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Abstract

This thesis explores recent U.S. bilateral aid to Mexico through the Mérida Initiative
(MI), a $2.3 billion assistance commitment on the part of the United States (U.S.)
officially justified as helping Mexico build its capacity to take on violent drug cartels
and thereby improve security in both countries. There has been a good amount of
engaging work on the MI. However this extant literature has not undertaken detailed
policy analysis of the aid programme, leading to conclusions that it is a fresh approach
to the Mexican counternarcotics (CN) challenge, or that CN is a ‘fig leaf” for the U.S.
to pursue other ‘real’ goals. This is a core gap in the literature this project seeks to fill.
Through policy analysis, | make an empirically supported argument that Mérida is a
component of a far more ambitious policy agenda to regionalise security with Mexico
more generally. This involves stabilising Mexico itself, not least in response to serious
drug-related violence. However the U.S. also aims to improve its own security by
giving greater ‘depth’ to its borders, and seeks protect the political economy of the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) from variegated security threats. In
this way, recent U.S. policy in Mexico is both derivative of its wider grand strategic
traditions in stabilising key political economies in line with its interests, and
representative of some distinct developments stemming from the deeply integrated
U.S.-Mexican economy as part of NAFTA. To assure U.S. interests accrued to it
through the increasingly holistic North American economy, the U.S. has used the MI
as the main vehicle in the construction of a nascent ‘NAFTA-land Security’
framework.
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Introduction

The Mérida Initiative in U.S.-Mexican Relations

“What does seem clear is that the person who killed and mutilated these three poor
women is the same person, said Pedro Negrete. Well, find him and put an end to this
goddam business, said the mayor. But discreetly, if | may make one request, without
sending anyone into a panic, said the man from the chamber of commerce.”

The Puzzle and Research Aims

The MI was announced in October 2007 by the administrations of President George
W. Bush and President Felipé Calderén. Initially it was envisioned as a three year,
$1.4 billion commitment on the part of the U.S. to Mexico to help the latter’s fight
against drug trafficking and the violent groups or ‘cartels’ who engaged in it.* In that
announcement, the U.S. and Mexican administrations stated they would, “make it a
priority to break the power and impunity of drug and criminal organizations that
threaten the health and public safety of their citizens and the stability and security of
the region.”* Funds were appropriated through the MI in 2008, with the vast majority
in terms of amounts taken up by military equipment,’ but also facilitating greatly
increased levels of training for Mexican security forces, police, and judiciary.® This
complemented increased security spending by Mexico. It also supported a militarised
strategy undertaken by Calderén that involved the widespread deployment of
Mexico’s military.” The administration of President Obama continued and deepened
the policy beyond the original commitment, and total appropriations for the MI now
stand at around $2.3 billion in Fiscal Year (FY) 2014, with more likely to come.®
Although Obama’s administration shifted the aid towards institutional support and
away from expensive military equipment, the stated rationale has remained the same.
It is currently officially described as being a bilateral partnership designed to, “fight
organized crime and associated violence while furthering respect for human rights and
the rule of law.””

! Roberto Bolafio 2666 (Picador, 2009) p471

? In its early years, the Mérida Initiative also included aid for Central American countries, but this
became separately administered.

? There are a lot of definitional debates involved in Mexico’s security crisis. There is some reluctance to
use the nomenclature ‘cartel” for the groups that traffic and produce drugs through and in Mexico,
because they do not work together or set prices. I will use it throughout the project for ease of reference,
and to differentiate myself from official U.S. descriptors of these groups.

4 U.S. Department of State Joint Statement on the Mérida Initiative (Washington D.C. 22" October,
2007)

5 Based on figures used by Security Assistance Monitor, which is an invaluable tool for researchers of
U.S. security aid, almost 80% of the aid between 2008-2010 was military / police based. Note that the
figures here are from the U.S. Department of State Budget Requests and differ slightly from official
Meérida Initiative appropriations figures (provided in Chapter Five), however the ratio remains similar.
® See Chapters Five and Six.

7 For an excellent brief overview of the adoption of Calderén’s strategy and its fallout, see Paul Kenny
and Monica Serrano ‘Transition to Dystopia’ in Paul Kenny and Moénica Serrano with Arturo
Sotomayor (eds.) Mexico’s Security Failure: Collapse into Criminal Violence (Routledge, 2011) p.72-
80

8 Clare Ribando Seelke and Kristin M. Finklea U.S.-Mexican Security Cooperation: The Mérida
Initiative and Beyond (Congressional Research Service, April 2014) p.7

‘US. Department of State ‘Merida Initiative’ http://www.state.gov/j/inl/merida/ Accessed 19.08.14
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In essence the aim of this project is to explore and uncover the intentions of U.S.
policy with regard to the MI. The initial spark for this aim is quite simple - the aid has
now continued for almost seven years, and yet on its key stated performance
indicators, it has spectacularly - and tragically - come up short. With regard to the
security of Mexican citizens, the casualty figures in Mexico over the course of the MI
are catastrophic. Whilst there is a good deal of controversy about statistics for
homicide in Mexico, not least as the country’s impunity rate is consistently reported as
being at over 90%, '’ by any measure the loss of life since Calderén launched his
crackdown in 2006 is shocking. Perhaps the best indicator of this is the jump in the
overall homicide rate from 8.1 per 100,000 in 2007 to 23.1 in 2011."" Overall, there
were 121,683 homicides in Mexico from 2007-2012 (the Calder6n administration’s
years in power), a total, as Molloy points out, that compares with countries stricken by

' There are a number of issues that should invite caution with the data on drug-related killings.

According to several estimations, Mexico’s criminal impunity rate is staggering. Heinle, Rodriguez
Ferreira and Shirk state that only 25% of crimes are even reported, whilst 98% go ‘unpunished’. See
Kimberly Heinle, Octavio Rodriguez Ferreira and David A. Shirk Drug Violence in Mexico: Data and
Analysis Through 2013 Justice in Mexico Project (University of San Diego, April 2014) p.13 This
statistic is backed by a number of sources. In 2010, £/ Universal reported that only 5% of drug
executions had even been properly investigated. In 2012 the United Nations (UN) estimated that 95% of
those arrested for crimes in Mexico since Calderdn took power have walked free due to lack of
investigative rigour and the Mexican inquisitorial justice system. As an indicative example of why this
problem persists, in 2011 there were just 14 homicide prosecutors working on a backlog of over 8,000
murders in Ciudad Juarez. Apportioning detailed categorisation of murders in this context seems,
basically, arbitrary, and a definitive total of ‘drug murders’ amongst the homicide total appears elusive
at best. See Otero, Silvia ‘No investigan 95% de muertes en “guerra™ El Universal (June 21%, 2010)
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/notas/689120.html Accessed 10.01.12; Pedro Matias ‘Impunidad en
México alcanza 95%, alerta oficina de la ONU’ Proceso (20th January, 2012)
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=295536 Accessed 29.01.12; Sandra Rodriguez Nieto ‘Abandonan
Indagatoria del Asesinato de reportero grafico de El Diario’ £l Diario de Judrez (September 16™, 2011)
http://www.diario.com.mx/notas.php?f=2011/09/16&id=9dabdfa852a0c14534cbef63d91e6048
Accessed 17.09.11 Thus, whilst the Calderén government released database figures for homicides tied
to organized crime during its tenure , they are extremely suspect in their assertions of detail. These
problems, which continue into the administration of Enrique Pefia Nieto, are summarised in Alejandro
Hope ‘Why the Mexican Govt’s Murder Count is Worse than Useless’ Insight Crime February 18™,
2013, accessed February 19" 2013 http://www.insightcrime.org/news-analysis/mexican-govts-murder-
count-worse-useless Accessed 03.03.13

"' Heinle et al Drug Violence in Mexico p.6-7 This is based on overall figures for homicide the Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI). These numbers have been dropping under the Péna Nieto
administration, but as per the footnote above, this still remains troublesome.

