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Mexico and the United States are facing a critical

moment in their relationship. Despite a storied history

of conflict and mutual suspicion, the establishment of

NAFTA in 1994 and the arrival of electoral democracy

in Mexico in 2000 brought hope and expectations on

both sides of a deeper, more cooperative and balanced

relationship that would help the countries address criti-

cal common problems, such as border security and

migration, as well as deal with the new global challenges

of an increasingly interconnected, uncertain, and unipo-

lar world. 

Unfortunately, the terrorist attacks of September

11, 2001, altered this new course in U.S.-Mexico rela-

tions. Just prior to the attacks, optimism had been

building in anticipation of an historic agreement on

migration between the newly arrived administrations in

Mexico and in the United States. That highly publicized

agreement was to usher in a new era of expanded coop-

eration. In just a few weeks, however, that optimism

turned to strain as priorities and policies suddenly shift-

ed and reactions on both sides to the attacks and their

aftermath created renewed disagreements and distrust. 

The United States was disappointed in Mexico’s

initially timid response to the attacks and, later, open

reluctance to support the United States in taking mili-

tary action against Iraq. In Mexico, disappointment

came from the Bush administration’s decision to post-

pone further bilateral negotiations for a comprehensive

migration accord that suddenly looked remote. Since

then, the bilateral relationship has been in a state of

flux, moving between the underlying forces of economic

and social integration on one hand and the new impera-

tives of U.S. security and Mexico’s new democratic

uncertainties on the other. 

The diplomatic ups and downs have stirred a pub-

lic debate on the true nature of the bilateral relationship

and the capacity of the two countries to meet the press-

ing common challenges posed by the new international

environment. According to some analysts, as long as the

United States remains fully engrossed in a war against

terrorism and Mexico is unable to address its domestic

shortcomings in democratic governance, economic

growth, and social development, it is unlikely that the

two governments will have the political incentives to

continue the move toward sustained cooperation that

began during the post-NAFTA and the pre-September

11 years.

Other analysts are even more pessimistic, based on

cultural and historical factors. Culturalists argue that

Mexicans and Americans dislike each other, hold oppo-

site views about the world, and share a deeply rooted

attitude of mutual distrust as a result of the different

social values and political traditions inherited from their

distinct ethnic, colonial, and national historical experi-

ences. According to this view, cultural differences

between Mexicans and Americans inevitably lead to

Relations at a Crossroads
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recurrent cycles of disagreement and distrust. Some pre-

dict that high security concerns in the United States,

combined with political gridlock and economic stagna-

tion in Mexico, will revive the deeply rooted cultural

differences between the two countries and lead to

increased unilateralist, protectionist, nationalistic, and

xenophobic pressures on both sides of the border.

On the opposite side of the debate, some observers

argue that the inherent dynamism of markets, technolo-

gy, and social networks will fuel a continued intensifica-

tion of social, economic, and political interactions

between Mexico and the United States, leading to a

greater convergence of interests, values, and worldviews.

Diplomatic and political turbulence is seen as normal,

having no major or sustained impact on the dense web

of cooperative efforts between bureaucracies, state gov-

ernments, private interests, and social actors. These

more sanguine analysts also note that bilateral coopera-

tion on security, migration, and drug trafficking mat-

ters, particularly along the border, has been closer than

ever despite differences on foreign policy and other

issues.

The key questions raised by this debate are the fol-

lowing: Do Mexicans and Americans hold completely

different worldviews despite the growing economic,

social, political, and cultural connections between their

two countries? Does the gap between real bilateral inter-

dependence and national perceptions diminish their

capacity to effectively address common challenges? 

These common challenges have only intensified in

the post-September 11 environment. The U.S.-Mexican

border is currently under great pressure due to

inevitable tensions between increased security controls

and larger flows of people, goods, and services that cross

the border legally and illegally every day. Dealing with

current problems will take extraordinary will and com-

mitment. It requires both sides to redefine traditional

diplomatic approaches (unilateralism in the United

States and defensive nationalism in Mexico) and to

undertake major domestic policy reforms (migration

policies in the United States and national security poli-

cies in Mexico). How Americans and Mexicans view the

world and their relationship with each other will shape
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these policies and approaches and ultimately determine

whether they will succeed or fail. 

Do Mexicans and Americans share similar views

about international threats? Are they isolationists, or do

they favor an active participation in world affairs? Do

they share similar foreign policy objectives? How strong

are multilateralist versus unilateralist orientations among

the American and Mexican publics? Do they share a

common view of the international rules and norms or

do they view the role of multilateral institutions, the use

of military force, and the primacy of international law

differently? What is their view of each other? Is there

evidence of strong anti-American sentiment in Mexico?

How strong are anti-Mexican and anti-immigrant atti-

tudes in the United States? Are ordinary Mexicans and

Americans in favor of deepening the economic partner-

ship initiated by NAFTA and extending their relation-

ship into other more sensitive arenas such as migration

and security? What kinds of bilateral agreements con-

cerning sensitive issues such as border security, migra-

tion, and energy are mutually acceptable to the Mexican

and American publics? 

This report offers new evidence to answer some of

these important questions. It is the result of a new bina-

tional partnership between the Centro de Investigación

y Docencia Económicas (CIDE) and the Consejo

Mexicano de Asuntos Internacionales (COMEXI) in

Mexico and The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations

(CCFR) in the United States. The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has conducted one of the preeminent

surveys of American public opinion on U.S. foreign

policy periodically for nearly three decades. This year

the CIDE, COMEXI, and CCFR have joined forces to

undertake an ambitious study that, for the first time,

includes parallel surveys in the United States and

Mexico. 

The CIDE/COMEXI/CCFR study seeks to con-

tribute to the current debate on U.S.-Mexican relations

by providing new data and analyses. In an attempt to

capture and compare American and Mexican public

opinion in the new international setting after the world-

shaking events of September 11, the surveys posed

many of the same questions in both countries on a



6 G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

broad range of international and bilateral issues. The

result is the most in-depth and comprehensive picture

ever presented of the foreign policy attitudes of these

two different but closely linked economic partners and

neighbors.

The data from this survey will be placed on deposit

placed with the Inter-University Consortium for

Political and Social Research at the University of

Michigan at Ann Arbor, the Roper Center for Public

Opinion in Storrs, Connecticut, and NORC (National

Opinion Research Center) at the University of Chicago.

It will also be deposited in the CIDE library’s Public

Opinion Survey Databank in order to be available for

consultation by scholars, professionals, students and any

interested person in Mexico. The report will also be

available on the Internet at www.cide.edu, 

www.consejomexicano.org, and www.ccfr.org.
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Shared Continent, Shared Perspectives

Despite significant geopolitical, economic, and social

differences separating the United States and Mexico,

publics in both countries agree on many fundamental

issues. Both Americans and Mexicans want their coun-

tries be active in the world, pay attention to interna-

tional news, believe public opinion should be influential

in shaping foreign policy, share similar feelings toward

various countries, and perceive many threats and goals

in similar manners.  

• Majorities in both countries endorse taking an

active role in world affairs. Both also favor the

United States, as the world’s leading power, work-

ing with other nations to solve international prob-

lems rather than taking a unilateral or isolationist

approach. Mexicans prefer that Mexico only partic-

ipate in resolving international problems that

directly affect their country.  

• International terrorism and chemical and biological

weapons are seen by both Americans and Mexicans

as very critical threats, but Mexicans show even

greater concern about the threats of drug traffick-

ing and world economic crises (two items not

asked in the United States).  Mexicans also display

greater concern about economic competition from

the United States than Americans do regarding eco-

nomic competition from low-wage countries (such

as Mexico).  

• While Americans and Mexicans both rate combat-

ing international terrorism and preventing the

spread of nuclear weapons as very important for-

eign policy goals, goals related to economic and

personal well-being rate higher in each country.

