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H
istorically, Mexico-United
States relations have been very
complex and asymmetrical in

terms of power, and, today, they are
markedly interdependent in a number
of fields. The relationship is defined by
the geographical proximity between the
most powerful country in the world and
a developing nation.
The complexity of the relationship

is increased by the role that each plays
on the international stage. Both nations
perceive, value and interpret the bilat-
eral relationship and the world that sur -
rounds them from their own perspec-
tive. They each act on the basis of their
own cultural values and beliefs and to
preserve the permanent or temporary
interests that they pursue through their
foreign policy.
Internationalists like Carlos Rico

and John Coatsworth point to the im -
portance that the formation of percep-
tions has on the decision-making pro -
cess in world politics, saying, “The
behavior of international actors is con-
ditioned by the cultural filters through

which each receives and interprets in -
formation about the other players. Cul -
turally conditioned images, even stereo -
types, thus exert a powerful effect upon
decision-making.”1 This explains why
Mexico and the United States frequent -
ly interpret a particular event differ-
ently, as in the case of the Riverside in -
cident in 1996.2

The formation of cultural percep-
tions or stereotypes in each country
de pends on the level of global influence
that each has worldwide and a series
of geographic, cultural, historic, eco     -
no m  ic and political conditions coming

together. At the same time, these char-
acteristics are the source of the forma-
tion of each country’s profile as perceived
by the other. This article summarizes
these elements as they apply to the
specific case of Mexico-United States
relations.

AN ASYMMETRICAL RELATIONSHIP

The asymmetry of the relationship is
determined by the influence and lead-
ership role that each country plays in
the world, as well as the in ternational
responsibilities each society has taken
on and accumulated historically. Ours
is a bilateral relation ship between a
country that has the world’s greatest
aggregate of interests, commitments
and responsibilities and another that
plays the leadership role of a me dium-
sized power, and consequently has as -
sumed a series of regional interests,
responsibilities and commitments. It
is the meeting and relationship be -
tween countries with asymmetrical
leader ship roles and potentials.
It is worth asking ourselves how a

power with global interests relates to
one with regional influence and vice
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versa. The United States’ commitments
and responsibilities force it to con-
centrate and divide its attention in
the areas of the world where its prior-
ity interests lie, and only then concern
itself with those regions or countries
where it has second-level in terests,
like Mexico. By contrast, historically
and even today, the United States has
been and will continue to be Mexico’s
priority in matters of foreign policy.
This explains the difference in the
degree of interest that each country
attributes to bilateral issues since what
is important to Mexico is not always
important to the United States. That
is why we can say that the asymmetry
of the relationship conditions the for-
mation of mutual perceptions.

PROGRESSIVE INTERDEPENDENCE

To paraphrase Robert Keohane and
Joseph Nye,3 the international order
built in the 1970s has been charac-
terized by the establishment of progres -
sive interdependence among nations.
In this sense, the notion of interde-
pendence is understood as mutual de -
pendence or reciprocal effects among
two or more countries involving their
vital interests and in which all partic-
ipants are affected by the actions of
the others.
In the last three decades, Mexico-

U.S. relations have been expressed
through a broad, growing network of
governmental and nongovernmental,
political, economic and social chan-
nels. On many occasions, the situation
arising from this overshoots the insti-
tutional or legal framework set up to
deal with it, such as in the case of
migratory flows or money laundering.
These kinds of links show the mutual

dependence in different areas like
trade,4 investment, drug trafficking, mi -
gration or the environment, with reci-
procal effects for both parties. Given
the trends in this relationship, we see
that at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the two countries’ inter-
dependence will be even stronger and
will therefore be an important source
in the formation of perceptions.

