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The United States found few supporters among Latin 
American countries for its position during the runup to the 
war in Iraq. The main annoyance in the U.S. government 
centered on Mexico and Chile because they were 
members of the United Nations Security Council when the 
U.S.-UK-Spain second resolution on the use of force 
against Iraq came up, and these countries indicated they 
would have voted “no” had the resolution not been 
withdrawn. Official U.S. displeasure has since manifested 
itself in a variety of ways: the lack of any direct 
communication between President Bush and President 
Fox of Mexico; and the delay in signing the completed 
free trade agreement (FTA) with Chile even as the United 
States went ahead with the Singapore FTA.  
 
Other than the anticipated compulsion to cast votes in the 
Security Council, there was little difference between the 
attitudes of Mexico and Chile as compared with the rest of 
Latin America. Opinion polls taken at that time in other 
key countries showed that public sentiment was against 
the U.S. position. In Brazil, the anti-U.S. majority was 
more than 80 percent; in Argentina it was 85 percent. The 
comparable anti-U.S. sentiment was 90 percent in Mexico 
and 85 percent in Chile. The major exception to this 
attitude was Colombia, which enjoys U.S. support in 
fighting its own internal guerilla movements. Public 
sentiment on this issue in Latin America was not much 
different from that in other regions, such as Europe, Asia, 
and the Middle East.  
 
There is a long history of tension in U.S.-Latin American 
relations, however, that goes back more than a century and 
a half, and one has to ask why this has been so. U.S. 
independence as a nation came slightly earlier than it did 
generally in Latin America. The governing elites in both 
areas were European—British essentially in the United 
States and Canada, and Spanish and Portuguese in Latin 
America—but political and economic developments in the 
two regions have diverged from the outset. I will not get 
into all the reasons that might explain this divergence, 

except to note that one outcome of this has been tense 
public attitudes between the two regions.  
Was this inevitable, given their different post-
independence experiences? Probably yes. But these 
differences were aggravated by 150 years of actions that 
made common sentiments near impossible.  
 
The accepted cliché is that Latin Americans have love-
hate feelings toward the United States. Latin Americans, 
as this analysis goes, love U.S. openness and creature 
comforts but hate U.S. arrogance. The words love and 
hate are too stark; respect for U.S. democracy and 
openness coexist with resentment of U.S. actions. There is 
considerable annoyance with U. S. pretensions of 
superiority. We have long understood the existence of 
these attitudes and from time to time have sought to dispel 
or soften them, as in the Good Neighbor policy of the 
1930s and the Alliance for Progress of the 1960s. U.S. 
attitudes toward Latin America are so ingrained, however, 
that our policies to moderate them do not last long. At 
their core is the U.S. perception that Latin American 
nations are not U.S. equals, have not developed successful 
economies, and are only now—after more than 150 
years—shedding authoritarian and military rule. Deep 
down, I believe that Americans are unlikely to treat Latin 
American nations with the dignity and equality they seek 
until they demonstrate that they can achieve consistent 
economic growth under entrenched democratic systems.  
 
Demonstrations of the condescending behavior of the U.S. 
government can be cited endlessly. There are sporadic 
U.S. efforts to demonstrate that we know Latin America is 
down there, south of us, and that the countries and people 
have their own developmental and political aspirations. 
But U.S. attention to the region is like a person on one 
side of a seesaw—it all depends on circumstance whether 
he is up or down. The Alliance for Progress was a reaction 
to Castro’s takeover of the Cuban government. U.S. 
attention on Central America exploded during the Cold 
War when we feared the influence of the Soviet Union, 
and largely disappeared after that. President Jimmy Carter 
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promoted human rights in Latin America and, although 
the region’s authoritarian leaders resented these intrusions, 
much of the citizenry welcomed them. The U.S. 
government has all but ignored Latin America since 9/11. 
It had no inhibitions in invading countries to bring about 
regime change: the Dominican Republic, Grenada, 
Panama are relatively recent examples. None of these 
regimes was estimable, but we felt freer to intervene in 
Latin America than against equally obnoxious regimes in 
other parts of the world.  
 
