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Mexico’s election in July of 2000 ended 71 years of a one-party dictatorship. Countries in transition also tend to redefine their foreign policies, often dramatically, and Mexico was no exception. The new president, Vicente Fox, of the pro-democracy and pro-economic freedom National Action Party (PAN), surprised some by appointing a former communist with a long history of virulent anti-Americanism to the post of foreign minister, Jorge G. Castañeda. How has his appointment affected relations with Mexico’s main trading partner, the United States?

The view exists in some Washington circles that Castañeda continues to harbor deep anti-American feelings and will strive to create problems for the United States. Others argue that his conversion to democracy, as with his fellow communists in Eastern Europe, was genuine and he represents no threat to the United States or its interests.

This analysis is based on Castañeda’s original writings, his conduct as foreign minister thus far, as well as those opinions expressed to candidate Vicente Fox and other campaign officials between early 1999 and July of 2000. This author, along with the director of the PAN international department Dr. Carlos Salazar, had broad responsibility for relations with Washington in the Fox campaign between March of 1999 and July of 2000, working both out of the PAN as well as the Fox Campaign Headquarters. Visiting Washington 17 times during the campaign and also being exposed to Castañeda at campaign headquarters gives this essay perhaps a unique perspective on the reasons behind Mexico’s current foreign policy.

Castañeda’s Worldview

The usual writings (both in the United States and in Mexico) about Castañeda classify him as a “leftist intellectual” who collaborated with the ruling PRI but later broke with this one to join the “democratic camp.” In the meantime, his view of the United States changed from a critic to a friend, even breaking with Fidel Castro in order to please Washington. However, this view seems incomplete in light of Castañeda’s writings, trajectory and even some of his actions during the campaign and as foreign minister.

First and foremost is his positioning in the ideological map. The son of a Soviet mother and a former Mexican foreign minister of communist inclinations, Castañeda was a member for many years of the Moscow-oriented communist party of Mexico, but also had collaborated with the ruling PRI. He nonetheless attended elite schools in France and the United States, and speaks French and English fluently. When the communist party was re-named the PRD and fused with a dissident group of left-leaning PRI officials in the late 1980s, Castañeda became a close advisor to its leader Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, with whom he was to loudly break later. Though Castañeda is often classified as a “leftist,” this nomination does not capture the distinction between a liberal, social-democratic Left and an illiberal Left. Castañeda, because of his trajectory of supporting communist regimes and extra-constitutional armed insurgencies worldwide, fits into the latter group. The Czech Social Democratic government of Milos Zeman, for example, fits into the liberal leftist camp because of its history of intervening in favor of the genuine democratic opposition in many countries including Belarus and Cuba.

Castañeda’s writings in the 1980s reflect quite clearly an anti-American, pro-communist line tainted with emotional baggage and laced with paranoid, unfounded accusations. Several of his former colleagues have noted Castañeda’s inability to control his emotions or to restrain his sense of “settling scores.”
 These writings indeed seem to lend credence to some kind of irrationality on his part. There is a constant in them that have little to do with traditional social-democratic and liberal concepts of social justice, peace and democracy. Instead, they include:

· Paranoid accusations against Washington and Mexican democrats. Castañeda wrote in many occasions in the 1980s that Washington was governed by “crazy people” bent on “destabilizing” Mexico and even hinted that the pro-democracy National Action Party (PAN) was potentially a fifth column that would be invited as part of this “plot.”

· Victimization of himself and of Latin America by the United States. Self-victimization on Castañeda’s part seems to provide the justification for his aggression towards his presumed enemies. The centerpiece is repeated accusations of intervention by the United States in the internal affairs of Mexico and other Latin American countries. Interestingly, and often in the same article, he calls for Mexico’s intervention in the internal affairs of Central American countries and even of the United States. In several of his articles, Castañeda called for a “shock” in Mexico’s dealings with the United States and international banks, the centerpiece of which was a moratorium on the foreign debt.
 He also often spoke of the abandonment of Mexico by the United States and lamented that Mexico and Mexicans are disliked by the United States. He also called for the Mexican government to retaliate against the half-million American citizens living in Mexico.

· Projection. Castañeda often used projection to describe his presumed enemies, including the PAN, Washington and his critics. For example, he used the term “crazy” against Republicans in Washington, “paranoid” to describe the Mexican nation, “aggressive” to describe U.S. foreign policy, “plotting” against the Reagan administration and “unprofessional” against the Mexican press. These adjectives, ironically, are mostly what Castañeda’s varied critics use to describe his behavior. He also projected the Mexican and communist political system upon Washington when he accused the State Department of not intervening to “stop” Senator Jesse Helms from his “anti-Mexican” hearings in the mid-1980s.
 With his constant accusations against the PAN and other Mexican elements (even PRI presidents) of “betrayal” and “selling out” to American “conspiracies,” Castañeda is perhaps revealing, through projection, something about himself and his relation with Cuban and even Soviet elements in the past. There were reports recently in the Mexican press that Castañeda had collaborated with Cuban intelligence for many years.