Protecting the jobs of American workers tops the

U.S. list, while protecting the interests of Mexicans

in other countries and promoting the sale of

Mexican products in other countries lead the

Mexico list. Helping to bring democracy to other

countries ranks at the bottom of the list of foreign

policy goals for both countries. 

• Mexicans and Americans hold generally favorable

opinions of each other and also look favorably on

Canada and European friends. Surprisingly,

Mexicans join Americans in having cool feelings

towards Cuba. The publics differ in attitudes

towards France, China, and Israel, with Mexicans

more positive towards France and China. 

The Structure of Global Relations 

Americans and Mexicans agree that the United States

should not play the role of world policeman and that

the United Nations needs to strengthened. Both publics

also support measures to strengthen international eco-

nomic organizations and trade agreements. Both also

have doubts about the fairness of trade and see the other

as benefiting more from NAFTA.  

E X E C U T I V E S U M M A R Y
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• Mexicans do not see U.S. influence in the world as

generally positive and agree with Americans that

the United States should not play the role of world

policeman.  

• Contrary to the image of Americans as unilateral-

ists, majorities of Americans as well as Mexicans

think that strengthening the United Nations is an

important foreign policy goal and support the UN

having a standing peacekeeping force. Pluralities or

majorities in both countries also favor giving the

UN the power to regulate the international arms

trade and impose a small tax on arms sales and oil

to fund its activities. A strong majority of

Americans are willing to go along with UN deci-

sions it does not prefer, while a plurality of

Mexicans are willing to do so. 

• Majorities in both countries support giving the

United Nations Security Council the right to

authorize the use of force to respond to a variety of

security, political, and humanitarian crises.

Contrary to the image of Mexicans as unwilling to

send their troops outside of the country, a plurality

of Mexicans and a strong majority of Americans

support participating in UN peacekeeping mis-

sions.  

• A majority of Americans and a plurality of

Mexicans support complying with WTO rulings

that go against each country. Overwhelming

majorities of Americans and smaller majorities of

Mexicans support including environmental and

worker protection in international trade agree-

ments. 

• Both Americans and Mexicans are concerned about

the fairness of trade relations. Only half of

Americans believe Mexico practices fair trade with

the United States. Majorities in both countries

strongly or somewhat disagree that rich countries

are playing fair in trade negotiations with poor

countries, with Mexicans more likely to strongly

disagree. More people in each country believe

NAFTA is good for the other country than believe

it is good for their own.  

Dealing with Common Problems 

The United States and Mexico face several daunting

common problems such as drug and gun trafficking and

illegal immigration into the United States. Finding

effective, cooperative solutions is complicated by the

unbalanced power structure between the two countries.

While Mexicans are sensitive to this and seek to preserve

a degree of independence, they recognize as well the

need for bilateral cooperation and are willing to work

with the United States on measures to combat terrorism

and illegal immigration.  Americans, in turn, favor joint

decision making and bilateral measures to decrease ille-

gal immigration.  

• Americans and Mexicans differ on whether there

should be more joint decision making and whether

Mexico should have an independent foreign policy.

Americans favor greater joint decisions between the

United States and Mexico, but are split on whether

Mexico should follow the U.S. lead in its foreign

policy. An overwhelming majority of Mexicans

believe Mexico should have an independent foreign

policy from the United States and a smaller majori-

ty oppose greater joint decision making. However,

strong majorities of Mexicans support a number of

cooperative security measures to combat interna-

tional terrorism such as allowing American agents

to work in Mexico guarding airports, seaports, and

border with the United States.

• Both Americans and Mexicans see the country of

origin as more responsible for solving key cross-

border problems such as drug and gun trafficking

and migration. A majority of Americans and a plu-

rality of Mexicans agree that Mexico should be

more responsible for dealing with drug trafficking

from Mexico to the United States and that the

United States should more responsible for dealing

with trafficking of guns from the United States to

Mexico. Both agree that Mexico should be more

responsible for dealing with undocumented

Mexican immigrants entering the United States.  

• Americans and Mexicans have opposite impressions

on the integration of Mexican immigrants to the
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United States, with Americans believing that these

immigrants integrate but do not learn English and

Mexicans thinking they learn English but do not

integrate. Interestingly, despite the fact that many

Mexican immigrants are undocumented, both

publics believe they respect the law. 

• Americans oppose increasing legal immigration lev-

els to the United States and unilateral reform meas-

ures such as President Bush’s recent temporary

worker proposal. Mexicans overwhelming favor this

proposal. Both Americans and Mexicans are willing

to go along with a bilateral agreement that would

provide greater opportunities for Mexicans to work

and live legally in the United States in return for

Mexico making greater efforts to reduce illegal

immigration and drug trafficking. 
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The U.S.-Mexico relationship is unique among nations.

As neighbors on a vast American continent, the United

States and Mexico share one of the world’s longest and

most active borders between a developed and a develop-

ing country. Increasing flows of trade, investment, and

people between the two countries reinforce high levels

of economic interdependence and social interconnected-

ness. Yet long-standing historical antagonisms have

made it particularly difficult for the United States and

Mexico to build and sustain cooperation. In addition,

large asymmetries between the two countries in terms of

military power and socioeconomic development further

strain efforts to cooperate. The unending interplay

between the forces of conflict and cooperation inform

the attitudes of Americans and Mexicans on a wide

range of issues. To understand these attitudes, it is

important to first look more closely at those forces

affecting the relationship.

Disparate nations

Mexico is a developing country in a relatively stable

region, implicitly protected by the umbrella of U.S. mil-

itary power. It has traditionally maintained a low pro-

file, been relatively inactive in international affairs, and

as an initiator of the 1967 Treaty for the Prohibition of

Nuclear Weapons in Latin America, lives in a nuclear

weapon-free zone. Although Mexico is the world’s tenth

largest economy and eighth largest trader, it has not

sought or succeeded in leveraging its economic position

into a greater involvement in world affairs.

Mexico’s history is shaped by its relations with the

United States. Mexico lost roughly half its territory to

the Unites States in 1848, and during the Mexican

Revolution (1910-20) and its aftermath (1920-30) the

United States mounted two major and one minor

armed incursions into Mexican territory, denied diplo-

matic recognition to various Mexican administrations,

and imposed economic sanctions in order to collect

debts. Mexicans have a keen sense of this history. School

books in Mexico have extensive sections devoted to U.S.

intervention in Mexico and national discourse often

continues to highlight it. Mexico’s resulting suspicion

about U.S. power has generally led it to pursue an inde-

pendent foreign policy based on the principles of nonin-

tervention and self-determination. In addition, econom-

ic instability and other problems have long kept

Mexico’s gaze fixed regionally, especially toward their

powerful northern neighbor.

The United States, on the other hand, is the

world’s preeminent military and economic power and is

actively engaged in regions across the globe. With a his-

tory shaped by economic might and large power poli-

tics, Americans have found their attention much less

occupied by relations with Mexico than by relations

with other strategic allies and the world’s major powers. 

Shared Continent, Shared Perspectives

C H A P T E R  O N E
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The U.S. economy is seventeen times larger than

the Mexican economy. The United States ranks fifth in

terms of gross national income per capita (US$37,610).

Mexico ranks sixty-eighth (US$6,230). The United

States ranks seventh of 175 countries on the Human

Development Index that measures achievements in

terms of life expectancy, education, and adjusted real

income. Mexico ranks fifty-fifth. Seventy-seven percent

of the U.S. population aged 15 and over had completed

high school and some college in 2002. Only 19% of

Mexicans in the same age bracket had completed mid-

dle school and only 11% had some college (see Figure

1-1).

Growing interdependence

Despite the profound geopolitical, economic, and social

differences separating the United States and Mexico, the

futures of the two countries are inextricably linked.

With a common border stretching 2,000 miles, interac-

tions continue to intensify between the two countries. 

