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I
n academia, politics and public opinion, it
is commonly said that one of the most obvi -
ous aspects of recent Mexican administra -

tions is the disarticulation of their foreign pol-
icy. What is most visible is the lack of a clear
orientation with a state perspective about what
a country understands as national interests safe -
guarded in its foreign relations.

In the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry particularly, Mexican diplomacy’s classical
principles (the peaceful resolution of conflicts,
the respect for the self-determination of peo-
ples and its corollary of non-intervention in the
internal affairs of states)1 allowed the country

to become a regional leader and situate itself as
a reference point for Latin America. This has
gradually weakened and on some occasions
changed into complete identification with U.S.
interests.

Given this situation, we ask ourselves why
Mexican foreign policy has become disarticulat-
ed. Two reasons come to mind immediately. The
first is structural, linked to the strengt hening of
a pattern of secondary export accumulation, the
result of which has been a one-sided opening of
the market, favoring closer links with U.S. so -
ciety and its economy.

A second reason is political and ideologi-
cal and is linked to the forms and functions of
the Mexican state, conditioned by structural
changes. My perspective is that globalization

E C O N O M Y

Mexico and Latin America
The Uncertainties of Identity

Berenice P. Ramírez López*

* Researcher at the UNAM Institute for Economic
Research (IIEc). berenice@servidor.unam.mx

En
riq

ue
 M

ar
ca

ria
n/

Re
ut

er
s



ECONOMY

51

conditions the form and degree of eco n -
omies’ insertion into the world mar-
ket, but does not determine the ex -
pression of the state. The latter is
derived from the balance of political
forces and the manifestation of eco-
nomic and political interests. There -
fore, it is a clear characteristic of hege -
 mony and national power. So, agree ing
with the U.S. project for the region, with
the proposal of a trade and financial
opening, with the belief that the best
option is a free market, and working
for the construction of a modernity that
ignores the historical process, geo-eco -
nomics and geo-politics are what are
causing imprecisions in Mexico’s for-
eign policy, which we could dub the
uncertainties of its iden tification with
Latin America.

Taking into consideration these ele -
ments, this article is a reflection about
Mexico’s position at the Fourth Summit
of the Americas. It seeks to interpret
the future of a relationship that is struc -
tured pragmatically, with contradicto-
ry actions, without clear definitions
and with a great deal of uncertainty.

In recent months, Mexico’s posi-
tion in Latin America has been char-
acterized by differences with several
governments in the region, such as the
friction with Cuba leading to a with-
drawal of their respective ambassadors;
the discrepancies with the government
of Venezuela; what happened at the
Río de la Plata Summit, concretely with
the president of Argentina; and the
distancing from the current Bolivian
administration. On the other hand, the
Mexican government has expressed in -
terest in becoming part of the Mer -
cosur, in reactivating Free Trade Area
of the Americas negotiations, and in
strength ening its commitments to the
goals of the Puebla-Panama Plan, of

Me soame r  ican Regional Develop ment
and of the Mesoamerican Energy Pro -
 ject, all of which merits a detailed re -
view given the scenario that is emerg ing.

A BRIEF REVIEW

Mexican governments’ active foreign
policy vis-à-vis Latin America during the
1970s and the first half of the 1980s
established the country as a valid bro-
ker on a regional level, especially with
regard to relations with the United
States. The country was seen as an
older brother that defended regional
interests and was relatively autono -
mous from U.S. domination. The cur-
rent administration can be seen to most
determinedly abandon this position,
although this change was already hap -
pening in the 1980s when a new pat-
tern of accumulation was consolidat-
ing based on the pro cess of opening,
privatization, deregulation and state
reform. Since then, the priority has
been structuring a new kind of inser-
tion —which we will characterize as
passive— in the world economy that
led to strengthening relations with the
U.S. economy, leading our country to
center its economic relations on that
country. Today, Mexico sends 89 per-
cent of its exports to the U.S., while
62 percent of its imports come from
there.2

The strategy of the Mexican econ-
omy’s trade and financial opening
dates from 1983 when adjustment and
stabilization policies were implement-
ed, substantially modifying the re la tion -
ship between the state and the market,
providing more space for the private
sector and foreign actors. This orien-
tation was refined with Mexico’s entry
into the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade in 1986. The interest in bet-
ter international insertion would re sult
in rapid growth of the export sector.
Average annual export growth be -
tween 1988 and 2003 was 15.1 per cent,
and the export coefficient soared from
7.7 percent to 26 percent. As a result,
the Mexican economy is more open, but
imports have grown more dynamically
than exports because of the changes
in the country’s productive structure,
with productive chains orienting more
toward sectors outside the domestic
market, mainly in the United States,
a trend that has been deepened by the
North American Free Trade Agree ment
(NAFTA) coming into effect. Between
1988 and 2003, imports have grown an
average of 19 percent annually, while
the import coefficient has increased
from 8.8 percent to 27 percent.3

