the long history of mutual suspicion even when economic cooperation was 
on a relatively high level. However, if the definition of transactionalism was 
modified in the sense that increased international business contacts create the need 
for institutionalized integration, this would be applicable for NAFTA. The U.S.-
Mexican economic cooperation did not begin with NAFTA, NAFTA only sup-
ported this development and put it within a stable framework.  

Of all the theoretical approaches to integration, intergovernmentalism with its 
emphasis on rational, interest-based bargaining between governments seems to be 
the closest to the reality of NAFTA negotiations. NAFTA was in this sense a 
treaty redistributing economic advantages in which multiple interests had their 
inputs. Vast majority of the one thousand pages of the agreement is dedicated to 
the detailed technical provisions affecting various industries, suggesting intensive 
lobbying on behalf of interested parties.320 The last-minute changes of the chapter 
on citrus to protect Florida's producers in order to get the necessary votes for 
NAFTA in U.S. Congress seem to support this interpretation, too.321  

It can be argued that concerns of the various business interests within the po-
litical realities in each country were the principal driving forces behind NAFTA. 
This had profound implications for the final shape of the agreement. Many of the 
constraints for the final version of the agreement were based on the need to ap-
prove it by the U.S. Congress. That was for example the principal reason why su-
pranational regulative bodies established by the EU treaties were missing. Within 
the context of asymmetric relations, any potential infringement upon national sov-
ereignty would not have been acceptable. The side agreements on environmental 
protection and labor standards were insisted upon by the Democrats in U.S. Con-
gress to assuage their concerned voters and thus to ensure the approval of NAFTA 
as a whole. 
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Graph 5: Hypothetical migration with and without NAFTA. 
Source: Lange, J.: Die Politische Ökonomie des Nordamerikanischen Freihandelsabkommens 
NAFTA - Erwartete wirtschaftliche Auswirkungen, Interessengruppen und der handelspolitische 
Entscheidungsprozeß, IKO - Verlag für Interkulturelle Kommunikation, Frankfurt am Main, 1998, 
p. 68 

 
For the sake of political feasibility the issue of immigration is not mentioned 

in the agreement at all, although immigration is one of the dominant issues in 
U.S.-Mexican relations, having wide-ranging economic and social consequences 
in both countries. Proponents of NAFTA argued that in the long run Mexican im-
migration would be decreased given positive economic development in Mexico 
(see Graph 5). Even though labor is one of the basic factors of production and as 
such should be included in economic negotiations, the decision of omit immigra-
tion from NAFTA can be seen as further concession to U.S. Congress. The failure 
to reach an agreement on such an important topic clearly demonstrated the limits 
of the integration process. The smuggling of illegal drugs and the fight against it 
similarly did not get any mention in the agreement either, although the issue plays 
a major role in U.S.-Mexican relations and decreased trade barriers under NAFTA 
had important implications in this respect as well (see Chapter 7).  

On the Mexican side there were important political constraints concerning the 
scope and type of the integration process as well. The environmental and labor 
standards side-agreements were not welcome by the Mexican side, which wanted 
them to be as ineffective as possible, because environmental and labor standards 
were often used by U.S. protectionist interests to promote their agenda. The dis-
pute with Mexican fishermen catching tuna with dolphin-unfriendly nets was seen 
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in Mexico as a clear demonstration of this strategy.322 Labor and environmental 
standards in general also tend to make the price of labor higher, thereby diminish-
ing the comparative advantage Mexican factory owners have over their competi-
tors in this respect.  

Mexican negotiators tried hard to keep the natural reserves of oil in national 
hands, mostly because this topic is very sensitive in domestic politics, where fears 
of domination by foreigners are easily to be exploited by nationalists. As a result 
only a few concessions were granted to foreign companies in this field despite 
U.S. pressures for further liberalization.323 

On the whole we can observe that the asymmetry between Mexico and U.S. 
limited the scope of negotiations under NAFTA, as important topics have been 
omitted. The asymmetry made negotiations on politically sensitive issues difficult, 
as U.S. government was unwilling to yield to pressures from the much weaker 
partner. Mexican negotiators on the other hand did not want to be seen as giving 
in to U.S. demands. The agreement therefore focused on the rather narrow issue of 
improved market access and safeguards for investment, where the negotiating par-
ties were able to finalize the deal. Highly technical and complex provisions of this 
one-thousand-page document effectively precluded broad public discussion about 
the wording of the more contentious sections of the agreement. 

5.5 Consequences of asymmetric integration in Mexico  
 

NAFTA had a profound effect on Mexico in many different areas. It is diffi-
cult to distinguish analytically between the changes that took place because of 
NAFTA and the changes which would have taken place anyway even without 
NAFTA as part of the domestic liberalization processes. Nevertheless, NAFTA in 
many ways accelerated and deepened the neoliberal transformation that was al-
ready taking place, so we can at least assume that the observed consequences of 
changes happening throughout the 1990s were at least to some extent attributable 
to the agreement.  

5.5.1 International position of Mexico after entry into NAFTA 
From the international perspective, the NAFTA membership provided Mex-

ico with symbolic aura of successful economic transformation and the investment 
bonanza of the future. However, the peso crisis, which started in December 1994 
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with rapid devaluation of the peso and ended with deep economic recession soon 
bereft Mexico of this glorious image. The connection between NAFTA and the 
peso crisis is disputed, but most experts claim that domestic mismanagement of 
the economy combined with conscious decision to postpone the devaluation of the 
peso until after the Mexican presidential election were the principal causes of the 
crisis. The rapid liberalization of capital flows in connection with NAFTA pre-
sumably only worsened the extent of the economic disaster.324  

NAFTA is also often cited as the main driving force for the economic recov-
ery, which Mexico experienced shortly after the crisis (see Graph 6). Volume of 
trade with U.S. and Canada kept increasing and direct foreign investment steadily 
flew to the country. In this sense NAFTA was definitely a success. Also, new ties 
to the U.S. helped Mexico to get the massive credit guarantees from the U.S. gov-
ernment, which were needed to prevent Mexico's default on its foreign debt in the 
critical situation in 1995.325 It should be noted, however, that the historically 
much-cherished vision of economic independence on the U.S. was undermined, as 
demonstrated by increasing role of U.S. companies in Mexican economy. The 
graph also shows that even though the U.S. was not largely affected by the 1995 
peso crisis, Mexican economy was pulled down by the economic downturn in the 
U.S. in 2001. 

Subtle influence of U.S. government on domestic policy in Mexico increased 
as well. A good example of this soft influence was the conduct of U.S. Ambassa-
dor James R. Jones at the beginning of Zedillo’s administration: “James R. Jones 
presented the new government with a list of about 15 active and former Mexican 
officials whom the U.S. suspected of corruption and hoped not to see in the new 
administration. None of those on the list joined the new government.”326  

An important but not often emphasized effect of NAFTA was that Mexico 
became an integral part of the world economy, for better or worse. Trade and in-
vestment flows do not leave Mexico out, quite the contrary (see Table 8). Exports 
as percentage of GDP rose from 17% to 32%, demonstrating the new orientation 
of the economy.327 Consequently, Mexico does not have the problem as some 
other developing countries have, namely to be left out of the world trade. In such 
cases, national autonomy of such states might be well preserved, but the situation 
poses serious hurdles to economic development. 

                                                 
324 cf. Strange, Susan, Mad Money. When Markets Outgrow Governments, (Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan Press, 1998). 
325 Thurow, Lester C, The Future of Capitalism (Penguin Books: New York, 1996), p. 226. 
326 Golden, Tim, To Help Keep Mexico Stable, U.S. Soft-pedaled Drug War, The New York 

Times, July 31,1995. 
327 Villarreal, Angeles M., U.S.-Mexico Economic Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications, 

CRS Report for Congress, July 11, 2005. 
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Graph 6: Annual GDP Growth in Mexico and U.S. 
Source: World Development Indicators (WDI) Database, CD-ROM, World Bank, 2005. 

 
Table 7 also demonstrates that although U.S. direct investment in Mexico in-

creased dramatically, NAFTA did not provide a significant comparative advan-
tage to Mexico in this respect. U.S. direct investment increased in general and 
other countries benefited from this development even more. The increase for 
Mexico from 2000 to 2007 is to a large extent due to Citigroup's acquisition of the 
second largest bank in Mexico (Banamex) in 2001 for 12,5 billion USD.328 Table 
8 shows that even if trade between NAFTA partners rose, world trade increased 
significantly overall at the beginning of the 1990s as well, putting the increased 
amount of trade within NAFTA in a more realistic context. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
328 Kathleen Day: Citigroup to Buy Mexico's Banamex, The Washington Post, May 18, 2001. 
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Table 7: U.S. Direct Investment Abroad, selected countries, millions of dollars 

Country 1990 1995 2000 2007 
Mexico 9,398 16,873 35,414 91,663 
Canada 67,033 83,498 126,421 257,058 
Brazil 14,918 25,002 35,560 41,552 
U.K. 68,224 106,332 233,384 398,836 
France 18,874 33,358 39,087 68,454 
Germany 27,259 44,242 53,610 107,351 
Netherlands 22,658 42,113 115,506 370,161 
Panama 7,409 15,123 35,407 6,243 
Japan 20,997 37,309 55,606 101,607 

 
Source: Office of Trade and Economic Analysis, U.S. Dept. of Commerce, quoted in World Al-
manac and Book of Facts 2002, World Almanac Books, New York, 2009, p. 120. 

 
Table 8: Merchandise Exports in billions of US$, 1990-1996 

Destina-
tion: 

USA Canada Mexico Rest of the 
World 

Origin: 1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996 
USA XX

X 
XXX 83 132.6 28.3 56.8 281.6 433.4 

Canada 95.2 164.6 XX
X 

XXX 0.5 0.9 31.2 36.1 
Mexico 32.3 80.5 0.2 2.2 XXX XXX 7.6 13.3 

 
Source: WTO (1997), quoted in FitzGerald, E.V.K.: „Trade, Investment and NAFTA: The Eco-
nomics of Neighbourhood“, in: Bulmer-Thomas, V., Dunkerley, J. (eds.): The United States and 
Latin America: The New Agenda, pp. 91-123, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1999, 
p. 118. 

5.5.2 Polarization of the country 
One of the significant effects NAFTA on Mexico was the internal polariza-

tion of the country. In the territorial sense it exacerbated the division between 
North and South. Northern Mexico is getting more and more connected to the 
richer U.S. economy as it is the target of most of U.S. investment. Most of the 
new jobs are created there and infrastructure improves accordingly as well. Migra-
tion within Mexico from the central and southern regions to the North is a clear 
sign of this divergence. Unofficial capital of Northern Mexico, Monterrey, is be-
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coming more and more "westernized", with skyscrapers and shopping malls in the 
suburbs. President Vicente Fox himself was born in Baja California, a Northern 
state as well, and his PAN party is the strongest in the North. Table 9 shows popu-
lation increases in the border region. Not only migrating Mexicans are responsible 
for the changes, Americans share the tendency to move and exploit the opportuni-
ties of the trans-border economy, albeit to a lesser degree.  

Southern and central Mexico (except for the metropolitan Mexico City) do 
not share the fruits of increased trade and investment and its mostly rural popula-
tion is on the losing side in the free trade arrangement. This imbalance causes mi-
gration flows within Mexico, with young peasants moving first to factories in the 
North, and subsequently, if possible, further to the U.S. The South became a 
stronghold for the traditional post-Salinas PRI, and the leftist PRD. Thus, the divi-
sion of the country has political ramifications as well.  
 

Table 9: Population in Border Cities, in thousands 

U.S. Border 
City 

1980 2000 Corresponding 
Mexico Border 
City 

1980 2000 

San Diego, CA 1,876 2,813 Tijuana 461 1,150 
El Paso, TX 484 680 Ciudad Juarez 567 1,107 
Laredo, TX 101 193 Nuevo Laredo 203 307 
McAllen, TX 287 569 Reynosa 211 360 
Brownsville, 
TX 

212 335 Matamoros 239 363 

 

Sources: U.S. BEA, Regional Economic Information System; Mexico Censo de Población, quoted 
in Hanson, G.H.: U.S. – Mexico Integration and Regional Economies: Evidence from Border City 
Pairs, National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc., Cambridge, Mass., 1996, p. 23. 

Second polarization taking place under NAFTA comes in the form of a wid-
ening gap between rich and poor. The neoliberal ideology is openly hostile to any 
redistributive projects and the dismantling of the state in favor of the market is 
much more important. In the Mexican case the state was the main provider of 
public goods, and although substantial inequalities existed, the socialist rhetoric of 
the PRI led to limited social transfers benefiting the poor. Under NAFTA, redis-
tributive capacities of the state were largely undermined as several governmental 
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programs had to be abolished, because they constituted a breach of NAFTA pro-
visions.329  

Under the neoliberal doctrine, the only solution to the problem of rising ine-
quality is the so-called “trickle-down” effect, under which the wealth accumulated 
by the rich is supposed to benefit the lower strata of the society by providing em-
ployment opportunities and improved public services due to increased tax reve-
nues. However, the supposed results of the “trickle-down” economy did not mate-
rialize in Mexico. Lax tax enforcement and large money transfers to foreign banks 
by Mexico's wealthy citizens undermined this model of income equalization.330  

5.5.3 High adjustment costs 
Any free trade agreement is based on the premise that more productive busi-

nesses will benefit and thrive at the expense of less productive businesses. While 
the scheme may be beneficial overall for the participating economies, the process 
inevitably creates people and companies adversely affected by the liberalization of 
trade who need to adjust to the new market conditions. NAFTA has not been very 
generous concerning assistance for these adjustment costs.331 The sudden increase 
in imports of cheaper agricultural products from the U.S hit the already marginal-
ized groups like rural Indians in southern Mexico especially hard, while the urban 
population in Mexico benefited from this development as it gained access to 
cheaper products.332 However, without appropriate adjustment mechanisms, large 
segments of population can become greatly disadvantaged by the free trade 
agreement.  

The case of agriculture under NAFTA is often mentioned in this respect. The 
statistics (see Table 10) show vast disproportions in the production of basic food-
stuffs between the two countries. In fact, the U.S. is exporting almost three times 
the yearly corn production of Mexico. Many of the poorest rural Mexicans are de-

                                                 
329 Motamen-Samadian, Sima and Ortiz Cruz, Etelberto, Successful Integration and Economic 

Distress: The New Dual Economy – The Case of Mexico in NAFTA, in: Appendini, Kirsten 
and Bislev Sven (eds.), Economic Integration in NAFTA and the EU, Deficient Institutionality 
(Macmillan Press, Ltd., London, 1999), pp. 209-227. 

330 The case of Raúl Salinas, brother of ex-President Carlos Salinas was widely publicised, espe-
cially because his alleged good connection with organized crime, see for example Preston, 
Julia, Size of Raul Salinas Secret Funds Is Doubled, The New York Times, October 3, 1998. 

331 Drache, Daniel, Triple ´A´ Trade: Assymetry, Access and Adjustment, The Inflexible Limits of 
Trade Blocs, in: Georgakopoulos, Theodore and Paraskevopouls, Christos. C. and Smithin, 
John (eds.), Economic Integration between Unequal Partners, (Aldershot: Edward Elger Pub-
lishing, 1994), pp. 170-186. 

332 The misleading notion of blaming free trade indiscriminately for all the problems in the devel-
oping world is exposed in Oxfam: Rigged Rules and Double Standards – trade, globalization, 
and the fight against poverty (London: Oxfam, 2002), p. 61. 



Critical Issues in U.S.-Mexican Relationship 

 136 

pendent on production of corn, which is a basic means of subsistence (tortillas are 
made of corn flour and water). The production of corn was therefore subsidized 
and the whole market regulated by the Mexican state. Under NAFTA, this option 
became limited and the Mexican program for agricultural subsidies (PRO-
CAMPO) enacted in 1994 could not offset the liberalizing pressures. Changes 
brought about by the influx of cheaper U.S. agricultural commodities seriously 
damaged rural communities, as can be seen in Table 11.  

By liberalizing agricultural trade, NAFTA created a paradox by not directly 
addressing the issue of agricultural subsidies which greatly distort the market. The 
U.S. Department of Agriculture had a budget of $94.6 billion in 2006 for the 2 
million farm establishments in the U.S.333 Its Mexican counterpart Secretaría de 
agricultura, ganadería, desarollo rural, pesca y alimentación (SAGARPA) had 
only roughly $5.5 billion at its disposal to support approximately 3.5 million agri-
cultural production units within Mexico.334 This particular asymmetry shows the 
limits of supposedly free trade and as such became a repeated target for criticism 
within Mexico.  

 
Table 10: Agricultural Production 2000 (thousands of metric tons) 

Country Corn Rice Wheat Corn Ex-
ports 1997 

Corn Ex-
ports 1999 

United States 253,208 8,669 60,512 41,792 51,975 
Mexico 18,761 450 3,300 -2,519 -5,546 

Source: World Almanac and Book of Facts 2002, World Almanac Books, New York, 2002, 
p. 137. 

In a situation where the social safety net is nonexistent or very thin at best, 
the high adjustment costs in connection with NAFTA created widespread social 
disruptions. In the case of Chiapas, neoliberalization pressures even led to an 
armed rebellion which started on January 1, 1994, the first day of NAFTA. 
NAFTA became a scapegoat for the long-term ills of the population, as Frank 

                                                 
333 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Funding Overview, available online at: http://www.usda.gov 

/agency/obpa/Budget-Summary/2006/03.FundingOverview.htm, last access June 1, 2008. 
334 Secretaría de agricultura, ganadería, desarollo rural, pesca y alimentación, Presupuesto De 

Egresos De La Federación Para El Ejercicio Fiscal 2007, available at: www.sagarpa.gob.mx 
/fapracc/files/PEF_2007.pdf, last access June 1, 2008. 
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Rich argues in his “NAFTA and Chiapas”.335 If the rebellion had been concerned 
with the NAFTA agreement alone, only a limited show of armed resistance during 
the debates in U.S. Congress would have precluded ratification of the agreement.  
 

Table 11: Number of agricultural producers in Mexico (thousands), 1990-2000 

 1990 2000 % change 
All producers 4,318 3,405 -21 
Private property owners 1,243 1,046 -16 
Ejidatarios and communal farmers 2,078 1,644 -21 
Other occupants 492 271 -45 
Renters and sharecroppers 411 264 -36 
Livestock producers without land 94 180 93 

Source: Secretaría del Trabajo y Previsión Social, Encuesta Nacional de Empleo, 2002. 

Inability to cope with adjustment costs in Mexico goes so far as suggesting 
renegotiation of some of the agricultural provisions in NAFTA, a topic highly 
relevant in Mexican politics with each round of tariff reductions.336 For example, 
in 2003 the Mexican government was successful in negotiating the postponement 
of tariff elimination on U.S. exports of poultry.337 Last tariffs on the most sensi-
tive products like corn will be eliminated by January 2009 (see Table 12).  

The disenchantment with NAFTA became a divisive subject in internal 
Mexican politics, with the left-leaning PRD critical about the agreement to the 
point of promising renegotiation of selected provisions in case of electoral victory. 
This reflected the positions of ordinary Mexicans – when asked about their opin-
ions about NAFTA in 2006, 60% of Mexicans were convinced that their country 
has been on the losing side of the agreement.338 

                                                 
335 Rich, Paul, NAFTA and Chiapas, in: Rich, Paul and de los Reyes, Gutierrez (eds.), NAFTA 

revisited – expectation and realities, The Annals of The American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, Vol. 550, March 1997, pp. 158-175. 

336 Garcia-Barrios, Raúl, Free Trade and Local Institutions: The Case of Mexican Peasants, in: 
Appendini, Kirsten and Bislev, Sven (eds.), Economic Integration in NAFTA and the EU, De-
ficient Institutionality (Macmillan Press, Ltd., London, 1999), pp. 34-51,  

337 Carlsen, Laura: Two Chicken Stories: NAFTA's Real Winners and Losers, Americas Program, 
Center for International Policy (CIP), April 17, 2008, available online at: http://americas.irc-
online.org/am/5159, last access June 1, 2008. 

338 Weber, Stephen J., In Mexico, U.S. and Canada, Public Support for NAFTA Surprisingly 
Strong, Given each Country Sees Grass as Greener on the Other Side, World Public Opinion, 
January 23, 2006, available online at: http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/ brlati-
namericara/161.php?lb=brla&pnt=161&nid=&id= , last access June 1, 2008. 
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5.5.4 Democratization and stabilization 
Supporters of NAFTA claim that difficult economic adjustment notwith-

standing, the agreement provided Mexico with a clear vision of the future, which 
helped the country to get through the difficult period of political transformation 
without sliding back to nationalist populism, or renewed authoritarianism. The 
political transformation culminated by the victory Vicente Fox Quesada of PAN 
(Partido Acción National) in the presidential elections in 2000, who defeated  
Fernando Labastida of the PRI. Fox, the former chief executive officer of Coca-
Cola Mexico, became the first non-PRI President after almost seventy years. Eco-
nomic integration in NAFTA can in this respect be regarded as instrumental for 
the peaceful democratization process, as it provided a clear vision of bright eco-
nomic future by promising to bridge the asymmetric gap between the two coun-
tries. As can be seen from Image 2, Fox’s electoral support was based on states in 
the North, which benefited most from the NAFTA ties. This suggests that the 
economic opening to the U.S. was linked to the political transformation process. 

 
 
Table 12: NAFTA: Schedule of Tariff Elimination 
 
Imports / U.S. Imports from 

Mexico  
Mexico's Imports from 
U.S. 

Date of tariff elimination  (% of total value of 
imported goods from 
Mexico) 

(% of total value of im-
ported goods from USA) 

A. Effective on Date of 
Agreement 

53.8 31 

B. 5 Years After 8.5 17.4 
C. 10 Years After 23.1 31.8 
C + 15 Years After 0.7 1.4 
D. Duty-Free Before 
Agreement 

13.9 17.9 

 
Source: Gruben, W.C., Welch, J.: “Is NAFTA More Than a Free Trade Agreement? A view from 
the United States.” in: Bulmer-Thomas, V., Craske, N. and Serrano, M. (eds.): Mexico and the 
North American Free Trade Agreement – Who Will Benefit?, pp. 177-198, The Macmillan Press, 
Houndmills, 1994, p. 184. 
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Image 2: Presidential election in Mexico, 2000. Dark blue states were won by Vicente Fox (PAN), 
green states by Francisco Labastida (PRI), and the yellow one by Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas (PRD). 
Source: Instituto Federal Electoral, available at: http://www.ife.org.mx/documentos/RESELEC 
/esta2000/inipres.htm, last access June 1, 2008. 

 
However, opponents of NAFTA see its effects on Mexican politics in less 

benign terms. NAFTA sanctioned and perpetuated deep income and distribution 
inequalities that the democratization process could have possibly ameliorated. 
Moreover, NAFTA put important areas of economic decision-making out of 
popular control, creating “limited democracy” in the process.339 As mentioned 
earlier, Chapter 11 of the agreement allows investors to sue governments for poli-
cies negatively affecting investors. These provisions have been successfully used 
to challenge environmental protection policies both in Mexico and the U.S.340 
Surveys suggest that some attitudes like tolerance important for democratic proc-
ess like tolerance and respect for others are increasing. However, at the same time 
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trust in other people decreased and preferences for having a strong leader or even 
military rule increased.341 

5.5.5 NAFTA as developmental model 
Mexican experience under NAFTA has been used as a neoliberal version of 

developmental politics promoted by the U.S. administration with emphasis on ex-
port-led growth and limited government intervention in the economy. After four-
teen years of the agreement in effect, we can see mixed results (for GDP growth, 
see Graph 8 above). Even though especially selected areas of the country devel-
oped rapidly, real wages remained stagnant and widespread poverty continues to 
be a serious social issue.342 Furthermore, asymmetry between U.S. and Mexico 
increased rather than decreased when measured by per capita income. One of the 
main features of the process was the retreat of Mexican state as the dominant actor 
in Mexican society and economy. Extensive privatization program was underway 
in the 1990s and today only a limited amount of state enterprises remain under 
state control. Persisting problems seem to suggest that effective state policies are 
needed in developing economies and that the market forces themselves are not 
able to provide a suitable developmental program.343 

How is it possible that vastly increased trade and investment did not lead to 
increased standard of living in Mexico? One possible explanation is provided by 
more detailed data on the structure of the bilateral trade. Overall trading statistics 
conceal the most common trading pattern in Mexico, where only small value is 
added to the products manufactured in Mexico. The majority of the trade is intra-
firm and consists of high value parts imported to Mexico, where they are assem-
bled and then re-exported as high-value finished products. Of the final value of 
maquiladora exports, 78% consists of imported inputs and only 2% is linked to 
local inputs from Mexico.344 Such patterns of trade do not create much demand 
for skilled or educated population, which would potentially increase the standard 

                                                 
341 Moreno, Alejandro and Méndez, Patricia, Attitudes Toward Democracy: Mexico in Compara-

tive Perspective, World Values Survey, 2002, available online at: 
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Hemispheric Free Trade, National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper No. 9563, 
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343 cf. Rodrik, Dani, Has Globalization Gone Too Far? (Washington, D.C.: Institute for Interna-
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344 Oxfam: Rigged Rules and Double Standards – trade, globalization, and the fight against pov-
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of living in Mexico through higher wages for a bigger segment of workers and 
employees. 