· Extremes of idealization and vilification. Castañeda seems to obey Gorbachev’s criticism of the communist mind: The inability to see things other than in black and white. On one side, Castañeda reserves undue kindness and uncritical reverence for elements such as the Soviet Union, communist guerrilla movements, as well as for “leftist” and anti-American academics, publications and policymakers around the world. On the other hand, he uses unduly harsh, uncompromising and virulent language to describe anti-communist or conservative forces, particularly in the United States and Latin America. For example, he called Helms and his fellow U.S. legislators “an infernal machine,” an anti-communist paramilitary in Central America a “psychopath assassin,” and accused Reagan and his administration of “systematically violating all the rules of traditional protocol in their relations with all the countries [of the world].”
 His history with the PRI, with the leftist PRD and its leader Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas and with other past allies also seems to follow a pattern of extreme idealization followed by extreme vilification.

Of the ten personality disorders recognized by the American Psychiatric Association, the one defined as “Borderline Personality Disorder” is described as:

“prone to sudden and dramatic shifts in their view of others … These individuals may suddenly change from the role of a needy supplicant for help to a righteous avenger of past mistreatment …[they] frequently express inappropriate, intense anger or have difficulty controlling their anger. They may display extreme sarcasm, enduring bitterness, or verbal outbursts.”
 

“Fear of abandonment” is another symptom in Borderlines, as is “a pattern of unstable and intense interpersonal relationships characterized by alternating between extremes of idealization and devaluation [as well as an] unstable self-image.”

The theme of abandonment recurred often in Castañeda’s descriptions of communist regimes facing problems. He once made an impassioned plea for the Mexican government to provide free oil to the Ortega regime in Nicaragua since “those countries and governments that believe in themselves should not make firewood of the fallen tree; you do not hit those who are on the ground, attempting to lift themselves ... Mexico cannot become a country that bargains with a friend that is drowning.”
 His father, foreign minister under the administration of José López Portillo (1976-82), was the architect of what was once described as “the incongruent policy of supporting, even indirectly, guerrillas in other countries, while Mexico lived a climate of political persecution.”
 As late as the year 2000, during the Fox campaign, Castañeda spoke of Gorbachev’s “cowardly abandonment” of figures such as Erich Honecker, Nicolae Ceausescu and Wojciech Jaruzelski eleven years earlier.

Returning to the issue of intervention in the internal affairs of other countries, Castañeda appears not to have left this behind, but apparently has carried it over. There are many such examples of calls by the foreign minister, both before and after the election. For example, in a speech he penned for Fox (which the candidate vetoed because of its virulence) in May of 2000 to read before the California legislature, Castañeda vowed:

A democratic government in Mexico will not sit idly while its citizens are persecuted, beaten up and exploited abroad. Under our watch, the protection of Mexican migrants will be the foremost priority of Mexican foreign policy and, whenever circumstances require it, we will respond to abuses to the full extent of our national energy. […] You must be assured that we will use every legal, political and diplomatic instrument at our disposal to shield them from brutality and exploitation [including …] Coalition-building within the United States: we will create working alliances with non-governmental organizations, unions, political leaders, and private citizens in this country to transform migration policy and public perceptions about migrants.

Fox’s “Conversion”

When Vicente Fox, a gentleman rancher and former Coca Cola executive, joined politics on behest of the PAN 1988 presidential candidate Manuel Clouthier, it was to challenge the PRI regime. Fox became an uncompromising critic of President Carlos Salinas (1988-94) as a congressman, earning him the personal dislike of the authoritarian president. Fox even raised a few eyebrows inside the PAN, which by then was tacitly collaborating with Salinas to pass the economic reforms that the PAN had long advocated. When Fox ran for governor in his native Guanajuato, Salinas pulled several levers to prevent his victory. Fox also felt betrayed by the PAN leadership when Salinas admitted fraud but still refused to allow Fox to take over, instead inviting another PAN member to rule as acting governor. In the meantime, Fox met Castañeda and other forces (mostly from the left, both liberal and illiberal) that had also broken with the PRI and shared his outrage at the status-quo. Castañeda had broken with the PRI in the 1980s not because of its lack of democracy (as is often perceived), but because he believed it had become pro-American.
 Fox apparently was impressed with Castañeda’s seemingly complex ideas on international affairs, economics and politics, and even made use of him to meet (mostly leftist) world figures as he was already harboring presidential ambitions.