Another important trait of the ex -
port structure indicative of the changes
in the structure of production is the
par ticipation of manufacturing. In 1980,
with the clear importance of oil pro-
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duction and export, manufacturing re -
presented 30 percent. By 1999, it came
to 89 percent of the total. How ever, by
2004, manufacturing exports dropped
to 84 percent, although the most sig-
nificant figure is that maquila and
assem bly plants represented 45.5 per-
cent of all exports and 55 percent of
manufacturing exports.4 This in cludes
products like television sets, television
set parts, telephones, computers, pri-
vate vehicles, videocassette ma chines,
circuits, processors, memories, engines,
auto parts, machinery, apparatuses and
electrical materials. Of all these items,
products from the electronics, auto and
garment industries, are the ones most
exported to the United States.5

I have presented a long character-
ization of the Mexican opening and
the specificities of Mexico’s insertion
into the international sphere in order
to point out that Latin America has
experienced a differentiated special-
ization, although the productive and
export structure linked to U.S. con-
glomerates typical to Mexico is repli-
cated with similar characteristics in
assembly plants in Central America
and some countries of the Caribbean,
although there, what dominates are
the textile and garment industries. In
order for them to continue to be part
of globalized production chains, there
is a strong inclination to attract invest -
ment to service sectors linked to tele -

communications, energy generation
and distribution, tourism and the envi-
ronment. This leads to the in cen tive
to forge free trade agreements and to
the idea of creating a regional market
through the Initiative of the Americas.

This is the perspective of the gov -
ern  ments of Central America and the
northern part of South America. The dif   -
 ference with the countries of the South -
ern Cone is that the former insert them -
 selves in globalized productive chains
mainly by processing natural resources.
The demand for their production forces
them to diversify their markets. In this
way, the countries of the Mercosur,
mainly Chile, do one-third of their
trade with the United States, one-third
with Europe and the remainder with
Latin America and Asia. In accordance
with this productive and trade struc-
ture, their international trade priori-
ties are to achieve access and greater
equa lity in the trade of agricultural
products and strengthen infrastruc-
ture used for intra-regional communi-
cation and the exchange of services.
It should be pointed out, however, that
they are not in a hurry to sign in order
to achieve better conditions of access
to the U.S. market for their manufac-
tured products; and Chile has already
signed a free trade agreement with
the United States. 

Another very important factor is the
change in the political context. In an

exercise of representative democracy,
the population, faced with in creasing
unemployment and lower incomes, has
given its vote to political parties iden-
tified as center-left that emphasize
reinforcing the local and the national.
This is the case of Luiz Inácio “Lula”
da Silva in Brazil, Néstor Kirchner in
Argentina, Hugo Chávez in Vene zuela
and, recently, Evo Mo ra les in Bolivia
and Michèlle Bachelet in Chile.

If they manage to change the ori-
entation of the growth strategy to one
that encourages development, it would
be possible to demonstrate what has
already been mentioned in the sense
that globalization conditions but does
not determine the constitution of a na -
tional strategy, and that this de pends
on creating a balance of political forces
to sustain it.

INTEGRATION PROJECTS

AND LATIN AMERICAN

GOVERNMENTS’ PERSPECTIVE

The impact of neoliberal policies in La t -
in America can be seen in employment,
income and living conditions; in all
these spheres, the population has suf-
fered from stagnant productivity, in -
formal sector growth and job instability
and precariousness, and therefore an
increase in poverty and exclusion.

With those precedents, the Summit
of the Americas made a priority of the
commitment to fight poverty, inequal-
ity, hunger and social exclusion and
strengthen democratic governability.6

The idea was to center attention on the
right to work, the creation of public
environmental policies and the for mu -
lation of a regional position on econom -
ic opening and integration, aban doning
the passive view that free trade solves

What is most visible in recent Mexican administrations 
is the lack of a clear orientation with a state perspective about 

what a country understands as national interests 
safeguarded in its foreign relations.



ECONOMY

53

everything and assuming an orientation
that would strengthen human capital.

These priorities run the risk of being
changed and even inverted with the
intervention of President Vicente Fox,
whose administration has shown itself
to be a fierce defender of free trade per
se, subscribing to the proposal of cre-
ating the Free Trade Area of the Amer -
icas (FTAA) proposed by the U.S. gov-
ernment since 1994.