Trade and investment issues became central to the

bilateral relationship after Mexico joined the General

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1986 and

then became part of the North American Free Trade

Agreement in 1994. Since NAFTA, Mexico-U.S. trade

more than doubled from 1994 to 2003. Today, the

United States and Mexico are among each other’s largest

Figure 1-1

MEXICO AND THE UNITED STATES:  BAS IC PROF I LE  2003

MEXICO UNITED STATES

Popu la t ion 102 MILL ION 291 MILL ION

Gross  Nat iona l  I ncome per  Capi ta $6,230 $37,610

Gross  Domes t i c  P roduc t $626 BILL ION $10.9 TRILL ION

% of  Expor t s  to  the  Un i ted  S ta tes/Mex ico 90.4 13.5 

% of  Impor t s  to  the  Un i ted  S ta tes/Mex ico 64.3 11 

% of  Labor  Force  Employed

Agr icu l t u re 21 3 

I ndus t r y 25 23 

Ser v ices 54 74 

% of  Wor ld  Oi l  P roduc t ion 5.1 9.2 

% of  Wor ld  Oi l  Consumpt ion 2.3 25.1 

To ta l  Armed Forces  (Ac t i ve ) 192,770 1,427,000

Mi l i ta r y  Expend i tu res $5.2 B ILL ION $358.2 B ILL ION

% of  Popu la t ion  Be low the  Pover ty  L ine 40 12 

Te lephone l ines  per  100 pop. 13.5 66.5 

Sources: World Development Indicators, World Bank, July 2004. http://worldbank.org; Banco de México Informe Anual 2003; U.S. Census Bureau’s Foreign Trade Statistics
2003. www.census.gov/foreigntrade/statistics;UNCTAD. World Investment Report 2003. FDI Policies for Development: National and International Perspectives.
http://www.unctad.lorg/fdistatistics; Pocket World in Figures. The Economist 2003 Edition; BP Statistical Review of the World Economy. http://www.bp.com; The Military
Balance. The International Institute for Strategic Studies 2003-2004,  Oxford University Press; CIA–The World Fact Book: United States Report May 2004 and Mexico Report
May 2004 http://www.odci.gov/cia/publications/factbook; Office of Management and Budget http://whitehouse.gov.omb/budget/fy2004/defense.html. 
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trading partners. Mexico is the United States’ second

largest trading partner after Canada and China, and the

United States is Mexico’s largest partner by far. The

United States is also Mexico’s largest foreign investor by

a wide margin, representing 55% of Mexico’s foreign

direct investment in 2003. Additionally, Mexico is the

third largest supplier of crude oil to the United States.

An economic downturn in either country would have

dramatic effects on the other. 

Security linkages now also bind the two countries

more closely together because of the cooperation

required to address security concerns at the border while

still allowing a free and efficient flow of people and

goods between the two countries. The cross-border

movement of people and goods is enormous. Around

300 million legal crossings occur annually through the

twenty-five ports of entry along the U.S.-Mexico bor-

der. As mentioned, the total volume of legitimate cross-

border trade has doubled in a decade. The intensity of

bilateral interactions is not only a border phenomenon.

In 2003 Mexico surpassed Canada as the first destina-

tion for U.S. travelers. That year 15.8 million

Americans visited Mexico, and nearly 10 million

Mexicans traveled to the United States. Mexico is the

leading source country for legal immigrants to the

United States, with 219,380 admissions in 2002, repre-

senting 21% of the total number of legal immigrants. If

the large cross-border migration of undocumented

workers and the flow of illegal drugs into the United

States from Mexico are taken into account, the impor-

tance of the security dimension in U.S.-Mexican rela-

tions is even greater. 

On an individual level, direct and indirect personal

connections are strong. Sixty-one percent of Mexicans

in this survey say they have relatives living outside of

Mexico. The vast majority of these live in the United

States. In addition, 33% of Mexicans in this survey say

they would live in the United States if given the oppor-

tunity. Roughly 9.9 million Mexicans live in the United

States and approximately 25 million Americans are of

Mexican origin. Twenty-one percent of Mexicans in this

survey say they receive remittances from family mem-

bers working in the United States.

The need for Mexicans and Americans to under-

stand one another has never been greater. The future

health of both countries depends on joint, constructive

efforts to solve common, looming problems. Despite

the current atmosphere of disillusionment and the con-

flicting forces at work in the U.S.-Mexico relationship,

our survey finds a remarkable and encouraging conver-

gence of views between Mexicans and Americans on

many crucial issues.

Global interest and engagement

One of the traditional measures of internationalism is

the question of whether it is best for the future of one’s

country to take an active part in world affairs. A majori-

ty of Americans have long endorsed taking an active

part, and our survey reveals that along with the 67% of

Americans who say this today, a majority of Mexicans

(57%) agree that their country should also take an

active part (see Figure 1-2). 

A majority of Mexicans and Americans also sup-

port a multilateral rather than a dominant role for the

United States in world affairs. Seventy-eight percent of

Americans and 55% of Mexicans believe that the

United States should do its share in efforts to solve

international problems together with other countries as

opposed to being the preeminent leader in solving inter-

national problems (8% of Americans and 10% of

Mexicans) or staying out altogether (10% and 28%,

Figure 1-2
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Percentage who say it will be best for the future of their country if

they take an active part in world affairs rather than stay out of

world affairs.
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respectively). Further, 76% of Americans and 72% of

Mexicans do not think the United States has the

responsibility to play the role of world policeman. These

findings on the U.S. role are discussed further in

Chapter 2.

For their own part, 58% of Mexicans believe that

Mexico should participate in solving only those world

problems that directly affect Mexico, with 31% of

Mexicans believing that Mexico should participate in

resolving the world’s critical problems more generally,

and only 9% taking the isolationist position that

Mexico should not participate in solving the world’s

problems.

This internationalist view is also evident in the sig-

nificant numbers of Mexicans and Americans who are

very or somewhat interested in the news of their coun-

try’s relations with other countries (see Figure 1-3).

Eighty-seven percent of Mexicans and 83% of

Americans say they are interested in news of their coun-

try’s relations with other countries, with 40% of

Mexicans and 34% of Americans “very” interested. 

Many people in both countries believe that their

opinions should be influential in shaping foreign policy.

In Mexico, a country in which foreign policy was, until

recently, determined solely by the president and a com-

pliant Congress, 41% of Mexicans believe that public

opinion should be extremely influential (10 out of 10 on

a scale of influence), with another 27% giving it an 8 or

9. In the United States, 48% give public opinion an 8 or

higher on the 10-point scale of preferred influence on

foreign policy, with 22% of Americans giving it a 10. 

Threats to vital interests

Despite their vastly different world positions, Mexican

and American perceptions of critical threats to their

countries’ vital interests are more similar than might be

expected (see Figure 1-4). For Americans, the terrorist

attacks of September 11, 2001, continue to be a defin-

ing national event. International terrorism is viewed by

more people (75% of the public) as a critical threat to

the vital interests of the United States than any other

threat asked about, though the percentage has declined

since 2002. The threat of chemical and biological

weapons and the threat of unfriendly countries becom-

ing nuclear powers are next on the list of critical threats,

with 66% and 64% of Americans, respectively, viewing

them as critical threats. 

In Mexico, two items that were not asked in the

United States but have directly affected the lives of

many Mexicans came out on top: drug trafficking (89%

of Mexicans identify it as a critical threat) and world

economic crises (86% believe it to be a critical threat).

Nevertheless, Mexicans are just as concerned about the

threat of chemical and biological weapons (86% critical

threat) as they are about world economic crises, and

concern about international terrorism is not far behind,

with 81% of Mexicans saying it is a critical threat.

While Mexico is not typically seen as a target for inter-

national terror or chemical and biological attacks, its

long, active border with the United States increases its

vulnerability to attacks directed at the United States and

creates the possibility that such attacks could have a

direct affect on the lives of Mexicans.

World environmental problems (global warming in

the U.S. survey) also ranks relatively high as a perceived

threat to Mexicans, with 79% of Mexicans identifying

this as a critical threat to the country’s vital interests.