Dangers of dependence on the U.S. economy can be demonstrated by the 
Mexican recession of 2001, which closely followed the recession and contraction 
of the U.S. market. The Mexican trade is not diversified, and thus Mexico cannot 
really avoid consequences of U.S. economic downturns. Eighty five percent of 
Mexican exports were destined for the U.S. market in 2007, which also suggests 
huge losses in case of any hypothetical severing of economic ties between the two 
countries.345 Low fluctuation of Mexican peso with respect to U.S. dollar serves 
as a further proof of shared economic prospects within this asymmetric integra-
tion. Mexico’s position is more balanced with respect to imports, where U.S. ac-
counted for only 49.9% of imported goods. Even with the advantage provided by 
NAFTA and geography, U.S. exporters are competing hard against Asian imports, 
whose share of Mexican imports rose from 10.2% in 1998 to 28% in 2007.346  

As has been demonstrated by uneven economic development in Mexico un-
der NAFTA, purely market forces are not well suited to deal with the situation of 
marginalized groups with limited options, such as indigenous groups in remote 
areas or the extremely poor in urban zones. Without means to participate effec-
tively in the political process which could provide safeguards or regulations, 
overpowering economic forces are able to use their asymmetric influence to ma-
nipulate the market to their own advantage.347  

One strategic aspect of the NAFTA is uncontested, which is the complete de-
pendence of Mexican economy on U.S. economic performance. It became clear 
after the 2001 economic slowdown in the U.S., which automatically triggered a 
recession in Mexico, regardless of any government policy. Recent studies showed 
that the correlation of U.S. and Mexican economic performance is over 90%.348 
Biggest investments in Mexico were in car factories for export, and car sales are 
extremely sensitive to economic outlooks, which contributes to the vulnerability 
of Mexican position.  
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The legacy of nationalist economic policies still persists in Mexico despite 
the dramatic economic opening. The clearest example is the continuing monopoly 
of the state in the energy sector, which survived all the liberalizing reforms and 
privatizations. U.S. energy companies are complaining about this limited access 
and have repeatedly pressured the U.S. and Mexican governments to open this last 
bastion of state control. In Mexico, such a move would be politically prohibitively 
costly, as national ownership of natural resources is widely popular and any effort 
to cede control over it to foreigners is equaled to treason, at least by the opposi-
tion. Even pro-U.S. President Fox did not dare to propose privatization, despite 
the fact that foreign investments and expertise could greatly improve the output of 
Petroleos Mexicanos (PEMEX), the state-owned oil extraction and refining behe-
moth. Mainly as a result of underinvestment, the output of PEMEX has been 
slowly falling in recent years.349  

Despite the above close connections, Mexican economy is not converging to 
the level of the U.S. and the difference is increasing further, which is a puzzling 
development for NAFTA proponents as well as classical economists. It is a sign 
that it is difficult for Mexico to abandon its peripheral status in the world econ-
omy through the policies it has chosen. Moreover, the inflow of foreign invest-
ment was not as massive as was previously hoped for, as China became a much 
more attractive place to invest, even though it does not have any free trade agree-
ment with the United States.350  

 
 

5.6 Consequences of asymmetric integration in the United 
States  

 
Effects of NAFTA on the U.S. have not been that far-reaching as on Mexico 

given the magnitude of its economy vis-à-vis the other two partners. Yet, NAFTA 
had significant impact on certain localities and selected industries. Important les-
sons can also be learned about the position of the stronger partner within an 
asymmetric economic integration structure.  
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5.6.1 Influence and responsibilities 
In the long run and on a more general level, probably the most important 

benefit the U.S. received from NAFTA was its increased role in Mexican affairs, 
both economic and political. Mexico's traditionally closed economy has been suc-
cessfully penetrated and the mutual relationship thus obtained new solid founda-
tions, allowing for more influence of Mexican politicians and businessmen openly 
advocating close cooperation with the U.S. In such an environment, interests of 
United States were much easier to promote. This is no meager accomplishment 
given the troubled and mutually suspicious relationship in the past. However, 
there was a price to pay for the increase in influence. 

By increased economic integration with Mexico, the U.S. also tacitly as-
sumed more responsibility for the developments south of its borders, much like 
Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince realized his responsibilities for the tamed fox and 
the rose.351 This was demonstrated for example by the conduct of the U.S. gov-
ernment during the Mexican peso crisis in 1995. Bill Clinton invested consider-
able political capital into the passage of NAFTA through U.S. Congress and the 
financial crisis in Mexico could have undermined the whole agreement.  

Bill Clinton therefore asked Congress for $30 billion bailout package in order 
to help Mexico get through the crisis. By adding more and more restrictive condi-
tions on the granting of the loan guarantees, Congress stalled the effort. The 
Clinton administration was eventually forced to provide the guarantee under a dif-
ferent government program. Still, U.S. was providing only credit, the Mexican 
government later repaid all the incurred debts.352  

Apart from economic concerns, by partnering with Mexico in NAFTA, U.S. 
has now higher stakes in Mexico's democratic political system as well as in its 
human rights record. Any bad news coming from Mexico in this respect, like the 
Atenco massacre or extensive riots in Oaxaca in 2006 are potentially embarrass-
ing for the U.S.353 It also casts serious doubts on the market-led neoliberal asym-
metric integration championed by the U.S. government as a model for cooperation 
between developed and developing countries.  

The U.S. was able to exploit its role as the stronger party in the North-
American asymmetric partnership, and therefore was able to unilaterally control 
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the extent of further cooperation. As the following chapters demonstrate, instead 
of any sensible anti-drug and migration policy, the U.S. chose to fortify the border 
in highly publicized operations, using hi-tech military equipment and erecting tra-
ditional fences and walls reminiscent of the Cold War. Reasonable cooperation 
with Mexico on these matters did not really occur, as overriding security concerns 
in Washington prevented constructive dialogue.354 Even in the settlement of trade 
disputes, the U.S. has found ways to circumvent NAFTA by emphasizing domes-
tic regulations, to great dismay of both Canadian and Mexican businesses.355 After 
September 11, this trend was only deepened and demonstrated the asymmetric 
power relations and limits to further integration.356  

5.6.2 Unemployment and competitive edge 
One of the principle fears in the U.S. was that due to economic integration 

with Mexico, where cheap labor was so abundant, companies would relocate their 
manufacturing activities there, thus causing higher unemployment and downward 
pressure on wages in the U.S. manufacturing sector. This main argument of the 
opponents of NAFTA was proven wrong at least in the overall unemployment 
data. Unemployment in the U.S. fell from the peak at 7.5% in 1992 to 4% in the 
year 2000.357 Although some controversies about the net loss or gain of jobs 
caused by NAFTA remain, low unemployment rates suggest that the effect of 
NAFTA on unemployment has been marginal at best.  

However, the effect of NAFTA on the downward pressure on wages, worsen-
ing quality of newly created jobs and weakening of bargaining position of trade 
unions was rather significant, as some statistical data suggest (see Tables 13 and 
14). Studies using different methodology show that even in later years, the posi-

                                                 
354 Drache, Daniel, Trade Blocs: The Beauty or the Beast in the Theory?, in: Stubbs, Richard and 

Underhill, Geoffrey D. (eds.), Political Economy and the Changing Global Order, 2nd edition 
(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 184-197. 

355 Snow, Kate: Congress poised to put safeguards on Mexican trucks, CNN Inside Politics, De-
cember 1, 2001, available online at: 
http://archives.cnn.com/2001/ALLPOLITICS/12/01/congress.mex.trucks/ , last access June 1, 
2008 or Bendesky, Leon, Mexico: From Euphoria to Sacrifice, in: Dallmeyer, Dorinda G. 
(ed.), Joining Together, Standing Apart – National Identities after NAFTA, (The Hague, Klu-
wer Law International, 1997), pp. 63-73. 

356 This development frustrated Mexican foreign minister Jorge Castañeda and contributed to his 
resignation. Castañeda, de cancilller a activista por el cambio, El País de domingo, January 26, 
2003. 

357 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics: Current Population Survey, available at: 
www.bls.gov/CPS/, last access June 21, 2009.  
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tion of workers in both the U.S. and Mexico eroded even further.358 Some authors 
even speak of the “Brazilianization” of labor market, meaning increasing divi-
sions between highly paid specialized professionals and lower-skilled workers.359 
Growing distrust of U.S. workers of the concept of free trade even during periods 
of low unemployment suggests that the experience with NAFTA has not been 
positive and led to further discreditation of the neoliberal model. 
 

Table 13: Manufacturing Productivity and Wages in NAFTA 

 
Productivity (value added per 
worker, US$‘000 per year) 

1980 1985 1990 1995 

USA 40.1 57.2 75.5 98.2 
Mexico 17.8 20 19.3 33.4 
Canada 32.2 42 60 68.6 
Average Wage (including sup-
plements, US$‘000 per year) 

        

USA 20.4 27.9 33.6 31.8 
Mexico 5.8 4.2 3.9 5.1 
Canada 15.3 19.2 27.5 28 

 

Source: FitzGerald, E.V.K.: „Trade, Investment and NAFTA: The Economics of Neighbourhood“, 
in: Bulmer-Thomas, V., Dunkerley, J. (eds.): The United States and Latin America: The New 
Agenda, pp. 91-123, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1999, p. 119. 

The plight of the workers on one hand is counterbalanced by the satisfaction 
of the U.S. business community, which was able to integrate Mexico to its pro-
duction networks and thus gain some competitive advantage vis-à-vis Japan and 
EU by reducing manufacturing costs. However, manufacturing in China and Chi-
nese exports turned out to be even more decisive within the world economic sys-
tem, leading to chronic U.S. deficits. The U.S. ailing car industry has been the 
main beneficiary of NAFTA, as it kept opening new plants in Mexico while qui-

                                                 
358 Salas, Carlos, The impact of NAFTA on wages and incomes in Mexico, in: Faux, Jeff (ed.), 

NAFTA at Seven, Its impact on workers in all three nations, Economic Policy Institute Brief-
ing Paper, (Economic Policy Institute, Washington, D.C., 2001), pp. 12-20. 

359 cf. Lind, Michael, Next American Nation: The New Nationalism and the Fourth American 
Revolution (New York: Free Press, 1996) or Beck, Ulrich, The Brave New World of Work 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2000).  



Critical Issues in U.S.-Mexican Relationship 

 146 

etly shutting down its U.S. operations.360 Between 1994 and 2004, exports of 
automotive products from Mexico to the U.S. rose from $10.6 billion to $36.1 bil-
lion; this sector also contributed $24.2 billion to the overall $45.1 billion U.S. 
trade deficit with Mexico in 2004.361 
 

Table 14: Wage as percentage of productivity  

 1980 1985 1990 1995 
USA 50.9 48.7 44.5 32.4 
Mexico 32.5 21.0 20.2 15.2 
Canada 47.5 45.7 45.8 40.8 

 

Source: Author’s calculations from Table 13 above, the table shows how many percent of the pro-
duced value goes back to the worker in the form of his wage. 

 
U.S. companies also thought that by NAFTA they have secured preferential 

access to the emerging Mexican market.362 Not only has the size of Mexican in-
ternal market increased only very slowly, but Asian imports have been seizing 
ever larger share of it. Nevertheless, the U.S. business community is on the whole 
supportive of the agreement and lobbies for expansions of this type of agreements 
to other countries as well. Attitude of the general population is much more re-
served, with more people convinced that their country has been on the losing side 
of the agreement.363  
 

                                                 
360 Webster, Sarah A., Reports: Ford considering plans to invest $9.2B in Mexico, USAToday, 

June 15, 2006,  
361 Villarreal, Angeles M., U.S.-Mexico Economic Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications, 

Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, Order Code RL32934, July 11, 2005. 
362 “I would like to invoke the later George Orwell and begin by asserting that the widespread us-

age of the term free trade agreements (FTAs) to describe what are really preferential trade 
agreements (PTAs) is nothing but Orwellian newspeak.” Bhagwati, Jadish, A Stream of Win-
dows – Unsettling Reflections on Trade, Immigration, and Democracy (The MIT Press, Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, 1998), p. 289. 

363 Weber, Stephen J., In Mexico, U.S. and Canada, Public Support for NAFTA Surprisingly 
Strong, Given each Country Sees Grass as Greener on the Other Side, World Public Opinion, 
January 23, 2006, available online at: 
http://www.worldpublicopinion.org/pipa/articles/brlatinamericara/161.php?lb=brla&pnt=161&
nid=&id= , last access June 1, 2008. 
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5.7 Asymmetric economic integration – conclusions 

5.7.1 General observations 
After exploring the North American economic integration in some detail, 

some limited observations can be made concerning asymmetric economic integra-
tion in general. First, the motives of the poorer countries for pursuing integrative 
path with stronger partners seem to be clear – the vision and hope that integration 
would bring them to the same economic level as their richer counterparts serves as 
a powerful driving force. The economically stronger countries see in the integra-
tion process an opportunity to enhance their sphere of economic as well as politi-
cal influence and thus widen the zone of stability where they can exercise some 
degree of control. Seen from this angle, even narrowly conceived national inter-
ests can combine to produce a mutually beneficial asymmetric integration struc-
ture. 

The state-centered approach is justified in this respect, as states sign and rat-
ify relevant agreements, and they also continue to play an important role through-
out the integration process. Their governments are also ready to act unilaterally if 
they feel their vital interests are threatened, integration structures notwithstanding. 
Stronger states are much more likely to opt for such a course of action, since they 
have less to lose. If defined as independence of action, the degree of real sover-
eignty within asymmetrically integrated structures is thus greater for the stronger 
states. Predictions of some academics that states will gradually relinquish their 
powers to supranational bodies and institutions will need more time to material-
ize.364 

The impact (both positive and negative) of asymmetric economic integration 
is disproportionately greater in the weaker countries. Economically the proportion 
of necessary adjustment costs to the whole economy is much higher there. When 
not successfully addressed, this can result in higher unemployment, decreased real 
wages or slower economic growth. If such outcomes are to be avoided, carefully 
designed policies have to be pursued both in the private and the public sector of 
the weaker country. 

Perhaps more importantly, asymmetric economic integration tends to lock in 
certain policies and political structures as well as underlying values in the weaker 
country. These policies and structures might be dismantled in the future through 
the political process, had the country remained outside of the integrated structure 

                                                 
364 Giddens, Anthony, Runaway World. How Globalization is Reshaping Our Lives, (Profile-

books, London, 1999), p. 14. 
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under the influence of stronger states.365 The reason for the locking is mainly the 
inertia effect – once a country gets into the integrated structure and adjusts itself 
to the new environment, it is then difficult to reverse this process.  

Throughout history, the rate of states leaving international organizations is 
rather low, sharply contrasting with difficulties and delays many states face if they 
actually want to join an established integrated organization like the WTO, EU or 
the proposed FTAA. Also, over time economic integration creates powerful inter-
est groups which are benefiting from the process. Especially when they are sup-
ported by similar groups in the stronger country, any major policy changes are 
very difficult to accomplish. This political “lock in” through international eco-
nomic treaties thus has negative influence on democratic legitimacy, as it de facto 
limits the ability of the people to change course of selected public policies.  

On the international level, consolidating and institutionalizing relations be-
tween asymmetrically integrated partners is obviously the most important factor. 
Especially when the free trade areas are viewed more like preferential trade ar-
eas,366 possible exclusion of third states (both economic and political) becomes 
relevant. For the weaker partners this might not be the optimal outcomes. It in-
creases their dependence on the stronger partners and makes any diversification 
strategy harder to achieve.  

Lastly, it is important to emphasize that just by economically integrating 
asymmetric countries, economic growth for the poorer participants cannot be 
taken for granted. More likely, asymmetric integration will put painful pressure on 
uncompetitive elements in both national economies, while at the same time pre-
senting stable framework and opportunities for export-led growth. Only adequate 
use of these opportunities then determines the success or failure of the integration 
endeavor. 

  

5.7.2 Normative aspects  
Apart from general observations, the concept of asymmetric economic inte-

gration deserves also a normative assessment base on the presented analysis so 
far. Three main issues deserve attention in this respect, namely the notion of 
equality, legitimacy and independence.  

                                                 
365 cf. Borrás, Susana, Font, Nuria and Gómez, Neus, The Europeanisation of National Policies in 

Comparison: Spain as a Case Study, South European Society & Politics, Vol. 3, No. 2, (Autum 
1998), pp. 23-44. 

366 Bhagwati, J.: A Stream of Windows – Unsettling Reflections on Trade, Immigration, and De-
mocracy, 1998, p. 289. 
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Concerning equality, the critical question is whether the concept is an impor-
tant political objective at all. In the neoliberal world-view, this is often not the 
case at all, or the notion of equality is defined restrictively to include only formal 
equality and fairness of procedure.367 However, others argue that steps should be 
taken to alleviate dramatic inequalities both formal and real. Persisting patterns of 
inequality are considered potentially exploitative as well as immoral, because they 
restrict realistic options and thus limit person’s rights and freedoms.368 Where 
does the concept of asymmetric economic integration stand in this respect?  

First, does asymmetric integration help the states become more equal in their 
mutual relations? The answer would be: not really. Asymmetric integration does 
not alter the relative strength of states; it just transforms the ways and means how 
they can use their influence within the integrated structure. If some states are bet-
ter prepared to use these new means, they can gain temporary advantages, but oth-
erwise asymmetric integration has little influence on the underlying inequality be-
tween states. However, asymmetric integration might help weaker countries to 
improve their position and status with respect to countries outside of the inte-
grated structure, because they now have this backing. 

Second, does asymmetric integration diminish economic inequalities within 
individual integrated states? The answer is again: not really. Asymmetric integra-
tion tends to strengthen and support the domestic political model of the stronger 
states throughout the partnership. If these were dedicated to neoliberal reforms 
which in fact increased inequality (as the U.S. was throughout the 1990s), this was 
a signal that inequalities within Mexico would not likely increase as well. On the 
other hand, if the stronger partners are dedicated to solidarity and social justice (as 
were the governments of European Communities in the 1980s), the poorest re-
gions in Portugal, Spain and Greece could have looked forward to structural ad-
justment funds and overall effort aimed at reduction of inequality. The problem in 
this respect is not the asymmetric relation per se, but specific policies the stronger 
states choose to follow and promote. 

Apart from the notion of equality, there is no doubt that economic integration 
pushes important decision-making one step further from the people in the direc-
tion of supranational unaccountable governance, be it a binding treaty with sig-
nificant economic consequences or unelected bureaucracy. Weaker countries are 
particularly sensitive to this shift of decision-making authority, as they usually 
have less influence on the supranational structure in case of asymmetric integra-
tion.  

                                                 
367 cf. Friedman, Milton and Friedman, Rose, Free to Choose: A Personal Statement (Fort Wash-

ington: Harvest Books, 1990). 
368 cf. Giddens, Anthony, The Third Way and its Critics (Cambridge: Polity, 2000). 
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The transfer of authority is considered undesirable by advocates of popular 
participation, who see this as an infringement on people's right to choose and 
regularly legitimate their government. Given the difficult nature of getting out of 
economically integrated arrangements, asymmetric integration is seen as largely 
negative in this respect. However, this same development can be seen as positive, 
as long as the integrative framework supports democratic political systems. Su-
pranational structures can also protect the general public against powerful local 
special interests. In the case of Mexico and the United States under NAFTA, im-
portant economic issues have been relegated from the political sphere, and 
NAFTA does not include many mechanisms to keep local special interests in 
check. The asymmetric integration nevertheless contributed to the democratization 
process, as domestic institutions of the stronger partner gradually became the 
norm.  

Third important issue related to assessing the concept of asymmetric integra-
tion is the question of independence. As has been demonstrated in Chapter 3 
above, the nation state is far from dead and the vision of national independence is 
appealing to politicians as well as the general public, especially in weaker coun-
tries subject to foreign intervention or interference. Integration can in this respect 
be seen as a voluntary entry into a more dependent position, sanctioned by bind-
ing international treaty and thus abandoning the ideal of national independence. It 
cannot be denied that foreign influence becomes much greater especially in 
weaker countries in the asymmetric integration, to the chagrin of nationalist advo-
cates. On the other hand, in the present-day world economic system, the choice is 
often between independence, backwardness and closeness on one side and (in-
ter)dependence, openness and economic progress on the other. In this respect, one 
of the most independent countries in the world would be Myanmar, which is 
hardly a model to be emulated. Economic success of East Asian developing coun-
tries was on the other hand based on exports, thereby dependent on international 
economic as well as political climate. In the end, lack of viable options leads even 
the countries with strong nationalist tradition like Mexico to cooperation with and 
(inter)dependence on its much stronger Northern neighbor. Unfortunately for 
Mexico, it became much more sensitive to fluctuations in U.S. economy in the 
process. During the 2008 financial crisis, it was the country hardest hit in Latin 
America, even though Mexican finances were quite solid when compared with the 
U.S. 
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6 Immigration as a Consequence of Asymmetry 
 

My apple trees will never get across 
And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.  
He only says, „Good fences make good neighbors.“ 

   

Robert Frost, Mending Wall, 1914 

In terms of public and media attention, immigration from Mexico to United States 
has been the most salient bilateral issue in recent years. The flow of both legal and 
illegal immigrants is not abating and is thus becoming a major factor in shaping 
the socio-ethnic fabric of U.S. society. Immigration from Mexico affects not only 
the Southwestern region of the U.S. which has traditionally been the main destina-
tion for migrants, but communities in other regions as well. As this chapter will 
argue, large-scale immigration from Mexico is a structural result inherent in the 
asymmetric relationship between the two countries. However, the U.S. is misusing 
its asymmetric position and is pursuing unilateral restrictive policies, which are 
against interests of both the migrants and Mexico as a whole. Unless the dominant 
discourse in the U.S. changes and the country approaches the asymmetric rela-
tionship in a more constructive manner, the problems associated with large scale 
illegal immigration are likely to continue. Throughout this chapter, I will explore 
different aspects of the complex migration phenomenon in order to support the 
above-mentioned claims.  

6.1  Demographic dimension 
Solid demographic analysis of the migration phenomenon is indispensable 

for further analysis. How many immigrants from Mexico are indeed arriving each 
year? Where exactly are they from, and where in the U.S. are they heading? What 
is the dynamics of migration flows over time? Even though a significant amount 
of resources is devoted to answer these basic questions, the findings are often dis-
puted and controversial, as they have far-reaching consequences for subsequent 
policy-related debates. 

First of all, the flow of Mexican immigrants consists of two major groups –
legal and illegal migrants.369 Legal migration is by definition channeled through 
the burgeoning United States bureaucracy (until 2003 Immigration and Naturali-
zation Service – INS, since then U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services – 
USCIS, in Mexican-American jargon usually “La Migra”), and detailed studies 

                                                 
369 Thee term “immigrant” when U.S. perspective is emphasized, “emigrant” in cases where 

Mexican point of view is highlighted, and “migrant” in case of a neutral observation. All three 
nouns describe the same group of people.  
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are available based on data provided by this agency. The number of illegal immi-
grants, on the other hand, is much more difficult to measure, as these people try as 
hard as they can to avoid contact with official agencies or surveys.370 Exact data 
can be obtained from the U.S. Border Patrol on apprehensions of people trying to 
cross the border illegally and that are subsequently deported. However, the per-
centage of migrants who are able to evade the Border Patrol is difficult to ascer-
tain. Regular fees paid to people smugglers – coyotes – usually include more than 
one crossing attempt, so if a migrant is unsuccessful (i.e. caught and deported), he 
often tries his luck again, which further complicates the statistics. Researchers 
thus need to rely on estimates, which can vary widely according to selected meth-
odology.  

