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Some Recent Examples of the Dependency/Dominance Relationship between Mexico and the United States
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When two neighboring countries have vastly disparate economic
and political power, one can expect a dependency/dominance
relationship to develop. This was the case between Germany
and Poland for much of the twentieth century and between
Japan and Korea until Japan’s defeat in World War II. The
power differences between the United States and Mexico have
existed since at least the U.S. land grab in its war with Mexico
more than 150 years ago, and they have shaped the approach of
each country to the other. Mexico, over much of this time, has
made policy in important areas such as trade, foreign
investment, narcotics, energy, migration, and the border as a
dependent country. The United States has made much of its
policy toward Mexico as a dominant nation. There have been
exceptions to this practice, but the tendency, I am convinced,
has been as described above.

Actual policies in these areas have been altered over the years as
circumstances in the two countries have changed, but significant
reshaping of approaches to bilateral policymaking has been
sporadic. In trade, for example, Mexico’s import-substitution
industrialization (ISI) was designed to develop domestic
industry based on protection against imports from the United
States and was discarded only after Mexico’s economic crisis in
1982 made clear that that ISI had outlived whatever rationale it
had earlier. Mexico’s reaction to U.S. immigration policy for
many years was to have an explicit policy of having no
migration policy of its own. President Vicente Fox (2000–2006)
made migration the centerpiece of his interaction with the
United States and, when this approach failed, the current
president, Felipe Calderón, downplayed migration issues in his
dealings with the United States. I intend in the near future to
deal more extensively with the dependency/dominance
relationship in the six substantive areas mentioned above.

Further changes toward greater independence in Mexico’s
approach to bilateral policymaking are now taking place, and
these will be noted below. For the most part, the United States
has not demonstrated much inclination to reciprocate. Other
than rhetorically, there has been no substantive repetition during
the current administration of the “good-neighbor policy”
instituted under Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

After Presidents Fox and Bush took office at roughly the same
time, the message coming from the White House was that the

United States would deal cooperatively with migration problems
that had arisen over the previous decade—involving working
together to provide a path toward legalization of Mexican and
other unauthorized foreigners in the United States and
negotiating a significant temporary worker program. This was
discarded after 9/11/2001. When the Bush administration finally
proposed about a year ago to comprehensively revamp U.S.
immigration legislation, this stimulated a wave of nay saying
among many groups in the United States; and this opposition
was accompanied by much anti-Mexico talk—not just on
television and radio programs, such as those of Lou Dobbs and
Rush Limbaugh, but in the halls of Congress and across the
country. The idea of giving unauthorized foreigners a path to
legalize their status, no matter how strenuous and drawn-out this
path might be, was denounced as rewarding foreigners who
violated U.S. laws in the way they entered the United States.
Many municipalities and states enacted laws ordering police to
check the visa status of persons who were detained for any
reason, and here and there emergency care in hospitals was
disallowed and proposals were made to punish landlords who
rented living quarters to unauthorized foreigners. No new
federal legislation on immigration, either partial or
comprehensive, has been enacted recently.

One aspect of the presence of Mexican and other unauthorized
foreign workers who entered the United States without papers is
largely ignored in the public debate: these workers were often
encouraged to do so by employers and labor contractors used by
employers. The U.S. government and Congress were complicit
in these de facto invitations by refusing to authorize a secure
identification technique for enabling punishment of employers
who hired the foreigners to work in such activities as
agriculture, construction, meat packing, restaurants, hotels, and
cleaning services. The “crime” of many unauthorized foreigners
was to accept the implicit invitations they received. Employers
looked the other way so that they would not be legally charged
with “knowingly” hiring unauthorized workers.

On another aspect of the immigration issue: is it possible to
have a good-neighbor policy while building fences to keep
unauthorized Mexicans out of the United States? President
Calderón made clear that he does not think so; and his
outspokenness is one current example of greater Mexican
independence in dealing with the United States. Mayors in



2
communities on the U.S. side of the border generally do not like
the fences either. Their concern is that these impediments to
mobility will separate family members who live on both sides
and disrupt the cross-border commerce and employment that
makes many U.S. border communities economically viable. The
U.S. Department of Homeland Security is raiding factories and
meat-packing plants to capture and deport unauthorized
workers, including many who have U.S.-born children. The U.S.
government apparently wants to demonstrate that it can be tough
in punishing unauthorized foreigners who break U.S. laws.
These raids, however, are of a pattern with the tendency of the
United States to sometimes act thoughtlessly and harshly when
dealing with Mexico. In 1954 under “Operation Wetback,” tens
of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands (we really do not
know how many), of Mexicans who had been invited by
employers to work in Texas were forcibly deported to Mexico.