Castañeda has repeatedly boasted that he “converted” Fox away from the “simplistic” views of the PAN and into the “center-left.”
 Others who know Fox personally have mentioned that the president’s views on foreign relations were indeed gradually influenced by Castañeda.

It is not a secret that complex international issues are not Fox’s forté. However, Fox actually was probably the only Mexican presidential candidate in memory that was openly pro-American. In an interview in 1998, he mentioned that “Let us work together to build a marvelous Mexico and, why not, to continue supporting the US so that it will continue being such a country of leadership.”

Most of the time during the campaign when dealing with the United States, Castañeda refused to have Fox be “exposed” to any other influence other than leftist circles. In the March of 2000 Washington visit, for example, Castañeda refused to have candidate Fox meet with Republican officials despite their repeated attempts, meeting only with left-leaning Democrats such as congressman David Bonior. Fox, not understanding the intricacies of Washington politics, seemed oblivious to Castañeda’s biases in that city. When Castañeda was asked back in campaign headquarters why he refused to include Republicans in Fox’s agenda, he replied “because they won’t win [the upcoming presidential elections] anyway.”

However, an incident was to convince Fox that Castañeda’s bias against the United States was perhaps legitimate. This was the perceived snub by top U.S. officials during his presidential campaign. During the Washington in March of 2000, senior officials in the Clinton administration apparently bowed to pressure from the Mexican embassy and refused to meet with the candidate. An angry Fox vowed to “wake them up.” The campaign officials of Albert Gore also refused repeated requests by Fox’s representatives for a meeting (in addition, his campaign manager’s daughter was working for Fox’s opponent in Mexico City). Then came April 7th of 2000, when candidate George Bush extended a tacit endorsement to Fox’s opponent, PRI candidate and former political police chief Francisco Labastida. Though Bush’s foreign policy advisors during the campaign, Condoleezza Rice and Robert Zoellick, later claimed that the tacit endorsement had been an “accident,” the email exchange between them and Fox’s advisors, published more than a year later in the Washington Post, confirmed that indeed it had been a tacit endorsement and that Rice and Zoellick had ignored repeated calls by the Fox staff to reverse it.
 There is in fact a widespread sense in Mexico, even among reasonable opinion makers, that the U.S. supported the PRI until the very end.
 Several reports of the Bush family’s strong personal ties to PRI officials later emerged in Newsweek and other publications. At the same time, nominally “leftist” publications such as The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, etc., had covered the Fox campaign quite favorably—a fact not lost upon the candidate. Fox was disenchanted and irritated with the U.S. political class, forcing both Bush and Gore to call repeatedly on election night and the next day before taking their congratulatory calls.

Castañeda during the campaign had warned Fox of a “plot” by Washington, of its desire to maintain the PRI in power and to continue “dominating” Mexico. The actions by the Clinton administration and by the Bush and Gore campaigns seemed to vindicate him. As did Yevgeny Primakov in Russia,
 Castañeda positioned himself as the “expert” that could “deal with the enemy” after the previous non anti-American officials were discredited, perceived as too naïve and therefore ineffective in their dealings with the United States. 

After this, Fox’s old view of the “win-win” partnership with the United States began to take an odd shape. In the foreign policy part of his inauguration speech, Fox unexpectedly used harsh language (also penned by Castañeda) that warned against “intervention in our internal affairs” and used the term “sovereignty” defensively, among others. A renowned foreign commentator wrote that “Fox’s inaugural address discouraged many who had applauded his campaign promises to inject the human rights issue into Mexico’s foreign policy,” adding that “these paragraphs could have been penned by the PRI old guard.”

Mexico’s withdrawal from the Rio Treaty was also seen in Washington as an unnecessary affront. There was some speculation in Mexico also as to why Castañeda insisted on this policy, whose timing (announced less than a week before the September 11 attacks) was unfortunate. One commentator believed it was because of a desire to appease the Left and the hardliners in Mexico’s Congress.
 In reality however, there was no debate on such treaty, not even in most Leftist circles of the country. However, more mainstream Mexican opinion leaders believed that the abandonment of such treaty was a gratuitous provocation of the United States. In an editorial, the daily Reforma called it a “direct affront to the Bush government,” and speculated “it is not yet clear the size of the bill that Fox will pay for that decision.”
 Mexico was also not endeared to other countries of the region for that decision, and was even left arguing against activating the Treaty after the terrorist attacks.
 Brazil, traditionally critical of the United States, did activate it and ingratiated itself with Washington at Mexico’s expense.