What further complicates the counting process is the fact that many Mexican 
migrants keep returning to Mexico with varying frequency. When crossing from 
the United States to Mexico, there is usually no formal inspection at the border, 
which means that it is difficult to track how many migrants actually remain in the 
U.S. Official figures are thus confronted with street-level surveys of smaller scale, 
which are then extrapolated to the national level. 

Official U.S. census that takes place every ten years is a valuable source of 
detailed data and statistics. However, illegal migrants try to avoid detection, 
which distorts the Census figures. Moreover, the wording of official question-
naires is somewhat confusing - there is no separate race category for Hispanics, 
who are neither completely white, nor black. As a result, most Hispanics answer 
that they are racially white. Subsequent question concerns ethnicity, where diverse 
categories such as Hispanic, Mexican-American, Mexican, Chicano, or even Na-
tive American are entered by respondents, which complicates data analysis.371  

After these qualifications, we can study the information available. Graph 7 
shows long-term legal immigration from Mexico to the United States for clustered 
ten-year periods. In the 1920s, following sharp restrictions on immigration from 
the Eastern Hemisphere, there was a significant rise in the number of Mexican 
immigrants. This trend was reversed in the 1930s, 40s and 50s, but since 1960s 
the numbers have been rising again, with the sharpest increase occurring in the 
1980s. On the whole, during the 20th century 6,110,147 persons migrated legally 
from Mexico to the U.S.  

                                                 
370 Bean, Frank D. et al., Circular, Invisible, and Ambiguous Migrants: Components of Difference 

in Estimates of the Number of Unauthorized Mexican Migrants in the United States. 
Demography Vol. 38, No. 3 (2001), p. 413.  

371 U.S. Census Bureau: The Hispanic Population in the United States in 2002, Current 
Population Reports, June 2003, available at: www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/p20-545.pdf, 
last access June 1, 2008. p. 2. 
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Graph 7: Legal immigration from Mexico, decades. 
Source: Office for Immigration Statistics, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. 

Graph 8 shows the recent period in greater detail. We can see that legal im-
migration flows remain fairly constant in the observed period, with a minimum in 
1995 and peak in 2002. The linear trend line suggests that even if the flow of legal 
immigrants is no longer accelerating, it is nevertheless likely to remain stable or 
even to increase slightly in short to medium term. As a result of these and older 
immigration flows, the total legal Hispanic population in the United States was 
estimated to be 40.4 million in 2004, surpassing blacks (36.1 million in 2004) as 
the largest minority group.372 About 26 million of these Hispanics trace their fam-
ily origins to Mexico; 10 million were born there. The discrepancy between the 
number provided by U.S. Census and the number of legal migrants from USCIS 
can be partly explained by legalization of status after illegal entry. Only 2.2 mil-
lion of the Mexican-born legal immigrants have acquired U.S. citizenship, the re-
maining 7.8 million remain as mere legal residents, which shows the extent to 

                                                 
372 U.S. Census Bureau, The Hispanic Population in the United States: 2004 Detailed Tables, 

available at http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/cps2004.html, last 
access June 1, 2008. 
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which they wish to preserve their ties to Mexico.373 As U.S. immigration laws be-
came stricter in recent years, more and more immigrants from Mexico opt to ac-
quire U.S. citizenship.   

Apart from figures on legal immigration, official estimates suggest that 6.57 
million Mexicans were living in the country illegally in 2006, a dramatic increase 
from the estimate of 2.0 million in 1990 and 4.68 in 2000. Total illegal population 
in the United States was estimated to be 11.5 million in 2006, which means that 
illegal immigrants from Mexico represent approximately 57% of all illegal immi-
grants in the country.374 Illegal immigrants are heavily concentrated in California 
and Texas (to a lesser extent also in New York, Illinois, and Florida), which 
makes their presence very obvious in these locations. In recent years illegal immi-
grants started appearing also outside these traditional immigrant destinations, 
which added a further sense of urgency to the debate on appropriate immigration 
policy.375 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 8: Immigration from Mexico, 1994 - 2005. 
Source: Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 2005. 
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374 Department of Homeland Security: Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population: 
2006, http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ill_pe_2006.pdf, last access 
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375 Latinos and Republicans. Evidence for the defence, The Economist, October 22, 2005. 
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The illegal crossings on the border are far from abating, as the figures from 
Graph 14 suggest. Over 90% of all expelled aliens are Mexicans apprehended by 
Border Patrol close to the international border without proper documentation. As 
noted earlier, it is difficult to tell whether changes in the number of expelled ali-
ens are attributable to changes in number of people trying to get across or to 
changes in enforcement efforts of the Border Patrol. The number of agent-hours 
spent on watching the border quadrupled between 1992 and 2003. Still, recent es-
timates put the number of successful illegal crossings at least 400,000 per year.376  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 9: Aliens Expelled, 1960-2005.  
Source: Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Aliens expelled: 
fiscal years 1892 to 2005, available at http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/yearbook/2005 
/table38.xls, last access September 30, 2008. 

 
If we shift our focus to Mexico, we can clearly observe that most interna-

tional migrants come from densely populated agricultural states like Michoacán 
del Ocampo, Jalisco, Guanajuato or Zacatecas located in the central valley of 
Mexico. This region has been sending the majority of migrants to United States 
over an extended period of time, creating vast networks of contacts on both sides 
of the border. These social networks both encourage and facilitate legal as well as 
illegal migration flows. Available data also show that migrants from Mexico have 
traditionally been young unskilled males, only in recent years has the percentage 
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of female migrants increased.377 This is indicative of two possible trends – first, 
there are more jobs available for female migrants in the U.S., or, second, migrants 
are starting to plan longer or permanent stays in the U.S. and are therefore encour-
aging spouses and family members to come to United States as well.  

To conclude this section, it is apparent that since the 1960s, immigration 
from Mexico kept increasing. This increase accelerated in 1980s and immigration 
rate has remained high throughout the 1990s for both legal and illegal entrants. As 
a consequence, major shift in ethnic composition of the U.S. occurred, and His-
panics became the largest ethnic minority. In many areas of the U.S. Southwest 
they already form a majority, which keeps increasing due to the highest rate of 
demographic growth of all other ethnic groups in the country.378 

6.2 Economic dimensions 
Economic incentives play a major role in maintaining high levels of Mexican 

migration to the United States, and it is impossible to understand the related po-
litical dilemmas and debates without analyzing the underlying economic founda-
tions of the issue. The migration flow is primarily based on substantial economic 
asymmetry between the two countries; GDP per capita was more than four times 
higher in 2006 in the U.S. than in Mexico ($44,000 in the U.S. vs. $10,700 in 
Mexico).379 Moreover, economic divergence between the two countries increased 
rather than decreased over the last twenty years, as the U.S. economy grew much 
faster than the Mexican one.380 Given the liberalized trade and capital flows, it 
should not be surprising that also Mexican laborers migrate over the border, 
where they can easily find jobs and get paid around six times more than in Mex-
ico.381 When legal options are not available, they are also willing to risk an illegal 
passage to achieve this goal, especially during economic downturns in Mexico.382 
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www.inegi.gob.mx/est/default.asp?c=2348, last access June 1, 2008. 

378 UC Data, California Latino Demographic Databook, available at: 
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381 The wage differential varies according to age group and educational level, see Hanson, 
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Mexican migration has had several important effects on U.S. economy in re-
cent years. First, many businesses especially in the Southwestern region are de-
pendent on low wages that only illegal Mexicans are willing to accept. For exam-
ple, labor intensive agricultural products like tomatoes, strawberries or oranges, 
which are a major business in the fertile San Joaquin valley in California, would 
cease to be competitive if picked by more expensive workers. Many other busi-
nesses are able to keep their prices low and profits high only by paying extremely 
low wages (sometimes below the official minimum wage) and providing little or 
no benefits to their workers. Owners and managers of such companies appreciate 
the fact that hundreds of new migrants arrive daily, desperately looking for jobs. 
The ability to replace workers easily allows the employers to brush off demands 
for better working conditions or higher wages. This is especially true for positions 
which require minimal skills and training. Lack of unemployment insurance for 
most migrants means that they have few options, but to accept even dangerous 
working conditions and long working hours.383  

Apart from working for much lower wages, the problem is further aggravated 
by the fact that Mexican immigrants are often the only ones who are willing to do 
certain types of jobs (described as 4-D jobs – dangerous, dirty, dull or domestic). 
Poultry processing plants, janitorial services or taxi-driving are examples of jobs 
most white people consider too dirty or dangerous. These jobs have become so 
associated with migrants or other minority groups that they became socially un-
palatable for most middle class white society, where underlying racism as well as 
fear of social stigmatization are still relevant factors.384  

Current migration flows are capable of influencing even the macroeconomic 
structure of the American economy. For example Alan Greenspan, ex-Chairman 
of the Federal Reserve Board, praised immigration for curbing inflation during 
periods of high growth. The inflow of fresh “souls” to the United States economy 
relieves pressure to increase wages in times when other prices are rising.385 The 
lower wages immigrants are willing to work for also boost the competitiveness of 
American companies abroad.  

A heated and inconclusive debate evolved over the overall contribution of il-
legal immigrants to the economy. On one hand, they pay little or no income taxes 
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and take advantage of some public services, like schooling for their children or 
emergency healthcare. This argument was strongly expressed in 1994 during the 
debates on Proposition 187 in California, which was undergoing a severe budget 
crisis at the time. On the other hand, immigrants expand the domestic market by 
their consumption, pay at least all the sales taxes, and provide young cohorts able 
to work in the otherwise rapidly aging society. Conflicts between federal, state, 
and county officials are complicating this debate, as they try to pass on to each 
other the costs associated with high migration. Local officials blame the federal 
government for lax enforcement (immigration control is primarily a federal re-
sponsibility), which subsequently leads to problems and budgetary crises on local 
level, for example with overcrowded schools in districts with high immigration 
rates.  

Economic conditions in Mexico are equally important for understanding im-
migration incentives. In this big and populous country, employment has tradition-
ally been in the agricultural sector. First under Porfirio Díaz in late 19th century 
and then under the PRI in the 20th century, industrialization took off, drawing peo-
ple from the countryside into cities. In the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, the dominant 
developmental paradigm had been that of import-substituting industrialization, 
which aimed to expand the national market and keep the economy at full em-
ployment. Even under this policy, Mexico could not provide enough jobs given 
the dramatic population growth from 20 million to 100 million during the last cen-
tury. The surplus labor traditionally sought employment in the more advanced 
United States, where especially seasonal jobs were readily available. After the 
debt-crisis of 1982, Mexican economic policy shifted towards liberalization and 
integration into the global economy. This process culminated with the adoption of 
North American Free Trade Agreement in 1994, which had major consequences 
for the immigration as well, even though the treaty contained no provisions re-
lated to labor.  

In terms of productivity, the economic changes in Mexico were beneficial, 
but they had disastrous effects on employment. Workers were summarily dis-
missed from privatized companies to increase efficiency. Cheap foreign imports 
flooded the market, destroying many small- and medium-size manufacturing 
plants. New re-export assembly plants (maquiladoras) were being built near the 
United States border, but these provided only limited linkages to the rest of the 
economy and did not employ that many workers because of high automation. Last 
but not least, subsidized agricultural products from the United States entered the 
market, leading to a fall in prices, impoverishing the already marginalized rural 
poor. Under these circumstances, there is little wonder that immigration to the 
United States increased even further, as there was always demand for cheap and 
exploitable labor there. Studies have shown that it is often the family which de-
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cides as a unit, who will go to the North to make money, which will then be sent 
home in the form of remittances. Having at least one relative in the United States 
is thus a form of social insurance for vulnerable groups in economically unstable 
times.386 

Over the years, migration became a structural feature in U.S.-Mexican rela-
tions, especially in the border regions. Remittances from migrants are now more 
important for Mexican economy than tourism or oil exports (see Table 15) and are 
supplementing social programs and infrastructure build-up in neglected areas of 
Mexico.387 Mexican government is fully aware of the importance of remittances 
and has designed a special program “Tres para uno (3x1)” to collaborate on public 
projects paid with remittance money.388 Disruption of this flow of income would 
thus have devastating consequences for Mexico. 
  

Table 15: Remittances related to selected sources of foreign currency, 2006.  

Source of income Millions of U.S.$ Percentage (Remit. = 100%) 
Remittances 23,056 100 
Oil exports 15,216 66 
Maquiladora sector 21,903 99 
Direct foreign investment 29,511 128 

 

Source: Banco de México: Las Remesas Familiares en México. Inversión de los Recursos de Mi-
grantes : Resultados de las Alternativas Vigentes, 2.2. 2007.  

 

6.3 Immigration policy dimension  
Official U.S. immigration policies played a major role in shaping migration 

flows from Mexico, although unintended consequences often resulted from vari-
ous initiatives. Restrictive immigration system of national quotas dating back to 
1924, which favored immigration from white protestant Northwestern Europe, did 
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not apply to immigration from Western hemisphere, which in fact encouraged 
seasonal migration from Mexico. Most migrants came to the Southwestern U.S. 
from traditional agricultural areas of Mexico, driven by a demand for cheap labor 
on extensive U.S. farms. The presence of affordable Mexican seasonal laborers 
gradually became a necessity for various Southwestern businesses, especially dur-
ing periods of economic expansion. 

The U.S. government understood the economic need for seasonal laborers. 
During wartime labor shortages, it established the Bracero program in collabora-
tion with Mexico. From 1942 to 1964, millions of braceros (day laborers) were 
brought to work in the U.S. under strict government supervision. They often en-
dured dire working conditions and abuse, having little effective means of redress. 
Along with the braceros, a number of Mexicans crossed the border to work ille-
gally in the fields, as the demand for their labor was not entirely saturated.389 In 
the 1950s the border was still easy to cross and it was not uncommon that Mexi-
cans worked illegally throughout the week in the U.S. and spent Sundays and 
holidays in Mexico with their families.  

However, when the economy began to contract and unemployment rose 
among whites, Mexican workers were the first to be blamed. Organized mass de-
portations took place as early as the 1930s. In 1954, when the Korean War veter-
ans returned home and faced unemployment, the U.S. government responded with 
“Operation Wetback,”390 heavy-handed deportation of over a million of Mexicans 
and their children, many of whom were born in the U.S. and thus U.S. citizens 
under law.391  

The Bracero program itself was eliminated in 1964 under pressure from or-
ganized labor (the program was keeping wages low for other workers in the U.S.), 
church groups and civil rights activists (the braceros were often exploited and/or 
abused by Mexican government officials as well as their U.S. employers). De-
mand for cheap labor remained, and former braceros who kept in contact with 
their employers started coming illegally in large numbers..  

In the Hart-Celler Act, a landmark 1965 immigration reform, family reunifi-
cation, refugee status and professional skills were emphasized as most relevant 
criteria for legal entry instead. However, as a part of the legislative bargain, new 
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cap of 120,000 persons per year was introduced for immigration from Western 
Hemisphere.392 As demand for Mexican labor in American agriculture and serv-
ices remained higher than this artificial cap, massive illegal immigration ensued, 
which was further strengthened by the unraveling of the Mexican economy in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s. Even at that time, most Mexicans traveled to the U.S. 
mostly for shorter time periods to make money and return home. Even those who 
entered the country legally largely kept their Mexican passports and did not strive 
to become U.S. citizens. 

Loopholes in immigration legislation and insufficient funding for enforce-
ment shielded U.S. employers of illegal immigrants from sanctions. After the 
Mexican economy virtually collapsed in 1982, many more migrants started to ar-
rive, and the U.S. public demanded some sort of policy response. After strenuous 
balancing and logrolling, Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control 
Act (IRCA) of 1986. This act was supposed to end illegal immigration from Mex-
ico once and for all. It was based on a trade-off consisting of a partial amnesty for 
illegal immigrants already in the country on one hand and employer sanctions and 
stricter border control on the other. As the figures from the previous section show, 
IRCA failed rather miserably in achieving the proposed goal of ending illegal 
immigration.393  

First, the amnesty was only partial, and even though 2.3 million people (most 
of them Mexicans) legalized their stay in the United States, many had family 
members who were ineligible for the amnesty provisions and continued to stay in 
the United States illegally. Second, although employers were required by IRCA to 
check documents of their workers, they were not obliged to verify their authentic-
ity, leading to an explosion of forged identification cards and social security num-
bers. Employers could therefore effectively evade sanctions by claiming that they 
did their best but did not recognize the forgery. Third, Congress failed to appro-
priate enough resources for effective border control, allowing massive illegal im-
migration to continue. In addition, people who became legalized through IRCA 
sought to bring family and friends to the United States, which further contributed 
to the high migration figures of the 1990s.394  

The aftermath of IRCA created a significant anti-immigrant backlash on both 
the state and federal levels. On the state level, California’s voters passed Proposi-
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tion 187 in a plebiscite in 1994, which banned illegal immigrants from all public 
facilities, including hospitals and schools. This measure was later struck down by 
California Supreme Court, but it clearly demonstrated widespread negative senti-
ments towards illegal immigration.395 On the federal level, the 1990 Immigration 
Act added more funding for the Border Patrol and expanded the list of crimes, for 
which even legal residents (but not citizens) could be deported from the country. 
Even more restrictive measures were put into the Illegal Immigration Reform and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) of 1996, which required U.S. citizenship 
(and not mere legal residence) for a person to receive federal benefits and pro-
vided more surveillance technology and personnel for the Border Patrol. It also 
further streamlined the procedure for deportation of both illegal and convicted le-
gal migrants, limiting the role of courts in the process.396  

This restrictive law-and-order federal legislation was coupled with border 
fortifications in major frontier cities, which used to be the main points of entry for 
illegal migrants. Expensive and widely publicized Operation Gatekeeper in San 
Diego-Tijuana sector and Operation Hold the Line in El Paso-Ciudad Juaréz had 
the effect of pushing illegal migrants into vast and dangerous Arizona deserts, 
where enforcement was not that effective. The overall number of illegal crossings 
did not decrease, but hundreds of migrants have perished every year in the rough 
and dangerous terrain. Increased difficulties in crossing the border also led to 
longer stays of seasonal migrants in the United States, as visiting family back in 
Mexico became too dangerous and costly.397  

 After Vicente Fox became President of Mexico in 2000, his foreign minis-
ter Jorge Castañeda pushed the United States administration hard for a compre-
hensive migration agreement. It was to provide protection for Mexican migrants 
who were vulnerable to all sorts of abuse given their illegal status. However, the 
proposed reform failed, largely because of security concerns after September 11, 
2001.398 In the following years pressures to address the immigration issue 
mounted, which led to two comprehensive immigration bills, one originating in 
the Senate and the other in the House of Representatives. The former was sup-
ported by President Bush and contained both stricter border enforcement, but also 
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a guest-worker program and a road to citizenship for illegal immigrants already in 
the country.399 The latter was much more restrictive, did not provide for any pos-
sibility that illegal immigrants could legalize their stay in the U.S. and criminal-
ized any form of assistance to illegal immigrants.400  

After heated debates and demonstrations by pro-immigration and anti-
immigration camps, no compromise between these two bills was reached. Espe-
cially the House Republicans like James Sensenbrenner (R-Wisconsin) or Tom 
Tancredo (R-Colorado) were unwilling to compromise on their restrictive ap-
proach, decrying any notions of possible “amnesty” for illegal aliens and hoping 
to gain political leverage for the upcoming 2006 midterm elections.401 The only 
legislative result was thus an authorization of additional 700 miles of hi-tech bor-
der fence.402 Even though almost everybody agrees that current immigration poli-
cies are highly inadequate, the political impasse has continued to this day.  

Meanwhile, several states and businesses began accepting so-called matrícula 
cards (tarjeta de identificación matrícula), which are identification documents 
issued to illegal immigrants by Mexican consulates in the United States as proof 
of identity. This allowed illegal migrants to visit libraries or open bank accounts, 
which dramatically decreased the price of sending remittances back to Mexico.403 
Reforms were also proposed in several state legislatures to give illegal migrants 
access to driver’s licenses in order to have some sort of control over the skill-level 
of drivers on the road. Illegal migrants often have to drive without a license, hop-
ing to evade random traffic controls by the police. These initiatives eventually did 
not pass, as they were seen as encouraging further illegal immigration and poten-
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tially compromising national security.404 Arnold Schwarzenegger vetoed one such 
proposal as governor of California in 2004.405 

On the whole, U.S. immigration policies tried to address public concerns over 
the high rate of illegal immigration, but were unable to stop the process. Never-
theless, these policies had the effect of making life miserable for millions of mi-
grants, who have little options but to continue living in the gray zone of illegality. 
As second-class inhabitants with no access to legal protection, they are vulnerable 
to exploitation or abuse and treated like criminals by U.S. authorities.406  

6.4 Domestic policy dimensions 
Mexican immigration (both legal and illegal) is a major political issue in the 

United States, as the substantial influx of new people creates economic winners 
and losers as well as raises emotional questions concerning U.S. identity. The 
immigration issue cuts across party lines and brings very diverse pressure groups 
to work together on shared objectives. Partisan politics is thus not a very useful 
tool in analyzing the domestic political controversies.  

Back in the 1960s and 1970s, main opposition to immigration came from 
trade unions and white law-and-order supremacists. Trade unions rightly feared 
that constant new arrivals of laborers undermined their bargaining position and 
doomed their efforts to establish better working conditions and decent wages. 
Even Latino workers in the important United Farm Workers union led by César 
Chávez opposed unlimited immigration of their compatriots on these grounds.407 
White supremacists, on the other hand, were basically afraid that the protestant, 
white body politic of the United States would become corrupted by inferior races, 
which would inevitably lead to chaos, crime, and anarchy.408 Liberal immigration 
policies were defended primarily by big employers who relied on sufficient sup-
ply of cheap labor.  
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 With regards to electoral consequences of increased immigration, the De-
mocratic Party as the champion of minority rights could expect to increase its 
electoral base as more and more Hispanics gained U.S. citizenship and with it the 
right to vote. Republicans were aware of this dynamic and tried to discourage le-
gal immigrants from acquiring citizenship. Illegal immigrants did not play any 
major role in this respect, as their status precluded them from any active political 
participation.409  

In the 2000 presidential election, the socially conservative and faith-based 
agenda of the Republican party under George W. Bush proved attractive for some 
of the second and third generation Mexican immigrants. Emphasis on law-and-
order also resonated well in crime-ridden poor Mexican barrios. Many Mexican-
Americans also remember that Bill Clinton was President when the unpopular for-
tification of the border started in 1994. As a result, even though the majority of 
Hispanics still voted the Democrats, the Republican Party was able to gain greater 
support in this community, which is traditionally an overwhelmingly Democratic 
constituency.410 This position has been largely squandered by subsequent fiery 
and nativist anti-immigration rhetoric of Republican representatives, which is 
considered offensive by the Hispanic community as a whole. 