10
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warfare and internal instabilty.'? The sickening practises of the cartels and their
associates are also a complicating factor that likely means this is an undercount."

With regard to the stated aim to ‘respect human rights’, complaints against the
Mexican military increased in tandem with the MI and their widespread deployment
across Mexico. This took place alongside continuing human rights problems in the
Mexican police force.'* Notwithstanding the inherent difficulty in trying to measure
the amount of narcotics entering a country (let alone measuring the impact of a
particular policy on that flow), the MI continues the larger tragedy of the U.S. “War on
Drugs’ as a supply-side policy that has failed to effect the amount entering the U.S.
enough to be successful in harming availability."’ A large number of cartel ‘kingpins’

'2 Molly Molloy ‘The Mexican Undead: Towards a New History of the ‘Drug War’ Killing Fields’
Small Wars Journal (Aug 21, 2013) http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/the-mexican-undead-toward-
a-new-history-of-the-*“drug-war”-killing-fields Accessed 22.08.13 For example, the (likely low) tally of
civilians fatalities in the war in Iraq provided by the respected Irag Body Count put the total between
2003-2012 at 123, 781. Current UN estimates for the dead in Syria in a brutal civil war are 191,000
plus, although over a shorter time period. Iraq Body Count ‘Iraqi Deaths from Violence in 2012’ frag
Body Count https://www.iragbodycount.org/analysis/numbers/2012/ Accessed 21.08.14; John Heilprin
‘UN: Death Toll from Syrian Civil War Tops 191,000° US4 Today (August 22™, 2014)
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2014/08/22/united-nations-syria-death-toll/14429549/
Accessed 22.08.14 However this is not to compare the nature of violence and level of instability in these
cases - suicide bombings are not a regular occurrence in Mexico City as they are in Baghdad.

"3 Bodies have been disappeared in various ways. The regular discovery of mass graves (narcofosas) is
common enough to suggest there are likely many more undiscovered, whilst acidic destruction has also
been used. The targeting of migrants from Central America means an extremely vulnerable group may
also be being missed in official tallies of the dead. For example, Randal C. Archibold ‘Victims of
Massacre in Mexico Said to be Migrants’ The New York Times (August 25", 2010)
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/26/world/americas/26mexico.html?_r=0 Accessed 12.07.14 The Pefia
Nieto administration released documents showing 25,000 had gone missing under Calderén’s
leadership, though it did try to walk back that figure. William Booth ‘Mexico’s Crime Wave has Left
About 25,000 Missing, Government Documents Show’ The Washington Post, (November 29", 2012)
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-11-29/world/35584943 1 mexico-city-mexican-government-
human-rights Accessed 30.11.12 Mexico has just posted record numbers of kidnappings. Joshua
Partlow ‘Kidnappings in Mexico Surge to the Highest Number on Record’ The Washington Post
(August 15™, 2014) http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/kidnappings-in-mexico-surge-
to-the-highest-number-on-record/2014/08/15/3f8ee2d2-1e6e-11e4-8219-2cd6fa8daSc4 _story.html
Accessed 15.08.14

!4 Mexico’s National Human Rights Commission - Commisién Nacional de Derechos Humanos
(CNDH) - reported 1,800 complaints against the military in 2009, an 890% increase on 2006. This is
likely to underestimate the problem given these are just those complaints reported. Seelke and Finklea
Merida Initiative and Beyond (April 2014) p.27 The problems in Mexico’s police force are more
endemic and deep-seated, with wide-spread torture and large problems with corruption. See, for
example, U.S. Department of State Mexico 2013 Human Rights Report (Washington D.C., 2014);
Amnesty International ‘Known Abusers, but Victims Ignored: Torture and Ill-Treatment in Mexico’
Amnesty International (2012); Amnesty International ‘Out of Control: Torture and Other Il Treatment
in Mexico’ Amnesty International (2014)

15 Being an illegal activity, the drug trade is extremely difficult to gain reliable information on, from
production onwards. U.S. Department of State Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement
Affairs International Narcotics Control Strategy Report FY2014: Volume I Drug and Chemical Control
(March, 2014) p.21 In the past, the U.S. agencies tasked with interdicting drugs have talked up how
interdiction up to the U.S. border has helped drive up price, lessen purity, and thereby decrease the use
of drugs. Attributing any of these effects to a particular policy, however, is extremely problematic. In
any case, critics have pointed out that enough drugs still enter the U.S. to satisfy demand. In 1997 a U.S.
official estimated it only took nine large tractor-trailers full of cocaine to enter the U.S. to satisfy
demand for a year. Peter Andreas Border Games: Policing the U.S.-Mexico Divide 2™. edn. (Cornell
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have been taken out by Mexican security forces, which the U.S. has proclaimed as
success indicator, but experts - and even government officials - have posited this may
have helped increase violence, and certainly has not significantly reduced it with
regard to fatalities.'® Most alarmingly, the very state institutions that the U.S. is
seeking to work with through the MI are highly involved in all levels of the drug
trade.'” Finally, on the issue of Mexican stability, in 2013 Pefia Nieto deployed troops
to the state of Michoacéan to deal with rising violence, the state where Calderon first
initiated his crackdown almost seven years earlier.'® Given this context, the main
animator of this thesis is why the policy continues at all.

Extant Literature & Key Arguments

There are various explanations for the puzzle identified. Despite being numerous and
variegated, they fall essentially into two broad positions. Firstly, there is a widespread
literature that accepts the official rationale for the MI as a new, bilateral, CN
partnership. Secondly, a more critical literature states that in fact CN is a smaller issue
compared to, or even a pretext for, a deeper goal to insulate Mexico’s neoliberal
political economy within NAFTA, especially from potential change from Mexican
society. The first welcomes the policy but insists Mexico’s security issues are
compounded, needing time and ingenuity in policy to work through. The second
suggests the policy is, from the U.S. perspective, largely successful in its broader aims.
There are useful insights within both broad positions. However the extant literature
has not engaged in a deep policy analysis of the MI.

This project aims to fill that gap. It contends that once we open up the MI to such
analysis, it becomes necessary to reconsider what the policy is intended to do. Policy
documentation and official justification shows how the MI is aimed at a wider set of
objectives, aiming to build the capacity of the Mexican state to produce and maintain
security in a number of areas, including both CN and counterterrorism (CT). However,
this material also makes clear that there is a wider goal to engage Mexico and pull it
into a U.S.-designed North American security architecture that seeks to better protect
the U.S. homeland and the North American political economy. Whilst Mexico’s drug
related security crisis itself 4as become increasingly concerning to U.S. policymakers
as it has deepened, it has also provided the most successful access point through which
the U.S. can achieve its more expansive aims. Mérida is a key policy constituent of a

Publishing, 2009) p. 75 Finally, the MI has never had particularly clear success indicators on this issue.
Seelke and Finklea Merida Initiative and Beyond p.25-26

'S See Eduardo Guerrero-Gutierrez “Security, Drugs, and Violence in Mexico: A Survey’ 7th North
American Forum (Washington D.C., 2011) p.66-67 Indeed the Pefia Nieto administration made this
very assertion itself, before continuing the policy.