Since the 1980s, Mexico’s govern-
ments have thought that the results of
Mexico’s global insertion and produc-
tive structure, implemented for the last
25 years, as well as the role of NAFTA,
have been extremely important for pro-
ductive specialization and designing
an economic space. These administra-
tions have shared the view of passive
insertion, relations with big capital and
the main multinational cor pora tions,
and do not take into account the dete-
rioration of local production and the
domestic market; neither do they rec-
ognize the stagnation of the labor mar-
ket and income, and the increased
he terogeneity and disarticulation of pro -
duction and society.

The FTAA is supported by 26 gov-
ernments in the region, versus five that
want to change priorities.7 The rele-
vant question here is what the objec-
tive and subjective conditions are that
have led to unrestrained support for
free trade.

One development perspective close -
ly linked to the Washington Con sensus
considers that, among other things,
the gradual increase in a coun try’s pro-
ductive capacity is a pre-condition for
growth and is sufficient to foster gen-
uine development. How ever, the evi-
dence shows that these productive
capabilities are very fragile. There is no
increase in employment, in education
spending or in research and develop-
ment that would lead to broadening
out productive capabilities and im prov -
ing productivity. To the contrary, the
informal sector is growing and growth
in average education levels is slow, with
high drop-out rates and a significant
brain drain.

In addition, the productive struc-
ture that receives incentives is exclu-
sively  the one linked to global produc -
tion networks, where Latin American
coun tries participate in assembly ac -
tivities and commercialization. The
centers for knowl edge and design
remain in the central countries, which
generate a process of self-expanding
accumulation.

For these reasons, the governments
of Venezuela, Argentina and Brazil warn
that one of the dangers of launching
the FTAA would be to weaken intra-
regional trade by introducing U.S. pro -
ducts. Without active, compensatory
state policies, local production would
be weakened even more. On the other

hand, if the only aim is a ma quiladora
model, we should not forget that it is
labor intensive, centered on the final
product of the production process and
that the plants are foreign-owned.8

At the Americas Summit, Argen -
tinean President Néstor Kirchner said,
“We do not want integration that favors
big [interests] but integration that fa -
vors all....We want economic integra tion
in which the interests of our peoples
are respected...without asymmetries,
without subsidies, without pro tec -
tionism.”9

Representatives of the Brazilian
gov ernment, for their part, said that
to sign the FTAA, they would require
the elimination of agricultural subsi-
dies and real, effective access to the
U.S. market.10 In addition, Brazil’s po -
sition is more oriented to strengthen-
ing integration through foreign di rect
investment in infrastructure, which is
the aim of the Initiative for the Inte -
gration of Regional Infras truc ture in
South America.11

There may not be substantial dif-
ferences about free trade, because all
the countries have tried to insert them -
selves significantly in the world mar-
ket. But there is a difference in empha-
sis and in the steps to be taken. The
countries that do not support the FTAA

prefer to first strengthen their inter-
nal conditions and only then move out
into international com petition. The dis -
cussions about whether the market is
the best mechanism for assigning
resour ces and its other advantages have
taken on an ideological tone because
it has been said that the five countries
that do not support the FTAA have taken
an anti-free trade stance.

However, what the governments
that promoted a different agenda seem
to be supporting is the recognition of

Agreeing with the U.S. project for the region 
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productive differences and the need
for fair, equitable treatment. This does
not distance them from the proposal
by international bodies about the need
to gradually broaden out people’s indi-
vidual and collective opportunities and
capabilities (UNPD) or what the ILO

and the UN itself have proposed with
regard to their concern about grow ing
poverty.

The Millennium Summit has fo -
 cu sed the problems of developing coun -
 tries in the same way. Partici pating
countries consider that economic growth
is fostered by policies that encourage
competitiveness and the creation of com -
petitive conditions in which investment
in education and development is fun-
damental.

What the five countries that do not
support the FTAA do not have a con-
sensus on is how to formulate a per -
s pective for integration based on inter-
nal conditions; whether it should be
done through state intervention; and
how they could propose a normative
framework for policies oriented toward
national integration as a pre-requisite
for international insertion.

Another element in the discussion
about the FTAA has to do with sub-re -
gional powers. Brazil’s participation in
the Mercosur, its economic weight
in the region and its having fostered
proposals like the Initiative for Inte -
gra tion of Regional Infrastructure in
South America or the Community of
Nations of the South favor and con-
solidate this view of integration, which
has benefited from President Kirchner’s
perspective and his support for re gio -
nal proposals.