However, Mexican-Americans in the U.S. have not been unified on the issue 
of appropriate immigration policies. Even though the vast majority of this group 
views immigrants favorably, the conservative native-born segment sought to curb 
immigration from Mexico - especially the illegal segment of it.411 Unskilled and 
often illiterate immigrants constantly undermined the public image of those Mexi-
can-Americans, who had been living in the country for several decades and were 
firmly established within the society. Difficult economic and social conditions of 
fresh Mexican migrants were reinforcing the negative stereotypes and prejudices 
of the white majority about Latinos in general.412  

On the other hand, more radical members of the Mexican-American commu-
nity (who prefer to call themselves Chicanos to emphasize their Hispanic origin as 
well as distinct cultural identity) welcomed more immigration, as they hoped to 
subvert the existing socioeconomic order by sheer force of numbers. Some even 
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dreamt of recovering the American Southwest (in their eyes the ancient kingdom 
of the Aztecs, Aztlán) back for Mexico.413 They emphasized the fact that United 
States had acquired the Southwest by unjust military conquest in 1848. Chicanos 
considered migrating Mexicans as returning to their rightful place of residence 
and viewed any efforts to curb immigration by the U.S. as ultimate injustice.414 
Many other Mexican-Americans did not put this issue in grand historical context, 
but supported open immigration policies mainly so that they could bring family 
and friends to the United States as well.415 

The black community was usually reserved about the immigration of Latinos, 
as these two groups were perceived to be competing for similar low-skill jobs.416 
Moreover, thanks to high rates of immigration predominantly from Mexico, Lati-
nos recently surpassed blacks as the U.S. largest minority group. This gives La-
tino politicians a more prominent position in U.S. minority politics, which used to 
be dominated by blacks and their concerns. This ethnic rivalry is however miti-
gated by the fact that both black and Latino leaders have similar positions on 
many issues, e.g. a shared concern about human rights violations by U.S. authori-
ties (conduct of Los Angeles Police Department being a frequent target in this re-
spect) or direct and indirect racial discrimination by the majority white society.417 

Employers, both big and small, have traditionally been supporting more lib-
eral immigration policies for reasons described in the section on the economics of 
migration above. They lobbied U.S. Congress heavily and ensured that legislation 
was filled with exemptions and loopholes which favored increased immigration. 
For example, agribusinesses from the Southwest managed to insert an inconspicu-
ous provision in the IRCA legislation concerning seasonal agricultural workers, 
under which additional 1.2 million illegal immigrants were able to obtain legal 
status. The drafters of the law as well as INS were caught by surprise by this de-
velopment. Businesses are also putting pressure on the INS not to conduct too fre-
quent workplace raids and focus on the enforcement on the border instead.418 
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Some studies even cynically suggested that difficult but possible border crossings 
are helpful for employers, as only the fittest and most dedicated of the illegal im-
migrants make it through. Through this sinister Darwinian selection, only the 
most able and potentially most efficient workers reach their destinations; the less 
fit and the disoriented apparently remain as skeletons in the Arizona desert.419  

Both the pro-immigration and anti-immigration camp in U.S. domestic poli-
tics underwent significant changes in recent years. Trade unions, which are gener-
ally losing membership as well as prestige, see in newly arriving and often illegal 
immigrants their chance for rejuvenation and reinvigoration of the movement. As 
a result, most of the unions have largely discarded their previous anti-immigrant 
rhetoric. Furthermore, many union members today are legal Mexican-Americans, 
who are very sensitive to anti-immigration sentiments for their often apparent 
connection with subtle or less subtle hints at racism. As a result of this transfor-
mation, both big businesses and several major trade unions support more liberal 
immigration policies, albeit for very different reasons.420  

The anti-immigration movement is today supported mainly by poorer whites 
mostly from the Midwest, who are economically insecure and see newcomers as a 
potential threat to the established social order. Racial stereotypes and cultural 
prejudices reinforced by well-established media and academic figures play an im-
portant role as well.421 Vigilantes of the Minutemen Project, who effectively 
hunted down illegal immigrants and handed them over to the Border Patrol in 
Arizona are perhaps the most radical segment of this group, which promotes gun 
ownership rights as well as emphasis on law and order.422 One of the most promi-
nent anti-immigration politicians is Rep. Tom Tancredo, Republican from Colo-
rado, who ran for President in 2007 on the radical anti-immigration platform dur-
ing Republican primaries.423 More refined arguments against immigration come 
from lower-middle class urban whites, who fear that massive immigration coupled 
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with neoliberal economic policies contribute to dramatic increase of social ine-
quality and to the slow dissolution of the middle class. According to this view, 
social fabric and subsequently even political life of the United States will soon 
resemble more a Third World country than an advanced industrial democracy.424  

In Mexico, the long-ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) tradi-
tionally turned its back on emigrants as they were portrayed as abandoning the 
national revolutionary project for a few extra dollars in the exploitative capitalist 
United States. Having dual citizenship was not legally possible, so many emi-
grants had to keep Mexican citizenship if they ever hoped to return home one day. 
At the same time, the PRI did little to prevent people from leaving, as emigration 
eased the pressure on job creation in Mexico and provided a social safety valve 
for dissatisfied citizens as well as potential critics of the regime.425 This policy 
was based on Article 11 of the 1917 Constitution, which to this day guarantees the 
right of all Mexicans to leave or enter the country at will.426 

Starting with the administration of Carlos Salinas in 1988, Mexican govern-
ments realized that Mexicans in the U.S. represent a potentially very valuable as-
set. Salinas used the lobbying powers of Mexican-Americans to help push 
NAFTA through U.S. Congress. New Mexican consulates were opened and began 
to provide informational and networking services to Mexican nationals abroad 
(now there are 45 Mexican consulates in the U.S.). Efforts have also been made to 
make transfer of remittances to Mexico cheaper and more reliable. Local public 
works in Mexico began to be financed by money sent from abroad, with govern-
ment providing part of the funding.427 Mexican government also started to speak 
up for the rights of Mexicans in the United States, especially in cases where they 
were denied fair trial, suffered administrative abuse by U.S. authorities, or faced 
the death penalty, which is unconstitutional in Mexico.428 The Mexican Foreign 
Ministry even published a graphic novel “Migrant’s Guide”, giving prospective 
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illegal migrants advice on legal issues. Basic outdoor survival skills were included 
as well, such as adding a bit of salt to drinking water in order to prevent dehydra-
tion or following telegraph poles when lost.429 The publication infuriated U.S. of-
ficials, as they regarded the booklet as providing official support and encourage-
ment of criminal activity by Mexican government.430 

After Vicente Fox became President, contacts between Mexicans at home 
and abroad intensified further, as he hoped to use the experience and capital of 
Mexican Americans to help transform and modernize the country. Mexican Con-
gress even approved unprecedented legislation, which enabled Mexican citizens in 
United States to vote in the 2006 Mexican presidential elections. In the end, only 
40,832 people used the opportunity due to organizational difficulties and fears of 
being apprehended by U.S. immigration officials in the process (58% voted for 
Felipe Calderón from the PAN).431 Still, the emigrant vote has the potential to 
significantly influence electoral politics in Mexico in the future, effectively forc-
ing political parties to campaign in the United States as well. 
 

6.5 Social dimension 
From the U.S. perspective, the dominant social issue connected with Mexican 

immigration is the degree to which the migrants are capable of assimilation and 
acculturation. The implicit understanding behind immigration has traditionally 
been that U.S. citizens were more or less willing to let immigrants in on the condi-
tion that they would work very hard without asking questions. The immigrants’ 
hope was that in doing so, their children and grandchildren would have a better 
life by adapting to U.S. norms and customs. Being white definitely helped in the 
process, as immigrants simply blended in the dominant ethnic group. The assimi-
lation model in the end worked even for the “permanently drunk” Irish, “back-
ward and silly” Poles and “violent sectarian” Italians, immigration of whom was 
deeply resented by U.S. Nativist movement at the beginning of the 20th century.432 

For Mexican immigrants, however, the situation is in many respects different. 
First, even though the U.S. Census considers Hispanics as racially “white”, they 
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are easily distinguishable from other whites. This makes it easier for Mexican 
Americans to construct a distinct identity, but they can also easily become targets 
of discrimination based on ethnic stereotypes. Visible differences contribute to the 
labeling of Latinos as the “Other” in the eyes of many whites, making their suc-
cessful assimilation more difficult. 

Assimilation of Mexicans in the United States is complicated by several other 
factors. Constant influx of fresh unskilled and inexperienced newcomers from 
Mexico undermines efforts of second and third generation Mexican Americans to 
project Latinos as successful, skilled, and integrated into U.S. society. Media at-
tention is too often focused on the plight of the desperate border crossers, who are 
distorting the image of millions of Latinos living and working in the U.S. for a 
long time. This is one of the reasons why there are voices within the Mexican 
American community calling for restriction of illegal immigration – many Mexi-
can Americans are also actually working for the Border Patrol. Also, most of the 
migrants from Mexico still do not come to United States to stay, but only to make 
money and return. For them, assimilation is not a priority, as they regard the so-
journ in the United States as provisional and temporary. This contrasts with ef-
forts of those Mexican Americans, who are determined never to go back to Mex-
ico and seek to become integral parts of U.S. society.433  

To add to this, Mexican national identity has for a long time been constructed 
as distinctively anti-American, or “anti-Gringo”.434 For example, as has been 
mentioned in Chapter 3 above, the day when Mexican government nationalized 
the property of U.S. oil companies (March 6, 1938) is still widely celebrated in 
Mexico. Also, poverty is often seen as resulting from exploitative international 
economic system led by the United States. Many Mexican intellectuals to this day 
abhor the egoistic materialism associated with the U.S., advocating instead the 
revolutionary fight for justice embodied in figures like Emiliano Zapata. If they 
are to fully assimilate, Mexican-Americans need to switch sides in this contest of 
historically constructed and conflicting identities. Realistic hopes for material 
progress in the United States as opposed to poverty-stricken Mexico are often key 
to this difficult identity transformation.435  

Exclusive geographic concentration of most Mexican Americans in selected 
urban neighborhoods (called barrios, which is Spanish for “neighborhood”) does 
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not encourage integration into mainstream society either. In East Los Angeles, the 
biggest barrio in the country, there is virtually no need for fresh immigrants to 
learn English, as they work, shop and socialize mostly with other Spanish-
speaking Mexican-Americans.436 On the other hand, studies show that marriages 
are more common between Mexican Americans and whites when compared to 
marriages between whites and other ethnic or racial groups.437  

Seen from the side of the white majority, Mexican Americans (or more gen-
erally, Latinos) are too often seen as a genuine, imminent and grave threat to the 
future of U.S. society. Among others, the prominent conservative commentator 
and unsuccessful presidential candidate Pat Buchanan as well as renowned Har-
vard academic Samuel Huntington maintain an us-versus-them discourse, which 
in many ways resembles the Nativist movement of the late 19th and early 20th cen-
tury.438 The movement succeeded in 1924 when Congress enacted strict anti-
immigrant legislation based effectively on racial criteria. In the past twenty years, 
migration from Mexico reached unprecedented levels, so the conservative back-
lash was to some extent predictable. Official demographic projections showing 
that by 2050 whites will lose their majority status further add to the fear and dis-
trust of the anti-immigration groups.  

Use of Spanish language has become a highly controversial issue with re-
spect to Mexican immigration. Throughout U.S. Southwest, where the concentra-
tion of immigrants is the highest, Spanish can be heard on the streets almost as 
often as English. As Latinos are seen as an expanding and promising market, 
many advertisements are bilingual or only in Spanish. People who speak both 
English and Spanish are preferred as front-office employees, as customers appre-
ciate the possibility of speaking in their native language. Both languages are also 
being mixed, often in one sentence, creating so-called Spanglish, which is a 
nightmare for language purists on both sides, but also an intriguing object of study 
for linguists.439 On the federal level in the U.S., no language is designated to be 
the only official one, but a number of states have in recent years adopted English-
only statutes, which allow in official communications and throughout public ad-
ministration only English. Although such policy might be regarded as a further 
incentive for immigrants to learn English, it is also widely criticized as it indi-
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rectly discriminates against Latinos, whose English-language skills are generally 
poorer than those of the majority population.440  

Language use in public schools is another highly contentious area. Some 
Mexican American parents want their children to be educated bilingually, so that 
they can preserve their Mexican cultural heritage. Other Mexican Americans 
claim that their children need quality education in English if they are to succeed 
and that teaching in Spanish is a waste of time and resources, which might be bet-
ter used for  teaching computer skills or mathematics. Teachers in crowded public 
schools in poorer areas face classrooms, where some pupils do not understand a 
word in English and others do not understand any Spanish. The learning process 
in such an environment is bound to be slow.441  

The problem is unlikely to disappear easily in the near future by everybody 
adapting to English, as it happened to other immigrant groups. Newcomers who 
do not speak any English arrive daily from Latin America, constantly refreshing 
the Spanish-speaking cohort. Also, a wide variety of Spanish-only media includ-
ing cable TV are operating in the U.S., which decreases the need of immigrants to 
study English too hard. Last but not least, the Spanish-speaking Mexico is just 
across the border.442  

6.6 Explanations, asymmetry and critical analysis 
In previous sections, I have outlined the most important issues and topics 

connected to Mexican immigration. In the following analysis these different as-
pects will be considered as parts of a single complex phenomenon. To begin with, 
the mere existence of two large neighboring countries which are on different lev-
els of social and economic development is bound to create dynamic migration 
processes and associated tensions and frictions. It is interesting to note that in the 
19th century, it was the United States settlers hungry for land who migrated in 
large numbers to the Mexican territory, which eventually led to annexation of the 
Southwest by the U.S.443 Today the flow is reversed, as millions of Mexicans are 
seeking work (as opposed to land) abroad.  

United States is well suited to accept Mexican migrants because of its flexi-
ble and dynamic economy, where employment regulations are generally weak and 
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worker turnover usually high. Throughout history, new waves of immigrants have 
been almost constantly entering the United States, which forced the society to de-
velop institutions and practices which somehow incorporate migrants and cope 
with the ensuing diversity.444 In comparison, European countries are generally less 
prepared for immigration in terms of social policies and structure.  

From the perspective of classical economic theory, migration from Mexico 
should be gradually slowing down. In the United States, capital is more abundant 
relative to labor, so each additional labor unit can be productively used. Mexico, 
on the other hand, is a labor-abundant and capital-scarce country. It is then only 
natural that American capital tries to flow to Mexico, where it can produce higher 
profits, and Mexican labor tries to flow to the United States, where it will get 
comparatively higher wages. In the long run, both economies should reach equi-
librium throughout these processes, and the movement of workers and capital 
would slow down.445 

 However, there are several problems within this argument. In case of Mexico 
and the U.S., migration and capital flows have been taking place for a long time 
and have been especially intense in the last 25 years and still show little sign of 
abating. The envisioned long-run equilibrium might still be 50 or more years in 
the future. By then, half the population of Mexico could be living in the U.S.446 
Second, the theory assumes that the invested capital will remain in Mexico, which 
cannot be taken for granted today, when only days are needed to transplant high-
tech factories thousands of miles away where conditions are even more investor-
friendly.447 Also, population growth is higher in Mexico than in the U.S., which is 
likely to significantly prolong the labor-abundant characteristics of Mexico. Mi-
gration from Mexico is thus likely to continue as long as the economic asymmetry 
between the two countries persists. 

The analytical distinction between the economic center and periphery ana-
lyzed in Chapter 2 above is relevant with respect to immigration from Mexico to 
the U.S. as well. The United States can be seen as the center, which is exporting 
capital to acquire production assets and projecting its influence to the periphery. 
Peripheral Mexico is supplying both cheap raw materials and cheap labor, either 
in foreign-owned factories at home or in the form of immigrant labor abroad. Un-
less the underlying relationship changes, Mexico will remain peripheral, as it has 
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little incentive to develop genuine productive capacities and internal market of its 
own.448 If this does not change, immigration to the United States is likely to con-
tinue well into the future. 

Migration from Mexico to the United States should be also analyzed as part 
of general historic movement of people away from the countryside and the tradi-
tional occupation in agricultural sector. Reasons for this movement are complex, 
ranging from increased agricultural productivity, unfair distribution of land, lack 
of access to credit, environmental degradation, competition from modern mecha-
nized big producers, naïve expectations of an exciting life in cities, or rapid popu-
lation growth thanks to advances in sanitation and medicine.449 Urbanization has 
been rapid in 20th century Mexico and when opportunities in Mexican cities dried 
up, there were plenty of well-paid jobs in the U.S. available. Extensive migration 
networks developed over time and made it relatively easy to go to the United 
States. Many preferred this option to living and working in suburban slums sur-
rounding major Mexican cities, resulting in robust cross-border flows.450  

It would be wrong to see migration from Mexico as a part of a general his-
torical force beyond anyone’s control - it is also dependent on conscious policy 
decisions made in each country. In the United States, the federal government until 
recently effectively encouraged illegal immigration by refusing to control and 
sanction employers who hire illegal immigrants. Moreover, legal immigration is 
promoted by the legislative framework, which for example allows even distant 
relatives of U.S. residents to apply for a resident visa. U.S. agricultural policy also 
contributes to immigration from peripheral countries, as small farmers in other 
countries cannot compete with mass-produced and subsidized U.S. products, 
which are being dumped on their local markets. This policy is especially cynical 
when coupled with U.S. demands for “free market” access for U.S. goods, as tar-
iffs are seen as unjustified subsidies for domestic producers.451  

In the affected peripheral countries neo-liberal economic policies promoted 
by U.S. government invariably create a small number of rich winners (e.g. young 
professionals fluent in English and working for foreign-owned companies) and a 
large group of impoverished losers, such as local producers or manufacturers un-
able to compete internationally, or employees fired from government agencies or 
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companies that are being downsized or going bankrupt. Overall economic effi-
ciency might be increasing, but the losers won’t just fade away. In the context of a 
country like Mexico, which has since 1990s followed the neoliberal doctrine 
rather closely, many on the losing side end up emigrating in order to escape dire 
economic prospects, especially with the U.S. geographically so close. Neoliberal 
emphasis on export-oriented industries further weakens the Mexican peripheral 
economy, as employment and production is not tied to domestic, but largely to 
foreign consumption. This creates the danger that if a Mexican factory becomes 
three times as effective and produces three times as many shoes, workers will not 
benefit through higher wages, nor by lower shoe prices in Mexico.452  

Despite the fact that U.S. immigration policies at times contribute to further 
immigration, highly visible efforts to fortify the border are made in order to pla-
cate U.S. public. The border is however too long (3,141 km) and porous to be 
controlled effectively, leaving enough room for coyotes and their clients to get 
through even after enhanced security measures were adopted. This remains true 
even after significant increases in border protection budget and personnel in the 
aftermath of September 11 attacks.453  

Compared with the near-perfect sealing of long borders of former Eastern 
Bloc during the Cold War, it is theoretically possible for the U.S. to completely 
control the border. However, such measures would inevitably hamper the ubiqui-
tous legal contacts and crossings, significantly hurting the border economy.454 Ef-
forts at balancing tighter border security with a guest-worker program and an am-
nesty for those who already work in the U.S. have recently failed in U.S. Con-
gress. The U.S. politicians are balancing two basic interests in this respect - on 
one hand their business constituency appreciates cheap and willing labor, which 
precludes drastic enforcement measures. On the other hand the social backlash 
against massive immigration is strong and anti-immigration platform can thus be 
used for generating political capital.  

Mexican elites to some extent complement their U.S. counterparts and devise 
policies which potentially lead to increased emigration. The dismantling of state 
agricultural policy in the 1990s in the name of economic liberalization impover-
ished many farmers, some of whom ended up in the United States. Emigration to 
the U.S. is seen as positive by many Mexican politicians, even if they are reluctant 
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to admit it at home.455 The Mexican state is relieved from addressing the needs of 
the migrants, who in turn provide social insurance to their relatives through remit-
tances from the U.S., thus further easing the fiscal burden as well as material dep-
rivation within the society.456 

 Mass migration might be a logical outcome of persistent economic asymme-
try, but this solution is both short-sighted and far from optimal. Deaths of hun-
dreds of migrants in border deserts are the most visible tragic cost of current poli-
cies.457 Migrants are also subject to abuse by Mexican border criminal gangs, U.S. 
authorities as well as prospective employers. They live in constant fear of deporta-
tion, and have to endure long periods of family separation, at times resulting in 
definitive break ups. The fact that many still face these hardships rather than stay 
in Mexico is indicative of the dire socioeconomic conditions there.  

Almost everybody agrees that current immigration levels from Mexico are 
too high, creating disruptions in both societies. In the long run, immigration levels 
should be reduced through economic and social development in Mexico aimed at 
creating employment opportunities. If young Mexicans are to start addressing ad-
verse conditions inside Mexico instead of dreaming about fabulous riches in “El 
Norte”, they first ought to feel hopeful about the future of their country. New in-
spiring policies of extended cross-border cooperation are necessary both in Mex-
ico and in the United States, even though they might be difficult to enact in the 
current political situation.  

Temporary working permits issued to illegal immigrants already in the 
United States and to prospective migrants from Mexico who find U.S. employers 
willing to hire them could improve the position of immigrants in the short run.458 
Such a move would decriminalize migrants who are already in the country and 
enable prospective migrants to cross the border with more ease. Apart from mak-
ing repeated trips home much easier, this would also undermine the ruthless bil-
lion-dollar migrant-trafficking industry, which is linked to organized crime. Last 
but not least, it would enable Mexican migrants to have some legal protection in 
the U.S., thus shielding them from worst abuses in the workplace and by the 
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authorities. At the same time, economic demands of U.S. businesses would be sat-
isfied and working conditions of Mexicans would improve, as they would be able 
to legally complain about violations of the labor code. Even President George W. 
Bush proposed a program along these lines, but he hasn’t been willing to spend 
enough political capital in order to get the initiative through Congress. 

Any stable long-term solution needs to be based on development within Mex-
ico, which would decrease the asymmetry between the two countries and thus di-
minish incentives for further emigration. Such an approach would be in the long-
term interest of the United States, which would in many ways benefit from a sta-
ble and prosperous neighbor. As the economically much stronger partner, the U.S. 
needs to acknowledge that it needs to provide more support for Mexico. This 
would be very different from current neoliberal rhetoric about mutual economic 
benefits, which too often turns out to be an euphemism for business-to-business 
cooperation.459 In order to succeed, such new approach would require a serious 
shift in the prevalent discourse, which currently suppresses social issues and soli-
darity in favor of narrowly defined short-term self interest.460  

In Mexico, further democratization is needed to create transparent political 
system and a functioning judiciary. Only then can political leaders be held ac-
countable for their actions and the state then meaningfully contribute to the crea-
tion of sound economic and social policies. However, high hopes associated with 
ongoing economic liberalization, political democratization, NAFTA agreement 
and recently the presidency of Vicente Fox have all largely failed to materialize, 
and Mexico remains a peripheral country ridden with rampant crime, high levels 
of corruption, extreme wealth inequalities, and widespread economic insecu-
rity.461 Close and heated 2006 presidential election demonstrated widespread dis-
satisfaction within the country, even though pro-U.S. forces prevailed in the end. 
Under these conditions, migration will remain a viable option for many, however 
difficult the path may be. 

The present restrictive U.S. policies towards migration are short-sighted and 
opportunistic, failing to deal with the root causes of the issue. Given current po-
litical realities and processes in both countries, this will be very difficult to 
change. The danger remains that accumulated frustration coupled with sudden 
economic recession might easily lead to short-circuited unilateral drastic measures 
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by the U.S., which would hurt the vulnerable Mexican immigrants as well as the 
Mexican economy. Such a reaction would further undermine the potential for sen-
sible good-neighbor policies, which offer at least some hope for the future. 

Apart from being the root cause underlying the migration flows, asymmetry 
between the two countries can also serve as the explanation for current immigra-
tion policies. In the U.S., the asymmetry is used by conservative groups as a sign 
of exceptionality and superiority of the U.S. Such attitudes then lead to unilateral 
restrictive policies, which are detrimental for Mexican interests. For example in 
recent extensive debates about immigration reform mentioned above, positions of 
Mexican government were not taken into account at all, even though the problem 
requires bilateral cooperation. The Mexican government reflects the position of 
90% of Mexicans (as well as many U.S. citizens), who are strongly opposed to 
construction of the border wall.462 

Significant asymmetry between the two countries also contributes to the 
negative stereotypization of Mexico, where Mexicans are discursively constructed 
not only as “other” or “alien”, but also as simply “worse”. Such reasoning leads 
directly to unilateral policies aimed at barricading and fortification of the border, 
as the “others” are trying to get to “us”, and their mere presence is potentially 
subversive, because soon they will make “our” country look like “theirs”.463 Even 
though such approach is to bilateral relations is quite absurd, especially in a situa-
tion when over 40 million Hispanics (most of them originally from Mexico) le-
gally reside in the U.S., the apparent asymmetry keeps it at least symbolically 
relevant. 