17 The evidence for this is irrefutable and multi-scalar, inter-secting with human rights issues.
Corruption exists at the highest level of the state to the lowest. I discuss this further below.

'8 Vanda Felbab-Brown Calderén’s Caldron: Lessons from Mexico’s Battle Against

Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking in Tijuana, Ciudad Judrez, and Michoacdn (Brookings Institute,
September, 2011) p. 24-30; Joshua Partlow ‘Mexican Army Has Taken Control of Major Port in Effort
to Combat Drug Cartel’ The Washington Post (December 1%, 2013)
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the americas/mexican-army-has-taken-control-of-major-port-
in-effort-to-combat-drug-cartel/2013/11/30/ee768458-523b-11e3-9ee6-2580086d8254_story.html
Accessed 09.08.14; Nacha Cattan and Eric Martin *22 Killed in Western Mexico Shoouthout in Test for
Pena Nieto’ Bloomberg (July 24™ 2013) hitp://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-07-24/22-killed-in-
western-mexico-shootout-in-test-for-pena-nieto.html Accessed 07.08.14
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broader strategy to create a regional security framework, which I term ‘NAFTA-land
Security’. I employ this term as it captures something distinct about both the NAFTA-
zone as a regional entity, and encapsulates the fact that a lot of what the U.S. is doing
in terms of policy in Mexico effectively extends the concept and strategies of
Homeland Security (HS) to the perimeters of the North American political economic
region.

Thus, the concept of ‘NAFTA-land’ helps make clear that the passage of the free trade
agreement created a distinct political economic space, which can be defined as a
region subject to regional dynamics. Of course, North American regionalism pre-dates
NAFTA. Geography dictated that as the U.S. developed it needed to consider security
issues arising from its neighbours, and security relations ebbed and flowed through
direct competition and war to cooperation and integration. Similarly Mexico and
Canada were early sites of U.S. economic expansionism beyond its borders.
Paraphrasing Anderson, North America has always been subject to processes and
dynamics of regionalism.'” However, what NAFTA effectively did was to
‘offficialise’ North America as a region. It was explicitly regionalist in its aims and
intentions, seeking to create a regional economic market. Since that time, the NAFTA
zone has become a strategically important trilateral production hub within global
capitalism. High levels of economic integration and regionalisation have driven this
development along. NAFTA-land Security represents a security response to these
realities: an explicit effort to create a regional security architecture for the NAFTA
zone. Whilst Canada was already able and willing to play a role in this regional
arrangement, Mexico was less so. Thus NAFTA-land Security is significantly being
built through exporting the concepts and capabilities of HS to the region’s southern
partner. What the NAFTA-land terminology helps make clear is the bespoke regional
effort by the U.S to extend HS concepts to NAFTA’s perimeters. Contemporary
security aid to Mexico can only be understood with a careful but deliberate focus on
North American regionalism and NAFTA as a distinct regional arrangement, and
acknowledgement that U.S. strategic thinking is in a very important sense distinctly
regional in seeking to protect and secure the NAFTA space.

This argument though begs deeper questions about why the U.S. pursuing such a
strategy. There is a concomitant depth to the answer here that pre-exists but intersects
with regional dynamics. I therefore preempt the policy analysis and its findings with a
theoretical and historical discussion of U.S. foreign policy generally, and its relations
with Mexico specifically. Taking a historical-materialist approach, I argue for the
centrality of U.S. interests in securing and maintaining its position of primacy within a
liberal international order, based on U.S. hegemony within open markets and
globalised capitalism that it has done much to self-construct. This apex position
affords the U.S. significant material and economic benefit within that hegemonic
system, whilst also benefitting other core powers and transnational capital, but
necessitates and pushes significant involvement in international affairs to maintain the
order and its stability generally. More specifically, in the global South,” the U.S. has

' Anderson states that North America has always been integrating, however this does not capture
disintegrative periods and other complexities in the region. Greg Anderson ‘Security and Sovereignty in
Post 9/11 North America’ Review of International Political Economy 19, 5 (2012)

21 follow Blakeley’s use of ‘North and South’ here in understanding them as a useful way to
differentiate between those states in the Global North that are generally rich and share liberal (in the
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sought to maintain stability and openness to investment and extraction through heavy
and often quite brutal involvement, again to the benefit of the U.S.” continued
primacy, its capital and transnational capital, and other core powers. This is especially
true in Latin America, which since the Monroe Doctrine has been viewed as the U.S.
‘backyard” and within its direct sphere of influence.”' On one level, Mexico represents
an interesting case for U.S. foreign policy in this context. Whilst the U.S. went to war
with Mexico for territory in 1846 -1848, and directly intervened in its Revolution
(1910-1920), for most of the 20™ Century U.S. involvement in Mexico was relatively
limited. However following severe economic ructions in the 1980s the U.S. directly
guided Mexico’s opening up to a less statist, liberalised economy, more welcome to
foreign (and U.S.) investment and trade, changes then “locked in”, as Ikenberry puts it,
through NAFTA.*

This was part of a more global development as the U.S. led the shift from broadly
Keynesian capitalism to what is popularly termed ‘neoliberalism’ in the 1980s and
1990s, spreading capital’s reaches in the process as the result of the collapse of the
USSR. However, U.S. policy towards Mexico again provides an intriguing case within
these wider developments. The implementation of NAFTA and the MI fit into U.S.
grand strategic designs concerning the creation and maintenance of open markets that
are stable and secure. Crucially, the level and pervasiveness of Mexico’s drug-related
security crisis has become a destabilising force within Mexico’s political economy.
The MI can thus be connected to the continuity within U.S. foreign relations in
seeking to stabilise key political economies to ensure continued investment and
extraction. The U.S.-Mexican economic relationship has always been close, and
though the level of interaction has waxed and waned, key U.S. interests have straddled
recent history, fundamentally based around securing Mexico as an open and stable
economic ‘partner’.”> However, the levels of U.S. involvement in Mexico have been
strongest where its economy has been most integrated with Mexico’s, and where the
subsequent interests created have been most threatened. There was a great level of
economic interaction with Mexico prior to and during the latter’s revolutionary period,

broad political sense) political systems, and those in the South that are generally poorer, whilst
appreciating that it is a broad-brush term that covers over important nuances and shifting global trends.
However ‘North and South’ also allows one to capture how there are disparities of wealth within the
North and South also, as well as between them. Ruth Blakeley State Terrorism and Neoliberalism: The
North in the South (Routledge, 2009) p.2-3 As countries traditionally understood as part of the South
rise and grow economically the U.S. has for the most part attempted to pull them into the wider liberal
order. However there has also been a keenness to assert and maintain dominance, with financial power
being used to assert the rules of the game, and a temptation in some quarters to confront the exemplar of
the rising economic powers, China. On financial power, see, for example, Peter Gowan The Global
Gamble: Washington’s Faustian Bid for World Dominance (Verso, 1999) On the neoconservative
desire to confront China more robustly (not exactly followed through in Bush’s presidency) see The
Project for the New American Century ‘Rebuilding America’s Defenses: Strategy, Forces and
Resources For a New Century’ Project for the New American Century (September, 2000) p.19