Many fewer Americans consider global warming a

Figure 1-3
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threat, with 37% seeing this as critical. Mexico’s greater

reliance on agriculture, lower income levels, and high

levels of environmental degradation that expose its pop-

ulation more to the effects of environmental problems

may explain the sharp divergence on this issue. It is also

notable that Mexican concern about the global warming

is not dampened even though efforts to address it have

the potential for creating hardship for the oil industry,

one of Mexico’s most critical economic sectors.

On the issue of economic competition, Mexicans

appear to be more concerned about competition from

the United States than Americans are about competition

from low-wage countries (such as Mexico). Fifty-five

percent of Mexicans believe economic competition from

the United States to be a critical threat, while only 35%

of Americans identify economic competition from low-

wage countries as a critical threat.

Neither Americans nor Mexicans view the rise of

China as a world power as unduly alarming. China’s rise

is the lowest ranked threat for Mexicans (48% see it as

critical) and only 33% of Americans identify this as a

critical threat.

The goals of foreign policy 

American and Mexican opinion on the goals for their

country’s foreign policy follow a similar pattern (see

Figure 1-5). While the list of goals asked about were

not exactly the same in both countries, some compara-

ble priorities emerge. Not surprisingly, items most

directly affecting people’s lives top the priority list. In

Mexico, protecting the interests of Mexicans in other

countries, promoting the sale of Mexican products in

other countries, and stopping the flow of illegal drugs

Figure 1-4 • Asked in  bo th  Mex ico  and the  Un i ted  S ta tes

CR IT ICAL  THREATS
Percentage who view each of the following as a “critical threat” to their country’s vital interests.

MEXICO U.S.

Drug t ra f f i ck ing 89 I n te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 75

Wor ld  economic  c r i ses 86 Chemica l  and b io log ica l  weapons 66

Chemica l  and b io log ica l  weapons  • 86 Unf r iend ly  coun t r ie s  becoming nuc lear  powers 64

I n te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 81 AIDS,  the  Ebo la  v i rus ,  and o the r  po ten t ia l  ep idemics 58

Wor ld  env i ronmen ta l  p rob lems  • 79
La rge  numbers  o f  immigran t s  and re fugees  coming
in to  the  U.S .

52

Vio len t  con f l i c t s  due  to  re l ig ious  and e thn ic
d i f f e rences

60 Conf l i c t  be tween I s rae l  and i t s  Arab ne ighbors 39

Economic  compe t i t ion  f rom the  Un i ted  S ta tes  • 55 I s lamic  fundamen ta l i sm 38

The  deve lopmen t  o f  Ch ina as  a  wor ld  power  • 48 Globa l  warming • 37

Economic  compe t i t ion  f rom low -wage coun t r ie s  • 35

The  deve lopmen t  o f  Ch ina as  a  wor ld  power  • 33
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into the United States are very important for the most

people, with 88%, 85%, and 83%, respectively, calling

them very important goals. These are followed closely

by combating international terrorism and preventing

the spread of nuclear weapons, which are also of high

importance in the United States. Seventy-eight percent

and 77% of Mexicans, respectively, call these goals

very important. Again, just as Mexicans perceive ter-

rorism and nuclear proliferation as threats despite not

being directly targeted, they see combating these

threats as important goals for their country just as

Americans do. 

In the United States, the high concern about ter-

rorism and nuclear proliferation found in threat percep-

tions extends logically to goals, given that the United

States has already suffered a direct and devastating ter-

rorist attack on its soil and remains a prime target.

Preventing the spread of nuclear weapons and combat-

ing international terrorism are rated very important by

73% and 71% of Americans, respectively. However,

Figure 1-5 • Asked in  bo th  Mex ico  and the  Un i ted  S ta tes

FORE IGN POL ICY GOALS
Percentage who say the following should be a “very important” goal of their country’s foreign policy.

MEXICO U.S.

P ro tec t ing  in te res t s  o f  Mex icans  in  o the r  coun t r ie s  88 Pro tec t ing  the  jobs  o f  Amer ican worker s 78

Promot ing  sa le  o f  Mex ican produc t s  in  o the r
coun t r ie s

85 Preven t ing  the  spread o f  nuc lear  weapons  • 73

S topp ing the  f low o f  i l l ega l  d rugs  in to  the  
Un i ted  S ta tes  •

83 Combat ing  in te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 71

Combat ing  in te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 78 Secur ing  adequa te  supp l ie s  o f  energy 69

Preven t ing  the  spread o f  nuc lear  weapons  • 77
S topp ing the  f low o f  i l l ega l  d rugs  in to  the  
Un i ted  S ta tes  •

63

Promot ing  and de fend ing human r igh t s  in  o the r
coun t r ie s

71 Cont ro l l i ng  and reduc ing i l l ega l  immigra t ion 59

Help ing to  improve  the  s tandard  o f  l i v ing  o f  l e s s
deve loped coun t r ie s  •

66 Main ta in ing  super io r  mi l i ta r y  power  wor ldwide 50

S t reng then ing the  Un i ted  Nat ions  • 60 Improv ing the  g loba l  env i ronmen t 47

Br ing ing Mex ico ’s  d i spu tes  wi th  o the r  coun t r ie s  to
in te rna t iona l  t r ibuna l s

60 Combat ing  wor ld  hunger 43

Help ing br ing  democracy  to  o the r  coun t r ie s  • 55 S t reng then ing the  Un i ted  Nat ions  • 38

Pro tec t ing  the  in te res t s  o f  Amer ican bus iness
abroad  

32

Pro tec t ing  weaker  na t ions  aga ins t  fo re ign
aggress ion

18

Help ing to  improve  the  s tandard  o f  l i v ing  o f  l e s s
deve loped na t ions  •

18

Help ing to  b r ing  a  democra t i c  fo rm o f  governmen t
to  o the r  na t ions  •

14
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more Americans are presently concerned about jobs.

Protecting the jobs of American workers is considered a

very important goal by 78% of Americans, putting it at

the top of the list of foreign policy goals considered very

important. Protecting jobs has traditionally been a top

foreign policy goal among the American public, appear-

ing in first place or close behind in all Chicago

Council’s surveys since 1975, though it had not been

first in the past three surveys done in the 1990s and

early in this decade. Job losses from the recent economic

slowdown in the United States, continued weak job cre-

ation figures, and the current controversy about the out-

sourcing of jobs by American companies have propelled

this concern back to the top.

Securing adequate supplies of energy is also a very

important goal for many Americans (69% very impor-

tant). Next on the list and among the top five goals for

Americans is a goal of high importance to many

Mexicans: stopping the flow of illegal drugs into the

United States, with 63% considering this a very impor-

tant foreign policy goal. 

Mexicans are much more likely than Americans to

see helping improve the standard of living of less devel-

oped countries as a very important goal. Sixty-six per-

cent of Mexicans say it is a very important foreign poli-

cy goal and 7% say it is not important. Only 18% of

Americans say it is a very important goal for the United

States, and 21% say it is not important. Few Americans

have considered this goal very important compared to

other goals in any of the Chicago Council surveys over

the past three decades, although Americans show more

support for this idea on separate questions. Seventy per-

cent of Americans favor foreign aid that helps needy

countries develop their economies. This formulation

puts the help in more humanitarian terms, which

Americans are more likely to support. Mexicans, on the

other hand, themselves living in a developing and eco-

nomically vulnerable country, are sympathetic to the

goal of helping less developed countries improve their

standard of living. 

At the bottom of the list of foreign policy goals for

both Mexicans and Americans is helping to bring

democracy to other countries. Despite its ranking

below all other goals, a majority of Mexicans (55%)

still see this as a very important goal (15% say it is not

important). By contrast, only 14% of Americans identi-

fy this as a very important goal, and 27% say it is not

important. The disparity on this item may be attrib-

uted to the focus on democracy in Mexico due to its

own recent democratization. Americans, on the other

hand, have long been unenthusiastic about this goal,

and perhaps especially now in light of the United

State’s unfinished and uncertain effort to install a dem-

ocratic government in Iraq after the removal of Saddam

Hussein’s regime. 