Probably, the most telling “conversion” was Fox’s reaction to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks against the United States. U.S. Ambassador Jeffrey Davidow summed up the situation, “After nine-eleven, the U.S. needed a hug, and Mexico was unable to give one.” Indeed, Fox was the only Latin American leader (including Fidel Castro and Hugo Chávez) that did not offer assistance to the United States that day. Mexican writer Enrique Krauze called it “the September mistake.” Castañeda at that time actually urged Fox to extend support to the U.S., perhaps sensing that it was no time to play the anti-U.S. line. However, Fox by then was already on the inertia that Castañeda had pushed him on, preferring not to support Washington in that hour of need, offering only lukewarm and tardy “concern.” American officials, many of whom had supported Fox during his campaign, expressed to this author and to PAN officials their dismay. The PAN did however, issue a timely statement of full support to the United States.

Another area of perhaps unnecessary irritation between both countries occurred during the UN Security Council debate on a resolution on Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, in the fall of 2002. Mexico played an active role in that debate, perceived by many as assisting France and Russia in placing obstacles in the proposed wording of the resolution by Washington. However, even after the United States and France had reconciled their respective positions to present a common resolution, in a speech read before the National Assembly of France in November of 2002, Fox spoke critically of the United States and of its “propensity” to act unilaterally. The leading Mexico City daily Reforma, wondering what may have compelled Fox to act this way and how Washington may react, mentioned in an editorial that “the government of change is studying the rhetoric of the 1970s.”

It is known among the top PAN leadership that Castañeda has become Fox’s main advisor and not only in international affairs but in all areas of his leadership. Fox seems to see his foreign minister as the intellectual side that he lacks, and may see his rhetoric about Mexico’s “zone of influence” in Central America, its vital role in limiting the “hyperpower” of the United States and snubbing the PAN’s emphasis on economic liberalization as perhaps the latest intellectual thinking, not simply vulgar Sovietisms. Some opinion makers in Mexico believe that Fox has “swallowed” this line of thinking in foreign policy.
 Fox’s lack of higher education (particularly his lack of understanding of complex international issues) has made him dependent on the “leftist intellectual.”

Castañeda’s Foreign Policy

There was some concern among mainstream Mexican opinion makers when Castañeda was designated as foreign minister. The writer and intellectual Jaime Sánchez Susarrey reflected this view when he wrote that “[Castañeda’s] appointment can be interpreted as a hostile act … Fox, however, seems to ignore these signs … the relations with our northern border are already quite complicated so as not to complicate them even more.”
 Even moderate leftist intellectuals such as Sergio Aguayo wondered openly if Castañeda would be able to follow his mandate and work in symphony with other parts of the Cabinet in the task given by Fox.

Viewing events from the perspective of two years, we can ask if Sánchez Susarrey’s concerns were legitimate, or if indeed Castañeda’s foreign policy has followed the broad mandate given by Fox and his government. Castañeda, after all, is under a mandate to use the foreign ministry to promote foreign investments in Mexico, not to promote his personal agenda.
 

There is no obvious answer to the above question, but there are some indications that Castañeda is indeed using his office to promote views that are not congruent with Fox’s (or a democratic Mexico’s) overall interests. Additionally, Castañeda allegedly has presidential ambitions and may be utilizing his office to build a platform for that office. This ambition however may also act as a constraining force upon his ideology, though that is not yet clear.

It is indeed ironic and surreal that the man who may have positioned himself to become the viceroy of a sovietized Mexico would today formulate the foreign policy of a Mexico embracing a liberal regime that espouses economic freedom. It is also ironic that Mexico’s foreign policy rhetoric (not necessarily its actions) has also become more anti-American than any time since the early 1980s. Castañeda during the campaign oftentimes espoused the theory that the PRI had become “pro-American” in its last three presidencies (1982-2000) solely to compensate for its lack of domestic legitimacy. His conclusion was that Mexico should “return” to the time prior that period, when his father was foreign minister and practiced in essence a zero-sum relation with the United States. During the campaign, he mentioned to a U.S. reporter that Fox would represent a “Nixon in China” with the United States—essentially having the (center-right and democratic) legitimacy to challenge U.S. interests. Castañeda, by his own admission, represents a regression of Mexican foreign policy.

Castañeda apparently continues to believe, as the illiberal Left generally does in Mexico, that more can be obtained from the United States through aggressive negotiations, open demands, interference in internal affairs (through alliances with “progressive forces” inside the United States) and virulent rhetoric.
 Castañeda’s success in obtaining a seat for Mexico in the UN Security Council, and the use of that vote (particularly during the Iraq disarmament resolution debate in the fall of 2002), was widely perceived in Mexico as a bargaining chip to extract concessions from the United States.