21 On an official level, as U.S. ambitions in Latin America predate the famous Doctrine. For a fantastic
overview of these ambitions, see Lars Shoultz Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy
Toward Latin America (Harvard University Press, 1998) Of course U.S. influence is argued to be
waning in Latin America following the ‘pink tide’ of democratically elected leaders following more
statist development courses and collapse of the (neoliberal) Washington Consensus in macroeconomics.
22 G. John Ikenberry After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order After
Major Wars (Princeton University Press, 2000) p.240-244

23 Albeit the ‘partnership’ has been historically balanced towards the interests of the U.S.
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and U.S. involvement in and with Mexico was high. Currently, with economic
integration with Mexico again at high-levels due to regionalisation processes
connected to NAFTA, U.S. involvement on security questions is once again increased,
reflecting the interest in securing and stabilising a strategically important political
economy.

The security logic borne out of Mexico’s neighbourly proximity has also been given
added impetus by the events of 9/11 and renewed U.S. focus on what it has termed its
HS. This post 9/11 HS focus has revolved around deep rethinks on how the U.S.
achieves its own security. This goes beyond the physical security of the U.S.
mainland. The U.S. has become increasingly concerned about how it secures open
global economic chains, and its own openness to capital, goods, and people that are
integral to its strategic success and global hegemony. This has been challenging as
various transnational threats have been empowered by the same increasingly open and
interconnected global trends of economic globalisation. The attempted solution to
what is perceived as a new security environment has been to ‘push U.S. borders
outward’ and defend HS ‘in depth’ through cooperation with other nations, and
capacity building of allies’ security institutions. However, it is here where we see the
specificity of NAFTA-land Security most clearly. In North America the effort has
been especially rigorous due to the depth of economic integration, and thus the U.S.
has sought to create a regional security solution that pushes a security perimeter to
NAFTA’s border. The MI fundamentally interlocks with these aims. Thus, economic
interactions and interests within NAFTA provide a push towards protecting that North
American political economy - or NAFTA-land - itself. Therefore, three interacting
logics underpin the MI and the effort to coordinate with Mexico to improve its wider
security capacities within NAFTA land Security; stabilise Mexico and insulate its
political economy from internal and external threats (to include drug-related violence),
give greater depth to U.S. borders to better secure its own HS, and regionalise security
arrangements across North America to gird its political economy against threats.

The final question that emerges through this project’s aims and arguments is whether
the MI, and the wider aim to drive to regionalise security, can be said to be ‘working’?
This takes me back to the original basis of the puzzle, the continuing instability and
violence in Mexico itself. This is in fact the most complex question within the research
project. The answer, at one level, is provided in the policy analysis itself and the
argument already sketched out. The U.S. has succeeded in involving itself in Mexican
security at an unprecedented level, and the integrative agenda, both on (intertwined)
issues of economics and security, is in good health. Mexican security forces and
policymakers are being actively convinced to adopt and adapt to U.S. security aims
and practises. The continuance of the policy makes perfect sense on this level, and can
be seen as a success. We need to consider the policy from the perspective of the U.S.,
and therefore we need to ask what kind of security the U.S. is striving to achieve.
Despite the stated concern for ‘citizen security’ and counterdrug rationales, the
overriding aim is the creation of a regional security framework where the most
important aim is protecting the political economy of Mexico and, by extension, North
America. Again, NAFTA-land Security helps us to capture this strategic logic - the
security of the North American political economic free trade arrangement and
economic / strategic interests within it outweighs and encapsulates (but does not erase)
efforts to improve ‘citizen security’ or CN in the limited sense of harm reduction. This
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is the thesis’ key original finding. Nonetheless there are impediments to even this aim,
not least the continued instability in Mexico. It also becomes legitimate and necessary
to ask normative questions about citizen security and human rights (HR) in Mexico.

Research Questions
To summarise the above, here are the key research questions spelled out clearly.

Research Puzzle

Why has the United States continued to provide security assistance to Mexico even as
the security situation has deteriorated on a number of indices?,

Research Question
What are the aims of the United States in its increased provision of military, police,
institutional and economic/social aid to Mexico under and associated with the MI?

Sub-Questions

= Why is the U.S. seeking to regionalise security with Mexico under NAFTA-land
Security arrangements?

= How important are CN concerns in this effort?

= [s the MI working? Or, more accurately, is the NAFTA-land Security project
‘working’?

Chapter Structure

The remainder of this chapter will focus on how the research is designed, its
originality, methodology and some key concepts, through which I introduce the
contemporary context of U.S. policy. From then on the project proceeds in this
fashion:

Chapter Two - Literature Review: A Drug War Rationale, or a Drug War Pretext?
This chapter provides a detailed overview of the extant literature on the MI. I divide it
into two broad groups, those who see Mérida as animated by a drug-war rationale, and
those who the CN element as a pretext for the securing of other goals, namely the
protection of Mexico’s unequal economy from potential change from below. I also
look at how both groups have connected Mérida to North American economic
integration. I identify some of the gaps in the extant literature, including how it has not
satisfactorily related the Mérida policy to the wider context of North American
integration or theorised U.S. interests in Mexico within that context. This omission
stems from the key gap in the extant literature, in that it has not looked at the policy
itself in detail.

Chapter Three - Theorising U.S. Interests and the Projection of Security in Mexico
This chapter starts to build my case for looking at the MI more holistically with a
focus on its context. It starts with basic building blocks with an extensive discussion of
the state, how the state has interests, and how those interests are formulated. I take in
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insights from across International Relations’ (IR) theoretical spectrum and use them to
construct my own conceptions, based on a critical realist ontology and a historical-
materialist approach. I then move onto U.S. foreign policy specifically, and show how
it revolves around a consistent grand strategy designed to ensure U.S. primacy through
the hegemonic construction and maintenance a liberal capitalist international order.
This allows me to trace the connections and continuities with regard to U.S. foreign
policy in and with Mexico. In turn I also show how this bilateral relationship (like
most) is in some crucial ways unique. Most important here is the sharing of a 2000-
mile border, and the deep integration catalysed by NAFTA. I explore how these facts
have created distinct interests, and inspired contingent policies to meet them based on
the regionalisation of security under ‘NAFTA-land Security’ arrangements.

Chapter Four - “...So Close to the United States...’ The U.S.-Mexican Relationship
in History

In this chapter I show how the U.S. has sought the core interests of openness and
stability identified in Chapter Three in Mexico over the course of the twentieth
century. I discuss how the U.S. intervened in the course of the Mexican Revolution to
try and influence events in a favourable direction for U.S. interests - stability, and a
regime open to U.S. investment and trade. I look at how Mexico remained a stable if
proudly sovereign partner during the Cold War, and explore how Mexico’s profound
economic crisis allowed the U.S. the space and opportunity to open it up to more trade,
investment, and U.S. influence, a process culminating in NAFTA. I weave key issue
areas, not least narcotics, through this narrative. The goal here is to establish the
continuity of interests in Mexico that are congruent with deep trends within U.S.
foreign policy. I finish the narrative with the beginning of heightened U.S.
involvement in Mexico’s security.

