The Legacy of an Ambiguous Relationship

Nineteenth Century Mexico-U.S. Relations!
(Part Two)
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In part one of this essay (Voices of Mexico 49), the author examined the different stages
of Mexico-USS. bilateral relations from the time the United States recognized Mexico as a sovereign nation (1832)
to the end of the French intervention (1867): from an alliance between both nations in 1832, the break-off
of diplomatic relations (1837), their renewal (1839) and the war of 1846-1847, to their becoming partners
of convenience in 1867. All that time, Mexico was the weak, subordinate partner, while the U.S. exercised expansionist
policies in its attempt to achieve hegemony over the entire hemisphere. The second part of the article, printed here, deals with
the zigzags in relations during the last stage of the Judrez administration and the whole Porfirio Diaz period.

ith the end of the French interven-
tion, the Mexican government took a
position on foreign policy for the first
time. The “Judrez Doctrine” shaped the doctrine
for Mexican foreign policy during the twentieth
century. Its principles were non-intervention, self-
determination and the sovereign equality of states.
[t isolated Mexico from the European powers that
had broken relations with Mexico after the execu-
tion of Maximilian of Habsburg.? This isolation
strengthened U.S.-Mexican relations with a dual
effect: it generated new vulnerable spots in Mexican
sovereignty but also opened up new opportunities
for the reconstruction of the Mexican economy.
One important reason why Mexico and the
United States became partners of convenience in
1867 was that the American leadership and the
victorious Mexican liberal cadre shared the per-
ception that the European powers were a menace
to the security of their respective countries. It is im-
portant to underline that, during that period, the
European powers' position did not offer a clear alter-

native to Mexico to compensate for the increasing
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U.S. influence in the Western Hemisphere. Spain
was busy with its internal conflicts, with no clear idea
of its international role; France was caught between
maintaining its continental role or becoming an im-
perial power; and, finally, Great Britain was already
a dominant empire with a pragmatic outlook in which
Mexico was of only secondary interest.

The year 1876 was a turning point in the his-
tory of Mexico and the United States. In Mexico,
it brought the victory of Porfirio Diaz's inner circle
over the Judrez group of liberals, and in the United
States, it saw the end of the Reconstruction with
the election of Rutherford Hayes. By then, the
United States was gaining control of the enor-
mous resources throughout its territory, develop-
ing its technological tradition and consolidating its
internal market. These trends would rapidly make
it a leader in international affairs. At the same time,
Mexico needed resources to develop its economic
potential, but the scope of alternatives was not very
broad due to its self-imposed international isola-
tion. Also, the political, entrepreneurial and intel-
lectual elites in both countries were influenced by
social Darwinist positivism, which emphasized ma-
terial progress over social concerns. Hence, the

political upper echelons in both countries were in



a basic agreement. On the other hand the Euro-
pean powers entered into a period of rearrange-
ment of their own interests inside and outside their
continental realms, and were permeated by a neo-
colonialist drive directed mostly at Africa and Asia,
without altogether leaving aside the Americas.
During the Porfirio Diaz presidency, bilateral
relations were cordial after President Rutherford
Hayes' refusal to recognize the government of the
Mexican general. Cooperation during this period
was possible due to several factors. On one hand,
Mexican diplomacy was very nimble in the ex-
ploitation of American investors’ interests, creating
a real Mexican lobby. On the other hand, border
and claims issues were dealt with on a case-by-
case basis so that none were harmful to the big
picture of bilateral relations.® It is very likely that
the model for today's pattern of cooperation in
bilateral relations is the one implemented in those
years. However, the cornerstone of this diplomacy
was the Mexican government’s interest in allowing
American investment in key economic sectors to
foster national growth. Railroads and mining
received a significant amount of American invest-
ment. In 1880 a second trade reciprocity treaty was
negotiated, but it never went into effect because
the U.S. House of Representatives never issued the
tax laws required for its implementation. None-
theless, in the early years of the twentieth century,
the U.S. was the recipient of 76 percent of Mexico's
exports, and it was the country of origin of 50 per-
cent of Mexican imports. U.S. assets accounted for
38 percent of foreign investment in Mexico.*
Cooperation in political and economic relations
were not, however, significant enough to change
latent Mexican distrust toward the United States.
Porfirio Diaz always remembered the Hayes
administration’s conditioning U.S. recognition of
his government when he first seized the presiden-
cy. Some of his cabinet helped him not to forget it.
Consequently, a counterweight foreign policy was
developed. Relations with European powers were