Castañeda has spent much energy attempting to monopolize Mexico’s foreign relations, oftentimes engaging in almost comical skirmishes with ministries that also have these attributes (such as the Economy Secretariat), and outright persuading Fox to close independent initiatives, such as the very popular Office of Migrant Affairs headed by Juan Hernández, as well as the Plan Puebla Panamá, an initiative to develop the south of Mexico and Central America. Those programs have now been folded into the Foreign Ministry, despite complaints from migrant leaders
 and private concerns by Central American governments (particularly El Salvador and Nicaragua) that remember Castañeda’s meddling in their internal affairs in the 1980s in favor of their anti-constitutional insurgencies. In addition, Castañeda’s close friend and ally Adolfo Aguilar Zinser (another product of the PRI and the illiberal Left) became National Security Advisor of the president, with ambitions to create an all-powerful Security Council with control over the armed forces and the political police.

There has been much speculation as to why, in his presumed path to the presidency, Castañeda has spent much more time attempting to monopolize the foreign relations of Mexico than in attempting to court or create a political party. Perhaps the reason is that Castañeda seems to continue believing in the “dependency” (or Prebisch) model of development, a worldview espoused by the radical illiberal Left in the 1970s whereby the “Periphery” (Third World countries) are bound to exploitative trade arrangements with the “Center” (the United States). This model has been abandoned by several of its original subscribers, including the Brazilian president Fernando Hernique Cardoso. Castañeda seems to believe that whomever controls the umbilical cord that connects the Periphery (Mexico) with the Center, will effectively control the Periphery. His drive to control Mexico’s foreign relations (including foreign economic relations and relations with migrants) seems to obey to this mental model. It has been speculated in Mexico that Castañeda ironically may perceive that his ticket to the presidency lies somewhere in Washington.
 Here lies his dilemma—especially in light of a string of Republican victories since 2000.

While Mexico’s foreign policy towards the United States since the inauguration of Fox has become somewhat more confrontational and controversial with some sectors, there is perhaps also another dimension to Castañeda’s actions that have not been reflected by the main media or opinion makers, at least in Mexico. The areas of concern to some foreign groups involving Mexican diplomacy and behavior center in three countries: Cuba, Colombia and Nicaragua.

In Cuba, there are indications that Castañeda’s notorious break with Castro may not be a break with his communist past and the embrace of democracy and the anti-Castro Cuban dissidents, as is often interpreted in the United States and even in Mexico. It is known that a part of the Cuban Communist nomenklatura, worried about losing everything during a regime change on the island, would prefer the “Ceausescu scenario” in order to preserve their power and privileges. In Rumania in December of 1989, the second echelon of the Communist Party executed Nicolae Ceausescu in order to essentially sequester the anti-communist revolution and remain in power under a different (ie, social democratic) nomination, dividing the spoils of the subsequent botched privatization and marketization with international approval and recognition. Fox’s meeting with Oswaldo Payá and other dissidents during his visit to the island was more the result of lobbying by PAN officials, namely Cristian Castaño and René Bolio, and their friends in the exiled Cuban community in Miami. Castañeda only reluctantly acquiesced to the idea.

Instead, Castañeda seems to be assisting that part of the Cuban nomenklatura that is attempting to remove Castro from power to prolong their rule. The pointman in this campaign seems to be the former foreign minister of the island, Robaina, who has a personal friendship with Castañeda. People in Castañeda’s office have mentioned that the foreign minister continues to meet privately on a regular basis with Cuban embassy and other officials close to Robaina. 

In that scenario whereby Castro is overthrown in a palace coup, Castañeda may strive to quickly legitimize the new regime, both with Mexican diplomacy as well as lobbying in European capitals and in Washington. This would give a chance to the (by then presumably re-named) Communist Party to consolidate itself before the traditional dissidents get organized to challenge them as well. Fortunately, this “palace coup” strategy may backfire—it was also tried by second-echelon communists in 1989 in Hungary, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and East Germany, but failed when the democrats in those countries refused to be appeased and rallied to win power.

Castañeda’s view of the human rights issue in Cuba was manifested when 21 asylum-seekers that broke into the Mexican embassy in Havana in March of 2002 were denied political asylum by Mexico and instead were turned over to Castro’s police. An aide to Castañeda mentioned that asylum was not granted because “their life and liberty were not in danger of persecution by the Cuban government.”
 An angry letter to a newspaper captured the bewilderment of many when it asked “[Fox] has demanded the protection and legalization of 5 million Mexicans in the U.S., but hands over 21 Cubans to the butchers.”
 Though there was some speculation whether the trespassers had indeed been genuine political dissidents or merely provocateurs sent by the Cuban police, the incident nonetheless is perhaps indicative that Castañeda’s plans in Cuba are not directly linked to the protection of human rights.