For a long time, the Mexican government did not want to face the asymmet-
ric reality and therefore treated its emigrants with disdain, as it wanted to maintain 
the nationalist illusion of improving conditions and progress within Mexico. Its 
attitude changed when the government admitted the depth of asymmetry between 
its country and the U.S. – the emigrants suddenly turned from traitors to common 
people or even heroes, who are undertaking a risky path to fulfill a natural desire 
for a better life for themselves and their families. Such approach enables policies, 
which make life easier for the migrants, such as issuing the matrícula identifica-
tion cards or providing safe, reliable and cheap transfer of remittances. The con-
stant flow of dollars to Mexico serves as a remainder that the migrants do not for-
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get their relatives even if they themselves live in very poor conditions.464 Ac-
knowledgement of the asymmetry thus led in the Mexican case to the adoption of 
reasonable initiatives, even if it must have been hard especially for the PRI, which 
bears a big part of the responsibility for the asymmetric development given its 
long-term rule.  

The stronger partner in an asymmetric relation has decisive influence on bi-
lateral issues, which brings with it a larger share of responsibility for the outcome. 
By failing to comprehend this dynamic the U.S. government persists in its restric-
tive attitude towards Mexican immigration, which can only delay any diminishing 
of the underlying asymmetry. If we understand migration as a logical consequence 
of asymmetry, such attitude is not only shortsighted, but also wrong. 
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7 Asymmetric War on Drugs 
 

Theres a killer on the road 
His brain is squirmin like a toad 
Take a long holiday 
Let your children play 
If ya give this man a ride 
Sweet memory will die 
Killer on the road, yeah 
 
The Doors, Riders on the Storm 
 

7.1 Introduction 
Trafficking of illegal commodities, especially narcotics, is another key area of 
friction between United States and Mexico, as their flow is not subsiding despite 
vigorous enforcement activities over extended period of time. Even though both 
countries are officially committed to combat the illegal drug trade, persisting 
asymmetry in available resources makes it easier for international drug traffickers 
to corrupt officials in Mexico. For this reason, the Mexican government often gets 
blamed by the U.S. government and media for shortcomings in the overall drug 
control strategy, and by failing to stop drug shipments, for the drug problem in the 
U.S. as well. This chapter will explore the drug control efforts within the context 
of the bilateral asymmetric relation between the U.S. and Mexico. The first part 
will briefly examine historical antecedents and development of this complex is-
sue. Subsequently, main theoretical approaches and differences to drug control 
will be discussed. The concluding part will provide a critical analysis, integrating 
the historical context, theoretical underpinnings as well as the underlying asym-
metry between the two countries.  

International border can be defined as an imaginary line separating two sov-
ereign political entities. As soon as these entities pass different laws and regula-
tions, the border becomes a magical place of sorts – just by making a few steps, 
the same activity suddenly ceases to be punishable by authorities and becomes 
perfectly legal. Moreover, even though laws regulating behavior might be similar 
on both sides of the border, the level of enforcement by authorities can vary dra-
matically, effectively preserving this almost magical effect of the border. History 
of illegal border trafficking between United States and Mexico is therefore based 
on discrepancies between their respective legal systems and different levels of le-
niency in law enforcement. Underlying asymmetry between the two states only 
exacerbated these differences and related bilateral tensions. 
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7.2 Origins of illicit traffic 
Throughout the 19th century the border area was mostly sparsely populated, 

bilateral trade was limited and both the U.S. and the Mexican state had other pri-
orities than to regulate legal status of commodities, including drugs. As a result, 
small-scale smuggling, which took advantage of price differences due to diverg-
ing tariffs, was the dominant form of illicit border traffic. During the Porfiriato, 
Mexican government exempted border cities from paying import tariffs in order to 
support their growth and development. This led to greater price differences and 
U.S. citizens on the border started buying products (legally) in Mexico, to the 
chagrin of U.S. shopkeepers, who complained bitterly about it in Washington, 
D.C.465 At that time, the border was still largely unprotected and open, so diplo-
matic pressure rather than border control measures were used against Mexico on 
behalf of U.S. border city merchants.  

Opium became the first illicit substance which began to be smuggled over the 
U.S.-Mexican border. The drug first appeared in the U.S. at the end of the 19th 
century, originally to supply immigrant laborers from China. There are indicators 
suggesting that already in the late 19th century, poppy-cultivation destined primar-
ily for the U.S. market developed in Northern Mexico.466 Opium and its deriva-
tives were commonly used in various folk medicines and as such were widely 
available (legally) in Mexico. U.S. government on the other hand led the effort to 
criminalize cultivation and traffic in opium and convened an international confer-
ence on this topic in Shanghai in 1909. The conference eventually led to the 1912 
International Opium Convention, the first international drug control treaty. After 
its implementation, the flow of opium from Mexico to United States suddenly be-
came illicit traffic. Already at that time, the leading political figures like the Baja 
California governor Esteban Cantú was suspected of participating in the lucrative 
illegal trade. Mexico formally criminalized production of opium first in 1926, but 
the enforcement of the statute was lax and numbers of Mexican consumers small 
compared to those in the United States. The asymmetry in the scope of the prob-
lem as well as the underlying approach of the two countries towards drug control 
were apparent even at that time.  
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Alcohol prohibition in the U.S., which was sanctioned by an amendment to 
U.S. Constitution, lasted from 1920 to 1933 and it had the foreseeable conse-
quence of significantly expanding the illicit trafficking from Mexico. As Mexico 
adopted no corresponding prohibitive measures, Mexican entrepreneurs became 
major suppliers of liquor to the illicit but lucrative U.S. market, together with Ca-
nadian and the Caribbean producers. In order to effectively enforce the 1919 Vol-
stead Act, which was the legal basis for subsequent prohibition measures, the U.S. 
government had to devote more resources to patrolling the border, creating a spe-
cialized Border Patrol agency in 1924.467  

Even though enforcement capacity of the state increased dramatically 
throughout the prohibition era, it could not cope with the overwhelming demand 
for alcohol, which the illicit market was so eager to satisfy. Criminalization of al-
cohol also led to massive increase in violent crime associated with the illicit trade, 
as the competing interests could not use capacities of the state to settle conflicts 
through regular judicial process. Huge illegal and unregulated industry led to the 
creation of powerful criminal organizations, which were able to corrupt important 
government officials or engage law enforcement personnel in fierce gunfights. 
These developments, together with apparently unrelenting levels of alcohol con-
sumption and significant losses of tax revenue, eventually led to the repeal of Pro-
hibition by another constitutional amendment in 1933.468  

The prohibition episode is analytically highly relevant for the subsequent 
“war on drugs”. First, the enactment of Prohibition required an amendment to the 
U.S. constitution, as it was perceived to be an important intrusion of government 
into the sphere of individual rights. Political support for the measure at that time 
was nevertheless sufficient to pass the rigid constitutional requirements (two 
thirds of members in both houses of Congress plus ratification by three fourth of 
state legislatures). Even the powerful liquor lobby was not able to block the out-
come, which demonstrates powerful commitment of citizens as well as legislators 
to moralistic and idealistic legislation. The “war on drugs” has been partly driven 
by similar sentiments, which are a strong force in U.S. politics to this day.  

More importantly, the romantic and naive vision that alcohol consumption 
would stop and thus solve important social problems gradually gave way to the 
realistic assessment of costs and benefits of the prohibition policy throughout the 
1920s. When its corruptive effects became clear, the repeal of prohibition gained 
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sufficient popular support that enabled the change of the rigid constitution again. 
During subsequent polarizing “war on drugs”, such realistic assessments were 
much more difficult to discuss and implement. This led to excessive reliance on 
enforcement and punishment, which had had such adverse consequences during 
Prohibition. 

The smuggling of illicit liquor did not seriously disrupt neighboring coun-
tries. Alcohol production was legal there and thus under regular control of gov-
ernment authorities. Criminal organizations did not infiltrate and corrupt public 
institutions in these countries, as they focused on smuggling and distribution in 
the U.S. In this way, the Prohibition started and ended as an internal U.S. prob-
lem, which did not get externalized.  

Apart from alcohol and opium, marijuana also gradually became a target of 
prohibitive legislation.469 It was introduced to the United States in first decades of 
the 20th century mainly through Mexican seasonal workers.470 For this reason, 
early attempts to criminalize the use of the drug were partly driven by ethnic ten-
sions, as Mexicans were predominantly subject to ensuing penalties. First restric-
tions appeared on municipal and state level and eventually resulted in the federal 
Uniform State Narcotic Act and the formation of Federal Bureau of Narcotics in 
1930, led by Harry J. Anslinger.471 The new office was a part of Treasury De-
partment and had only 17 agents, which is indicative of the position and impor-
tance the combat against illegal substances had at the time. However, the Narcot-
ics Bureau under Anslinger managed to organize and foment a massive public 
campaign against marijuana use, in which the drug was manipulatively depicted 
as resulting in homicidal tendencies and interracial sex. The movie “Reefer Mad-
ness” is a fine example of a cultural product related to this issue, its opening cred-
its referring to marijuana as “public enemy number one”.472 The Marihuana Tax 
Act of 1937 became the prohibitive result of the campaign instigated by Anslin-
ger. Marijuana possession was still not criminalized per se, but high taxes paid by 
marijuana producers and other restrictive regulations had the effect of driving 
most of the marijuana trade to illegality. This again presented an opportunity for 
Mexican producers to get involved in the business, especially given the favorable 
climatic conditions.  
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7.3 U.S.-Mexico early policy disagreements 
Widely exaggerated claims and moral outrage were largely absent from drug 

control discourse in Mexico at the beginning of the 20th century. Addicts were 
considered to be sick rather than criminal. Even though Mexico took formal steps 
to combat illegal narcotics after political turmoil and fighting associated with the 
Mexican revolution subsided in 1920s, the drug production and trafficking were 
expanding to meet the demand in the U.S., especially for opium and heroin. The 
town of Culiacán in the Northwestern state of Sinaloa became the unofficial capi-
tal of the drug business. Many poor villagers from the nearby Badiraguato moun-
tains became members of the professional drug-trafficking class.473 Local political 
elites were widely suspected to participate in the lucrative trade.  

The extent of drug trafficking became a source of friction between the two 
governments already in the 1930s. U.S. Treasury department was sending its cov-
ert agents to Mexico in order to monitor drug trade without notifying Mexican 
authorities. The U.S. administration also kept pushing for stricter and more puni-
tive policies with respect to illegal drugs through the U.S. ambassador in Mexico 
Josephus Daniels.474  

In 1938, a former mental health doctor Leopoldo Salazar Viniegra became 
head of the Federal Narcotics Service, the highest counter-drug administrative 
body in Mexico at that time. He devised a comprehensive plan to combat illegal 
drugs and addiction, which was based on providing treatment for addicts and on 
the distribution of illegal drugs to certified addicts by the government. He even 
published an article titled “El Mito de la Marijuana” (Marijuana Myth), question-
ing the assumption of socially destructive effects of marijuana use based on exten-
sive long-term study of its users in Mexico. To defend his policy, Salazar said 
rather presciently: "It is impossible to break up the traffic in drugs, because of the 
corruption of the police and special agents and also because of the wealth and po-
litical influence of some of the traffickers."475 Such attitudes of the chief anti-
narcotics official in Mexico caused an uproar in Washington, where officials be-
lieved Salazar’s plan would only lead to increased trafficking and drug use. Sharp 
criticism from U.S. officials led to Salazar’s resignation after eighteen months in 
office.  

Salazar was succeeded in his position by José Siurob, who announced his 
willingness to cooperate in anti-narcotics efforts with U.S. more closely. Despite 
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this rhetoric, his proposed plan for reducing drug abuse was very similar to Sala-
zar’s, emphasizing treatment and government control over distribution of drugs. 
Officials in Washington again voiced their concern and in order to pressure Mex-
ico not to adopt the plan, declared embargo on exports of all legal drugs to Mex-
ico. After intense personal consultations in Washington in 1940 between Anslin-
ger and Siurob, the Mexican side conceded and espoused the punitive drug control 
model favored by the U.S.476 This episode suggests that already in the 1940s the 
U.S. was very sensitive to any alternative approaches to drug control and was able 
to mount significant pressure on Mexican authorities in this respect. For Harry 
Anslinger, drug addicts were "criminals first and addicts afterwards," and policies of 
foreign governments should have reflected this position as well.477  

During World War II, U.S. actually encouraged production of poppy seeds 
(opium) in Mexico, as morphine became a strategic commodity with respect to 
war effort. For the same reason, U.S. government also tried to prevent smuggling 
of opium from Latin America to Axis powers in Europe. Even though there were 
concerns about large-scale penetration of legal morphine to the illicit market in 
the U.S., helpful pain-killing aspects of morphine during the war proved to over-
ride these concerns in official U.S. policies.  

After the war, U.S. government again pressured Mexico to move more force-
fully against drug production. Even though the Mexican army became involved in 
massive crop eradication campaigns in major drug producing states of Sinaloa, 
Durango and Chihuahua, these did not produce lasting effects despite boisterous 
claims of officials that drug production in Sinaloa would be finished in six 
months.478 High-level traffickers were not arrested, presumably because of con-
nections that they had established with influential politicians. The army also did 
not have enough aircraft and pilots, which were crucial in accessing remote moun-
tainous areas where the cultivation was concentrated. Drug production also spread 
to neighboring states, which were not targeted by the eradication campaign.479  

Throughout late 1940s and 1950s it became apparent that both low and high 
level officials of the Mexican government are to some extent involved in the drug 
trade. In 1947, first scandal of this kind erupted in Mexico, when General Pablo 
Macías Valenzuela, ex-Secretary of War and Navy and governor of the state of 
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Sinaloa from 1945 to 1950, was accused of cooperation with drug traffickers by 
major Mexican newspapers.480 The allegations, which could have been politically 
motivated, were never clarified. Even though General Valenzuela was neither 
prosecuted nor disciplined, publicity of the affair brought attention to the drug 
trafficking issue. With reliable proofs difficult to obtain, accusations of drug-
related corruption became one of the tools for political infighting within Mexico.  

In 1947 Mexican President Miguel Alemán founded the Federal Security 
Agency (Dirección Federal de Seguridad), which served both as special national 
security police unit and as main drug fighting agency. Its first head was Carlos I. 
Serrano, a close friend of the president suspected by U.S. embassy to have con-
nections with drug traffickers. The combination of responsibilities in both top-
level political investigations and top-level drug control cases was suspicious from 
the start and supported the thesis about involvement of high-level politicians in 
the drug trade. In the 1980s, the whole agency was summarily disbanded amid 
allegations of extensive corruption. Also in 1947, as a sign of harmonization of 
drug control policies between U.S. and Mexico, main responsibility for drug con-
trol was transferred from the Mexican Department of Health to the office of At-
torney General. This institutional shuffle reflected the shift of paradigm, where 
drugs ceased to be considered primarily as a public-health issue and became a 
law-and-order problem.481  

 

7.4 War on Drugs begins 
Even though drug control was an important issue in U.S. Mexican relations 

before 1960s, it did not receive a high-profile attention by U.S. presidents nor the 
public. Most U.S. addicts were heroin users in urban areas of New York, Chicago 
and Detroit. Their numbers remained fairly constant, estimated between 250 and 
500 thousands in 1959.482 However, throughout 1960s the demand for drugs in-
creased dramatically in the U.S., especially among the younger generation. Espe-
cially smoking of marijuana became a standard feature of the counter-culture 
movement, which considered the psychoactive substances as potentially liberat-
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ing.483 If anything, the substance made the suburban consumer lifestyle promoted 
by the establishment seem dull, sterile or even ridiculous. Drug gurus like the 
Harvard-educated psychologist Timothy Leary openly advocated the mind-
expanding capabilities of various drugs, the consumption of which were indeed 
fashionable and widespread.484  

Due its geographic proximity and favorable climate, Mexico became the 
principal supplier of marijuana, producing as much as 6,500 tons per year 
throughout the 1960s.485 Even though Mexico continued in its eradication efforts 
and dedicated as much as half of its army personnel to the task in the peak harvest 
season between September and October, it failed to stem the flow of drugs to the 
North. In 1966, Mexican Attorney General’s office reported the destruction of 
three thousand tons of marijuana in Chihuahua and Sinaloa in just 45 days. Never-
theless, at least 2,500 tons were estimated to enter the U.S. every year to supply 
the estimated 18 million regular pot smokers.486 Exorbitant profits from the trade 
enhanced capabilities of traffickers to further corrupt government officials in 
Mexico. Some of the trafficking rings were even composed predominantly by lo-
cal police officers. The administration of President Johnson voiced its concern and 
offered assistance to Mexico, but did not take any dramatic measures to enforce 
compliance. Mexican authorities kept intercepting and eradicating increasing 
amounts of drugs, but the overall available supply was increasing even faster.  

The victory of Richard Nixon in 1968, whose political strength was based on 
socially conservative voters tired of turmoil and protest demonstrations, proved to 
be a watershed in drug control policy and U.S. attitudes towards Mexico in this 
respect. For Nixon and his policy advisors like Jeff Donfeld or Egil Krogh, drug 
control became a political priority – in an ominous reference to the Reefer Mad-
ness movie, drugs suddenly became “public enemy number one”, which had to be 
destroyed by “war”.487 By focusing on illegal drugs, Nixon administration found a 
convenient way to attack the counterculture associated with drug use. He also 
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tried to convey the message that in a way illegal foreign intoxicating substances 
were responsible for social disruptions of the 1960s. Such discourse effectively 
sidelined and silenced the “root causes” argument that drug use was primarily a 
consequence of widespread social ills and inequities that needed to be addressed if 
the drug problem were to be eliminated. To institutionalize the new approach 
based on enforcement, Nixon created the Drug Enforcement Administration 
(DEA) in 1973 by combining the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs 
(BNDD), the Office of Drug Abuse Law Enforcement and various other adminis-
trative bodies.  

For U.S.-Mexican relations, high priority for drug control measures meant 
increased tensions given Mexico’s role as both major supplier and an important 
transport country. Unhappy with the level of cooperation and enforcement in 
Mexico, Nixon administration launched a surprising Operation Intercept in Octo-
ber of 1969. During the operation, every person or vehicle coming through the 
U.S.-Mexican border was thoroughly and meticulously inspected for illegal drugs. 
No significant amounts of drugs were found, as traffickers quickly learned about 
the situation and withheld shipments. However, the operation led to extensive de-
lays on the border, which effectively paralyzed the whole border region, where 
many people legally commuted across borders on a daily basis.  

It quickly became clear that the operation is in fact a pressure tactics devised 
to force the Mexican government of President Díaz Ordaz to closer cooperation 
and expansion of counter-narcotic activities.488 Mexican government was not even 
notified about the operation, even though President Nixon met President Díaz Or-
daz in person in September 1969 at the opening of the newly constructed Amistad 
Dam on the Rio Grande.489 Bilateral tensions rose sharply, as Mexican officials 
strongly objected to what they perceived as unilateral blackmail and after tense 
diplomatic meetings, the formation of bilateral Operation Cooperation was an-
nounced, under which inspections ceased to be so thorough, which enabled regu-
lar cross-border traffic to resume. 

Operation Intercept turned drug control into one of the most important as-
pects of the bilateral relationship between U.S. and Mexico. The U.S. administra-
tion demonstrated that it is willing to forfeit the goodwill of the Mexican govern-
ment and the public in order to press for stricter drug-control agenda. Despite 
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fierce nationalist rhetoric condemning the operation, it became obvious for Mexi-
can government that it needed to show more effort in its fight against traffickers, 
if it did not want to antagonize the U.S. government even further. However, it 
would have been politically embarrassing for the Mexican government to be seen 
as following “orders from Washington”, so no dramatic policy changes occurred 
in the immediate aftermath of the Operation Intercept.490  

U.S. pressure on Mexico intensified further after successful dismantling of 
the “French connection” organization in early 1970s, which supplied the U.S. 
market with heroin refined in Marseille from Turkish grown opium. Mexico then 
became the biggest supplier of heroin to United States. After the “French connec-
tion” sting, the U.S. authorities became reinvigorated by the fact that it was indeed 
possible to dismantle the supply side of the drug trade through dedicated interna-
tional cooperation and persistent pressure.491 Doubts that these successes only 
opened new opportunities for drug producers elsewhere or encouraged use of new 
types of drugs were lost in the congratulatory atmosphere at that time.  

7.5 Operation Condor 
Mexican government decided to move forcefully against drug producers in 

1975. Apart from U.S. insistence, government of Luis Echeverría was apparently 
worried about the ties between urban radical leftist groups, powerful traffickers 
and impoverished desperate peasants employed in drug production. In the opium- 
and marijuana-producing states of Sinaloa, Durango and Chihuahua, municipal 
and state authorities were either paralyzed or under control of drug traffickers. In 
Culiacán, the capital of Sinaloa, most citizens carried guns for their own protec-
tion, as utter lawlessness prevailed with shootouts occurring on a daily basis. It 
was estimated that 21,000 square kilometers were used for drug production in Si-
naloa alone. Such a situation was embarrassing as well as potentially destabilizing 
for the government in Mexico City.492  

The Mexican government effort at dismantling the drug production which 
started in 1975 was codenamed Operation Condor. It was the most extensive and 
high-profile anti-drug initiative in the country so far, which included over 10,000 
army soldiers, 200 airplanes and helicopters provided mostly by the U.S. Directed 
by General Attorney’s office (procuradoría), it relied on information from U.S. 
sources and agents stationed in Mexico. The operation focused on massive crop 
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eradication in the heart of the drug-producing region. For the first time, aerial 
spraying of fields was used extensively, overriding concerns about harm to legiti-
mate crops and the environment following the use of similar tactics in the Viet-
nam War. Violent armed confrontations with farmers (campesinos) protecting 
their fields were frequent and numerous human rights violations by the army were 
reported. The operation was in its early stages hugely successful in terms of the 
quantity of destroyed drugs, as traffickers were surprised by both the scale and the 
political determination behind the campaign. However, after the initial shock ma-
jor traffickers moved out of the region (many of them allegedly to Guadalajara), 
and peasants shifted production to smaller plots amid legitimate crops, which 
were much more difficult to spot from the air.493  

Despite the adaptation of drug traffickers, the Mexican share in the U.S. drug 
market fell considerably for both heroin and marijuana. Heroin overdose deaths 
decreased in the U.S. from 1800 in 1976 to about 360 during all of 1979.494 Mari-
juana smokers were put off by rumors that marijuana from Mexico contained resi-
dues of the paraquat herbicide used when spraying the fields, which might have 
made the plant poisonous if inhaled.  

Somewhat paradoxically, Operation Condor coincided with an intense cam-
paign for legalization of marijuana in the U.S., which was organized by National 
Organization for Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML) and achieved formal le-
galization in 11 states (federal penalties for drug possession still applied).495 This 
demonstrates the two sides of the drug control problem – on one hand U.S. ad-
ministration demands that Mexico should pursue vigorous and costly drug eradi-
cation programs and on the other it is under intense domestic pressure to enact 
measures which would make large parts of the enforcement endeavor related to 
marijuana meaningless.  

7.6 Crack cocaine and the changing map of the drug trade 
Far from abating, the war on drugs actually escalated further with the rapid 

expansion of crack cocaine use in the 1980s. Dilution of pure cocaine with other 
chemical substances (usually baking soda) produced a drug which was much 
cheaper than cocaine powder, but retained most of its potency as well as addictive 
potential. Furthermore, crack cocaine rocks can be smoked, which a very conven-
ient form of usage. It became very popular particularly in lower-class minority 
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communities, where life prospects remained bleak, especially after Ronald 
Reagan’s cuts in spending on social programs.  