Mexico’s economic failures have stimulated the push of people
out of the country during the 1990s and since, a point that
President Calderón has admitted in public statements; his
statements could have stimulated a collaborative bilateral
approach to the problem of Mexican emigration, but did not.

Moving to another theme, the initiative for negotiating the North
American Free Trade Agreement came from President Carlos
Salinas de Gortari and was accepted by President George H .W.
Bush. Both presidents believed that increased trade and greater
foreign direct investment in Mexico would be a useful step in
dealing with the causes of Mexican underdevelopment. NAFTA
was a useful step but not a panacea, as we have learned. The
NAFTA negotiations were strenuous, and both Mexico and the
United States had to compromise on many issues. In the end, the
legislatures of both countries approved the agreement. One of its
provisions called for Mexican cargo-carrying trucks to be able
to operate throughout the United States six years after the
agreement went into effect; that should have taken place in
2000.

Little was done during the six-year lead time to work out the
details of cross-border trucking dealing with safety standards,
truck size, driver qualifications, insurance, and the like. It is
now 2007 and Mexican trucks are still not permitted to operate
throughout the United States. A NAFTA arbitration panel
concluded that the blanket U.S. refusal to even consider
Mexican applications for cross-border trucking services was a
breach of U.S. obligations. The applications would have
included detail on safety standards. The U.S. Supreme Court in
2004 ruled against labor and environmental groups protesting a
pilot program to allow Mexican trucks to make deliveries
beyond a 20-mile border commercial zone. Another pilot
program was proposed by the U.S. Department of
Transportation in February 2007, but the Congress refused to
provide funds for this to proceed until at least October 2008.

There is thus a basis for Mexican authorities to conclude that
U.S. legislators do not intend for the foreseeable future to allow

Mexican trucks to operate in the United States in the manner
provided for in NAFTA. The possible explanations for this
refusal include lack of knowledge of the obligations the United
States undertook in NAFTA, a conviction on the part of many in
the U.S. Congress that Mexico will not or cannot comply with
U.S. safety standards, catering by legislators to vested domestic
labor and trucking interests, or some combination of all of these.
Mexico does have the right to retaliate against U.S. exports, but
has chosen thus far not to do this. Key Mexican transportation
officials have made known their frustration over U.S.
intransigence on this issue.

Perhaps the strongest recent indication that Mexican policy is
becoming more independent is in the narcotics field. U.S. policy
makers have long expected Mexico to cooperate in efforts to
deter narcotics passing through or produced in Mexico from
entering the United States. When President Bush visited Mérida,
Yucatán, earlier this year, President Calderón told him that
Mexico needed more support from the United States in its anti-
narcotics efforts. The Mexican ambassador to the United States
followed up in a public statement that the United States was
providing “zilch” in what was supposed to be a cooperative
antinarcotics program. The ambassador went further and
complained that many guns entering Mexico came clandestinely
from the United States and preventive measures by the United
States were needed to curtail that trade. On October 22, in what
official Mexican publicity said was a result of the “Mérida
initiative,” President Bush agreed to ask the Congress to
appropriate $500 million in fiscal year 2008 plus additional
funds in the future for a total of $1.4 billion to help Mexico in
its anti-narcotics effort. It is not yet known what the actual U.S.
appropriations for this will be, or whether further extending the
“war” on narcotics to Mexico will deter narcotics consumption
in the United States—but it is clear that the agreement would
not have been concluded without this uncommon and aggressive
posture of Mexico.

Perhaps we are witnessing some shift in the long-standing
policy approach of dependency/dominance, but the signs are
still modest. The respective approaches are well established and
are illustrated in the U.S. behavior on immigration legislation,
fence building on the border, and trucking. The U.S. president
did, however, act responsively when prompted by Mexico’s
president on combating narcotraffic.
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