Chapter Five - The SPP and the Logic of NAFTA-land Security

This chapter builds from the point of NAFTA’s adoption to continue the empirical
argument, and interweave it with the theoretical claims. Examining the fallout from
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, it shows how concepts of layered security and security
projection began to be employed in an effort to secure both the U.S. mainland and the
open economic chains crucial to U.S. strategic success. Within North America these
questions were especially profound due both to neighbourliness, and the deleterious
effects 9/11 had within the North American political economy. Almost immediately
the U.S. response was based around extending a security perimeter around North
America to both better protect both the U.S., and the U.S.” interests within the North
American economy. Several policies were employed to achieve this. The Security and
Prosperity Partnership (SPP) is key to revealing the regional security goals, but was
complemented by other programmes. The chapter also discusses how Mexico and its
part in the North American economy remain vital to U.S. strategy and is in fact set to
become more important. This sets the stage for the policy analysis of the MI, which
should be seen within NAFTA-land Security logics.

Chapter Six - Mérida Initiative Policy Analysis

This chapter is a detailed analysis of the MI itself. It is based first and foremost on
publicly available official material used to show that the MI is openly more than a CN
programme, and instead part of a drive to create North American security. Thus I
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make explicit connections between the logic of NAFTA-land Security and the MI.
This involves a consideration of some of the indicative policy ‘on the ground’.
Crucially I show how the MI connects up a number of different interlocking
programmes all aimed at improving regional security in North America.

Conclusions - Is Mérida Working?

I conclude by summarising the key findings of the research, which answer the research
questions set out above. The MI continues as a core component of the NAFTA-land
Security construction process. However, is that process working with regard to its
goals to improve security and stability in North America? I suggest, that the U.S.’
wider aim to integrate Mexico into NAFTA-land security arrangements has thus far
been successful in terms of the inculcation of Mexico as an active NAFTA-land
Security partner. Nonetheless I explore the limitations of this, based around the
irrefutable fact that Mexican security remains fragile on a number of indices. I use this
as a base to suggest looking at the policy from a normative perspective, and consider
how it remains a troubling approach for human rights and civil-military relations in
Mexico. I look at what the research has been unable to consider due to limitations of
space and focus, and the prospect for future research.

Research Design: Ontology, Methodology, Scope and Limitations

Ontology & Epistemology

There are of course some assumptions within the broad summary of this research
project above that I need to unpack. As Archer states, it is necessary to be clear about
the ontological commitments within a research project, as they will impact upon the
“explanatory” methodology employed.” As Stoker and Furlong put it questions of
ontology and epistemology are a “skin” shaping the approach of research.” This thesis
proceeds with a philosophically (as opposed to IR)*® realist ontology, in that I
understand there to be social phenomena prior and separate to our involvement in
them and understanding of them,?” and that these phenomena include (unobservable in
and of themselves but nonetheless real) social structures that strongly influence social
behaviour.?® This is important because with regard to the explanatory basis of this
project, I am arguing for the key role of interests in motivating U.S. action. Interests,
as I explore further in Chapter Three, spring in large part from complex social
structures constituted by material and ideational elements. In essence, deeper,
unobservable, and complex causal processes are at work in helping to create U.S.

2 Margaret S. Archer Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenetic Approach (Cambridge University
Press, 1995) p.4

2 paul Furlong and David Marsh ‘A Skin not a Sweater: Ontology and Epistemology in Political
Science’ in David Marsh and Gerry Stoker [eds.] Theory and Methods in Political Science 3™ edn.
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) p.184

2 An always important distinction to make in IR projects that predicate themselves on philosophical
realism. I use Realists / Realism when talking about IR theoreticians, realists / realism in the
philosophical sense. This is something I extend to ‘liberal’ in a general, political-philsophical sense, and
‘Liberal’ in IR theory.

" Andrew Sayer Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach 2™ edn. Revised (Routledge, 2010
[1984]) p.viii

*Sibid p.4
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policy. Such an understanding stems from, and necessitates, my use of a “deep
ontology”, predicated on a critical realist philosophy of social science.?’ In getting at
the why questions of this project, a depth ontology is necessary, because observables
can only tell us so much.’® This is important for the theoretical work I do in this
project to establish the causal role of U.S. interests in the MI and NAFTA-land
Security.

Thus, whilst my project is largely an empirical attempt to highlight and explain the
‘surface phenomena’, i.e. observable U.S. policy, it proceeds with an implicit
understanding that these phenomena occur as the result of complex and contingent
interactions of multi-causal inputs on a number of levels, that include (but are not
limited to) ideology, discourses, rules, norms, economic interests, historical events,
personalities and so on. Much of this becomes congealed within social structures that
“push and pull’ actors (in this case U.S. policymakers) in certain directions, but of
course all action requires agency, and structures are not fully determinative of how
agency is employed. Again this is directly important in my theoretical discussion in
Chapter Three that forms an integral part of the explanatory power of this thesis. Thus,
my understanding of structure and agency is informed by Archer’s realist
morphogenetic approach, whereby structure and agency are neither prioritised
ontologically, nor conflated, but instead seen as distinct strata irreducible to one
another. This allows me to look at the interplay between structure and agency involved
in social action. The project focuses its explanatory elements on the interests of the
U.S. state, which exist in that challenging space at the mechanistic nexus between
structure and agency.’' Policy in pursuit of interests is both structurally and agentially
informed, and thus in the theoretical element of the project I draw on established
theory and observable U.S. behaviour and connect it to meta-theoretical discussion
about structures and interests, and try to make conclusions. I then carry these forward
into the empirical section of the project, which is a deep policy analysis of U.S.-
Mexican relations and the MI implicitly (rather than explicitly applying, say, Archer’s
approach, or critical realism, throughout the policy analysis).

This is important because my argument and originality depends on my claims that this
project represents a stronger empirical argument about the MI, and its core section
revolves around empirically evidenced claims. In establishing how I consider interests
to work in a macro-theoretical sense within a critical realist ontology I distance myself
from a naive ontological empiricism in recognising initially that these observables

* Milja Kurki Causation in International Relations: Reclaiming Causal Analysis

(Cambridge University Press, 2008) p.11

% ibid p.118

3 Archer Realist Social Theory p.14-16 Without tumbling too far down the rabbit hole, we should of
course acknowledge that social structures are just that - socially constructed (albeit within material
conditions). However I am looking at U.S. foreign policy now and thus social structures are a pre-
existing fact prior to actors, however they came to be. I don’t need to follow the approach in the project
itself as the focus is on establishing interests as emergently causal in their emanation from social
structures. Plus others have stated the fact that structures and agency are not co-constitutive but
irreducible with distinct properties. See Jonathan Joseph ‘Philosophy in International Relations: A
Scientific Realist Approach’ Millennium - Journal of International Studies 35, 2 (2007) p.356; Douglas
V. Porpora ‘The Four Concepts of Social Structure’ in Margaret Archer, Roy Bhaskar, Andrew Collier,
Tony Lawson and Alan Norrie [eds.] Critical Realism: Essential Readings (Routledge, 1998) p. 339-
355
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spring in large part from unobservable phenomena. However, some deeper questions
associated with the post-positivist turn in IR around ‘knowledge claims’* and the
relationship between ontology and epistemology in terms of how we “hook up” to
independent reality™ interject themselves here. Critical realism proceeds with the
understanding that an independent reality we can produce (competing) knowledge
claims about does exist, but those knowledge claims can only ever be made based on
subjective experience and within a pre-existing social position as part of wider social
reality. We are therefore implicated in the world, too, and not neutral in our
observations.”* Plus our claims they are always fallible. How then is my argument
stronger given my pre-configured social position, implication in the world, and
inherent fallibility?