reestablished, fostering investment in Mexico, and

closer diplomatic relations were forged with coun-
tries in Europe, Latin America and Asia, especial-
ly Japan. By 1910, the Mexican government had
developed a highly diversified network of interna-
tional relations, which had allowed it to compen-
sate for the significant presence of U.S. interests.
Yet, the hemispheric policies of the United States
were growing and forcing Mexico into its security
and geopolitical domain, thus imposing further
burdens on Mexican foreign policy, as social con-
ditions deteriorated.

The United States again made a priority of its
foreign policy objectives at the beginning of the
twentieth century. The extraordinary economic
growth of the 1880s and 1890s forced the adop-
tion of an aggressive economic strategy to compete
for international markets with old European pow-
ers like Britain and France and with new powers
like Germany, ltaly and Japan. The Western
Hemisphere and the Pacific Rim were termed vital
areas of influence for U.S. national security and
economic growth.’

The new policy for the Americas was developed
in the call for the First International American
Conference in 1889, with the aim of establishing
a customs union and a dispute settlement mecha-
nism.® This initiative was followed by two corol-
laries to the Monroe Doctrine: Richard Olney's in
18957 and Theodore Roosevelt's in 1904, The
United States would unilaterally become an arbiter
in conflicts between the countries of the region
and extra-continental powers. At the same time,
its victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898
and the control of the Panama Canal Zone in 1903
resulted in virtual American control over the Gulf
of Mexico, the Caribbean and Central America.
“Dollar Diplomacy,” the U.S. government’s instru-
ment to protect American investment interests
abroad, was also part of this new foreign policy.”
The European powers, particularly England, per-
mitted these U.S. policies to some extent.” So, by
the turn of the century, Mexico was close to being

swallowed up in the strategic area of the United
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States. Mexico's predicament, then, was to over-
come that threat.

The Porfirio Diaz government was aware of
these circumstances and tried to design policies to
diminish the risks involved. On the domestic
front. this meant pursuing a policy of reaffirming
Mexico's Latin cultural background and subse-
quently reasserting Mexican nationalism, mostly
in terms of patriotic concepts. lntemaliona]ly, it
meant tying Mexico to the countries with Iberian
or Latin backgrounds; Spain, France and the Ibero-
american countries. In foreign policy, it meant
pursuing four aims: the first was to seek closer
relationships with potential important rivals of the
United States: Germany and Japan.'? The second
was aimed at seeking agreements among the Latin
American countries to counteract U.S. demands
or intentions. The third was to maintain a sort of
neutral position on critical international issues,
such as the Venezuelan crisis of 1895 and the War
of the United States against Spain in 1898. The
fourth was to foster international recognition of
the tenets of the Juirez Doctrine and legal princi-
ples in dealing with problems of foreign citizens in
a host country, within the recently created Pan
American Union.'! To a certain extent, Mexico
upheld the Calvo and Drago Doctrines.'? By 1910,
then, Mexico was pursuing a realistic foreign poli-
cy aimed at making the country a middle-sized
power in order to maintain some degree of auton-
omy in its international relations and reduce the
risks of being engulfed by the United States. Yet,
the cooperation with its northern neighbor was
never abandoned, ' and it can even be said that on
the eve of the Mexican Revolution, it had reached
an unexpectedly high level.

At that time, unfortunately for Mexico, the lead-
ing elite’s policy design had overlooked the coun-
trv's internal conditions. From 1900 on, Porfirio
Diaz’s rule progressively lost legitimacy and com-
mitment to the nation. At the same time, in the
United States the reform movements, particularly

Progressivism, were moving forward. Hence, sym-

pathy toward the authoritarian Mexican regime
began dropping in some political circles; even pri-
vate organizations provided assistance to the grow-
ing number of Mexican dissidents on U.S. soil,
which in turn bred apprehension within the ruling
Mexican cadre. At the end of the Porfirio Diaz re-

gime, there was a premonition of the conflict that

M

was about to arise.
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