In Colombia, Castañeda may have attempted to use the Fox figure to push forth his personal view on the situation in that country. During the Fox campaign, Castañeda continued to espouse to the candidate his traditional support of the FARC insurgency, or what he once called the “social forces.” In Castañeda’s worldview, the FARC have legitimate appeals and should be included as equal partners at the negotiating table. He was of the idea that President Andrés Pastrana should continue to deepen and legalize his hand-over of two “southern provinces” (presumably Caquetá and Putumayo) of that country over to the FARC. Castañeda pushed to have his half brother, Andrés Rozental, be nominated as President Fox’s special envoy to Colombia to assist in the negotiations between the government of Pastrana (who had become a personal friend of Fox’s) and the FARC. Apparently, Pastrana believed that bringing Fox on board would provide a neutral and popular “honest broker” to help mediate with the FARC.

It is not known to this author what position Mr. Rozental espoused in Colombia as Fox’s special envoy. However, he later had a personal break with his sibling and lost his task as special envoy. Castañeda’s potential meddling in Colombia also came to an end when Alvaro Uribe was elected president vowing to end negotiations with the FARC.

In Nicaragua, some members of the present government believe that Castañeda had also attempted to use the image of Fox to lend credence to Daniel Ortega, the former president who would later run for that office again.
 In a post-election visit to Central America, Castañeda arranged a photo-op between Fox and Ortega. Several months later during the presidential election in Nicaragua, when Ortega’s opponents used images of Ortega’s association with Muammar Qadaffi and Fidel Castro, Ortega’s campaign counteracted with images of his embrace with Fox. Ortega nonetheless lost that election and a potentially troubling issue with the democratic forces in Nicaragua and with the United States appeared to have dissipated.

Castañeda’s support for Ortega and his regime in Nicaragua are well known and date back to the civil war in that country. In 1986, Castañeda praised Ortega as a “moderate,”
 even as his human rights abuses, specifically the mass repression of the Miskito Indians (hundreds murdered and thousands displaced by force, including 14,000 incarcerated) were already known.
 (Ortega would later admit during his campaign of his violent repression in 1983 of those Indians.
) The use of Fox to continue assisting Ortega (and intervening in the internal affairs of Nicaragua) is particularly disturbing.

Is Castañeda a Threat to the United States?

Some argue that Castañeda’s lust for power will moderate his ideological stance. There are some indications that this is true. Whereas during the campaign Castañeda spoke to Fox of the need to “limit the hyperpower of the United States” through an alliance between Mexico, Russia, China, France and India, he recently conceded publicly that U.S. hegemony is a fact.
 Ironically, Castañeda is perceived in Mexico as a lackey of the United States, betraying Cuba and Mexico’s “traditional” foreign policy, which has essentially compromised his standing in the illiberal Left. (Liberal leftist intellectuals such as Joel Ortega have publicly called for Mexico to break with the Castro regime and embrace the democratic forces in the island.) Many opinion makers in the illiberal Left routinely accuse the foreign minister of ties to the CIA.

Political scientist Sam Huntington once classified Mexico as a “torn” country, similar to Turkey and Russia, unsure about its identity and therefore unable to anchor itself firmly in the West. Castañeda seems to reflect this “torn” ambivalence. (He, however, recently in an almost Freudian way projected on Mexico this ambivalence towards the United States, mentioning that Mexico’s anti-Americanism is leading to “schizophrenia.”
) Castañeda indeed suffers from a sort of “cognitive dissonance” towards the United States that is particularly evident in his view of the Republican Party. It seems that Castañeda has trouble accepting the legitimacy of the Republican Party, but not of the “progressive forces” and of those U.S. leftist media outlets that oppose it. Sporadic reports of Castañeda personally taunting U.S. officials he dislikes (mostly conservative Republicans) is a troubling sign that perhaps he still has difficulty separating his personal biases from the exigencies of Mexican diplomacy.

It is axiomatic, however, how Castañeda continues to perceive relations with the United States. When asked why Mexico should also condemn the September 11 attacks on the United States, the foreign minister mentioned “because everyone else is doing it.” Similarly, when withdrawing from the Rio Treaty this year, the excuse was “because Mexico has no enemies.”
 Rather than a zero-sum game, Castañeda perhaps simply is continuing the Latin American tradition of expecting favors from the United States while not considering reciprocity in the relation, believing instead that Washington is obliged to provide these favors to make up for past “mistreatment.” This strategy works because, as Richard Perle once said about American foreign policy, “We don’t expect much in return.” In essence, the United States seems content providing its “adolescent allies” such as Mexico with favors while not putting a cost on their behavior. 