Our subjective access to the world and implication within it this is precisely why we
need scientific inquiry to kelp us try to bridge the gap between independent reality and
subjective experience, and intersubjective shared meanings and knowledge that do not
equate with reality.”” In comparison to the privileging of ideas, discourses, and shared
meanings in constructivist or poststructural accounts, or of empirical observables in
positivist ones, critical realist ontology asks why some constructions have more power
than others, and asserts that this is because of the enabling and constraining powers of
a complex and stratified independent reality with observable and unobservable causal
depths.*® Thus some knowledge claims are also stronger than others precisely because
they measure up to this independent reality (or a particular referent or object) in more
convincing (but still fallible) ways, something we can get at through judgmental
rationalism.’” This project therefore proceeds from these ontological and
epistemological commitments to suggest it can offer a convincing appraisal of the case
and questions it is concerned with. It does this through a deep and extensive case study
policy analysis, using a historiography that draws heavily on primary documentation
and historical narrative, informed by a prior explanatory theoretical discussion that
posits, through informed critique, inference and argumentation, the links between U.S.
interests, social structures, and its foreign policy. These of course are sketches across
controversial meta-theoretical issues, but offer guidance to the project (rather than a
straightjacket).

32 Steve Smith, Ken Booth and Zalewski, Marysia [eds.] International Theory: Postivism and Beyond
(Cambridge University Press, 1996) Milja Kurki and Colin Wight ‘International Relations and Social
Science’ in Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki and Steve Smith [eds.] International Relations Theories:
Discipline and Diversity Third Edition (Oxford University Press, 2013) p. 20-32 Kurki and Wight refer
to the post-positivist turn as the fourth debate in IR, which they see as ongoing.

3 patrick Thaddeus Jackson The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations: Philosophy of Science
and its Implications for the Study of World Politics (Routledge, 2011) p.26-32

3 Critical realism is thus epistemologically relative and encourages plurality in method.

3% Kathryn Dean, Jonathan Joseph, John Michael Roberts and Colin Wight ‘Realism, Marxism and
Method’ in Kathryn Dean, Jonathan Joseph, John Michael Roberts and Colin Wight Realism,
Philosophy and Social Science (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006) p.3

36 Joseph ‘Philosophy in International Relations’ p.354

37 Colin Wight Agents, Structures and International Relations (Cambridge University Press, 2006)
p.37-45; Colin Wight ‘MetaCampbell: the Epistemological Problematics of Perspectivism’ Review of
International Studies 25,2 (1999); Garry Potter & Jose Lopez ‘General Introduction: After
Postmodernism The New Millennium’ in Jose Lopez & Gary Potter Afier Postmodernism.: An
Introduction to Critical Realism (The Athlone Press, 2001) p.27-38
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Initial Concepts: Ontology, Causality, and Interests

As should already be clear, the aims of the project are quite tightly focused, with a
clear but limited explanandum - U.S. aid to Mexico. Also, I have already stated that
U.S. interests are key in what I consider to be the explanans of that aid. They are
therefore conceptualised as causal. Although causality has enjoyed recent reappraisal
in IR,* placing interests at the centre of the research in an explanatory, causal capacity
is likely to raise some red flags. IRs’ dominant paradigms - (Neo) Realism (Neo)
Liberalism - have been charged with flattening out ‘interests’ to a degree that they
become unhelpful generalities (e.g. ‘security’) that ignores the social aspect involved
in their formulation.* There is a (soft) positivist or Humean aspect here, in that some
structural Realists especially have constructed law-like regularities around what a
state’s interests are given anarchic conditions.*” However, some of the sharpest work
identifying the problems in Realism has in turn reduced interests to epiphenomenons
of ideas held by actors and / or provided by ideational structures. In this way, actors
define their interests, a process that can lead to the gradual creation of inter-subjective
meanings and ideational structures that constrain and compel actions. Material factors
here are under-theorised or even left out, with the power of the ideational itself
holding the trump card, for example in the axiom that, “security is what actors make
it”*! Thereby structures are hollowed out and reduced to ideational constituents,
voluntarism is risked, and our ability to assess the mechanisms that exist between
structure and agency is denuded.**

In Chapter Three I proceed with the understanding that in some sense interests are ‘out

38 Kurki Causation in International Relations; Erika Cudworth and Stephen Hobden “Of Parts and
Wholes: International Relations Beyond the Human’ Millennium: Journal of International Studies 41, 3
(2013); Nazya Fiaz © Constructivism Meets Critical Realism: Explaining Pakistan’s State Practice in the
Aftermath of 9/11” European Journal of International Relations 20, 2 (2014); Andrew Bennett ‘The
Mother of all isms: Causal Mechanisms and Structured Pluralism in International Relations Theory’
European Journal of International Relations 19,3 (2013)

% For example, see Martha Finnemore National Interests in International Society (Cornell University,
1996); Jutta Weldes Constructing National Interests: The United Sates and the Cuban Missile Crisis
(University of Minnesotta Press, 1999); Peter J. Katzenstein The Culture of National Security: Norms
and Identity in World Politics (Colombia University Press, 1996); David Campbell Writing Security:
United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity Rev Edn. (University of Minnesota Press,
1998); Richard Jackson Writing the War on Terrorism: Language, Politics, and Counter-Terrorism
(Manchester University Press, 2012) Also see Kurki’s discussion in Causation in International
Relations p.126-127 1 contend this charge is truer of structural or Neo- variants of Realism and
Liberalism, rather than their classical antecedents, and contemporary neo-classical Realism has taken
some steps to overcome it. I examine this further in Chapter Three.

40 See above footnote. For example, see Mearsheimer’s five assumptions about international relations
(A, or more accurately the interaction of A', A%, A’ etc.) and claims about self-interested, aggressive
(and tragic) state behaviour (tends to = B) that flows from them. John Mearsheimer The Tragedy of
Great Power Politics (W.W. Norton & Company, 2001) p.30-31 However, like many of his neo-Realist
peers, in actuality Mearsheimer uses these as guides and places a much bigger role on domestic politics
than the theoretical assumptions suggest, especially regarding his work on U.S. foreign policy. Again,
also see Kurki’s discussion on rational choice within structural Realism and game theory modelling.
Kurki Causation in International Relations p.106-108

I Barry Buzan and Ole Waever Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security
(Cambridge University Press, 2003) p.48