Congressional actions on Latin America are sometimes 
just plain unthinking. Within the past few days, 
Congressman Cass Ballenger (R-NC) offered an 
amendment to a non-binding resolution that stated that 
any agreement on migration between Mexico and the 
United States should also include an accord to open 
Petróleos Mexicanos to investment by U.S. oil companies 
and reforms to make Pemex’s operations more transparent 
and efficient. In light of the emotional feelings in Mexico 
about public ownership of oil resources, this kind of 
gratuitous command can only serve to complicate 
President Fox’s political task of convincing his opposition 
to reform Mexico’s natural gas and electricity generation 
structure. How would the U.S. Congress react if a 
Mexican legislator linked Mexico’s willingness to open its 
market to corn-fructose imports from the United States to 
action on immigration matters? Or to improvements in the 
U.S. health care system, which is undoubtedly more 
incoherent and costly than are Pemex’s operations? 
 
By now, we are all familiar with the findings of the Pew 
Research Center’s study on global attitudes toward the 
United States. These public opinion surveys found that 
although a large reservoir of goodwill toward the United 
States remains in most countries, favorability ratings have 
fallen since 2000 in 19 of the 27 countries where 
benchmarks are available. In Latin America, where 
majorities in most countries retain a positive view of the 
United States, favorable opinion has declined since 2000 
in seven of the eight countries surveyed. This ambiguity in 
sentiment toward the United States not only has a long 
history, but the findings are highly sensitive to recent 
circumstances—such as the U.S. position in Iraq. 
 
Two pragmatic questions remain: 1) Do these ambiguous 
attitudes in Latin America toward the United States 
matter? 2) If they do, what can be done about the 
problem? 
 
Part of the answer to the first question is that the U.S. 
government sometimes thinks that these attitudes matter 
very much. The Alliance for Progress demonstrated this. 
So did the Reagan administration’s efforts to prevent 
entrenchment of governments that supported the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War. The positions of Chile and 

Mexico in the Security Council were based on public 
opposition in those countries to the U.S. resolution, and 
President Vicente Fox of Mexico had the added problem 
of an upcoming congressional election—but, nevertheless, 
the United States was annoyed by the lack of support for 
its Iraq position. Had public attitudes in the two countries 
been different, had their publics supported the U.S. stance, 
their positions in the Security Council surely would have 
been more favorable to the United States.  
 
The main reason we must care about public attitudes in 
Latin America toward the United States is that we share a 
hemisphere. We have been the hegemon on this continent 
and would prefer to lead by example and not by pressure. 
The U.S. government wanted the Chile FTA, and it can 
only be considered a foreign policy failure to allow 
disgruntlement over Chile’s position on an extraneous 
issue to trump the trade position. Is a trade agreement 
something that we confer politically on countries, or is it 
intended, in and of itself, to be of mutual benefit?  
 
As for the second question—on what we can do and what 
Latin America can do to moderate the swings in public 
sentiment toward each other—the answer is much harder 
to give. We cannot order the U.S. government to have a 
longer attention span on Latin America. Latin America 
has made much economic and social progress, but the 
process of transforming the countries from developing to 
developed, with sophisticated democratic structures, will 
not be instantaneous. We can do more to educate the U.S. 
public about the cultures in Latin America, especially now 
that we are increasing the Latino element in our own 
society. Equally important, we can ask U.S. legislators to 
please think before they speak. We can try to treat people 
from the region with the dignity they deserve. The U.S. 
president, whether Clinton or Bush, can set an example by 
demonstrating in speeches and through deeds that his 
attention to the region is consistent and durable. We can 
move ahead with the Free Trade Area of the Americas, 
which most of the countries of the region want; this is the 
most positive feature of our current hemispheric policy.  
 
We can, in theory, do all of these things. We have never 
done so consistently in the past. But maybe we can do 
better, just as we want Latin American governments to do 
better in providing decent lives for their populations. 
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