
MEXICO 

By Richard R. Fage~z 

It is a gorgeous prospect, this annexation of all Mexico. It 
were more desirable that she should come to us voluntarily; 
but a s  we shall have no peace until she be annexed, let it 
come, even though force be necessary, a t  first, to bring her. 
Like the Sabine virgins, she will soon learn to love her 
ravishers. 

New York Herald, October 8. 1847 

Fortunately for Mexico, not all of her national territory was 
annexed by the United States in the wake of the war that Ulysses 
S. Grant would describe as "the most unjust ever waged by a 
stronger against a weaker nation." Nor are there any indications 
that the not-so-virgin Mexican nation (it had previously experi- 
enced the passions of the Spanish and the French) learned to 
love her northern ravishers. To the contrary, as a country re- 
peatedly humiliated by the United States ( U S .  troops entered 
the country again in 1914) and dependent on the United States 
economically, Mexico has developed a political culture heavily 
flavored by anti-Americanism~or a t  least strong scepticism re- 
garding U.S. motives and actions. 

Thus i t  was not surprising when President Carter landed in 
Mexico City on St.  Valentine's Day 1979 for an  official three-day 
visit that his reception was less than ecstatic. Not only did Pres- 
ident Jose Lopez Portillo publicly criticize Carter in a toast (the 
Mexican President felt that his country was "neither on the list 
of U.S. priorities nor on that of U.S. respect"), but crowds were 
sparse and the hand-carried signs and painted walls bore hostile 
messages. "Carter is coming to exchange oil for peanuts," read 
one. 

True, Carter's trip came shortly after that of Pope John Paul 
11-not an easy act to follow. And recent U.S. actions had an- 
gered President Lopez Portillo and inflamed Mexican public 
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After c a p t v  Mexico C i / ~ j  on Sep/ember 13, 1847, U.S. troops under 
General Winfield Scott paraded before the c ip ' s  16th-cei7t~ii~l cathedral. 
Anti-Americanisni has flavored Mexico's politics since the war. 

opinion.* But the chilly reception derived from deeper feelings: 
the Mexicans were once again declaring their independence 
from the United States, emphasizing their sovereignty, demand- 
ing that they be taken seriously. 

Early in the respective presidencies of Carter and Lopez 
Portillo, the basic agenda of U.S.-Mexican issues was clear. The 
key to Washington's renewed interest in Mexico was the recently 
announced reserves of Mexican oil and gas. As of January 1979, 
Mexico had proven reserves (72 percent oil, 28 percent gas) 
equivalent to 40 billion barrels, probable reserves of an addi- 
tional 44.6 billion barrels, and potential reserves of up to 200 
billion barrels. Mexico had suddenly moved into roughly the 
same category as Iran and Kuwait, possibly rivaling even oil-rich 
Saudi Arabia. To the United States, which must import almost 50 
percent of its oil (9 million barrels a day), much of it from the 
increasingly troubled Middle East, this was welcome news. 
Mexico is not now a member of the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries and is unlikely to join, since it enjoys all the 

> I n  Angust 1977, the Car t e radmi~~ i s t r a t ion  proposed to stem illegal migration from Mexico 
into l l ~ c  United Slates by adding 2,000 men 10 ( h e  U.S. Border Patrol and cracking down on 
American employers who hired illegal aliens. (Under the "Texas of the Immigra- 
tion and Nationality Act of 1952, eiiiployiiient of illegal aliens does not cons t i~u te  the illegal 
act of "harboring.") In December of the sanie year, the aclmiiiisti-ation vetoed a proposed 
purchase of Mexican natural gas, although a letter of inient had previously been signed 
between the Mexican government and six U.S. companies. 
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---- 
advantages of membership, such as high prices, but none of the 
disadvantages, such as U.S. hostility. 

It was also welconle news in Mexico City. With rising petro- 
leum revenues, Mexico could begin to address its long-standing 
development problems-chronic poverty, backward agricul- 
ture, uneven industrial growth. Yet enthusiasm was soon 
tempered by caution. In other nations-Iran, Saudi Arabia, 
Venezuela, to a degree Great Britain-new oil had spawned new 
problenls: inflation, swollen import bills, increased consump- 
tion of luxuries, an emphasis on capital-intensive industry a t  the 
expense of labor-intensive manufacturing and agriculture. 