It did seem that Castañeda was banking on a Democratic victory in the United States to somehow spur his presidential ambitions. He had spent much time courting leaders such as Tom Daschle and Richard Gephardt on the migrants issue, deepening even more his animosity with leading Republicans (one told this author, “it’s as if we started to court the PRI and PRD leaders to speak about Mexican oil”). Castañeda is also active in courting migrant leaders, perhaps also seeing them as a “tool” to press the United States, as he wrote in many occasions. Indeed, as early as the 1980s, Castañeda’s writings on Mexican migrants in the United States tend to depict them less as “subjects” and more as “objects” in Mexico’s power game against the United States.
 

However, many things have not gone well for the foreign minister and his plans recently. First is his failure to take over an existing party. At one point, he was accused of attempting to take over the Green Party, but was rebuffed by that party’s existing leadership, though not before a public fight with the foreign minister.
 (There is speculation though, that one of the small parties formed recently is sympathetic to him.) Second is the ouster of Aguilar Zinser as National Security Advisor, result of a power play against the PAN head of the Interior Ministry, and the subsequent personal break between Castañeda and Aguilar Zinser (who is now UN ambassador). Third is his failure to persuade the United States (first through intimidation then through pleading) to accept a migration accord on his terms. He once mentioned that he would resign if he had failed in those negotiations. Fourth is his poor image in the main parties, in the general population (an opinion poll put him as the “most obnoxious” figure in the Cabinet
) and among opinion makers,
 but especially in the Mexican press, which he has since very early in the transition accused of lack of professionalism.
 Indeed, some speculate that Fox values the role of his foreign minister as a lightning rod.

Rather than a direct threat to the United States, Castañeda’s “Leninist-Bolivarian” foreign policy towards Colombia, Nicaragua and towards elements in the Cuban government may create problems not only for those countries but for Washington as well.

Would Things Change?

There is a sense in Washington that Castañeda is the voice of Mexico. This “realist school of thought” approach to international relations is perhaps incongruent with the daily reality inside the body politik of the country. After all, it is quite unusual for a newly democratized country to sharpen its anti-American rhetoric and actions, even assisting illiberal forces in other countries. For example, ex-communists were in charge of Rumania as that nation chaired the UN Security Council when Iraq invaded Kuwait in August of 1990. Yet, they cooperated with the United States and its allies to condemn that invasion. Mexico’s behavior in the Security Council during the latest crisis with Iraq was not as helpful.

There is much reason to think that the replacement of Castañeda would indeed change Mexico’s foreign policy, particularly towards the United States, but most certainly towards Latin American countries facing a threat to their constitutionality. There really is no doubt that Mexico’s foreign policy today is largely (though not entirely) a reflection of the personal biases of the foreign minister.

Perhaps no other figure in the Mexican cabinet has aroused such speculation about his permanence than Jorge Castañeda. There is almost daily speculation about his transfer to the Education Ministry or about his resignation (the foreign minister has floated this possibility himself on many occasions). As mentioned earlier, he is quite unpopular with opinion makers (both liberal and illiberal) and these tend to openly call for his ouster.

Though the PAN found itself defending Castañeda during the break with Castro, many in that party, including legislators and those in the senior hierarchy, have openly asked for the foreign minister’s resignation.
 In the PAN headquarters in 2001 a document was circulating among its top leadership worrying about Castañeda’s plans to create a new “presidential” and leftist party using mostly the “moderate” PRI sectors for its structure, and its potential impact on the PAN. The document mentioned this potential party would “attempt to monopolize the image of the change experienced on July 2 [2000] at the expense of the PAN.” The document also worried about the proximity of these political players to Fox and of the possibility that they would “attempt to grab the Fox figure for their own project.”
 Most of the PAN however seems resigned to Castañeda, believing that his foreign policy (at least what they read in newspapers) is sound theoretically though perhaps needing improvement in issues of tact. A senior PAN leader replied to a direct query in Washington on the reason for Castañeda’s appointment by saying “There was nobody else.”

The Left, particularly the PRD and the PRI, argue that the “treachery” of the foreign minister justifies his expulsion. It would seem that Castañeda’s only political base is his relation with Fox.

It is difficult to predict how Mexico’s foreign policy would change if Castañeda were replaced. If he were replaced with a PAN official, the relations with the Bush administration may become less tense than they are now.

Though the PAN is the only major Mexican political party that is not inherently anti-American, it never developed a sophisticated-sounding foreign policy concept towards the United States beyond what its founder in the 1930s called the “good brother and good neighbor” policy—that Mexico could simultaneously be a good brother southwards and a good neighbor northward. Despite a widespread perception to the contrary, this policy is more congruent with the general Mexican population.
 The PRI regime often accused the PAN of being “sellouts” to American interests and even used the excuse of “national integrity” to steal a PAN gubernatorial victory in the border state of Baja California in the 1950s. Castañeda and his father were part of the PRI elite that oftentimes explained away latter-day frauds against the PAN and justified the PRI’s caricature of the PAN as a U.S. lackey.