Feelings toward other countries

Americans and Mexicans share similar feelings toward

various countries around the world (see Figure 1-6).

Although many of the countries asked about were dif-

ferent in the two surveys, in general, North American

neighbors and European friends rate most warmly for

both Mexicans and Americans. On a thermometer scale

of 0 to 100, with zero meaning very cold, 100 meaning

very warm, and 50 meaning neither warm nor cold,

Britain, Germany, and Mexico receive a mean 70, 58,

and 54 degrees, respectively, from Americans, while the

United States, Canada, France, and Spain receive 68,

65, 62, and 62 degrees, respectively, from Mexicans.

Mexicans rate Japan high on their list (not asked in

United States), giving it a mean 68 degrees, equal to

feelings for the United States. Notably, Mexicans display

warmer feelings toward the United States than

Americans do toward Mexico. The more neutral feelings

among Americans likely stem from issues surrounding

trade and immigration, discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.

Both Mexicans and Americans feel relatively neutral

toward South Korea, which receives a mean 52 degrees

from Mexicans and 49 degrees from Americans. 

Mexicans and Americans both have cool feelings

toward Cuba (46 degrees from Mexicans and 40 degrees

from Americans). This is perhaps surprising on the

Mexican side, since Mexico has long maintained very

close diplomatic and cultural relations with Cuba,

whereas the U.S. government does not have diplomatic
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relations with Cuba and has had a relatively hostile pos-

ture toward it.

The American neighbors differ, however, on atti-

tudes toward France, China, and Israel. Mexicans are

much more positive toward France and China, giving

them a warm 62 and 59 degrees, respectively, while

Americans give them a somewhat cool 47 and 44

degrees, respectively. By contrast, Mexicans rate Israel

much cooler than Americans do, giving it a cool 41

degrees to Americans’ slightly warm 53 degrees.

Figure 1-6
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Mexicans and Americans favor taking an active part in

world affairs, share many of the same concerns about

threats, support a number of the same goals for their

country’s foreign policy, and favor countries working

together to solve problems. In this chapter we will look

at the form this international activity and cooperation

should take, including the role of the United States and

international institutions such as the United Nations

and the World Trade Organization (WTO), as well as

the structures for dealing with the use of force and for

managing economic and trade relations. 

A restrained U.S. role 

As a major actor on the world stage, the United States is

the subject of much debate about the role it plays inter-

nationally. From the Mexican perspective, the United

States plays an important role in the world, but not

always a good one. 

Mexicans do not believe that the United Sates is

having a generally positive influence in the world. Fifty-

five percent disagree (38% strongly, 17% somewhat)

that U.S. influence is generally positive. Thirty-nine

percent of Mexicans believe that U.S. influence is gener-

ally positive, with only 16% agreeing strongly. A

notable 28% of Mexicans (10% of Americans) think the

United States should stay out or withdraw from efforts

to solve world problems. Only 20% of Mexicans trust

the United States, while a plurality of 43% distrust it.

Only 20% feel fraternity or empathy towards the

United States, with 26% resenting the United States

and 46% feeling indifference (neither empathy nor

resentment). The same percentage (46%) feel neither

admiration nor disdain for the United States, although

more Mexicans admire it (29%) than disdain it (20%). 

Given this level of distrust, it is perhaps not sur-

prising that a majority of Mexicans agree, as discussed

in Chapter 1, that the United States should not play the

role of world policeman (72%) and that the United

States should not be the preeminent leader in solving

international problems, but should do its share in

efforts to solve international problems together with

other countries (55%) (see Figure 2-1). 

Whether or not these findings reflect an historical

or current suspicion about U.S. power or a more general

multilateralist value (or both), the preference among

Mexicans for the United States to take a multilateral

approach to solving world problems is clear and echoed

strongly by Americans. Again, as noted in Chapter 1,

78% of Americans think the U.S. should solve problems

together with other countries, and 76% do not think

the United States should play the role of world police-

man. Fully 80% of Americans believe the United States

is playing the role of world policeman more than it

should be.

The Structure of Global Relations

C H A P T E R  T W O
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A stronger United Nations

Mexicans and Americans generally favor the United

Nations taking a stronger role in dealing with world

problems. Both Mexicans and Americans have warm

feelings toward this institution, with Mexicans feeling

more favorable. Mexicans give the United Nations a

mean 75 degrees and Americans give it a mean 57

degrees on the feeling thermometer. Americans and

Mexicans also think that strengthening the United

Nations is an important foreign policy goal. Fully 81%

of Americans and 84% of Mexicans think that it is a

very important or somewhat important goal. Again,

more Mexicans than Americans feel strongly about this,

with 60% of Mexicans versus 38% of Americans saying

it is very important. High Mexican support for strength-

ening the UN may be related to the strong emphasis in

Mexican schools and in national discourse on the

importance of the United Nations as the central inter-

national institution that promotes peace and interna-

tional cooperation.

Mexicans and Americans also support taking spe-

cific steps that would give the United Nations unprece-

dented authority and power (see Figure 2-2). Pluralities

or majorities in both countries favor having a standing

UN peacekeeping force trained and commanded by the

United Nations (74% of Americans and 64% of

Mexicans) and giving the UN the power to regulate the

Figure 2-1
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international arms trade (57% of Americans and 48%

of Mexicans). In the case of giving the UN the power to

fund its activities by imposing a small tax on arms sales

and oil, opinion is more closely divided in both coun-

tries, with 49% of Americans and 43% of Mexicans in

favor, and 45% of Americans and 44% of Mexicans

opposed. 

In all three cases, more Americans than Mexicans

support these specific steps to strengthen the UN. This

may be because Americans see these measures as a way

to share burdens they might otherwise bear of dealing

with international problems. The disparity may also

reflect a more general wariness among Mexicans about

the impact of such measures on Mexico’s interests. A

reluctance among Mexicans to give up its decision-mak-

ing power shows up on a number of other questions. 

For example, when asked whether their countries

should be more willing to make decisions within the

United Nations even if it means they will sometimes

have to go along with a policy that is not their first

choice, a majority of Americans (66%) favor making

this commitment (29% do not), while only a plurality

of Mexicans (44%) favor it (38% do not, and 11% say

it depends). It is striking that despite the majority sup-

port among many Mexicans for strengthening the UN

in general, less than half are willing to go along with

decisions it doesn’t prefer. And despite U.S. superpower

status and unilateral prerogative, a solid majority of

Americans are willing to go along with UN decisions it

does not prefer. Playing into this is likely a confidence

among Americans about its global power and influence

and a greater sensitivity among many Mexicans about

having its interests overrun by superior powers like the

United States. 

The use of force

Both Mexicans and Americans support giving the

United Nations Security Council the power to mandate

the use of force. Both Mexicans and Americans strongly

agree that the United Nations Security Council should

have the right to authorize the use of force in five differ-

ent circumstances: to prevent severe human rights viola-

tions such as genocide (79% of Mexicans and 85% of

Americans), to stop a country from supporting terrorist

groups (75% and 81%), to defend a country that has

been attacked (74% and 77%), to prevent a country

that does not have nuclear weapons from acquiring

them (74% and 70%), and to restore by force a demo-

cratic government that has been overthrown (63% and

60%) (see Figure 2-3).