21 go onto make these points in greater detail in the thesis, but see Doug Stokes ‘Ideas and Avocados:
Ontologising Critical Terrorism Studies’ International Relations 23, 85 (2009); Douglas V. Porpora
‘Critical Terrorism Studies: A Political Economic Approach Grounded in Critical Realism’ Critical
Studies on Terrorism 4, 1 (April, 2011); Kurki Causation in International Relations p.137,
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there’ as they are materially and ideationally constituted and are given by real and
complex social structures and actors positions within them. These structures, and
interests embedded within them, pre-date individual actors.* Interests have an
emergent causal power in that actors are compelled to #7y to identify them (albeit
through subjective processes) and act to #y and achieve them. The process of
achieving interests is therefore social and subjective. However although actors can
misidentify interests, or may indeed miss them altogether (hence their emergent rather
than determinative character), this will involve long-term and/or short-term costs and /
or (at least) consequences as a result of structural realities.** Interests, then, are
understood as crucial mechanistically, and since critical realism sets out much of its
methodological basis in, “identifying and describing the mechanisms through which
things work™*® I focus on them in an explanatory sense. This does not mean interests
are deterministic; instead they are contingent, and dependent upon historical
specificities at any one given time.*® In addition when we investigate the social we are
dealing with an open causal system, in which any number of myriad factors can
interrelate with any number of others. However, the use of a ‘deep ontology’ that
recognises “the reality and causal nature of such aspects of social life as rules, norms,
ideas, reasons, discourses, as well as, importantly ‘structures of social relations”*" can
help situate interests as mechanisms within a rich explanatory context.

Historical Materialist Framework

With these points in mind, the project will proceed with a broadly historical materialist
theoretical underpinning. I consider economic factors, and social relations within
capitalism, as crucial (but not determining) elements in the firmament of social life.
Both historical materialism, and a view of causation based in a critical realist
philosophy of science, lend themselves to historical narrative as the method for
revealing the interacting mechanisms by way of explanation.*® This is especially true
of the unobservable elements that may make up these mechanisms, as we can only
come to know them through their effects, and hence may only get at them through a
mixture of theoretical abstraction, hypothesising, and empirical observation of the
effects themselves.”’ As I detail further below, in this case this means analysing policy
and making connections to historical-materialist theory that places interests at the
centre of U.S. policymaking, whereby the observable elements bolster that theory.

In this I will be following a broadly culturally Marxist approach, in line with a more
Gramscian, Poulantzian, or latterly Jessopian outlook that attempts to account for
social life without reducing it to the economic.

This is especially true of the way I conceptualise the state, in that I see it as an
institutional structure reflecting a complex historical balance of social forces that
nonetheless has crucial functional roles within capitalist social relations, rather than
merely an instrument of capitalist class power. This is key to interest formation for
states. Again this will be established further in the Chapter Three’s theoretical

4 Joseph ‘Philosophy in International Relations’
* Wendt Social Theory p.56-57;
45 Porpora “Critical Terrorism Studies’ p.42
46 o -
ibid
47 Kurki Causation in International Relations p.11
8 Porpora Critical Terrorism Studies’ p.42
4 Wight Agents, Structures and International Relations p.52, 60-61
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discussion. I show how contemporary U.S. policy in Mexico fits into existing
historical-materialist or Marxian theories of U.S. foreign policy especially, and more
broadly those that see the U.S. state’s aims as being set on the macro-level by the drive
to secure and maintain international primacy. This means I also utilise and take
seriously Realist theories, especially neo-classical Realist work,” as well as historical
work from the revisionist school of U.S. foreign relations and the insights of IR
constructivists.”'

Design, Methodology and Scope of Study.: From Theory to Policy Analysis

My work here and in Chapter Three supplies the explanatory basis of the project.
However it also further justifies the empirical core of the thesis. Whilst I hold these
ontological commitments, this is at heart an empirical project, and simplifications will
therefore be made. The theoretical chapter serves to establish these simplifiers so I can
busy myself with the empirical work in Chapters 4 to 6, moving from complexity to
clarity through the chapter. Whilst the roots of U.S. foreign policy and the MI may be
profoundly intricate, the policy itself is quite clear in its aims, and connects quite
clearly both to historical continuities in U.S. foreign policy, and ‘newer’ strategic
interests within North America. The design of the project is employed precisely to
highlight these links and strongly make these arguments, through historical narrative
and policy analysis. This project is a focused qualitative case study, with a tight set of
aims that are for the most part bounded within that case study and its literature. I am
not intending to construct a new theory of U.S. foreign policy, or even modify existing
ones, from this singular case study (which would in any case be an ambitious and
fairly unprecedented research design!) Instead I intend to move down from concepts
and th}gory to the case study, in order to employ them to examine the case study

itself.

Within that a number of methods are employed, in line with methodological variety
stemming from critical realism.>® The first task methodologically involves making
clear some key concepts that underpin the theory used, and animate the whole work
(something I have already begun). U.S. foreign policy, as a complex social
phenomenon, is constructed through all number of inputs. As Sayer contends, this
reality in social science, “throws a huge burden onto abstraction - the activity of

% Neoclassical realism essentially tries to construct theories of foreign policy, rather than IR, by looking

at both ‘unit-level variables’ and international structure. Whilst I think the ontology and method could
be modified further, the work produced is extremely interesting. I especially engage with Christopher
Layne, whose reinvigoration of Appleman William’s ‘Open Door Thesis’ is a challenging and
interesting work for historical materialists in IR. I also enter into discussion with the work of
Christopher Dueck.

5! The Revisionist school of U.S. diplomatic history, most famously associated with William Appleman
Williams, but also including Walter LaFaber and Gabriel Kolko, built its work around the central
premise that underlying logic of U.S. foreign policy was political-economic expansion (and not idealism
or containment, though these could be believed by actors to be their motivations). Whilst foundational
on the left, alongside Layne’s work the school has also received renewed wider ‘mainstream’ attention
through the scathing critiques of American empire and militarism by Andrew Bacevich (see footnote
60).

52 However I do think some interesting but tentative wider conclusions about the direction of U.S.
foreign policy can be drawn from my findings, of which more below.

53 Douglas V. Porpora ‘Do Realists Run Regressions’ in Lopez and Potter After Postmodernism p.543-
559
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identify particular constituents and their effects.” I start at this point below therefore,
drawing out a little more on some key causal concepts, and some terms that it is
important to make clearer at the outset. After reviewing the extant literature, I flesh out
my macro-theoretical / conceptual positions further still, focusing on the state, its
interests, and subsequent foreign policy and grand strategy. This provides the basis for
pulling together a defensible theory of U.S. foreign policy and applying it in a broad
way to Mexico. This allows me to make clear the continuities and contingencies
involved in NAFTA-land Security. Moving back and forth between the theoretical and
empirical is of course an inevitable part of all research, but with regard to the
contingencies 1 am making theoretical points ‘ground up’ from the case findings, more
in tune with formal case study methods.>

I then move onto the empirical section of the thesis. In Chapters Four to Six I employ
several methodological tools to help me interrogate the history of U.S.-Mexican
relations, the MI, and the NAFTA-land Security project. The aim here is to use
historical narrative and what may be termed a ‘depth policy analysis’ to draw out a
convincing explanatory case in keeping with the broadly critical realist ontological
commitments of the thesis, and the historical materialist theoretical framework. I am
keen to show ‘in actuality’ how interests (stemming from social structures
significantly based around capitalist socio-economic relations) act as underlying
causal mechanisms and drivers that can help explain policy efforts and outcomes. I do
this through strongly evidentially backed inference.’® For example in, Chapter Four, I
use established work and primary documentation in a broad historiography to show
that core U.S. strategic interests in the stability and openness of Mexico’s political
economy have largely guided its bilateral relations and policies. Extending the
historical narrative into ‘the present day’. I trace connections between these
established U.S. interests in Mexican political economic stability, whilst highlighting
the deepening of those interests through economic regionalisation after NAFTA. 1
show the evidence that NAFTA provoked an almost instantaneous increased U.S.
involvement in Mexico’s security affairs. However, as Chapter Five shows, the
formation of NAFTA-land Security policies was catalysed by 9/11 and its aftermath;
effectively a huge contingency in the historical narrative. The strategic importance and
vulnerability of North American economic interdependence was in large part revealed
to U.S. policymakers through the terrorist attacks. Again, historical narrative allows
me to show the complex developmental process leading to NAFTA-land Security,
taking in contingencies and complications to offer a rich explanatory milieu, whilst
holding onto the historical materialist insight that U.S. interests stemming from
capitalist social relations have acted as a core driver for its policies.