The Illegals 

Thus, by the time of Carter's February visit, Mexico had 
unveiled a "go slow, plan carefully" scenario for petroleunl de- 
velopment. Total production would rise from 1.4 to approxi- 
mately 2.3 million barrels a day by the end of 1980, with that 
rate frozen until 1982. Less than half of this output would be for 
export, with as little as 60 percent of that made available to the 
United States. Lopez Portillo made it clear that oil developn~ent 
would not be determined by "distortions of bilateral covetous- 
ness." The decision was not entirely welcome in Washington. 

Even more vexing was the question of northward migration. 
Although exact statistics are not available, at any given moment 
perhaps as many as 6 n~illion Mexicans are living and working 
illegally in the United States; hundreds of thousands of Mexi- 
cans cross the border illegally every year, and hundreds of 
thousands return. Given the complexity of these flows and the 
interests a t  stake, it is not surprising that no U.S. policy con- 
sensus has emerged. Indeed, as David Aaron of the National 
Security Council noted recently, every industry, interest group, 
federal agency, and executive department in the United States 
seems to have its own Mexico policy. 
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SO FAR FROM G O D . .  . 
Historically, relations between Mexico and the United States have not 
been as between equals. Yet being the United States' neighbor has its 
advantages, as Mexico's new Foreign Minister, Jorge Casta~teda, points 
out: 
Mexico is not an  ordinary developing country: the Mexican dictator 
Porfirio Di'az, who knew about these things, was distressed that his 
nation was so far from God, so close to the United States. 

Yet because it is so close to the United States, Mexico is one of the 
very few countries in the world that can afford the luxury of not 
being burdened by the cost of armaments and a heavy military es- 
tablishment. Being a neighbor of the greatest military power in the 
world, it would be totally senseless to acquire arms other than those 
needed for internal security. 

To appreciate the enormous savings this represents, one could 
compare our situation with that of powers that live next to a com- 
parable rival, so that the symmetry in power forces them to outbid 
each other in armaments. Some of the unfortunate pairs are Brazil 
and Argentina, Chile and Peru. Each of these countries spends as 
much as five times more per capita than Mexico in armaments. 

Second, proximity means a clear econoniic advantage. Being near 
to the largest and richest market in the world should give us a natu- 
ral competitive edge for exports. Oil and gas are typical examples. 

Finally, whether you [Americans] like it or  not (and you don't like 
it) and whether we like it or  not (and we don't like it either, though 
for opposite reasons), vicinity allows us to solve partially the prob- 
lem of uneniploynient in Mexico. About 800,000 Mexicans manage to 
cross the border annually. This figure is roughly equivalent to the 
yearly increase of the Mexican labor force. 

Segments of organized labor, led by the AFL-CIO, see the 
migrants as "taking jobs from American workers." Bureaucrats, 
politicians, and anxious taxpayers often perceive them as free- 
loaders using public services (health care, Social Security, 
schooling) without paying taxes. The U.S. Immigration and 
Naturalization Service views illegal aliens essentially as crimi- 
nals. Some view them as an actual or potential threat ("the 
browning of America") to the social integrity of the nation. 
Former CIA Director William Colby, noting that Mexico's popu- 
lation could double (to 130 million) by the year 2000, has cited 
the potential consequence of a massive overflow across the bor- 
der as "a greater threat to U.S. security than the Soviet Union." 

Much of the above is arguable, some is patently false, but all 
of it has in common an "immigrants-as-problem" perspective. 
That perception is not universal. A recent New York TimesICBS 
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News poll found, for example, that 56 percent of Americans sur- 
veyed felt that illegal aliens generally hold jobs that Americans 
d o  not want. Thousands of U.S. businesses, froni huge agricul- 
tural enterprises to motel chains to humble diners employing a 
single dishwasher, depend on immigrant labor to do what na- 
tives won't do-at least not for the wages offered. From this 
perspective, illegal aliens are in fact the solution to a continuing 
U.S. need for a low-cost, semiskilled, nonunionized, and elastic 
labor supply. 