The new initiative, which is begin -
 ning to bear fruit and will be strength-
ened by Bolivia’s possible participation
is the one announced by Venezuela

and Cuba in 2003: the Bolivarian Alter -
n ative for the Americas (ALBA).12 Its
aim is to integrate the peoples of Latin
America and the Caribbean by pro-
moting cooperation, solidarity and their
complementing each other. It has begun
to indicate the path forward toward a
different way for the Latin American
countries to relate to each other.

Given these proposals, the position
President Fox presented in Río de la
Plata does not seem to take into account
the fact that despite the virtues he
points to in the free trade agreements,
the reality is that Mex ico’s GDP growth
from 1980 to 2005 was only 2.5 per-
cent; 48 percent of the work force is in
the informal sector; 55 percent earns
three times the minimum wage or less;
only 37 percent have social be nefits;
the minimum wage has drop ped 70
percent in the last 25 years; and migra-
tion to the United States has in creased.
In this context, remittances have be -
come the pillar of domestic market
activity.

As part of his defense of free trade
and foreign investment, in January
2006, during his visit to Honduras for
the presidential inauguration, Fox an -
nounced the Central American Ener  gy
Project, involving Mexico and the coun -
tries of the region. It includes the
construction of a refinery, a hy draulic
electrical plant, a gas process ing plant

and a gas pipeline, which, accord ing to
Fox would be a real solution to high
energy costs because it would achieve
more competitive prices for the energy
consumed by Central Amer icans. It is
of note that this project’s funding will
come from both public and private
sources, as well as regional and inter-
national agencies.

Several points are worth examining,
but the most important is that this pro -
ject was not announced in Mex ico,
which shows that conditions in Central
America were riper: that is, there is an
absence of state companies in these
sectors, electricity and gas are privately
owned, and thus, the big multinational
corporations have a better chance of
placing winning bids.

Another important issue is finding
out what the distribution network of
the gas processing plant, the hydro-
electric plant and the refinery will look
like. Are they programs for cooperation,
for strengthening in frastructure or just
new spaces for foreign direct invest-
ment?

Among his contradictory actions
aimed at recovering leadership in the
region, on January 26, 2006, Pre sident
Fox signed the Strategic Partnership
Accord with the Chilean government.
The aim is to reinforce the Free Trade
Agreement and the Economic Com -
plementarity Accord signed with Chile

If the presidents of Brazil, Argentina, Vene zuela, 
Bolivia and Chile manage to change the growth strategy 
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in 1993 with an instrument that will
make it possible to “institutionally
strengthen public policies as well as
lay the foundation for international
cooperation, which will be reflected
in consultations and permanent rela-
tions between both nations for com-
mon political proposals.”13

These actions take place 10 months
after having signed with George W.
Bush and then-Prime Minister of Ca n -
a da Paul Martin the Security and Pros -
perity Partnership of North Amer   ica (SPP)
in Waco, Texas, on March 23, 2005.
The SPP seeks greater integration of the
three countries through an agenda for
prosperity that emphasizes growth, com -
petitiveness based on deep  en ing market
freedom, with a big dose of criteria to
reinforce re gio nal security to prevent
and respond to threats both within and
from outside North America, as well
as the establishment of a closed eco -
nomic bloc that reaffirms the region-
al division of labor the United States
has proposed. The agree  ment thus sti -
pulates the following:

• Establishing a trilateral system to mo n -
itor steel imports in order to have
timely information about sudden in -
creases in imports from third coun-
tries which could damage regional
production.

• Setting up trilateral working groups
to come up with measures to improve

competitiveness in the auto and auto
parts sector.

• Identifying other sectors, like texti les,
in which trilateral measures could
improve competitiveness.

• Exploring with the private sector the
possible review of tariffs and rules
of origin in the textile industry, as well
as the integration of supply chains
using other trade agreements in the
region.

The mistakes in Mexican foreign
policy derive from the tacit acceptance
of passive integration, which bets that
through free trade agreements, the
market will find the best perspectives.
What has not been taken into ac count
is that the most successful countries
in the world concert have implement-
ed active policies, clearly making their
priorities count, the most important of
which is strengthening the domestic
market, and things local and regional.
This perspective does exist among the
countries of the Southern Cone and
in strategies like the ALBA.

As long as it is not understood that
state intervention for a national and
regional project is necessary in a mar-
ket economy, the certainties deriv ed
from the Mexican government’s actions
will make the construc tion of a na tio n -
al and Latin American identity in -
creasingly difficult. Without those
identities, it will not be possible to

sustain or make coherent a state per-
spective that is also manifests itself in
foreign relations.
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