The PAN proposed closer business and trade cooperation with the United States and other countries long before Carlos Salinas proposed NAFTA. Several U.S. legislators mentioned to this author that the annual Mexico-U.S. Interparliamentary meetings became constructive only after PAN legislators began to join them. Indeed, the pro-economic freedom and pro-democracy inclinations that define the PAN make it a natural to cooperate with the United States, though—some panistas readily point out—“as equals.”

However, the PAN had shied away, until early 1999, from making an official and institutional visit to Washington. Its popularity with those U.S. political elites from both parties that had heard of the PAN, however, remained high, and its reputation as the “good boy” of Mexican politics seems largely unchanged since the Fox victory.

A PAN-controlled foreign ministry would not automatically align Mexico with United States interests, especially in global engagements (Mexico after all is essentially pacifist). However, the relation would probably be stripped of its present confrontational nature. What is certain is that the PAN would not pursue a strategy in Cuba, Colombia and Central America with the aim of harming the interests of the United States, nor would it attempt to use the migrants in the U.S. to intervene in its domestic politics. The PAN extremely reluctantly began to acquiesce recently to migrant demands that they be included in the party programs and structure.

The leading candidates inside the PAN to replace Castañeda, including longtime human rights champion and current congressman Tarcisio Navarrete, the architect of the Fox campaign’s international strategy and current ambassador Dr. Carlos Salazar, the northern lawyer and current senator Fernando Margaín, and the U.S.-educated congressman Carlos Borunda, all seem to be quite popular in Washington, in the New York investment community and among the Mexican migrants. Salazar actually became known in Washington for his “win-win” rhetoric of U.S.-Mexico relations, a view he continued to openly espouse after the election, despite the mistreatment he received from the Bush campaign and the Clinton administration as candidate Fox’s envoy.

Castañeda may, however, be instead replaced with one of his lieutenants, many of whom also emerged from the PRI and the illiberal Left, and share his worldview. In this case, Mexico’s foreign policy may experience some continuity, though perhaps with less perverse motives (Fox would also need to be subjected to “ideological detoxification”).

United States Policy

How should Washington deal with Castañeda’s foreign policy? This is a dilemma since, after all, he was appointed the foreign minister of Mexico’s first democratic and legitimate government in over seven decades. On the one hand, an openly aggressive response by the United States to Castañeda’s provocations would ultimately be interpreted as an affront to Vicente Fox and to Mexico itself. It may also vindicate the foreign minister’s (and the illiberal Left’s) rhetoric of victimization, or be interpreted as U.S. discomfort towards Mexico’s newfound sense of international activism. (Whereas Castañeda is widely unpopular, the perception of Mexico’s more active foreign policy is popular.
) Additionally, it perhaps would compromise the other areas of bilateral cooperation not under the foreign minister’s control that indeed are bearing fruit, such as drug enforcement and trade policy. In addition, not all of Castañeda’s tenure as foreign minister has been negative—witness the Monterrey conference on development, where because of Mexico’s lobbying, the rich countries agreed to increase their aid to poor countries.

On the other hand, an appeasement of Castañeda by Washington and the acceptance of his agenda may strengthen the foreign minister politically, and may serve as a precedent for future Mexican foreign ministers and even for other countries to follow in their dealings with Washington. Other Latin American countries may be observing the results of Castañeda’s brinkmanship with the United States.

The most likely scenario is for the United States to attempt appeasement and accommodation, which is oftentimes the first natural instinct of a democracy facing external aggression. Bush seems to have, at least initially, attempted to quickly make up for his initial mistake towards Fox by accommodating the Mexican leader in a visible and even dramatic way, even extending the “special relation” status on Mexico usually reserved for the United Kingdom. In addition, Mexico’s strategic importance in the Hemisphere has increased since the election of Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva in Brazil, a figure with a long history of anti-American rhetoric and friendship with Castro’s Cuba. A favorable and accommodating U.S. policy of course may benefit Mexico in the short run, but it may unnecessarily complicate relations in the medium and long term, since a precedent would have been set on how to deal with Washington.

More than an open enemy, Castañeda has simply turned democratic Mexico into another adolescent ally of the United States.

* Fredo Arias-King, a Harvard-trained businessman and scholar of contemporary Russia, was advisor of international affairs to the National Action Party (PAN) and to the Vicente Fox campaign, handling most of the relation with Washington during the campaign. He declined government jobs to return to the private sector soon after the election of July 2000. © 2002 Fredo Arias-King.
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