A $3 Billion Bonanza 

Official Mexican positions on the immigration issue are dic- 
tated by the critical role that migrants play in both economics 
and politics south of the border. The migration northward an- 
nually drains off hundreds of thousands of persons who would 
otherwise swell the ranks of the underemployed and unem- 
ployed-variously estimated to run as high as 35 percent of 
those actively seeking work in Mexico. Annual remittances back 
to Mexico froni workers employed in the United States may 
total as much as $3 billion dollars, a crucial if not always ac- 
knowledged component of Mexico's balance of payments and a 
sum that probably exceeds Mexican income from all tourist- 
related activities. 

Rapid or forced repatriation of large numbers of Mexicans 
living and working in the United S t a t e s ~ o r  even a much more 
closely patrolled border without repatriation-would severely 
strain Mexico's political system. In this context, i t  is not surpris- 
ing that President Lopez Portillo has repeatedly said, "It is not a 
crime to look for work, and I refuse to consider i t  as such." 

Beyond oil and immigration, the United States and Mexico 
have long been at odds over trade, tariffs, access of Mexican 
goods to U.S. markets, and the conditions under which Ameri- 
can capital, technology, and corporations can enter the Mexican 
economy. The United States is by far Mexico's largest trading 
partner. It buys 70 percent of all Mexican exports and provides 
more than 60 percent of all Mexican imports. Trade between the 
two nations totaled $9 billion in 1978, with the balance cur- 
rently favorable to the United States by about $1 billion. In 

*l~lo\\  long illegal aliens will remain outsicle the U . S .  labor movement is a n  open question. 
Most labor leaders feel threatened by them; Prebidcnt Carter's 1977 border crackdown in 
f'. ~ c t  . f~~ll'ilied a campaign pledge to organi/.ed labor. Y d  the Inier~iational Ladies Garment 
Workers Union is actively organizing migrant Mexicans. So is file United Electrical, Radio, 
a n d  Machine Workers Union. Even Cesar Chavez a n d  his Unitecl Farmworkers have 
moderatccl their initial hostilitv leu-arcl illegal aliens. 
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NEIGHBORS 

The stormy history of U.S.-Mexican relations began in 1822, with 
President James Monroe's formal recognition of America's newly 
independent neighbor to the south. 

Peace did not last long. During the late 1820s, Mexico grew 
alarmed as  thousands of Americans settled in its territory of Texas. 
After a cruel local conflict (including the siege of the Alanio in 1836), 
Texas emerged as the independent Lone Star Republic; it was an- 
nexed by Congress in 1845. American designs on California and New 
Mexico led to a congressional declaration of war in 1846. The United 
States capped a military victory with the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo in 1848, which cost Mexico a third of its territory. 

Thirty-five years of relative domestic stability in Mexico (1876- 
191 1) under President Porfirio Diaz encouraged heavy foreign (pri- 
marily American) investment in Mexican mining and oil. During the 
decade of civil strife that followed Di'az's exile, however, U.S. Presi- 
dent Woodrow Wilson moved to protect democracy, not business. 
American troops occupied Veracruz in 1914 to undercut dictator 
Victoriano Huerta. Less idealistically, two years later, in response to 
rebel Pancho Villa's raids into Texas and New Mexico, General John 
J. ("Black Jack") Pershing led an unsuccessful punitive expedition 
across the border. 

U.S. policy in the 1920s and '30s focused on promoting U.S. in- 
vestment. The most serious upset came in 1938 when Mexico ex- 
propriated all foreign oil holdings. Ties improved after Mexico 
joined the United States in declaring war on Nazi Germany during 
World War 11. In 1942, the Mexican government allowed farm work- 
ers (braceros) to harvest crops in the labor-short United States. By 
the time the h c e r o  program ended in 1963, up to 450,000 Mexicans 
were coming across the border upon MY H ~ ~ ~ ~ I  

each year. In the postwar period, 
Washington's policy toward 
Mexico was largely one of benign 
neglect-until the Mexicans found 
large oil and  gas  deposits two 
years ago. 

U.S. reaction to President Lazaro 
Cardenas' expropriation of the 

holdings of 17 American, Dutch, 
and British oil companies in 1938 

was less than jubilant. In this 
contemporq: Philadelphia In- 

quirer cartoon, the stolen chicken 
is labeled "American Properts." 
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addition, American banks hold $1 1.5 billion in loans and credits 
to Mexico. 