There is an ongoing controversy concerning the introduction of crack cocaine 
in the United States, as series of articles in San Jose Mercury News by Gary Webb 
claimed that it was in fact introduced under the protection of the C.I.A., which 
cooperated with several Latin American drug kingpins in its efforts to counter 
pro-communist forces in the region.496 Archival documents confirm important 
linkages between C.I.A. operatives and major drug traffickers at the time of the 
Iran-Contra affair. It is now an established fact that former ruler of Panama 
Manuel Noriega was on C.I.A. payroll and was involved in major drug trafficking 
operations. The connection is thus very probable but the real extent of cooperation 
is hard to ascertain.497  

Despite possible involvement of U.S. government agency in trafficking, 
widespread popularity and availability of crack cocaine led to escalation of the 
war on drugs by other U.S. government bodies, notably the DEA and FBI. Under 
president Reagan, less and less money was allocated to demand reduction and 
treatment; the war on drugs focused on strict enforcement and reduction of supply 
through extensive crop eradication and border interdiction efforts.498  

 Role of Mexico in the war on drugs changed throughout the 1980s from be-
ing primarily a producing country to becoming a major transit country. Coca 
shrubs necessary for cocaine production do not grow easily in Mexico, even 
though several unsuccessful attempts have been tried in the past.499 Mexican traf-
ficking organizations quickly adapted to the new situation and realized that the 
sparsely guarded 3000 kilometer long border with the United States presents a 
unique business opportunity with regards to cocaine produced in Colombia. Un-
derstanding quickly developed between Colombian and Mexican traffickers about 
shipments of cocaine through Mexico. Three main drug cartels thus developed in 
Mexico based on control of major border crossing routes. The Tijuana Cartel led 
by Arellano Félix brothers controlled the Tijuana-San Diego route, the Juaréz car-
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tel was in charge of the Ciudad Juaréz-El Paso sector and the so-called Gulf Cartel 
dominated the Nuevo Laredo-Laredo and Matamoros-Brownsville crossings.500  

The changing position of Mexico within the drug trade created significant 
new challenges for both Mexican and U.S. drug control efforts. Earlier focus on 
crop eradication was not easy nor effective, but at least the crops were visible 
from the air and had to stay in one place for at least half a year in order to grow. 
U.S. supplied crop-eradication equipment for operation led by Mexican authori-
ties, and results could usually be verified by aerial photographs. The disruption of 
transportation networks within Mexico required tracking of shipments well hidden 
among other cargo, which proved much more difficult, eventually leading to 
heightened tensions between the two countries. 

Intercepting drug shipments at the U.S.-Mexican border proved to be a major 
problem, as small amounts of high-value cocaine were part of a massive flow of 
legal goods across the border. Big traffickers employed their own expertly trained 
dogs in order to check outgoing shipments for any traces of drugs that the dogs at 
the border might have recognized. Furthermore, focus on transportation made the 
corruption of authorities easy – in order to receive money, border guards or the 
police did not have to take any action. They just paid a bit less attention to a spe-
cifically designated truck or at a selected time. Providing a proof of such negli-
gence was difficult if not impossible. Even though the focus of U.S. policymakers 
and media had always been primarily on the corruption of Mexican officials, to a 
lesser extent the problem existed also on the U.S. side of the border.501  

In order to successfully attack the trafficking rings, the U.S. authorities had to 
rely on informants and agents from within the trafficking organizations if they 
wanted to seize large shipments at the border. These individuals were operating 
inside Mexico on behalf of the U.S. government, but the Mexican authorities were 
usually not informed about their presence for security reasons. From the U.S. per-
spective, any sensitive information might thus easily have leaked to the Mexican 
traffickers, which would have had devastating consequences for the informants 
and agents.502  
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The Mexican government objected to this unilateral approach, as it was tech-
nically an infringement of national sovereignty and a clear signal of distrust to-
wards Mexican drug control efforts. Also, given the ties of the bigger trafficking 
organizations to political and law-enforcement officials at both local and national 
level in Mexico, U.S. efforts to infiltrate and expose drug rings within Mexico 
were bound to be considered dangerously intrusive.  

The bilateral tensions related to drug enforcement reached new heights in 
1985 in connection with the murder of the DEA agent Enrique „Kiki“ Camarena 
in Guadalajara. Camarena successfully infiltrated several drug rings and contrib-
uted to arrests of several important traffickers. However, presumably because of 
an information leak from Mexican authorities who were notified about his actions, 
he was captured by traffickers, brutally tortured and subsequently killed. The 
murder led to intense recriminations between U.S. and Mexican officials, with the 
DEA claiming that several members of Mexican law enforcement agencies will-
ingly participated in the killing. Within the Mexican judicial system the case was 
never solved. The DEA took the unprecedented step of hiring bounty hunters, who 
abducted two suspects from Mexico to the U.S. in 1990 to face charges there. De-
spite Mexican government protests against such blatant violation of international 
norms, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned rulings of lower courts and confirmed 
legality of the procedure in 1992.503  

The abduction of two Mexican citizens was a dramatic way of demonstrating 
the frustration of U.S. drug enforcement officials with the Mexican judicial sys-
tem. Mexican government was at that time very reluctant and uncooperative to-
wards any extradition requests from the U.S. Ostensibly, it wanted to protect 
Mexican nationals against possible death penalty in the U.S., as this punishment 
was illegal under Mexican Constitution. This position, coupled with the ineffi-
ciencies and corruption within the Mexican justice system led to the fact that 
many big traffickers that U.S. cooperation helped to arrest were released or ac-
quitted because of technical mistakes in the criminal proceedings. Even if success-
fully convicted, drug lords like Felix Gallardo kept running their organizations 
from their luxury prison cells.504  

The Camarena episode and its aftermath marked a low point in U.S.-Mexican 
cooperation on drug control, as law enforcement agencies on both sides of the 
border mistrusted each other. On the diplomatic level bilateral relations were fur-
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ther damaged by the so-called certification process. Since 1961 under the Foreign 
Assistance Act, the President was required to report annually to Congress on 
countries, where large-scale production of narcotics or trafficking occurred. If 
these countries were not fully cooperating with the U.S. in their anti-narcotics op-
erations, development aid and loan requests had to be withheld. The U.S. admini-
stration was also required by this law to vote against loans from international in-
stitutions for these countries. Being “decertified” also had the potential of embar-
rassing governments of these states, as it looked as if they were covertly assisting 
the drug traffickers.505 

The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 brought Congress into the certification 
process as well, as it now gained the power to voted on President’s recommenda-
tions with regards to certification of individual countries.506 The annual certifica-
tion process provided the opportunity for U.S. politicians to publicly denounce 
corruption, ineffectiveness and incompetence of Mexican government and get 
widespread media attention.507 The drug policy also became a political tool for the 
opposition party, as it could lambaste the President and his administration for not 
doing enough about the problem.  

The Act was designed with the aim of putting more emphasis on drug-control 
cooperation in U.S. foreign policy. However well-intentioned, it seriously dam-
aged relations with Mexico, as well as with several other countries. In Mexico, the 
certification process was seen as unilateral, bullying and unfair, as the vast major-
ity of drug users whose money was powering the drug trade were inside the 
United States. Politicians of the PRI, while secretly lobbying in Washington to get 
their country certified, vehemently opposed the whole process as quasi-imperialist 
U.S. interference and thus boosted their nationalist credentials with the Mexican 
public.  

The U.S. administration and especially the State Department were not too 
happy about the procedure as well, as the process itself alienated important allied 
countries. The President could override the Congressional vote and grant certifica-
tion by providing a national security waiver, but doing so for a widely criticized 
country politically damaged the administration. Last, but not least, the process 
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also highlighted the deeply asymmetrical position between U.S. and major drug-
supplying countries.508 Thus, in the late 1980s at the end of Miguel de la Madrid’s 
administration in Mexico, the drug trade was as strong as ever and tensions be-
tween the two countries were mounting in this respect.  

7.7 Passage of NAFTA and the Salinas offensive 
The dynamics of the bilateral relationship changed significantly after Carlos 

Salinas assumed presidency after the manipulated presidential elections in 1988. 
Salinas came to the conclusion that only profound economic liberalization cou-
pled with foreign investment could generate progress and development for Mex-
ico. Integration of Mexico with the U.S. economy in a free-trade area was seen as 
essential for the liberalization process. The U.S. administrations first under 
George H.W. Bush and then under Bill Clinton supported the free trade initiative, 
as it was regarded as a way to provide competitive edge and preferential market 
access for U.S. companies. However, the trade deal with Mexico would have to 
pass through U.S. Congress. Possible facilitation of drug trade within the expected 
growth of legal commerce worried many Congressmen, which could have under-
mined the whole project.509  

To add to this, the U.S. drug enforcement authorities had managed to close 
most drug trafficking routes through the Caribbean and Miami by the late 1980s 
thanks to new radars that were able to detect low-flying drug-laden small aircraft. 
The Coast Guard also focused on the interception of swift boats, which were 
widely used by traffickers. This success, however, only channeled more and more 
of the drug trade to Mexico and its long land border with the U.S. at a very inop-
portune time.  

In order to enhance the image of Mexico and thus safeguard the passage of 
NAFTA, the Salinas administration embarked upon an unprecedented offensive 
against drug traffickers, who were labeled as a primary national security threat. 
The federal drug-enforcing organizations were reorganized and hundreds of 
agents suspected of cooperation with traffickers fired. The Mexican military, 
which had traditionally been reluctant to take central stage in drug control efforts, 
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began to take a prominent role and army commanders replaced police chiefs in 
top posts of the newly created drug enforcement agencies. Seeing this new com-
mitment, the U.S. drug-control agencies actively encouraged Mexican efforts, 
providing new equipment as well as sharing information.  

The Mexican government realized the importance of the media coverage and 
public perception in the U.S. with respect to the campaign against drugs already 
during the yearly certification process. Salinas’ offensive against traffickers was a 
big success in this respect - spectacular seizures of big shipments or arrests of 
prominent traffickers like Miguel Felix Gallardo in 1989 by Mexican authorities 
on front pages of U.S. newspapers significantly boosted the image of Mexico.510 
As both Mexican and U.S. administrations worked on their primary goal to get 
NAFTA approved, they had common interest in portraying the anti-drug efforts in 
favorable light, as if victory in the “war on drugs” was coming soon.  

In order to support the NAFTA endeavor, the U.S. administration vowed to 
make the border more business-friendly and at the same time more secure. The 
inherent contradiction did not seem troubling at that time, and modern X-ray 
scanners and other hi-tech equipment deployed at border checkpoints were sup-
posed to provide fast and reliable controls against trafficking. This public relations 
strategy was eventually highly successful and the drug issue did not undermine 
the passage of the NAFTA treaty through Congress. The discussion focused much 
more on economic merits of the economic integration process for U.S. workers, as 
described in Chapter 5 above.  

The escalation of the drug-fighting efforts within Mexico was not without 
difficulties and setbacks. The most dramatic episode happened in 1991 near the 
Mexican port of Veracruz, as agents from the elite Mexican federal police unit in 
cooperation with U.S. agents were pursuing a drug-laden plane from Colombia. 
When both planes landed, a gun battle ensued in which all the Mexican federal 
police officers including the pilot were killed. As U.S. surveillance plane recorded 
from the air, the attackers were members of a regular Mexican army unit, who 
were apparently paid by traffickers to protect and safeguard the airfield.511 This 
incident further demonstrated the extent of connections that trafficking organiza-
tions had within Mexico and the difficulties inherent in dismantling these net-
works of lucrative cooperation.  
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7.8 NAFTA aftermath and the Rebollo scandal 
The seemingly successful offensive against illegal drug trafficking in Mex-

ico, however, had several negative long term consequences. As the state became 
more efficient and dangerous for traffickers, they started allocating more of their 
resources for corruption purposes. It is estimated that the traffickers can yearly 
spend on bribes more than the entire budget of the Attorney General’s office in 
Mexico.512 The Salinas anti-drug offensive also created the problem of selective 
enforcement. Smaller traffickers who did not have high-level contacts within the 
administration or were not able to provide sufficient bribes were targeted by the 
police much more frequently than the most important kingpins and their organiza-
tions. This led to concentration within the drug-trafficking business and encour-
aged the formation of powerful centralized cartels, which were able to operate in 
the increasingly hostile law enforcement environment. The firing of hundreds of 
officials suspected of corruption only strengthened the ranks of organized crime 
gangs. Los Zetas, ex-members of Mexican elite special forces unit trained in the 
U.S., formed one of the most dangerous and ruthless drug-trafficking organization 
that has been very successful to this day.513  

The Salinas anti-drug operations also led to a dramatically increased role of 
Mexican military in drug-enforcement efforts. This step made sense in the short 
term, as the army was less corrupt and better organized than the civilian police 
force, which was moreover plagued by mass firings for corruption allegations. 
U.S. officials such as William Bennett, Director of the Office of National Drug 
Control Policy, widely applauded the decision to draw the military into the war on 
drugs, as it demonstrated the seriousness of the Mexican government’s commit-
ment to combat the drug problem.514 However, as demonstrated already by the 
Veracruz incident from 1991, the closer involvement of the army was not neces-
sarily the perfect solution to combat drugs in Mexico.  

After Carlos Salinas left office, his much-praised record as a vigorous drug-
enforcer and enlightened free-trader became seriously tarnished. His brother Raúl 
was arrested for his role in murder of José Francisco Ruiz Massieu, a prominent 
PRI politician. During the course of the investigation it became clear that Raúl not 
only had 4 fake identities and passports, but was also the owner of luxury homes 
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and secret bank accounts in Switzerland worth over 100 million dollars.515 Some 
of the money came from secret privatization deals, but the protection of selected 
drug traffickers was an alleged source of these riches as well. Accusations started 
appearing that Carlos Salinas not only knew perfectly well about his brother’s ac-
tivities, but that he had personal contacts with the drug lords as well.516 The fact 
that this champion of neo-liberal reforms chose to live in Cuba for many years is a 
testimony to the precariousness of his position.517 

Apart from continuous pressure from U.S. authorities for escalation of the 
anti-drug trafficking campaign, the intelligence gathered by the U.S. was also 
used politically. As mentioned earlier, when the newly elected president Zedillo 
was appointing people to positions in his administration in 1994, the U.S. ambas-
sador James R. Jones handed him a list of 15 high-profile persons connected with 
drug traffickers according to U.S. intelligence. No one on that list ended up in the 
administration.518  This episode demonstrates that drug trafficking allegations can 
easily be (mis)used for political purposes as well. The silent but effective nature 
of influence of U.S. in Mexico in this case underlines the asymmetric framework 
of the relationship. If this information leaked to the press at that time, it would 
have undoubtedly led to sharp criticism about U.S. interfering in internal Mexican 
matters, even though President Zedillo might have been pleased with the informa-
tion.  

Mexican generals, who became appointed to various drug-control positions 
within the Mexican government, initially achieved remarkable results. In 1996, 
for example, 23.8 tons of cocaine, 1,015 tons of marijuana, 363 kgs of heroin and 
171.7 kgs of methamphetamine were seized. Prominent traffickers such as Juan 
Garcia Abrego, the head of the infamous Juaréz cartel, were arrested.519 However, 
drug traffickers soon developed ways to approach the generals in charge and cor-
ruption started to spread throughout the army as well. The problem was again se-
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lective enforcement, i.e. focusing the energy and resources of the state on selected 
trafficking groups while consciously neglecting others. The seriousness of this 
issue and the extent to which drug traffickers were able to infiltrate the army sur-
faced in 1997 with the arrest of army general Jesús Gutierrez Rebollo. For more 
than a year he led the National Institute for the Combat of Drugs, which was at the 
time the principal Mexican government agency in the war on drugs. In 1996, this 
charismatic bald general was described by his U.S. counterpart general Barry 
McCaffrey as “a soldier 'of absolute, unquestioned integrity.''520 However, the in-
vestigation showed that Rebollo and his staff repeatedly met with traffickers from 
the Juaréz cartel led by Amado Carillo Fuentes, allegedly discussing bribes as 
high as $60 million. Carillo Fuentes also apparently offered help in exterminating 
small-scale unorganized traffickers and promised not to sell drugs within Mexico 
if the government left him alone.  

General Rebollo’s arrest shocked U.S. authorities. President Clinton tried 
hard to put a positive media spin on the issue, claiming that this was a major suc-
cess demonstrating that nobody in Mexico is immune to arrests and prosecution 
and that Mexican government is really determined to face the drug problem.521 
Given the long history of involvement of government officials in the drug trade, 
another explanation is much more likely – namely that general Rebollo’s vigorous 
actions against the Tijuana cartel led by Arellano Felix alarmed its protectors 
within the government, who then orchestrated Rebollo’s arrest (general Guillermo 
Alvarez Nara, who was at one time the head of Mexico’s federal police, was men-
tioned in the Mexican media in this respect). Throughout his trial, General Re-
bollo also accused several members of the Zedillo family to be connected to drug 
traffickers.522 Several potential prominent witnesses were murdered in the after-
math of the arrest, which made any clarification and investigation difficult. Never-
theless, this episode clearly demonstrated that even top commanders of the army 
could be under influence or on payroll of major traffickers. It is estimated that 
about one million U.S. dollars is spent in Mexico every week by traffickers on 
bribes to ensure smooth passage of their cargo.523 Further militarization of the 
drug control efforts advocated by the U.S. might thus not be the best strategy after 
all.  
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An increased role of the army in the fight against drug traffickers inadver-
tently leads to increased contacts with traffickers, which presents opportunities for 
corruption – desertions from the military are frequent and well-trained soldiers 
often start working for the trafficking organizations.524 Recruited deserters are not 
only skilled professionals in tactics and killing, but they also possess insider in-
formation about the weak points within the military, including tips for officers 
susceptible for corruption.  

Apart from the continuing militarization, the government of President Zedillo 
also made far-reaching institutional changes in the security apparatus, which were 
aimed primarily at getting rid of presumably corrupt officers and at enhancing co-
operation in the struggle against traffickers. Over 1,250 agents and personnel were 
dismissed for corruption charges. The top officials of most important drug-
combating institutions like the National Institute for Combating Drugs (Instituto 
Nacional para el Combate a las Drogas, INCD), Center for Drug Control Plan-
ning (Centro de Planeación para el Control de Drogas, CENDRO), and the Fed-
eral Judicial Police (Policía Judicial Federal, PJF) were replaced as well.525  

In the context of traditional internal PRI politics, these bureaucratic shuffles 
can also be seen as solidifying the control of the new president over law enforce-
ment agencies. In 1998 Zedillo even created a brand new police agency, the Fed-
eral Preventive Police (Policía federal preventiva, PFP). Even though remarkable 
successes in terms of number of arrests and seizures were achieved, little was ac-
complished in stemming the flow of drugs through Mexico. Some authors even 
claim that the bureaucratic transition from Salinas to Zedillo administrations di-
rectly contributed to the fall of Juan García Abrego of the Gulf Cartel and to the 
rise of Arellano Felix brothers of the Tijuana Cartel.526  

The U.S. government dutifully praised Zedillo’s efforts, but Mexico still re-
sisted to some of the U.S. demands on sovereignty grounds. Cooperation with the 
U.S. military was limited, and extradition of Mexican citizens to the U.S. to face 
charges there was deemed unconstitutional under Mexican law. Operations of 
armed U.S. anti-narcotic agents within Mexico were limited as well. Relations 
between the two countries would periodically become tense every year during the 
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certification process in U.S. Congress.527 Many Congressmen eager for media at-
tention sharply criticized Mexican government for not doing enough against drug 
trafficking and accusing high-level officials and prominent businessmen of drug 
connections.528  

The low point in bilateral relations during the Zedillo administration came in 
1998, when the U.S. Customs Service concluded Operation Casablanca, which 
focused on extensive money-laundering networks within major Mexican banks. 
This long-term undercover sting operation ended with the indictment of 3 Mexi-
can banks and arrest of 167 high- and mid-level bankers, mostly from Mexico. 
The arrests were made in the U.S., where the suspects were invited to participate 
at a fake international banking conference.529 The operation, which targeted illicit 
funds amounting to $68 billion, caused a furious reaction within the Mexican 
government, as it was not informed about it at all. President Zedillo issued a sharp 
statement criticizing the violation of national sovereignty and undercover agents 
of the U.S. Customs Service were threatened with prosecution in Mexico for their 
involvement in the operation.530 U.S. Customs Service came under pressure from 
other drug control agencies of the U.S. government, which were not informed 
about the operation either.531  

In the aftermath of Operation Casablanca the U.S. Attorney General Janet 
Reno and her Mexican counterpart Jorge Madrazo Cuellar signed the Brownsville 
Agreement in June 1998, under which the Mexican government was to be in-
formed about all high-profile undercover operations conducted by U.S. personnel 
inside Mexico. The agreement should prevent further embarrassment of the Mexi-
can government by unilateral U.S. approach and subsequent diplomatic tensions. 
From the U.S. administration’s standpoint, cooperation and support of the Mexi-
can government is more valuable in the long run than successful unilateral U.S. 
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operations that deeply antagonize the Mexican establishment. This shows the lim-
its of asymmetry between the two countries, as even if the U.S. is the stronger 
partner, it is still dependent on Mexican cooperation in several prominent sectors 
like drug trafficking. However, U.S. field agents are complaining that the constant 
reporting agreed upon in the Brownsville agreement fatally slows down their 
work.532 

7.9 President Fox and the increase in violence  
The election of President Fox from the National Action Party (Partido Ac-

ción Nacional) in the year 2000 was an important watershed in Mexican politics, 
as it broke the 70 years of continuous political domination of the PRI. The peace-
ful transfer of power was greeted with enthusiasm in Washington. Especially for 
the administration of the newly elected President George W. Bush, the conserva-
tive pro-business PAN promised to be better aligned with its interests. With re-
gards to the war on drugs, the new Mexican president promised to be even more 
helpful than his predecessors. After further reorganization of security forces, like 
completely disbanding the PJF and creating the new Federal Investigations 
Agency (Agencia Federal de Investigación, AFI) in 2001, even more of the scarce 
Mexican public resources were allocated to combat drug trafficking.  

Prohibition against the extradition of Mexican citizens to the U.S. was gradu-
ally dismantled by a series of Mexican Supreme Court rulings starting in 2002.533 
Tens of important traffickers were subsequently handed over to the U.S. This was 
a major breakthrough for U.S. authorities, as high-level drug dealers were allowed 
to escape convictions or continue with their business transactions from jail, misus-
ing the numerous loopholes in the Mexican criminal justice system. This frus-
trated the efforts as well as morale of U.S. and Mexican law enforcement officials, 
who often risked their lives to arrest the drug dealers only to see them acquitted 
later. Bilateral relations were also improved by the fact that the one-sided public 
drug certification hearings in U.S. Congress were abolished by the Foreign Rela-
tions Authorization Act in 2000. From then on, only the President had the author-
ity to certify or de-certify a country and then present a report to Congress every 
year.534  

In spite of all the committed resources in times of contracting budgets, the 
level of drug-related violence kept rising and 90% of all cocaine still entered 
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United States from Mexico during the Fox presidency. Even though prominent 
kingpins like Osiel Cárdenas Guillén or Miguel Caro Quintero were arrested, it 
had little effect on their vast organizations, which were usually taken over by their 
relatives.535 Public security worsened and border cities such as Nuevo Laredo in 
the Tamaulipas state became essentially lawless, as law enforcement authorities 
ceased to have any semblance of control over the gang-related violence.536 Several 
police chiefs were murdered and other quit voluntarily after receiving highly 
credible death threats.537 In Ciudad Juaréz, another drug-infested border city, hun-
dreds of young women were raped and murdered since the year 2000 presumably 
by criminal gangs. Mexican police failed to clarify or even thoroughly investigate 
the cases.538  

Explanations of this worrying increase in violence vary. According to some 
observers, the much applauded democratization of the political process paradoxi-
cally contributed to the intensification of drug-related violence. The monolithic 
and authoritarian PRI, which dominated all federal, state and local politics, was in 
a position to keep drug-related violence under control, as it had clandestine con-
tacts with major traffickers. Over time, implicit rules of conduct developed – for 
example traffickers did not assassinate police officials and were not encouraging 
drug use within Mexico.539 Some of these ties became apparent in the case of 
Mario Villanueva Madrid, the PRI ex-governor of the Quintana Roo state on the 
Yucatán peninsula with the popular holiday resort Cancún. He was arrested in 
2003 for drug-trafficking during the time he held the governorship (1995-1999). 
According to available documents, he was paid $500,000 for each shipment of 
drugs that passed through “his” territory.540 Under such an arrangement, both law-
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enforcement officials and traffickers had a mutual interest in limiting violence and 
not attracting unnecessary attention.  