In terms of peacekeeping, when asked if their

countries should participate in a military or policy

peacekeeping force being sent to some part of the world

if the United Nations requests it,1 78% of Americans

say the United States should take part rather than leave

this job to other countries, with 19% saying it should

not. A plurality of Mexicans (48%) also support their

country’s participation, with 36% saying Mexico should

not participate (see Figure 2-4). The 30-point difference

on this issue between Mexicans and Americans is likely

Figure 2-3
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1Wording in the U.S. survey was: “In general, when the United States is asked
to be part of a United Nations international peacekeeping force in a troubled
part of the world, do you think we should take part, or should we leave this
job to other countries?”
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related to their vastly different historical experiences

regarding the use of force in general and peacekeeping

in particular. Mexico has not been involved in a major

international military conflict since its war with the

United States in 1846-48, although during the early

years of the twentieth century there were militarized

clashes with the United States in the border region and

the Mexican port city of Veracruz. In addition, Mexico

has joined a peacekeeping mission only once, sending a

small contingent of police as part of the UN mission to

El Salvador in 1992-95. The plurality support among

Mexicans for participating in UN peacekeeping opera-

tions is therefore a highly significant finding. 

Perhaps most significant, however, in terms of its

impact, is the finding mentioned previously that clear

majorities of both Mexicans (64%) and Americans

(74%) support the dramatic step of creating of a stand-

ing UN peacekeeping force selected, trained, and com-

manded by the United Nations. 

Economic structures

INTERNATIONAL TRADE AND THE WORLD TRADE

ORGANIZATION 

Nearly 10 years after the creation of the World Trade

Organization (WTO) in 1995, questions have arisen

about its power to police international commerce

among member states, resolve international trade dis-

putes, and serve as the principal forum for market open-

ing initiatives in light of the failure of talks at the

Cancun Ministerial Conference in September 2003. On

the question measuring support for empowering the

WTO to make binding decisions in trade disputes,

findings are similar to those on UN decision making. A

majority of Americans (69%) believe that the United

States should comply with WTO rulings that go against

it as a result of trade disputes, while a plurality of

Mexicans (48%) are willing to comply with WTO deci-

sions that go against it (see Figure 2-5). 

The lower level of support among Mexicans may

be because Mexico does not believe that WTO rulings

are fair to developing countries, which was the main

reason talks collapsed in Cancun. Less developed coun-

Figure 2-4
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tries have been particularly vocal on this issue through-

out the recent Doha Round of the WTO talks. They

argue that trade negotiations favor rich countries, from

agenda setting in the negotiations to implementation

after negotiations are completed. While majorities in

both countries (65% of Americans and 66% of

Mexicans) strongly or somewhat disagree that rich

countries are playing fair in trade negotiations with

poor countries, 52% of Mexicans disagree strongly,

compared to only 23% of Americans (see Figure 2-6).

One example of this concern about playing fair in

trade is the question of environmental and worker pro-

tections in international trade agreements. While there

is majority support in both countries for these protec-

tions, Americans support them much more overwhelm-

ingly than Mexicans. Ninety-three percent of Americans

and 67% of Mexicans support requiring the mainte-

nance of minimum standards for working conditions,

and 91% of Americans, compared to 76% of Mexicans,

support the maintenance of minimum standards for the

environment. The difference may be due to the concern

among some Mexicans that such standards put their

country at a disadvantage compared to developing

nations. 

Another important trade concern is farm subsidies,

especially the agricultural export subsidies that rich

countries provide their farmers and agro industries. At

the Fifth Ministerial Meeting of the World Trade

Organization held in Cancun, Mexico, in September

2003, Mexico participated as a member of the G-20

group that was established in August of that year to

press for the elimination of export subsidies and domes-

tic support for agriculture in rich countries. While the

United States continues to provide these subsidies, there

has been a recent breakthrough in WTO negotiations to

significantly reduce them. 

The American public shows a differentiated view of

subsidies. While a majority (71%) of Americans favor

giving subsidies to farmers who work farms less than

500 acres, a majority also opposes the U.S. government

giving subsidies to large farming businesses (69%). And

even though a majority supports subsidies to small

farmers, only 31% of Americans favor giving subsidies

on a regular, annual basis, compared to 41% who favor

such subsidies only in bad years. 

GLOBALIZATION

Mexico’s concern about fairness in the international eco-

nomic system is also reflected in its attitude toward

globalization. Whereas 64% of Americans believe glob-

alization is mostly good for the United States, only 34%

of Mexicans believe it is mostly good for Mexico.

Thirty-one percent in both countries believe that glob-

alization is mostly bad for their countries (17% of

Mexicans volunteered that it is neither good nor bad

and 4% volunteered that it depends) (see Figure 2-7). 

Figure 2-6
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REGIONAL TRADE AND COMPETITION

On a regional level, attitudes about fairness in trade

relations between Mexico and United States are mixed.

Despite more than a decade of free trade between

Mexico and the United States, the public in both coun-

tries is still ambivalent about its fairness and the impact

of NAFTA. 

While 76% of Americans favor engaging in trade

with Mexico, only half of Americans (50%) believe

Mexico practices fair trade with the United States, with

38% believing it practices unfair trade. Sixty-seven per-

cent of Americans believe that the U.S practices fair

trade with Mexico. This contrasts on the U.S. side with

views of trade with the other NAFTA partner, Canada:

74% of Americans think Canada practices fair trade

with the United States and 81% believe the United

States practices fair trade with Canada.

Further, while most Americans do not appear con-

cerned about overall economic competition from low-

wage countries as a critical threat (35%), there is high

concern about jobs, which can be related to trade with

Mexico. More Americans say the goal of protecting

American jobs is very important than say that for any

other foreign policy goal. Concern about the outsourc-

ing of jobs is very high, with 72% of Americans believ-

ing that outsourcing is a mostly bad thing because

American workers lose their jobs to people in other

countries. As explained below, NAFTA is seen by 60%

of Americans as bad for job security in the United

States. On the Mexican side, 55% of Mexicans believe

that economic competition from the United States is a

critical threat. 

Turning specifically to NAFTA, more people in

each country say the agreement is good for the other

country than say it is good for their own. Seventy-eight

percent of Mexicans say that NAFTA is good for the

U.S. economy, while 44% say it is good for the Mexican

economy. Sixty-nine percent of Americans say NAFTA

is good for the Mexican economy, while 42% say it is

good for the U.S. economy. Another 69% of Americans

say it is good for creating jobs in Mexico, while only

Figure 2-8
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31% say it is good for creating jobs in the United

States. On a separate question asked only in Mexico,

70% of Mexicans think that NAFTA has benefited the

United States the most of all three NAFTA partners,

with only 8% believing Mexico has benefited the most

(see Figure 2-8). 

While fewer people in both countries think

NAFTA’s impact is good for their own country than for

the other, more people in both countries still generally

say its impact is good rather than bad. Fifty percent of

Mexicans say NAFTA is good for Mexican businesses

(35% bad), 49% believe NAFTA is good for job cre-

ation in Mexico (36% bad), 41% say it is good for the

standard of living of people like themselves (35% bad);

39% say that NAFTA is good for the environment

(39% bad). A plurality of 49%, however, believes that

NAFTA is bad for the Mexican agrarian sector (38%

good). 

On the U.S. side, 55% of Americans believe that

NAFTA is good for consumers like themselves (30%

bad), 51% say it is good for their own standard of living

(33% bad), and 50% say it is good for American com-

panies (36% bad). However, 60% say it is bad for the

job security of American workers (25% good), just as

56% say it is bad for creating jobs in the United States

(31% good), and 48% say it is bad for the environment

(34% good). 

Despite these mixed perceptions on the part of

both Americans and Mexicans about NAFTA, there is

still support for extending free trade agreements. Sixty-

two percent of Mexicans and 59% of Americans sup-

port each country entering into a Free Trade Agreement

of the Americas that would include most of the coun-

tries in North, Central, and South America. Thirty per-

cent of Americans oppose it, while only 19% of

Mexicans do. 

