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To say that U.S.-Mexico relations with regards to immigration policy is complex would 

certainly be an understatement. There is a plethora of factors that play into American 

immigration policy at the southern border and the relationship America has with Mexico. In 

order to provide a piece that has an adequate of research, the factors that I will be focusing on are 

primarily American economic policy, the racial prejudice that continues to persist in America 

today, and the partisan divide in attitudes toward Latin America countries, including Mexico. 

Before addressing the issues and policy recommendations for immigration policy between the 

U.S. and Mexico, background information must be provided on how the relationship between the 

two countries has evolved in recent decades. 

From 1929-2000, Mexico utilized a centralized political system that was dominated by 

the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) (Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 1). Over 

the past two decades, Mexico has transitioned from a centralized political system to more of a 

true democratic party system (Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 1). In 2006, Felipe 

Calderon was elected to Mexico’s presidency as a member of the conservative National Action 

Party (Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 1). The Calderon government worked 

extensively with the United States in a pursuit of an aggressive anticrime strategy and increased 

security cooperation at the southern border (Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 1). In 

2010, the United States and Mexico created the Executive Steering Committee for 21st Century 

Border Management to “spur advancements in promoting a modern, secure, and efficient 

border.” (U.S. Relations, 2019). The U.S.-Mexico Binational Bridges and Border Crossing 

Group has also been created to further joint initiatives that “improve the efficiency of existing 

crossings and coordinate planning for new ones.” (U.S. Relations, 2019). In 2018, Andres 

Manuel Lopez Obrador, a member of the newly created MORENA party (a leftist party), was 

overwhelmingly elected to the presidency (Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 3). It was 

predicted that U.S.-Mexico relations would grow somewhat sour, as the Republicans took 

control of the federal legislature and presidency in 2016 with the election of Donald Trump 

(Congressional Research Service, 2019, p. 18). Although the relationship between the two 

countries has remained friendlier than expected, this partisan divide between the controlling 

parties of the two countries serves as a contemporary challenge that immigration policy faces. 

Partisan divide does not only exist between U.S. and Mexico, but it also exists 

domestically in the United States, especially with regards to immigration policy at the southern 

border. As stated previously, the conservative Republican party took control of the federal 

legislature in 2016, although the more liberal Democratic party took back control of the House of 

Representatives in the 2018 midterm elections. In general, conservatives view of Mexican 

immigrants is extremely more negative than liberals (Gries, 2014, pp. 144-147). It has been 

found that conservatives are more concerned about maintaining authority than are liberals, as 

conservatives are more likely to support racial hierarchies and cultural traditionalism. This leads 

us into two of the underlying contemporary challenges that feed this larger contemporary 

challenge that is the large partisan divide: racism and cultural traditionalism. The conservative 

support of racial hierarchies, while not always blatant or obvious, has led to what Gabriela A. 

Gallegos has called a national conception of border policy based upon “nativistic racism,” which 

in effect holds that Mexicans who stay in Mexico are useful tools of production for American 
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companies, while Mexicans on the American side of the border should be punished, removed, or 

killed as criminals (Gallegos, 2004, p. 1744). Prior to 9/11, the rhetoric of conservatives was 

more focused on the supposed economic impact of Mexican immigrants “stealing American 

jobs,” and while this rhetoric certainly still persists, immigration rhetoric was also expanded to 

include threats of terrorism coming from the southern border (Gallegos, 2004, p. 1759). 

Conservative immigration rhetoric has historically included speech related to the protection of 

“American culture.” Lynn Stephen states that contemporary racial hierarchies in the United 

States are products of “the process of U.S.-empire building linked to ideologies of Anglo 

superiority such as Manifest Destiny.” (Stephen, 2012, p. 95). Anglo superiority has been used to 

justify U.S. expansion as “Anglo Saxons” bring democracy, progress, and enlightenment to 

“lesser” peoples, including American Indians, Mexicans, Phillipinos, Puerto Ricans, and others 

(Stephen, 2012, p. 95). Gries backs up this claim by providing numerous quotes from 

conservative leaders and scholars that reveal this concern for “cultural destruction” at the hands 

of Mexican immigrants, including a quote by Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington 

which states that because Hispanics reject “Anglo-Protestant” values, Hispanic immigration 

“threatens to divide the United States into two peoples, two cultures, and two languages.” (Gries, 

2014, p. 148). 

Although the ideological divide that has been fueled by racism and cultural traditionalism 

is large, there are still policies American can enact that would help to strengthen U.S.-Mexico 

relations with regards to immigration policy. One of these policies is the redefinition of our 

national interest in immigration to policy from a focus on race and culture to one of 

constitutional principle and protection, specifically the Fourth Amendment and the role it can 

play in protecting immigrants at our southern border. Gabriela Gallegos explains that this would 

strike against nativistic racism and current national-interest notions by rejecting the finding that 

Mexican appearance may indicate illegal presence in America (Gallegos, 2004, p. 1776). 

Through the reformation of our Fourth Amendment jurisprudence, we could begin to reconceive 

the nation by recognizing the realities of American border policy and immigration and by 

tolerating the ambiguities in identity currently not possible by a racism-informed America 

(Gallegos, 2004, p. 1776). As we already know, the judiciary has been used to expand civil rights 

before, and there is no reason to believe that it could not play a major part in policy reformation 

at the U.S.-Mexico border. Another policy initiative that could be of use, although most likely 

not immediately, is the reimagining of the way America educates with regards to immigration 

policy. Americans need to become more aware of the social and economic interdependence of 

the bordering nations, as well as the effects of border fortification on border peoples and 

communities. (Gallegos, 2004, p. 1778).  Although this policy is broad, it could lead to drastic 

changes in the way America dictates its immigration policy, opening the door to more paths to 

earned citizenship, family unification, and a safe, legal, and orderly avenue for migrant workers 

to enter and leave the U.S. (Stephen, 2012, p. 97). 

One of the “unknowables” when it comes to immigration policy between the United 

States and Mexico is just how long it will take for the partisan divide to grow smaller. The 

implementation of new immigration policy will do no good if each time conservatives take 

control of the legislature and presidency, they dismantle any progress made and revert to the 
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divisive policy we currently have today. Although Republicans have a negative view of Mexico 

and immigration overall, it is even worse when looking at Republican primary voters (Gries, 

2014, p. 156). The partisan divide will not grow any smaller as long as the Republican base 

continues to fuel their legislators into implementing immigration policies based on racial 

hierarchies and cultural traditionalism. Therefore, I believe education is a crucial part in 

American immigration policy going forward. Until these attitudes change, immigration policy 

will remain as it is currently. 

U.S.-Mexico relations with regards to immigration policy is a complex issue that 

highlights some of the major shortcomings America continues to struggle with as a nation. 

Although there will always be hope for change in the future, only time will tell if any permanent 

substantive policy alterations will be made. As far as we can tell today, these changes are not 

coming in our close future. But, with proper Fourth Amendment jurisprudence and education 

initiatives/policies, there is no reason to believe that one day America cannot finally turn the 

corner with its immigration policies. 
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