As the political arena became competitive and new parties gained control of 
municipalities, states and eventually even the federal government, old ties and 
rules were shattered as traffickers lost some of their political cover. Subsequent 
successful arrests of several leading trafficking figures further destabilized the 
drug trade. Instead of seriously interfering with the flow of drugs and breaking the 
powerful influence of traffickers throughout the country, this development en-
abled aggressive newcomers to establish themselves in the illegal market. In the 
struggle to monopolize profitable trafficking routes extreme violence was used. 
Political authorities were at the same time often locked in bitter rivalries and 
fiercely competitive elections, which made resolute actions against traffickers 
more difficult. In addition, chances are very high that money from the drug trade 
has been used in local as well as state elections.541  

Renewed emphasis on human rights in Mexico during the Zedillo and Fox 
presidencies was unfortunately compromised by law-enforcement efforts. In order 
to counter the increase in violence, President Fox called for further escalation and 
militarization of the drug war. This inherently led to various human-rights abuses 
by the law-enforcement personnel, which further worsened the feeling of mistrust 
towards authorities. Nevertheless, draconic proposals for stricter criminal law 
provisions including arrests and interrogation without warrants were not passed in 
Mexican Congress due to human rights concerns. As the Mexican government 
was forced to realize, fighting a merciless drug war and trying to improve respect 
for human rights and civil liberties are two goals that are very difficult to recon-
cile.542  

Despite the rising violence, the U.S. government was pleased with the tough 
stance of the Fox government.543 Tensions rose in 2006, when Mexico wanted to 
pass a new drug-fighting bill, which also included decriminalization of the posses-
sion of a small amount of illegal drugs. The provision would not make the selling 
of drugs legal and it was meant to relieve the police force and jails from being 
overwhelmed by petty cases so that they could focus on more serious issues. Even 
though President Fox originally supported the bill and expressed his intention to 
sign it, he came under intense last minute pressure from the U.S. administration to 
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veto it, even though the U.S. embassy in Mexico had initially issued a statement 
indicating support for the reform bill. The U.S. embassy spokeswoman Judith 
Bryan even claimed that the bill would make it easier to prosecute drug crimes 
because it attempted to “precisely specify the amount of narcotics in possession of 
a suspect to allow a criminal prosecution.” 544 However, the U.S. drug-
enforcement agencies in Washington argued very forcefully against decriminali-
zation of drug use. This led to Fox’s sudden reversal of position. His veto led to 
the eventual failure of the bill. This again demonstrated the level of leverage the 
U.S. government has over the general direction of Mexican narcotics policy.545  

Even though the gradual militarization and escalation of the drug-control pol-
icy led to increased violence and brutality and had only limited impact on the 
availability of drugs in the U.S., the administration of Felipe Calderón, who won 
the narrow election in 2006, kept pressing for more of the same basic approach. 
The attorney general Eduardo Medina Mora claimed that the surge in violence is a 
positive sign meaning that the authorities are “winning” the war on drugs as traf-
fickers get more and more desperate.546 President Calderón even prepared the na-
tion for the necessary sacrifice of human life necessary to overcome the prob-
lem.547  

Satisfied with Calderón’s electoral victory and his anti-drug policies, the U.S. 
administration wanted to support the effort even further. Following the bilateral 
summit in Mérida in 2006, President Bush announced the Merida Initiative, under 
which U.S. would provide $550 million for counter-drug initiatives in Mexico in 
fiscal year 2008 alone. This significant amount of money would be used primarily 
for training and equipment of Mexican law-enforcement, as well as for further in-
stitutional reforms. This effort has been dubbed „Plan Mexico“ by critics, as it re-
sembled the expensive but unsuccessful U.S. strategy in Colombia, where U.S. 
spent $641 million in 2005 alone, 83% of this amount in the form of military aid. 
One-sided emphasis on military assistance risks only the continued escalation of 
the drug war without achieving the long-term goal, the reduction of drug use.548 
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7.10  Outcomes: the mishandling of asymmetry  
Drug trafficking is another troubling aspect of the asymmetric relations be-

tween U.S. and Mexico. Over time, the restrictive model of drug-control policy 
prevailed in the United States and addiction ceased to be a public health or social 
issue and started to be criminalized and severely punished. As drug traffickers and 
users became “demonic” and “evil” in the prevalent public discourse, highly re-
pressive and expansive law enforcement measures have become introduced in the 
U.S. since 1970s.549 After thirty years of vigorous efforts, tens of millions of pub-
lic funds spent, hundreds of U.S. agents’ lives lost, illegal drugs are as available as 
ever.550 Despite this fact, spectacular tactical victories such as prominent arrests 
and big drug seizures are used in requests for additional resources for the law-
enforcement efforts as proofs of a successful working strategy.  

According to official estimates, in 2001 there were 260-270 tons of cocaine, 
13-18 tons of heroin, 110-140 tons of methamphetamines and 10,000-24,000 tons 
of marijuana available on the streets in the United States.551 Another official esti-
mate reported 2.8 million chronic cocaine users, 900,000 chronic heroin users and 
600,000 chronic methamphetamine users. To add to this, there were additional 3.2 
million occasional cocaine users and 250,000 occasional heroin users. Taken to-
gether, there might be approximately 7.75 million persons who come into contact 
with “hard” drugs alone. In addition, about 12 million people were estimated to 
smoke marijuana at least once a month in the year 2000.552  

Overall, U.S. drug users spent over $64 billion on illegal drugs during that 
year. For comparison, the anti-depressant market catering to 19 million legal users 
had revenues of $10 billion in 2005.553 The biggest cigarette maker Phillip Morris 
had global revenues of $47 billion in 1999.554 These numbers indicate that the 
drug problem in the U.S. is a widespread social phenomenon generating huge 
amounts of money and creating an intricate web of supplier-client relationships. 
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Current focus on drastic measures aimed at supply side reduction might therefore 
not be the best way to tackle the problem. If current U.S. laws were dutifully en-
forced, some 20 million people would have to be arrested and prosecuted for drug 
possession alone.  

Data on long-term developments in drug control and production in Mexico 
support the conclusion that increased law-enforcement efforts did little to limit 
drug availability and drug use. Concerning opium, even though eradication efforts 
increased in the run-up to the ratification of NAFTA from 3,000 hectares to 8,000 
hectares, drop in effective yield was only temporary and recovered soon. The 
eradication effort stabilized at around 8,000 hectares per year after 1994, but 
given more intensive growing techniques on the 12,000 cultivated hectares, the 
estimated opium yield has increased sharply since 2001. As a result, Mexico was 
producing twice as much opium in 2006 (120 metric tons) as in 1988 in spite of 
all the eradication efforts.555 

The cannabis production in Mexico decreased substantially at the beginning 
of 1990s from 30,000 metric tons to as low as 5,000 tons in 1995. With more em-
phasis on border enforcement, marijuana was a relatively easy target, as it re-
quired much more room than opium-derived heroin or cocaine and its intense 
scent easily attracted sniffing dogs. Moreover, cannabis can be grown in the 
United States, both outdoors and indoors. As basic economic laws apply to the 
illicit drug trade as well, when smuggling from Mexico became more dangerous 
(costly), the production simply shifted to the U.S. Since the low of 1995, cannabis 
production in Mexico rebounded and reached 15,000 metric tons per year, pre-
sumably also due to rise in domestic demand in Mexico.556  

Cocaine seizures in Mexico also reached their peak of 50 tons per year during 
the Carlos Salinas administration before the approval of NAFTA and had a declin-
ing tendency since then, averaging 20 tons per year since then. The seizures did 
not have any real impact on the availability of the drug in the U.S., despite sub-
stantial resources spent in the process. Each seizure is duly celebrated as an im-
portant victory in the war on drugs and as a sign that it makes sense to invest more 
public money into the endeavor, but the long-term perspective shows that seizures 
do not deter further trafficking.  

Furthermore, according to the Drug Enforcement Administration estimates, 
one kilogram of heroin is worth $8,000 in Colombia, $55,000 in a warehouse in 
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New York, but $250,000 when actually sold on the streets in small doses.557 
Therefore, the economic losses from interdiction for large trafficking organiza-
tions are not as high as they seem, while economic incentives due to extremely 
high mark-up remain very powerful.  

The U.S.-led war on drugs is based on the notion that with reduced supply, 
drug prices will inevitably increase which will in turn limit drug use. In this re-
spect, the effort has failed spectacularly. Resources for enforcement abroad in-
creased from 800 million USD to 3.5 billion USD per year from 1990 to 2003, 
whereas street price of drugs in the U.S. kept decreasing – cost of one gram of co-
caine on the street fell from $284 to $93 in the same period.558 Nevertheless, the 
U.S. government keeps insisting on escalating enforcement efforts and pushing 
other countries to follow the same approach.  

Unable to control drug use within its borders, the U.S. government effec-
tively outsourced its repressive emphasis on law enforcement to drug producing 
and transit countries. The U.S.-led “war on drugs” with all its negative social im-
plications is then waged as a proxy war, in Colombia and now increasingly also in 
Mexico. Mexico for a long time resisted extensive cooperation in this respect, 
aware of the possible implications for its sovereignty as well as public safety. 
High-level officials in politics as well as in the police were often connected with 
traffickers, which limited the potential for violent conflicts. However, constant 
U.S. pressure for stepped-up combat against the drug trade coupled with political 
fragmentation throughout the late 1990s led the central Mexican government to-
wards reliance on ever stricter and more repressive policies following the U.S. 
model and advice.  

From the point of view of bureaucratic politics, the central government, 
which is responsible for leading the fight against narcotics, uses the issue to assert 
control and power in local areas controlled by political opponents. Furthermore, 
for members of Mexican security forces, the emphasis on combat against traffick-
ers provides them with access to resources and powers unavailable in regular cir-
cumstances.559 U.S. support and backing of these interests plays an important role 
in this respect, the above-mentioned Merida Initiative under which U.S. will 
spend 550 million basically to further encourage the repressive approach was a 
clear indication of this sort of influence.  
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The U.S.-induced war on drugs has had devastating consequences for Mexi-
can society. Sporadic government successes have only fragmented the Mexican 
drug underworld, which led to more violence and serious crime. Public security 
seriously worsened and crime became one of the most important concern for most 
Mexicans.560 Traffickers under rival and government pressure have started to dis-
tribute drugs within Mexico as well, which led to dramatic increases in drug-
addiction. According to estimates, about 100,000 people are addicted to metham-
phetamines in Tijuana alone.561 The lure of the huge and lucrative U.S. drug mar-
ket combined with grinding poverty in Mexico means that as the government 
keeps arresting more and more people, there are always eager replacements avail-
able. Meanwhile, every peso spent on drug control is a peso not spent on educa-
tion or infrastructure. Given the severe budgetary constraints, this creates serious 
public policy problems – for example during the Fox administration in fiscal year 
2003 no money was allocated for new investments in schools while law-
enforcement budget kept expanding.562 Constant U.S. demands in this respect 
share an important part of the blame.  

As Mexican government became fully aligned with Washington’s position 
concerning the “war on drugs” during the Fox and Calderón presidencies, U.S. 
accomplished an important goal – frontlines of the struggle shifted across the bor-
der and became effectively externalized. Some of the worst drug-related violence 
occurred outside U.S. borders, which made it seem as if the drug problem were 
somehow extraneous, a dangerous and evil “other” that needed to be mercilessly 
eliminated. This view, often proliferated by U.S. media, is conveniently covering 
up the fact that insatiable demand in the U.S. is the main economic driving force 
behind the issue.563  

Loose gun-control laws in the U.S. have also been significantly worsening 
the drug control situation in Mexico – according to estimates, over 90% of weap-
onry used by traffickers has been purchased in the U.S. and then smuggled into 
Mexico. Enhanced firepower makes traffickers formidable opponents for law-
enforcement personnel, which then requires expensive weaponry to match their 
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strength. Given the abundance of smuggled semi-automatic guns within Mexico, 
any clashes are also more lethal for potential bystanders. In a somewhat sinister 
coincidence, U.S. conservatives who are pushing the hardest for escalation of the 
drug war are also those who are the fiercest opponents of any effective gun-
control laws. U.S. administrations have not been able to stop the flow of guns to 
Mexico despite repeated urgent requests by Mexican officials. Coupled with re-
luctance to provide adequate finances to drug treatment and prevention in the 
U.S., this shows the somewhat selective approach to the drug problem in general.  

On the whole, the “war on drugs” has been a clear case, where the U.S. gov-
ernment used the asymmetric relation with Mexico to strongly promote specific 
set of policies that it favored. Despite disagreements and reluctance, Mexican 
governments gradually became more and more cooperative, drawing praise and 
financial support from Washington in the process. At the same time, the situation 
within Mexico worsened as drug-related violence escalated. Despite all tactical 
successes, the “war on drugs” remains essentially a failure, with little or no effect 
on actual drug-use and availability of narcotics in the U.S. Consequences for 
Mexico have been even worse, as drug-use, addiction and drug-related crimes in-
creased over recent years, despite the intensive build-up of security forces.  
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8 Conclusions – Facing Asymmetric Relations 
 

Inequality is as dear to the American heart as liberty itself. 
     William Dean Howells 

 
Whenever our neighbour's house is on fire, it cannot be amiss for the engines to play a little on our own." 

    Edmund Burke 

 

8.1 Conceptualizing asymmetry 
Previous chapters attempted to describe and analyze in detail the critical issues in 
U.S.-Mexican relations with emphasis on the period since the start of liberaliza-
tion processes in Mexico in early 1980s. As we have seen, despite optimistic fore-
casts and partial progress, serious bilateral problems remain unresolved in all ar-
eas under scrutiny, i.e. migration policies, economic integration and development 
or combat against illegal drugs. Gradual economic and political liberalization in 
Mexico did not lead to tangible decrease in differences between the two countries, 
as some mainstream economic models would predict.564 On the contrary, as we 
have seen in Graph 15 above, the difference in terms of overall GDP actually kept 
increasing between U.S. and Mexico since 1988, effectively widening the asym-
metric gap between the two countries. 

8.1.1 Asymmetry in international relations 
The underlying asymmetry between the two states emerges from the analysis 

as a critical concept, that could on a more abstract level explain the conflicting 
bilateral issues and tensions between the two countries.565 The essentially unequal 
position of Mexico vis-à-vis the United States is at the root of difficulties with 
economic integration, immigration pressures as well as with trafficking in illegal 
drugs. The asymmetry serves as the source or engine of the dynamic cross-border 
processes. In such a parallel, border protections efforts create a semi-porous 
membrane in an attempt to filter and sort out licit and illicit aspects of the various 
flows generated by the asymmetric position.  

Crucial importance of asymmetry has been widely acknowledged and ana-
lyzed in many other fields of scholarly interest. As conflicts between stronger and 
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weaker forces have became a common form of military confrontations, asymmet-
ric warfare has been analyzed in great detail.566 Asymmetry between contracting 
parties has also been widely studied within the legal system, where the concept 
led for example to development of labor law, competition law or consumer pro-
tection law.567 In economics, asymmetry has been extensively researched with re-
spect to market power of participants as well as the problem of asymmetric infor-
mation in decision-making.568 Also in game-theoretical models, asymmetry be-
tween players is a key variable that profoundly changes outcomes and strate-
gies.569 In the social context, underlying asymmetry with respect to rights and 
power in gender and family relations has also been widely studied and came under 
increased criticism both in the U.S. and in Western Europe after World War II.570 
The concept plays an important role in the protection of minority rights in general, 
where by definition the minorities are inevitably in an asymmetric position vis-à-
vis the majority society.  

In international relations, the concept of asymmetry has not been developed 
to its full potential. Attention has been devoted primarily to economic factors and 
the subsequent analysis of the center-periphery or North-South divide.571 Limited 
attention devoted to asymmetry in international relations can be partly explained 
by the fact that international law is based on the premise that independent states 
are all sovereign and equal in their status and rights, thereby suppressing notions 
of any underlying asymmetry. Representatives of nation states are usually keen to 
highlight their independence and are very sensitive to any inferences regarding 
realistic inequality between states. Such posturing enhances their legitimacy with 
voters as well as increases their scope of possible actions, as has been explored in 
Chapter 3. The discourse of equality and independence is then also promoted by 
national media and wider public, and it can subsequently shape even the research 
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agenda. Stronger states are uncomfortable with the notion of asymmetry in inter-
national relations, as it might imply greater share of responsibility for outcomes. 
Weaker states are uneasy as well, as emphasis on asymmetry highlights their 
lesser significance and limited options. Nevertheless, despite frequent rhetorical 
assurances to the contrary, asymmetry between states is very real and often has 
decisive consequences for bilateral as well multilateral relations. Area studies 
specialists are maybe more sensitive to this fact, as for example the recent book 
on China and Vietnam by Brantly Womack suggests.572  

Asymmetry implies lack of symmetry, i.e. differences or irregularities with 
respect to observed attributes. It is a more value neutral term than inequality, 
which is often has negative connotations. At the same time, it is more precise than 
difference, which implies incomparable categories. When analyzed in the context 
of international relations, asymmetry between states can be related to various in-
dicators – overall economic output, economic output per capita, military strength, 
resource abundance, geographic extent, population or even internal political cohe-
sion. Each form of asymmetry can lead to specific outcomes within the bilateral 
framework.573  

As economic and social issues are the main subject of this work, overall level 
of economic development is taken as the most important indicator of asymmetry 
in this respect. In cases where the extent of asymmetry is high (such as Mexico 
and the United States) this variable is observable in a number of different indica-
tors (see Table 4 above). The fact that apart from higher level of economic devel-
opment U.S. has also more population and more powerful military only adds addi-
tional layers to the asymmetric relation. When I aggregate the various asymme-
tries and simply write about a stronger and a weaker state within the bilateral rela-
tionship, the level of economic development is the main component in this re-
spect. 

8.1.2 Model of basic options in an asymmetric relation 
In an asymmetric relation between a stronger and a weaker state, both have 

several policy options when approaching the other. The weaker state has basically 
only two conceptual choices – to open or to close itself with respect to the 
stronger state. If it chooses to close itself, it seeks to protect and safeguard na-
tional institutions or policies against potentially overpowering influence of the 
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stronger state. As means of achieving this closed position, such a state emphasizes 
the legalistic concept of national sovereignty and tries to protect its national econ-
omy through tariffs or active government role in the economy which restricts ac-
tivities of foreign companies. The closed weaker state also disregards its own 
shortcomings and heavily promotes national culture and nationalistic version of 
history in order to counter potentially corruptive influences from the stronger 
state. Such position of the weaker state might be beneficial for the ruling elites, as 
they can more easily disregard international constraints on their behavior. How-
ever, if this approach is taken too seriously, it leads to economic as well as politi-
cal isolation of the country.  

The other option for the weaker state is to open itself towards the stronger 
state with the goal of raising its level of economic as well as social development 
to the level of the stronger state, effectively diminishing the asymmetry. Opening 
can in this respect be defined as lowering the economic as well as political barri-
ers surrounding the country. It can also include pursuing economic integration 
with the stronger state and emulating its institutional structures and policies.  

Growth in influence and clout of the stronger state in the weaker state is often 
inherently involved in this process. Proponents of traditional nationalist views see 
this as a negative cost necessary to achieve the desired outcome of economic as 
well as social advancement. The outside influence can be also seen in positive 
light in cases where it effectively safeguards and reinforces the reform processes 
and politically undermines conservative local elites. If a weak state chooses to 
open itself, it is one of the rare instances where it can openly admit its own weak-
nesses, especially if they can be blamed on the previous political model associated 
with closed but unsuccessful policies. The opening option might in fact lead to 
rising levels of economic and social developments and to diminishing asymmetry 
with respect to the stronger state. However, as the case of Mexico and the U.S. 
demonstrated, success is not always guaranteed and depends on the approach of 
the stronger state as well.  

The stronger state has four basic options how to deal with asymmetric rela-
tions when facing weak states. The first option is to close itself, which means the 
stronger country would primarily try to limit contacts with the weaker state in or-
der to insulate itself against problematic issues arising from the asymmetry. These 
problematic issues might include mass immigration, spreading of economic insta-
bility as well as cross-border criminality. If sufficiently isolated, the stronger state 
does not have many incentives to get involved with the weaker state. This position 
does not preclude cooperation in cases where the stronger state can see clear bene-
fits, but when any complications arise, ties are unilaterally severed. When the 
stronger state opts for the closed strategy, the discursive dichotomy of „us“ versus 
„them“ is strengthened, making subsequent policy changes away from the closed 
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approach more difficult. By pursuing the closed policies, the stronger state gives 
up potential commercial opportunities and political goodwill for the notion of un-
hampered unilateral policies with little or no regard for the consequences in the 
weaker state. 

The second option for the strong state is to pursue “open” policies and ac-
tively engage the weaker state. This means assisting the weaker state with its most 
serious problems and trying to solve contentious bilateral issues in mutually ac-
ceptable ways. Following this approach, the strong state admits at least partial re-
sponsibility for cross-border problems and is therefore willing to eliminate their 
root causes in cooperation with the weaker state and to commit sufficient re-
sources to such issues. Emphasis on cooperation in the stronger state helps to dif-
fuse the „us“ versus „them“ mentality conducive to unilateral and potentially 
damaging measures. In the short run, resources and efforts spent to assist the 
weaker state might seem wasted, but in the long run the open approach can be 
significantly beneficial for the stronger state as well. By helping the weaker state 
with the most critical economic and social issues, the stronger state broadens its 
surrounding perimeter of security and stability as well as mitigates potentially 
negative consequences of the underlying asymmetry.  

The third option the stronger state has when faced with a weaker state is to 
ignore it and focus its attention elsewhere, be it relations with other strong states 
or a military campaign against a different weaker state. In such a case, policy of 
the stronger state is then determined by partial interests and contingent factors, 
without any active unified and coherent policy. Outcomes of such approach can 
vary widely, but failure of consistent encouragement of the weaker state can seri-
ously undermine any opening or reformist attempts there. This third option of es-
sentially ignoring the weaker state is in a way an indulgence available only to the 
stronger state in the asymmetric relationship. The potentially overwhelming influ-
ence of the stronger state requires some sort of basic response from the weaker 
state, which cannot just ignore the stronger neighbor. 

Last but not least, the stronger state in an asymmetric relationship can also 
use its position to try to dominate the weaker state, advancing its interests or pro-
moting its values by threatening or using overwhelming military force if neces-
sary. This is a costly and dangerous option. It deeply antagonizes the government 
of the weaker state even if it complies with requested demands. If it does not 
comply and is subsequently removed by force and replaced by government favor-
able (and cooperating) with the stronger state, it can easily lead to widespread 
hostility of the general population of the weaker state towards the stronger state, 
especially if the population identifies strongly with the country. This seriously 
hampers any attempts at mutual cooperation in the future. In the short run, the 
dominating approach might best serve the narrowly conceived national interest of 
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the stronger state, but it creates perilous liabilities and serious problems in bilat-
eral relations later on.  

Specifics of each asymmetric relationship depend on the interplay of basic 
approaches selected by the stronger and the weaker state (see Table 16). If the 
weaker state chooses to close itself, its relations with the stronger state will always 
be potentially tense, the degree of tension being related to the basic attitude of the 
stronger state. If the stronger state chooses to close itself as well, official contacts 
will be limited, but the relationship will be stable, as both states would primarily 
mind their own business. However, serious bilateral issues will be very difficult to 
resolve.  

If the stronger state chooses to open itself towards the closed weaker state 
and to actively encourage solutions to bilateral problems, tensions with the gov-
ernment of the weaker state would inevitably rise. Active policies of the stronger 
state would be perceived as efforts to extend its influence. If the stronger state is 
vigorously advocating policies that the government of the weaker state is trying to 
block, unofficial contacts might increase and strengthen opponents within the 
closed weaker regime. In case the stronger state chooses to ignore the closed weak 
state, it enables the weak state to select from available contacts only those that are 
not threatening its closed position. However, bilateral issues important for the 
weaker state would be hard to resolve, as the stronger state is not likely to provide 
sufficient cooperation. In the last option, if the stronger state tries to dominate the 
weaker closed one, conflict inevitably ensues. It might lead to the removal of the 
government of the weaker state, if the stronger state is willing to put enough re-
sources into such an endeavor. At the same time, it might also lead to further clos-
ing of the weaker state, where the government under pressure limits contact with 
the outside world as well as economic and political liberties in order to protect 
itself.  

If the weaker state acknowledges its asymmetric position and decides to open 
itself with the goal of approaching the level of the stronger state, the relationship 
is again dependent on the attitude of the latter. If it chooses to maintain a pre-
dominantly closed position and not actively engage the weaker state, any trans-
formative processes in the weaker state would take long and be of uncertain out-
come. Support of the stronger state is often essential in this respect, as it can pro-
vide expertise, resources and political backing for the endeavor.  

