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Mexico and the United States
At the End of the Twentieth Century

Between Fear and Hope

INTRODUCTION

In part one of this article, I presented an
overview of Mexico-U.S. relations, com-
paring the advances of today’s bilateral
relations with the beginning of the last
century. However, while the creation of
institutions and instruments for coopera-
tion has strengthened the relationship,
fears of destabilization and social unrest in
Mexico continue to concern U.S. analysts,
just as they did almost a hundred years
ago. | also looked at the economic con-

text, particularly in light of the changes
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that NAFTA has brought: while trade has
significantly increased, Mexicans’ living
standards have not improved sufficiently,
and, therefore, migration, a determining
factor in our bilateral relations, contin-

ues to mount.

THE BILATERAL AGENDA

Today, the main issues on the bilateral
agenda are drug trafficking, trade, Mex-
ican migration to the United States, oil,
the environment and border relations.
These points take up most of the atten-

tion of both countries” government offi-

cials, although there are other topics to
be discussed bilaterally, like tourism,
education and culture.

Relations between our societies are
not reduced to what our governments
discuss bilaterally, however. Today, con-
tracts and negotiations between Mexican
and U.S. businessmen play a larger role
than they did in the past, as do relations
between academics and students and be-
tween nongovernmental organizations.
A new element has also emerged: the
growing presence of Mexicans and U.S.
citizens of Mexican descent in the eco-
nomic and political processes on both
sides of the border.



The population of Mexican origin in

the United States has grown from
358,000 in 1910 to more than 18 million
in 1996, a jump from 0.4 percent to 6.8
percent of the total population. This is
due both to the birth rate of Mexicans
residing in the United States, which is
35 to 40 percent higher than that of An-
glos, and to the continual migration of
Mexicans to the north. The same factors
are expected to sustain the growth of the
population of Mexican origin in the next
century, and estimates put the increase
from 18 million in 1996 to 48.018 mil-
lion in 2040 if the proportion of Mex-
icans in the U.S. population remains
constant, or to 54.031 million if it con-
tinues to grow by 1.5 percent a decade.!
This kind of growth has implications

for the labor market, the educational sys-
tem, political life and the culture of the
United States. It will also have important
consequences for Mexico with regard to
its population, the volume of migration
to the north, the sending of remittan-
ces to Mexico, the export of Mexican
products to the United States, the job
Mexican consulates and other diplomat-
ic missions have to do in the U.S., the
activities of Mexican political parties in
the U.S. and the economic support that
political activities in Mexico could get
from Mexicans in the U.S. All this will
mean that in bilateral affairs, migration

continues to be central.

THE CHALLENGES OF
INEQUALITY AND CHANGE

As 1 have already mentioned, Mexico’s
economic and political advances depend

on old, still-unsolved problems. For exam-

U.S. supporters
of greater democratization
in Mexico are
inevitably trapped between
being convinced of
the need to continue to do so
and the fear of change
and the instability
that the process

could bring about.

ple, according to a study by Mexico’s Na-
tional Population Council (Conapo), 80
percent of Mexican families saw their real
income drop over the last two decades, while
the remaining 20 percent continued in the
same precarious situation they had in
1977. Therefore, “what Mexican house-
holds faced from 1977 to 1996 was a com-
bination of growing poverty and ten years
of increasing inequality from 1984 to 1994

[Therefore,] these households’ real
income is lower in 1996 than it was in
1977.”2 This clearly indicates that the
poverty and inequality that have tradition-
ally plagued Mexico not only have not
been abolished, but have increased. Thus,
although some of Mexico's social and eco-
nomic groups have advanced, a large part
of Mexican society has either stood still or
retreated in this sphere, presenting im-
portant challenges both for the future via-
bility of economic policies and for rela-
tions with the United States.? In this vein,
as the general secretary of Conapo said, “if
the [Mexican] economy does not firmly
move ahead in its ability to create suffi-

cient job opportunities in adequately paid
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positions, there will be substantial migra-
tion of workers to the United States.™
U.S. society has traditionally been
concerned about uncontrolled Mexican
migration. In addition, some sectors are
very disturbed now about the possibility
of the Institutional Revolutionary Party
(PRI) no longer controling the country and
the great instability or even civil war they
perceive to be a possible result. In this
sense, U.S. supporters of greater democ-
ratization in Mexico are inevitably trap-
ped between being convinced of the
need to continue to do so and the fear of
change and the instability that the pro-
cess could bring about. This could even
lead to retreating or canceling out the ad-
vances that have been made with regard
to other issues in bilateral relations. There
are, then, important dangers given what
is still Mexico'’s immature democratic cul-
ture, the ample tolerance for illegality and
the problems of unsatistactory operation
of law enforcement, the administration of
justice and security, which would not auto-
matically be solved simply by a change in
the party which politically controls the
country.” However, there is also the hope
that recent economic and political changes
in Mexico are an important counterweight
to the destabilizing forces that may emerge
in the future.

What seems clear is that, regardless
of which party or parties win Mexico's
presidency and Congress in the year 2000,
the economic policies put into effect when
they come into office in December 2000
will have to include more than just the
fight against inflation to counter the pro-
found inequalities that plague Mexican
society today. The type of actions taken
will determine whether there will be a

greater or lesser effect on the country’s
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political economy, which could in turn
have an impact on the links to the United
States.

As aresult, it is to be expected that re-
lations between Mexico and the United
States at the dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury will be marked more by change than
by the status quo. Change will continue to
be inevitable, both as a result of the dyna-
mic of the bilateral link itself and of the
transformations in the world that are hav-
ing an impact on them. Mexico's domestic
problems, the changes in the United States
and bilateral relations cannot help but be
affected by the global transition toward a
new civilization characterized mainly by

the preeminence of knowledge, communi-
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cations, interconnections and mergers.®

However, the great challenge that both
countries will face —particularly Mexico—
will be to ensure that the division of their
inhabitants into two groups (those who be-
nefit from global transformations and those
who have not managed to link up to or have
even been hurt by them) does not produce

violence, destruction or chaos. KM
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