As Mexico increases petroleum exports, the imbalance in 
favor of the United States will diminish, and loans will be easier 
to repay. But Mexico also intends to export larger amounts of 
manufactured products and foodstuffs. In an increasingly pro- 
tectionist and econon~ically beleaguered United States, there 
will be strong local and regional pressures to exclude or a t  least 
sharply limit the inflow of such goods. Oil will enter easily; 
steel, consumer goods, beef, and tomatoes will not. It is not a 
situation designed to please Mexican planners, politicians, and 
exporters. 

The Borderlands 

When the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo formally ended the 
U.S. war with Mexico on February 2, 1848, the United States 
received title to Texas, the territory that is now California, 
Nevada, and Utah, most of what became Arizona and New 
Mexico, and part of Colorado. Mexico was paid $15 million to 
compensate for this loss of about half her national territory and 
much of her dignity. Five years later, for $10 million, the Mexi- 
can tyrant Santa Anna, short on cash, sold an additional 45,000 
square miles of what is now southern Arizona and New Mexico 
to the United States. This so-called Gadsden Purchase was the 
final adjustment in the line of demarcation between the two 
countries. 

The border-marked in some places by a fence, in other 
places by the shifting Rio Grande, in still other places by num- 
bered concrete obelisks along the surveyor's lines drawn for the 
Gadsden Purchase-at once divides and unites. When goods, 
capital, people, and ideas cross that line in opposite directions, 
they are subject to different laws, interpretations, and rules of 
the game. In some ways, however, the border is little more than 
a juridical concept. 

The term "borderlands" is a more apt description of this 
2,000 mile frontier zone where cultures, languages, and local 
economies intermingle. Parts of south Texas are almost indis- 
tinguishable from areas in northern Mexico. Some 82 million 
people travel back and forth legally across the border every 
year; tens of thousands commute from homes in one country to 
jobs in the other. One of the most striking features of the border- 
lands is its necklace of twin cities, stretching from Brownsville 
(Texas) and Matamoros (Mexico) on the Gulf Coast, to San Diego 
and Tijuana on the Pacific Ocean. Such tandem urban clusters 





In sunl, the borderlands suggest more dranlatically than 
perhaps any other area in North America certain features of our 
times, with their wealth and poverty, cultural mixing, racial 
tensions, fierce nationalisn~, and increasingly interdependent 
econolnies. The U.S.-Mexican border is also the longest frontier 
in the world between a highly developed and a less developed 
country. Relations between the United States and Mexico thus 
constitute a de fucto special case and warrant special attention. 

The major problems of US.-Mexican relations are struc- 
turally determined and will be with us for the foreseeable 
future. Points of contention between the two nations are 
profoundly affected by events and socioeconon~ic forces that 
initially seem to have little to do with foreign policy. This is 
particularly the case in the United States where, for example, 
changes in agriculture can affect everything from the demand 
for in~migrant labor to protectionist sentin~ents vis-2-vis Mexi- 
can imports. Washington policyn~akers should not be under any 
delusion that such issues can ever be "res01ved'~ in the same 
sense that the Panama Canal Treaties (may) have resolved the 
outstanding problem in U.S.-Panamanian relations. 

Much that is ultimately of crucial importance for U.S.- 
Mexican relations does not and will not pass directly through 
the political process on either side of the border-whether the 
problen~ is ostensibly in the "foreign" or "donlestic" domain. 
Too much is out of the reach of national decision-makers in this 
relationship. Too much depends on forces set in motion by the 
independent decisions of millions and millions of men and 
wonlen: to seek work, to travel, to spend, to have children, to 
invest, to care or not to care about cultures, values, lives, and 
futures near or distant from their own. There is an aura of wish- 
ful thinking attached to the notion that two Presidents (and 
their assorted bureaucrats and advisers) can sit down and solve 
the major issues perturbing U.S.-Mexican relations. 

In this context, Presidents and their entourages, separately 
01- in concert, can only help set the stage, limit danlage, and-if 
they are wise-encourage the widest possible participation in 
debate and decision-making. Long after they and their advisers 
have c o n ~ e  and gone, the problems will renlain. 