FOREIGN INVESTMENT

It is important to note that despite Mexico’s participa-

tion in NAFTA, general openness to trade, and success-

ful liberalization of foreign investment in many sectors

of the economy since 1989, many Mexicans are still

very protective of key industries. Overall, 54% say that

Mexico benefits a lot or some from foreign investment,

but 42% say it benefits only a little or not at all. While

a plurality of 48% of Mexicans favor foreign investment

in telecommunications companies such as those provid-

ing local and long distance consumer services and in

media companies such as television networks or newspa-

pers (45% oppose foreign investment in both areas),

majorities oppose foreign investment in the key sectors

of energy (68% oppose it in oil production and distri-

bution and 60% oppose it in electricity and gas) and

local currency government bonds (57% opposed). 

These findings confirm that Mexicans continue to

support the Mexican law that prohibits foreign and

local private investment in the energy sector through

constitutional amendments made after Mexico national-

ized its oil from foreign investors in 1937. Concern

about the bond sector may stem from the 1994-95

financial crisis in Mexico, which was touched off when

foreign and domestic holders of government bonds

refused to roll over their investments, provoking the

devaluation of the Mexican peso, a dramatic increase in

domestic interest rates, a systemic banking crisis, and

the bankruptcy of many Mexicans who were unable to

meet payments on their home, personal, small business

and agricultural loans.
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Lorenzo Meyer, a well-known Mexican analyst, charac-

terizes the U.S.-Mexico relationship as an intense rela-

tionship that exists within an unbalanced power struc-

ture. This imbalance adds complexity to already difficult

problems faced by the two countries. As the world’s pre-

eminent economic and military power, the United

States wields a level of influence that is both a benefit

and a burden. While it can muster tremendous

resources to address problems it chooses to solve, it can

all too easily trump the interests of others, intentionally

or not, in pursuit of its goals. 

Mexicans, from a weaker strategic and economic

position, are sensitive to this inherent feature of the

power imbalance with the United States. History has

made them distrustful, and with strong values, proud

traditions, and valuable resources that they seek to pre-

serve, Mexicans guard their interests carefully. This is

the backdrop against which Mexicans and Americans

view specific measures and proposals for cooperation

and the solving of common problems. 

Mexicans are even less willing to go along with

joint U.S.-Mexico decisions than they are with UN and

WTO decisions (see Figure 2-5). When asked whether

Mexico and the United States should be more willing to

make decisions jointly when dealing with common

problems even if this means that the United States and

Mexico will sometimes have to go along with a policy

that is not its first choice, only 30% of Mexicans agree,

while 54% disagree. Americans, by contrast, are in favor

of more joint decision making, with 67% agreeing to

accept joint decisions and 28% disagreeing (see Figure

3-1).  

This desire for independence vis-à-vis the United

States is also evident in the dramatic 89% of Mexicans

who say that Mexico should generally have an inde-

pendent foreign policy rather than follow the U.S. lead

(5%) (see Figure 3-2). On the same question,

Americans are divided: 45% say that Mexico should fol-

low the U.S. lead, and 48% say it should have an inde-

pendent foreign policy.

Dealing with Common Problems
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Combating terrorism

Despite their hesitation to make more joint decisions,

Mexicans are willing to take a number of measures to

cooperate with the United States in combating interna-

tional terrorism (see Figure 3-3). Sixty-three percent of

Mexicans support permitting American agents to work

with Mexican agents in guarding Mexico’s airports, sea-

ports, and border with the United States. Eight-four

percent of Mexicans favor increasing the entry and exit

requirements on visitors to Mexico from other countries

to combat international terrorism, and 87% of

Mexicans favor increasing controls on the movement of

goods through Mexico’s airports, seaports, and borders.

These findings show that Mexicans are quite willing to

do their share and cooperate with the United States in

combating terror, a high concern in both countries. 

Illegal drug and arms trafficking

Another big problem between the two countries is the

drug trade across the U.S.-Mexico border. As mentioned

in Chapter 1, drug trafficking is considered a critical

threat by 89% of Mexicans, topping the list of threats

for Mexicans. Stopping the flow of illegal drugs into the

United States is also considered a very important foreign

policy goal on both sides of the border, with 83% of

Mexicans and 63% of Americans saying so. 

The drug trafficking problem has long been a con-

tentious one. Each side has blamed the other for not

taking more responsibility to solve the problem—to

stop the trade on the Mexican side and to stop the

demand on the U.S. side. Our survey asked both

Americans and Mexicans who should be more responsi-

ble for dealing with drug trafficking from Mexico to the

United States. A majority of Americans and a plurality

of Mexicans agree that Mexico should be more responsi-

ble, with 55% of Americans and 38% of Mexicans say-

ing this. It should be noted that 32% of Mexicans vol-

unteered the response that “both” should be responsible.

Twenty-seven percent of Mexicans say the United States

should be more responsible, as do 40% of Americans

(see Figure 3-4). These findings suggest that Mexicans

and Americans see the country of origin as more

responsible for solving the problem.

The same pattern emerges on who is more respon-

sible for dealing with the trafficking of guns and assault

weapons from the United States, where they are legal, to
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Mexico, where they are illegal. A majority of Americans

(62%) and a plurality of Mexicans (44%) believe that

the United States, the country of origin, is more respon-

sible for dealing with the problem. Thirty-three percent

of Americans and 26% of Mexicans say that Mexico

should be more responsible, with 27% of Mexicans vol-

unteering “both.” 

Migration 

The most explosive problem between the United States

and Mexico is the issue of migration, especially the large

numbers of undocumented Mexicans migrating to the

United States. Fifty-two percent of Americans consider

large numbers of immigrants coming into the United

States a critical threat to the United States. With more

than half of all undocumented immigrants in the

United States of Mexican origin (5.3 of 9.9 million

total) and 61% of Mexicans having relatives living out-

side of Mexico, mostly in the United States (many of

whom, presumably, are undocumented), the problem is

of enormous impact in both countries. As mentioned in

Chapter 1, 88% of Mexicans say that protecting the

interests of Mexicans in other countries is a very impor-

tant foreign policy goal for Mexico, and 59% of

Americans say that controlling and reducing illegal

immigration is a very important goal for the United

States (see Figure 1-5). 

THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

Migration raises different issues on each side of the bor-

der. In Mexico, migration of the unemployed and

underemployed, on the one hand, removes a source of

discontent from the domestic political arena.

Remittances by Mexican workers in the United States

(US$13.4 billion in 2003) are Mexico’s third largest

source of foreign exchange after crude oil exports

(US$16.8 billion in 2003), and foreign investment

(US$14.7 billion). This money helps to support 21% of

Mexican households. On the other hand, migration has

depopulated much of the Mexican countryside, creating

towns and villages of the elderly and women with small

children. 

On the American side, Mexican migrants fill

important economic needs, including providing much

needed labor in many sectors of the U.S. economy, and

are a source of vitality in a country built and sustained

by the energy and ideas of immigrants. On the other

hand, many Americans feel threatened by illegal immi-

Figure 3-4
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grants, fearing downward pressure on wage levels and

greater competition for jobs. Illegal immigrants also

place an extra burden on U.S. social systems, especially

health care, in which costs are spiraling upward. The

problem of integrating such large numbers of immi-

grants, legal and illegal, into American communities is

also daunting. Some even argue that large numbers of

Mexican immigrants cannot be integrated and under-

mine the American way of life. Perhaps most problem-

atically, illegal entrance into the United States represents

a security threat, along with a more general undermin-

ing of the American legal system. 

Migration for both sides is also a humanitarian

problem. In 2003 about 400 Mexicans died in their

attempts to cross the border. The current border climate

also creates opportunities for organized crime, which

puts migrants at risk. Human trafficking, illegal in both

the United States and Mexico, is estimated to generate

revenues in excess of drug trafficking. 

PERCEPTIONS OF IMMIGRANTS

Despite the many problems associated with Mexican

migration, American and Mexican attitudes toward

Mexican immigrants in the United States are generally

favorable. Large majorities of Americans (82%) and

Mexicans (94%) believe that Mexican immigrants in the

United States work hard (see Figure 3-5). Fifty-one per-

cent of Americans and 65% of Mexicans believe they

respect the law, despite the fact of their illegal entry. 