In case the stronger state actively supports the weaker state as the latter is 
opening up, the chances of success are considerably higher. Asymmetry between 
the two countries is likely to diminish, which eases bilateral problems and enables 
further cooperation. In the third case, when the stronger state ignores an opening 
by the weaker state, there exists a danger that only selected special interests from 
the stronger state will take advantage of the situation. The transformative process 
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might become distorted and the desired goal of the weaker state to overcome the 
asymmetry unfulfilled. Lastly, if the stronger state tries to dominate an open weak 
state, it can use its resources to support the political factions and economic groups 
within the weaker state, which would then promote its narrowly conceived inter-
ests. Such a strategy might be very effective, but risks fomenting aversion of those 
left out of such an arrangement, leading to risk of backlash in the long run, espe-
cially if the asymmetry between the two countries is not decreasing.  

This model includes only static outcomes and does not capture dynamic 
processes within an evolving asymmetric relation. Especially in case of countries 
that are geographically close to each other and are thus forced to interact repeat-
edly, this aspect is very important. It is clear that the approach of the stronger state 
is again critical in this respect – by restraining its dominating impulses and pursu-
ing open policies, it can induce opening in the weaker state. Conversely, if it de-
cides to close itself or dominate the weaker state, it effectively encourages the 
weaker state to close as well. As the case of U.S. and Mexico demonstrated, the 
position of the stronger state is especially important when the weaker state is un-
dergoing a dynamic transition from “closed” to “open” attitudes and policies. 
Eventual success of this transformation process is to a large extent dependent on 
adequate response of the neighboring stronger state. The model also presents gen-
eralized ideal types of behavior, which is helpful for the purposes of concise 
analysis, but quite imprecise. Governments can at times pursue several policies in 
different areas at once, which can fall into different categories within the model. 
However, aggregate general attitude can usually be discerned even in such cases, 
or specific areas can be analyzed in isolation. 
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Table 16: Asymmetric relations – schematic overview 

Approach of 
the weaker 
state:  
 
Approach of 
the stronger 
state: 

 
Weaker closed 
 

 
Weaker open 
 

 
Stronger closed 

Potentially tense official relations 

Minimum official contact 

Limited unofficial ties if beneficial 
to both states  

Transformation occur-
ring in weaker state 

Results uncertain, as 
the stronger state is 
not supportive 

 
Stronger open 

Tense official relations 

Pressure for changes in the 
weaker state detested by its gov-
ernment as undue interference  

Unofficial ties with opposition in 
weaker state 

Potentially successful 
transformation in the 
weaker state 

Bilateral issues re-
solved cooperatively. 

 
Stronger  
indifferent 

Relations dependent on contingen-
cies  

Selective contacts approved by the 
regime in the weaker state 

Transformation in the 
weaker state 

Danger of undermin-
ing by special interests 
from the stronger state 

 
Stronger 
dominating 

Conflict with the government of 
the weaker state 

Change of government, or further 
closing of the weaker state 

Political factions fa-
vorable to the stronger 
state prevail 

Potential backlash in 
the long run if asym-
metry is not decreasing 
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8.2 Application of the model, conclusions 
Putting U.S.-Mexican relations in this more abstract framework helps us bet-

ter understand and explain the underlying bilateral issues. Dominating approach 
of the U.S. in the 19th century was successful especially during the open Porfiriato 
period, but at the expanse of eventually antagonizing the Mexican population. 
Throughout most of the 20th century, Mexico then tried to maintain a closed atti-
tude vis-à-vis the United States, as it was fearful of potentially dominating influ-
ence given the troubled historical legacies. To shield itself, Mexican government 
championed the principle of non-intervention and rigorous compliance with 
norms of international law, which does not reflect realistic asymmetry. The gov-
ernment strictly regulated foreign investment and at times nationalized private 
property belonging to foreigners. One of the rationales for the authoritarian na-
tionalist one-party political system was to shelter Mexico from outside interfer-
ence, as outsiders might have exploited intense political struggles.  

After sporadic but unsuccessful attempts to pursue the dominating approach 
in the first half of the 20th century, U.S. government largely ignored Mexico and 
focused on specific areas of cooperation, especially in preventing potential com-
munist influence.574 It also tried to close itself from selected negative conse-
quences of the asymmetric relation, especially the illicit drug trade and illegal 
immigration, but without much success. In the 1980s, Mexico became a focus of 
increased U.S. attention, both because of the magnitude of the economic crisis 
there and interest of non-governmental organizations concerned with electoral 
fairness and human rights. This indirectly strengthened pressures on political re-
form within Mexico.575 At that time, Mexican government realized that its closed 
position is becoming untenable and started to open the economy as well as the po-
litical process with the declared goal of bridging the development gap with respect 
to the U.S. 

The U.S., however, became fully cooperative and open in this process at the 
beginning of the 1990s only with respect to the economy. This effort was strongly 
supported by a small group of corporations especially in the car production indus-
try that were ready to take advantage of the Mexican economic situation. The U.S. 
continued with its essentially closed unilateral approach with respect to immigra-
tion and drug trafficking. Alternative policies advocated by Mexican govern-
ments, such as legalization of the migration flows and emphasis on reduction of 
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demand for illegal drugs within the U.S. would be preferable for the Mexican re-
formist and opening project.  

After the 9/11 attacks Mexico became again largely ignored by top U.S. poli-
cymakers, which contributed to the shortcomings of the open Mexican approach. 
Only selected regions and social groups benefit from it, and the highly polarized 
presidential election in 2006 demonstrated the level of disenchantment with liber-
alizing reforms that were supposed to bring Mexico closer to the U.S. The opposi-
tion candidate Lopéz Obrador, who lost the election by the narrowest margin, was 
a champion of more reserved or even closed attitude towards the U.S. Policies of 
the U.S., which failed to actively engage and decisively support Mexico in its re-
formist attempts, played a significant role in this respect.  

Failure of the U.S. to effectively cooperate with Mexico has particularly 
tragic consequences with regards to immigration policies. Wide discrepancies on 
the regional labor market are a natural consequence of the persisting underlying 
economic asymmetry. Efforts to criminalize and drastically curb illegal immigra-
tion are hurting Mexico’s interests, as remittances from migrants are a substantial 
resource for domestic development. Building of an expensive border wall recently 
approved by U.S. Congress is a clear example of this shortsighted and at its root 
hysteric attitude, which does not take into account wider context of the problem. 
In an analogy with the “fortification” of border towns such as San Diego or El 
Paso in 1994, we can expect the diversion of migration flows to more dangerous 
locations or riskier modes of transport, such as underground tunnels, sealed con-
tainers or catapults with a landing mattress on the U.S. side. 576  

The Museum of Berlin Wall on Checkpoint Charlie contains many ingenious 
examples of how desperate people tried to outsmart border controls. East German 
border patrol in the end managed to stop virtually all emigration, but this effort 
consumed enormous amount of manpower and resources. Moreover, emigrants 
were regularly shot at without warning while attempting to cross. There was also 
limited traffic between East and West Germany, whereas in the case of U.S. and 
Mexico, 4.7 million trucks and 88 million passenger cars crossed it in 2006 alone, 
making it the busiest border in the world.577  

Why is it that the U.S. finds it so difficult to cooperate more fully with Mex-
ico with respect to immigration, even if it would be in mutual long-term interest 
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of both countries? Some explanations are provided by neo-Marxist analyses, 
which claim that the current system places the most advantageous in the hands of 
cynical U.S. capitalists. Enough illegal workers get through the border anyway 
(the labor pool is expanding), but these workers are very vulnerable given their 
undocumented status. As described in Chapter 6, they cannot complain or form 
effective trade unions and need to settle for low wages. However, in recent years 
even workplace raids intensified, putting U.S. corporations employing illegals in 
great economic risks, as great portion of the workforce can disappear overnight.578  

More relevant explanation for the shortsighted closed U.S. approach and lack 
of cooperation can be based on effects of the asymmetry itself. The asymmetry is 
used as an important mark of superiority and exceptionality of the U.S., especially 
by conservative analysts. In international politics, such position calls for unilateral 
steps that disregard Mexican interests, as was demonstrated in the debate about 
immigration reform. The asymmetry can also be used to generate xenophobic sen-
timents, where Mexicans are stereotyped as “the others”, which often also implies 
that they are “poorer”, “less developed” and generally “worse” than people within 
the U.S. This sort of reasoning prepares ground for the closed approach and forti-
fication of the borders, as “the other” is seen as threatening domestic institutions, 
which might start to look like the ones in Mexico.579 Even though over 40 million 
Hispanics already peacefully reside within the U.S., which makes these fears to a 
great extent groundless, the persisting and very real asymmetry between the two 
states provides this attitude with credibility and potential for political exploitation.  

For its part, Mexico for a long time maintained the closed position and tried 
to pretend that dramatic asymmetry between the two countries did not exist. In 
this way, realistic cooperation on bilateral issues like immigration was precluded 
by the underlying asymmetry. However, once Mexican authorities realistically 
assessed their position, they were able to promote policies that would alleviate 
consequences of the asymmetrical situation. For example the emigrants ceased to 
be considered as traitors to the project of national development and became heroes 
who risk their lives to fulfill desire for a better life for themselves and their fami-
lies. Steps were also taken to facilitate sending of remittances and to decrease the 
costs of doing so, as described in Chapter 6. Ever increasing cross-border money 
flows indicate that the family ties remain strong even in cases where immigrants 
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are forced to live in very dire conditions in the U.S.580 For the PRI government it 
was not easy to face the asymmetry squarely, as it bore a big share of responsibil-
ity for the situation given its long-term rule. President Fox of the PAN had easier 
position in this respect, but intransigence by U.S. dashed any hopes for further 
positive steps.  

With respect to narcotics control, Mexico has for a long time also tried to 
maintain a close approach when facing U.S. pressure, which was at times openly 
pursuing dominating policies such as Operation Intercept in 1969. With economic 
and political opening in Mexico, U.S. was more and more able to use its asym-
metric position and have its demands fulfilled by the Mexican government, even 
if the U.S.-supported approach resulted in distorted budgetary priorities and in-
creased violence within Mexico. Unless the Mexican population can be convinced 
of the necessity and usefulness of this strategy, negative political backlash will 
very likely follow. 

On the economic front, even if both countries pursued basically open policies 
since adoption of the NAFTA, asymmetry has increased rather than decreased in 
this respect. The economic opening in Mexico was done according to neoliberal 
prescriptions, which did not take the profound asymmetry sufficiently into ac-
count. Far from assisting Mexico with its most pressing economic problems, the 
U.S. focused on available competitive advantages for its companies instead. As 
described in Chapter 2, bridging the asymmetric gap would require more active 
policies from the U.S. It can also serve as a remainder that even if both countries 
opt for open policies, asymmetries can nevertheless persist for a long time.  

Overall, the attitude of the stronger partner in an asymmetric relation is cru-
cial for outcomes in bilateral issues. This greater influence also brings greater re-
sponsibility for the ensuing results. Misunderstanding of this dynamics leads the 
U.S. to continue its current policies towards Mexico, which too often present 
Mexico as a disconnected entity, the symbolic “other” with limited relevance to 
interests of the U.S. Such approach leads to policies that only delay potential de-
creases in asymmetry between the two countries. As most important cross-border 
issues are rooted in this unequal status, such attitude is not going to provide satis-
factory solutions anytime soon. As the stronger state, U.S. should realize that it is 
in its long-term interest to change this approach. 

8.3 Implications and discussion of findings 
One of the implications from the model of asymmetric relations is that once 

the weaker states decide to open themselves to more powerful international forces, 
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they need political as well as economic support from their stronger neighboring 
partners. As asymmetry invariably creates cross-border tensions as well as social 
problems, which can seriously affect both countries, it is in long-term interest of 
stronger states to provide such assistance. It is one of the instances in international 
politics where normative issues presumably correlate with self interest quite well, 
as many would consider assisting the weaker countries also the right thing to do. 
However, the asymmetry can also trigger protective sentiments in the proximate 
stronger state fearful of exposure to the weaker state. It might lead to the type of 
closed or dominating policies that will only deepen the asymmetry, which is the 
root cause of most bilateral problems. 

There are numerous indicators that reliance only on liberalization of the 
economy is often not an adequate policy of the stronger state when facing asym-
metric relations with weaker neighbor, especially in cases of dramatic asymme-
tries of power and resources within the weaker state. Liberalization causes rises in 
inequality even in industrialized countries with advanced social protections and 
this mechanism is usually much more dramatic in weaker developing states. As 
we have seen in the case of Mexico, the danger is that even if on the aggregate 
level the economic indicators for the weaker state seem positive, in reality social 
problems and polarization caused by economic asymmetry within the country 
might get even worse. 

Another danger worth mentioning with respect to asymmetric relations is that 
the stronger state misuses its dominance to promote policies within the weaker 
state which are not in best interests of the latter. Aggressive militarization of the 
“war on drugs” in Mexico, which shifted attention away from necessary demand 
reduction in the U.S. is a case in point. Such approach by the stronger state risks 
resentments and strengthens political forces within the weaker state that would 
prefer more closed policies. To avoid potential backlash, the stronger state needs 
to be more considerate to the needs of the weaker state and coordinate its efforts 
with it accordingly.  

From the conclusions above it might seem that any asymmetry is inherently 
wrong and therefore should be eliminated whenever possible. Such inference 
would be incorrect, as asymmetry is to some extent natural and cannot be com-
pletely abolished as such, which is true also in the realm of international politics. 
However, high levels of asymmetry, especially with respect to economic well-
being, can easily create serious social problems and tensions that are subsequently 
negatively affecting both the stronger and the weaker state in an asymmetric rela-
tionship, especially in the case of geographic proximity. One stable scenario is for 
both sides to close themselves, reducing mutual contact to a minimum. This op-
tion can be prohibitively costly in terms of lost economic opportunities or techni-
cally impossible due to lack of resources. More sensible policy in this respect is to 
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cooperate on decreasing the level of asymmetry, which automatically alleviates 
the problems associated with it.  

Using the conceptual tools for analyzing asymmetric relations, further re-
search can be conducted in cases where asymmetry is one of the defining features 
of bilateral relationships. Different contexts might of course produce various ana-
lytical conclusions to the nature and conduct within asymmetric relations. Com-
parison of further case studies might provide valuable findings concerning asym-
metric interactions in general which would be confirmed by stronger and more 
diverse evidence. Examples of further research in this respect might include Ger-
many and Poland (or Czech Republic), Italy and Albania, France and Morocco (or 
Algeria), South Africa and Botswana, Russia and Kazakhstan (or other Central 
Asian republics), or even China and Vietnam or India and Bangladesh. The model 
presented here was developed based on the U.S.-Mexican experience and is there-
fore best applicable in cases where both the level of asymmetry and the level of 
interaction between the two countries is very high. Effects of asymmetry would 
nevertheless be interesting to observe in less pronounced cases as well.  

Finally, on a more abstract level, bringing attention to the concept of asym-
metry and its relevance for area studies as well as political science is in itself an 
important objective. Real-life relationships are always to some extent asymmetri-
cal, which has deep implications for both participants. It is, however, easier to as-
sume equality or symmetry among analytical units for purposes of conceptualiza-
tion and theorization, both in economics or in game theoretical models. The ensu-
ing prevalent fiction of equality and symmetry severely distorts analysis in two 
ways. First, it tends to exonerate stronger parties in asymmetric relationships 
when they pursue actions harmful to the weaker party, as both parties are pre-
sumed to have similar capabilities and options. On a metaphorical level, the fail-
ure to distinguish asymmetry can lead to the proverbial free fox in a free chicken 
run. It also often tends to shift blame for specific problems associated with the re-
lationship disproportionately on the weaker party by underestimating the extent to 
which the stronger party is responsible for the outcome. At the same time, asym-
metry can as well serve as a convenient excuse for the weaker party, which tries to 
cover up its own shortcomings and responsibilities, thus making constructive co-
operation between the two parties even more difficult. As asymmetry is closer to 
the observed reality than the rather comfortable fiction of symmetry, increased 
attention to the issue might provide fresh insights into various other social phe-
nomena as well. 
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Annex 1: Selected events from the history of U.S.-
Mexican relations  

 
 

1819 – Adams-Onís Treaty establishes borders between Spanish colonies and 
United States. Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah and California still parts of the 
Viceroyalty of Spain. 

1821 – After prolonged struggle, Mexico gains independence from Spain 

1821 – Moses Austin receives land grants to colonize Tejas by Anglo settlers 

1826 – At the Pan-American congress, Mexico blocks U.S. efforts at hemispheric 
trade accord, citing fears of U.S. political influence 

1836 – During Texas fight for independence, Mexican army defeats Texas inde-
pendence fighters at the Alamo, heroic defense of the Alamo is remembered to 
this day 

1836 – In the battle of San Jacinto, Sam Houston defeats Mexican army and se-
cures independence of Texas 

1840 – Mexican states Nuevo León, Coahuila and Tamaulipas unsuccessfully try 
to secede from Mexico as a Republic of Rio Grande 

1845 – Texas admitted as a U.S. state, Mexico breaks diplomatic relations 

1846 – U.S.-Mexican War starts following a minor border dispute  

1847 – General Winfield Scott enters Mexico City  

1848 – Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexico cedes the area of present day Texas, 
Arizona, New Mexico, California to U.S. Tensions rise between Mexicans and 
new Anglo settlers on these territories 

1854 – Gadsden Purchase – U.S. acquires additional land in southern Arizona and 
New Mexico for the purposes of railway construction 

1859 – Juan Cortina launches local rebellion against Anglo landowners in Texas, 
suppressed by Texas rangers, a paramilitary Anglo force  
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1857-1861 War of the Reform in Mexico, pitting conservatives (with the support 
of the Catholic church) and liberals, the latter led by Benito Juaréz eventually pre-
vail 

1861-1867 French intervention in Mexico to install Maximilian of Habsburg as 
emperor, Juaréz escapes to Northern Mexico and seeks assistance from the U.S., 
only limited support provided due to ongoing Civil War 

1867 – Benito Juaréz recaptures Mexico City, Maximilian of Habsburg executed 

1876-1911 Presidency of Porfirio Díaz, authoritarian regime with emphasis on 
economic growth and foreign investment 

1884 – First railroad connection between Mexico and United States through El 
Paso 

1890-1900 – Extensive mining in Arizona and New Mexico attracts more settlers, 
forces Mexican-Americans from their lands 

1904 – First immigration inspectors patrol the border to prevent unauthorized 
immigration of Asian immigrants following the Chinese Exclusion Act 

1910 – After heavily manipulated elections, unsuccessful candidate Francisco 
Madero leads a revolt against Porfirio Díaz under the slogan of no re-election 
principle, starting the Mexican Revolution 

1913 – U.S. Ambassador Henry L. Wilson conspires with conservative Mexican 
generals, after a coup, Victoriano Huerta is proclaimed President and Madero is 
assassinated 

1914 – U.S President Woodrow Wilson fails to acknowledge Huerta and after the 
Tampico incident orders occupation of Veracruz 

1916 – After sacking the U.S. border town of Columbus by revolutionary general 
Francisco „Pancho“ Villa, U.S. sends forces to Northern Mexico under general 
Pershing to capture Villa 

1917 – In the Zimmerman telegram affair, Germany induces Mexico to declare 
war on the U.S. in the event U.S. enters World War I., publication of the telegram 
causes outrage in U.S.  



Selected events from the history of U.S.-Mexican relations 

 265 

1917 – Mexican constitution adopted in Queretáro, encompassing many revolu-
tionary demands, including redistribution of land and declaration of inalienable 
national resources 

1919 – Emiliano Zapata, revolutionary leader who emphasized land reform, is as-
sassinated by government forces 

1923 – Bucareli Accords between U.S. and Mexico limit the application of Mexi-
can Constitution to U.S. businesses 

1924 - The Immigration Act of 1924 establishes the United States Border Patrol 

1929 – National Revolutionary Party (Partido Nacional Revolucionario, PNR) 
founded by President Plutarco Elias Calles to gain control over various factions of 
the revolutionary movement. The party controls Mexican political life under the 
name Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, 
PRI) until 2000 

1929-1934 Unemployment throughout the Great Depression leads to repatriation 
of 500,000 Mexicans 

1934 – Famous Mexican muralist Diego Rivera refuses to replace the face of 
Lenin on a mural for the Rockefeller Center in New York City. Nelson Rockefel-
ler orders the destruction of the mural 

1938 – President Lázaro Cárdenas nationalizes British and United States railroad 
and oil industries, making him hugely popular at home and leading to severe ten-
sions with the U.S.  

1942 – Bracero Program adopted, under which Mexican laborers can legally work 
on U.S., more than 4.6 million labor contracts until termination in 1964 

1947 – Settlement provides compensation to foreign investors for pre-war wave of 
nationalization 

1968 – Student protests before Olympic games repressed, over 100 are killed in 
the square of Tlatelolco in Mexico City. CIA collaborates in the suppression of 
left-wing elements 

1969 – U.S. launches Operation Intercept, effectively closing the border to pres-
sure Mexico on counter-narcotic efforts 
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1970-1976 - Mexican President Luis Echeverría promotes Third World interests 
and criticizes international capitalist exploits 

1973 - Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) created by U.S. Congress to co-
ordinate anti-narcotic enforcement policies 

1975 – Mexico launches Operation Condor, a major drug-interdiction program 

1982 - President José Lopéz Portillo visits Nicaragua and praises the Sandinista 
revolution 

1982 – Mexico defaults on its foreign debt, President Lopéz Portillo nationalizes 
all banks in Mexico, Mexican peso devaluates, economic crisis spreads 

1982 – 1988 President Miguel de la Madrid tries to contain economic crisis, steps 
are taken to gradually liberalize the economy 

1985 – Powerful earthquake in Mexico City exposes government inefficiency 

1985 – DEA agent Enrique Camarena tortured to death by Mexican traffickers, 
complicity of high-level officials in Mexico alleged 

1986 - The Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) legalizes over 2 million 
Mexicans working in the U.S., border controls and employer sanctions for em-
ploying illegal workers increase 

1988 – Carlos Salinas de Gortari of the ruling PRI defeats Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas 
of the more leftist Frente Democrático Nacional (later PRD) in elections widely 
believed to be fraudulent 

November 1993 – After highly contentious floor debate, U.S. Congress ratifies the 
North American Free Trade Area 

January 1994 – Zapatista uprising in Chiapas turns attention to the plight of rural 
Mexico  

October 1994 – Clinton administration announces Operation Gatekeeper, which 
amounts to fortification of the border in urban areas 

1994 – Murder of PRI presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio and leading 
PRI politician José Ruiz Massieu expose potential links of organized crime into 
Mexican politics  
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December 1994 – Mexican central bank cannot defend the value of the peso, 
sharp devaluation and capital flight ensue, resulting in dramatic recession  

Spring 1995 – U.S. government provides emergency credit to Mexico to tackle the 
peso crisis 

1997 – PRI loses absolute majority in Mexican Congress 

1999 – U.S. Customs department concludes Operation Casablanca targeted at 
money laundering operations in Mexico, Mexican government protests as it was 
not notified about the operation at all 

2000 – Vicente Fox of the PAN becomes President, high hopes of improved rela-
tions with U.S.  

2002 – Mexico withdraws from the Rio Treaty, a hemispheric military alliance 
signed in 1947.  

2001 – U.S. and Mexico sign Partnership for Prosperity, aimed to enhance public-
private partnerships and enhance investment and economic growth 

2001 – After terrorist attacks, immigration reform stalled, border protection be-
comes U.S. priority 

2003 – Mexican representatives at the U.N. are against U.S. intervention to Iraq, 
leading to diplomatic rift. 

2004 – Attempts at immigration reform stall in U.S. Congress, millions of illegal 
workers demonstrate against harsh provision included in the House of Representa-
tives proposal 

2005 – United States, Mexico and Canada sign Security and Prosperity Partner-
ship of North America, aiming at increased cooperation in security and economic 
issues 

2006 – Felipe Calderón of the PAN wins a highly contested election over Andrés 
Manuel Lopéz Obrador of the PRD, U.S. tacitly supports Calderón. 

2007 – Mérida Initiative announced, under which U.S. will provide funds and 
equipment to Mexico related to War on Drugs. 
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