HISTORICAL CONDITIONING FACTORS

The national histories of Mexico and
the United States would each be inex-
plicable without the other. Com mon
periods of historical development of
each nation have determined the way
we have perceived each other, becom-
ing perhaps the most important source
of the formation of perceptions. Ob -
vious ly, this process has been explained
differently in each country, according
to the interpretation that their govern-
ments and historians have wanted to
give to a shared history.
In tune with the asymmetry and

interdependence of the bilateral rela-

tionship, the historical legacy of the
United States presence in the life of
Mex ico is much greater than the re -
verse. The loss of more than half of
Mexico’s national territory to its north-
ern neighbor, the different U.S. inva-
sions of Mexico, including the most
recent, the 1914 invasion of Veracruz,
and the constant U.S. attempts to extend
its borders even further (the McLane-
Ocampo Treaty) have left a deep mark
in the historical consciousness of the
Mexican people and created a defen-
sive, distrustful attitude with regard to
Mexico’s northern neighbor and the
international scene in general.
For the United States, on the other

hand, Mexico has been a second-level
priority in its global perspective. As
Rico and Coatsworth say, “The United
States is much more a real and con-
crete part of Mexican reality and polit-
ical discourse than vice versa. In fact,
the United States constitutes a crucial
variable in the definition of Mexico’s
modern political culture....The United
States holds a central place in the his-
tory of Mexico; Mexico’s place in U.S.
history is quite limited.”5

GEOGRAPHICAL PROXIMITY

If Mexico and the United States did
not border on one another, would their
histories have intertwined? Would
the bilateral relationship be so special,
complex, interdependent and often
tense? Would the migratory problem
between them be so acute? Undoub t -
edly, their sharing a common border,
which goes back to the frontiers estab-
lished by Spain in the eighteenth cen-
tury, has been a determining factor and
has conditioned their relationship right
up until today. This geographic proxim-
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ity has spurred events that still have an
impact on daily relations between neigh -
bors. U.S. territorial expansionism at
the cost of its southern neighbor, the
uninterrupted migration of Mexicans
north, the controversial definition of
boundaries, the inclusion of Mexico in
the area of U.S. strategic security or the
creation of a trilateral market together
with Canada would hardly have hap-
pened if the individual histories of
these two countries had not coincided
or had as a backdrop the geographical
proximity.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

Mexico and the United States are heir
to totally different cultural traditions
expressed in marked distinctions be -
tween their economic systems, politi-
cal ideas, social organization, ways of
thinking, day-to-day attitudes, philoso-
phy of life and systems of values and
beliefs. They perceive each other, then,
and therefore their bilateral relations,
very differently. 
Certain traits mark the cultural

contrast between the two. In Mexico,
the values of the Catholic religion,
mes tizo ancestry, the pre-Hispanic
past, the public figure of caudillos or
strongmen and the formation of a
national consciousness that has had
its historic relations with the United
States as a catalyst are all held in high
regard. In contrast, Americans gener-
ally place value on Protestant values
and decentralized organization; they
take pride in being part of a majority
white population with Anglo Saxon
origins and a history of successes that
has made them a leading power in the
world today and given them an opti-
mistic view of the future. They have

formed a national identity molded by
only the remote possibility of foreign
intervention by European powers;
Mexico has never really represented a
threat to their sovereignty. These fac-
tors have been cultural filters through
which both countries see the world.
As Rico and Coatsworth point out,

while it is true that perceptions do
not totally determine government

decisions, they do influence them.6

This argument makes sense in that
cultural stereotypes of other coun-
tries are believed by large parts of so -
ciety, and the leaders of these nations
take their voters’ opinions into account,
as is the case with Mexico and the
United States. Also, when percep-
tions are not bolstered by information
and accompanied by a culture of tol-
erance that can clarify them, they can
become prejudices or simply miscon-
ceptions that can have an influence
on bilateral relations.
In that sense, it is worth remember-

ing the observation of Mexican diplo-
mat Matías Romero, twice ambassador

to the United States in the nineteenth
century, who said, “My experience has
taught me...that on both sides there are
prejudices born of the lack of suffi-
cient knowledge of the other, but that
could be eliminated to reach greater
understanding.” This comment could
well describe current relations between
Mexico and the United States, at the
beginning of the new millenium.
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