On questions of integration, Mexicans and

Americans overall hold opposite impressions. Sixty-three

percent of Mexicans believe that Mexican immigrants in

the United States learn English, while 55% of Americans

believe they do not. Fifty-two percent of Americans say

that Mexican immigrants integrate into American life,

while 57% of Mexicans believe they do not. 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE PROBLEM

More people on both sides of the border (50% of

Americans and 54% of Mexicans) believe that Mexico

has more responsibility for dealing with undocumented

Mexican migrants entering the United States from

Mexico than say the United States has more responsibil-

ity (45% of Americans and 21% of Mexicans). Twenty-

three percent of Mexicans volunteer “both” (see Figure

3-4). 

A related problem is that of migrants from coun-

tries other than Mexico using Mexican territory to enter

the United States. As noted above, 84% of Mexicans

favor increasing entry and exit requirements on visitors

from other countries as a means to combat international

terrorism. A plurality of 41% believe the Mexico should

be more responsible for dealing with this problem than

should the United States, with 27% saying the United

States should be more responsible, and 26% volunteer-

ing “both” (see Figure 3-4). Americans are divided, with

48% saying Mexico should be more responsible and

46% saying the United States should be more responsi-

ble.

REFORM PROPOSALS

Questions about immigration reform proposals or agree-

ments being debated in the United States and Mexico

elicit different responses from Americans and Mexicans.
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Americans are not receptive to the idea of increasing the

level of legal immigration into the United States, which

would give more Mexicans the opportunity to enter

legally rather than illegally. Only 11% of Americans say

legal immigration into the United States should be

increased, while 54% say it should be decreased, and

31% say it should be kept at present levels. Mexicans

were not asked this question in the 2004 survey, but it

can be somewhat safely assumed that they would over-

whelmingly favor increasing legal migration to the

United States. Mexicans overwhelmingly favor (83%)

the recent proposal by President Bush that would per-

mit undocumented workers in the United States to

apply for legal, temporary worker status. Fifty-two per-

cent of Americans oppose it (see Figure 3-6).

While a majority of Americans are not willing to

unilaterally increase legal immigration levels, a solid

majority is willing to work together with Mexico on a

compromise to resolve the problem of the undocument-

ed. Sixty-four percent of Americans and 70% of

Mexicans favor an agreement between the United States

and Mexico that would provide greater opportunities

for Mexicans to work and live legally in the United

States in exchange for Mexico making greater efforts to

reduce illegal immigration and drug trafficking to the

United States (see Figure 3-6).

TRADE-OFFS

As important as the migration issue is to the Mexican

government and the lives of ordinary Mexicans,

Mexicans do not support trade-offs on migration when

it comes to sensitive areas of national sovereignty.

Mexicans strongly oppose (71%) an agreement

between the United States and Mexico that would give

the United States greater access to Mexico’s oil, gas,

and electricity in exchange for the United States giving

Mexicans greater opportunities to live and work legally

in the United States (only 18% favor it). Mexicans also

strongly oppose a migration agreement with the

United States in exchange for Mexico participating as
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an ally with the United States in a military conflict

(73% oppose such an agreement, and only 17% favor

it).

Energy and economic development

One of Mexico’s greatest current and future needs is

financing for economic development. Much of this

financing need must be met by international investors,

of which the United States is an excellent source. One

of the United States’ greatest needs is securing adequate

supplies of energy, as evidenced in the 69% of

Americans who say it is a very important U.S. foreign

policy goal. Mexico has very large, unexploited energy

reserves that could help the United States reduce its

dependence on oil from other regions of the world.

Mexico is already one of the United States’ largest sup-

pliers of oil. The opportunity for an agreement between

the two countries to help meet the other’s needs might

seem extremely appealing. Nevertheless, Mexicans are

not tempted. A large majority of Mexicans (70%)

oppose an agreement between Mexico and the United

States in which the United States would provide greater

financing for Mexico’s economic development in

exchange for Mexico giving the United States greater

access to its oil, gas, and electricity (see Figure 3-7). 
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Mexico survey

For this first-time survey of Mexican public opinion on

foreign policy issues, CIDE and COMEXI worked with

a consortium of Mexican survey organizations who

joined to conduct the general public survey from July 9

to July 19, 2004. The group, led by Ulises Beltrán,

included Consulta, Ipsos-Bimsa, and Parametría. The

survey was conducted by in-person (face-to-face) inter-

views based on a sample of the adult Mexican popula-

tion aged 18 and older. In-person interviews were neces-

sary because of the low rate of telephone and Internet

penetration in Mexico.

The general public survey consists of 1,500 inter-

views based on a probabilistic sample design. Given the

nature and objectives of the study to compare Mexicans’

opinions across regions of the country, it was necessary

to oversample the populations of the states in the north

that border the United States and the relatively sparsely

populated regions of the southeast. The resulting sample

included 600 respondents in the six states of the north,

300 respondents in the seven states of the south and

southeast, and 600 respondents in the remaining nine-

teen states constituting the country’s center region. 

The sample design was based on a list of 63,594

electoral sections defined by the Federal Election

Institute for the 2003 Mexican federal elections. This

design provides for an exhaustive and exclusive division

of the population. The selection process used was multi-

stage sampling, in which the first stage is the grouping

or “conglomeration” of sections in the same state and

township. This was done to reduce costs by reducing

the geographic dispersion of the survey. The number of

conglomerates per township increases with the popula-

tion size of the electoral list. This combining of sections

produced 6,080 section conglomerates. The selection of

75 conglomerates was then done through random sam-

pling with probabilities proportional to the size of the

electoral list. The second stage consisted of choosing

two electoral sections inside a conglomerate, selected

through random sampling with probabilities propor-

tional to the size of the sections. In the next stages,

blocks and then residences were selected randomly with

equal probabilities. Inside the residences respondents

were chosen using quotas for age and sex based on

known demographic characteristics, according to the

2000 Mexican Census. The overall survey response rate

was 60%. The survey took from 25 minutes to 40 min-

utes to complete.

Because of the general public survey design, region-

al oversampling, and sample deviations from the distri-

butions of age and sex, the data were weighted for the

national and regional analyses based on the known

demographic characteristics. There were, however, gen-

erally small differences between the weighted and

unweighted results.

N O T E S  O N  M E T H O D O L O G Y
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For the results based on the total national sample

of 1,500 respondents, the sampling error for a 95%

confidence interval is plus or minus 4 percentage points.

Each regional sample has a larger sampling error. For

the north it is plus or minus 6 points, for the

south/southeast it is plus or minus 8 points, and for the

rest of country (center) it is plus or minus 6 points.

This margin of error does not include any additional

error that can occur due to question wordings and other

characteristics of the survey and interview process.

U.S. survey

In 2004, for the first time, The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has conducted its opinion survey of

the general public through the Internet. Knowledge

Networks, Inc. (KN) administered the survey between

July 6 and July 12 to 1,195 American adults who had

been randomly selected from KN’s respondent panel

and answered questions on screens in their own homes.

The margin of sampling error is approximately 3 per-

centage points. 

The KN panel is carefully constructed to ensure

that it is representative of the noninstitutionalized adult

population of the United States. In contrast to some

early Internet surveys, the sample is not self-selected

(which can lead to over-representation of computer

owners and the affluent, while neglecting technophobes

and lower-income people). Instead, a random sample of

Americans is selected independently of computer own-

ership and is given free hardware and Internet access in

return for participation in the KN panel.

The evidence indicates that KN samples are equal

or superior in representativeness to most survey samples

interviewed face-to-face (which is extremely expensive)

or by telephone (which faces increasing problems due to

refusals, call screening technology, and cell phone use)

and that the quality of data produced is also equal or

superior. Indeed, there are indications that Internet

respondents, who can see all response alternatives at

once on their screens and can take as much time as they

want to answer questions, may tend to answer more

deliberately and thoughtfully than is typical of face-to-

face or (especially) telephone interviews.
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