Thus, whilst the work in these chapters focuses on U.S. interests in a clear and
straightforward manner, the theoretical and ontological depth of Chapter Three that
shows the complex roots of these interests forms its backdrop. However, providing
evidence for the centrality of U.S. strategic interests is harder to do with contemporary
security policies, simply because the material available is different in content, form,

3% Sayer Method in Social Science p.2

%% Derek Beach and Rasmus Brun Pedersen Process Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guidelines
(University of Michigan, 2013) p.3, p.146-157

% Beach and Pedersen Process Tracing Methods: p.1-5
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and scope, and is lacking the benefit of historical hindsight and insight. Chapters Five
and Six continue the core commitments of the thesis, but employ a depth policy
analysis alongside a narrative overview of the development of NAFTA-land Security,
the MI, and the connections between them. In this depth analysis, I utilise a wealth of
primary and secondary documentation. This includes official U.S. government sources
- Budget justifications, policy justification documents and fact sheets, speeches,
Congressional testimony, diplomatic cables released by the whistle-blowing website
WikiLeaks, departmental budget requests, departmental fact sheets and so on - but also
secondary sources such as NGO and think-tanks reports, and U.S. and Mexican news
sources. The depth element in this analysis is in the sheer amount of data collected and
critically evaluated, and, just as importantly, the linking up of these different pieces of
direct evidence. For example, in revealing how a particular U.S. training course
provides a particular skill to a Mexican security institution, that links to a particular
piece of Mérida aid, and a particular aim expressed by the original plans for the SPP, |
provide a piece of evidence that a wider regional security logic underpins the MI. The
depth analysis does this expansively and repeatedly, linking back the details of the MI
to U.S. regional security aims expressed after 9/11, connecting non-Mérida
programmes to the goals of the MI, and connecting MI effects to the expansion and
success of complementary programmes and aims, to build an overall picture of
NAFTA-land Security construction. In turn, I link this back to core strategic U.S.
interests. In conjunction with the historical narrative, the cumulative effect of this is a
strengthened empirical case that U.S. interests inform a NAFTA-land Security project
that the M1 is part of. Thus, I offer a stronger appraisal of what the MI is intended to
do and why it is intended to do it, by the test of judgmental rationalism.

Limits and Pitfalls of the Method

The advantages to primary documentation are in the access it gives to official
policymaking, though this is dependent on providing as much material as possible with
a critical-analytical eye. However there are also limitations and pitfalls. Importantly
relying on official sources can risk the researcher accepting what they ‘say’ is
important, as opposed to what they mean, or really represent. In addition, without clear
access to the thoughts and deliberations behind policy decisions, weight can be given
to documents that are in fact not as important, or vice-versa important documents can
be missed. Finally, NAFTA-land Security and the MI itself are ongoing, contemporary
policies, and thus information is both not always easy to come by, and will not be the
‘complete picture’ (if there ever will be one).”” To illustrate, as one anonymous
reviewer reminded me, the emphasis on terrorism could’ve been included within the
justification materials for the original MI in order to convince, or perhaps cajole,
Congress members into supporting the measure. I have attempted to overcome these
issues by, first and foremost, taking a generalised critical attitude to the primary
documentation, but more importantly seeking to verify findings across sources. The
empirical work is rooted in the level of detail and cross-referencing provided, with
clear connections drawn between stated policy, detailed policy documentation,
diplomatic cables, policy on the ground, and so on, i.e. making sure as many sources
as possible say the same thing in a variety of policy-level contexts - from justification
to application. Only once these links are established do I make stronger claims about

57 Some of the issues with primary documentation are covered in Ariadne Vromen ‘Debating Methods:
Rediscovering Qualitative Approaches’ in Marsh and Stoker Theory and Methods p.261-265
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the deeper links to U.S. interests, trends in its foreign policy, and the overall aims of
the MI and NAFTA-land Security.

WikiLeaks and Method: Methodological and Ethical Considerations

The use of WikiLeaks cables is key within the primary documentation used. However
I use it to complement the other primary documentation, as opposed to seeing it as an
evidential panacea. They are not that in any case. Whilst at times the cables are more
direct in their assertion, for example, of U.S. aims, they are by no means radically
different from the aims stated ‘in public’ in official documentation, and by officials.
There were some issues with WikiLeaks from an ethical perspective, as (apparently in
a fit of pique) all 200,000 plus cables were dumped onto the internet without
redaction, with personal information that may have put individuals in Afghanistan at
risk. This does not overly affect my project as I am looking at Mexico of course,
however I have not used cables referring to the human rights information requests the
U.S. Department of State (DoS) runs of Mexican institutions and individuals because
they are both not pertinent to the project, and contain names.

Key Concepts

Structure, Interests, and the State

I have already made key claims about how I conceptualise interests above, and
Chapter Three revolves around discussing them at length. However some reiterative
and preparatory pointers are worth stating here. It is also crucial to establish how the
state has interests - a decidedly more complex question. Actors have interests, as well
as a generational role in defining them, as a result of their positions within those real
structures. For a crude example, I could decide it’s in my interest to stop writing this
PhD three weeks prior to submission, but there would be very real costs involved, and
a very high likelihood that it most certainly is not. Those costs would reputational,
social, and economic as I fail to complete a task that an institution and individuals
have helped me to do, mark myself out as a quitter and failure in the eyes of my peers
(and future employers), and hurt my earning potential by closing off what I have
trained for - a result different for me in relation to another PhD candidate who may
have independent inherited wealth, for example, or for someone whose family could
not support them as mine could.*® Hence these consequences and costs would be
influenced in good part by complex material-ideational social structures within
capitalist social relations.

However, I am of course an individual actor. For the U.S. state things get trickier. I
conceptualise the U.S. state is an emergent actor, made to act by policymakers as
agents, but with interests that are not reducible to the thoughts of, or shared meanings
between, those policymakers. Those interests were formed as the result of processes
within its (capitalist) political and economic development, congealing around ensuring
that foreign markets were open to the U.S. continued economic expansion. As U.S.
economic expansion increasingly globalised, so U.S. grand strategy increasingly

58 Stretching the example further, this does not mean I could not follow an alternative path that could
lead to success. The same holds for states that shift policy priorities. However the costs and the limits to
this would be real.
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settled (despite fierce debates) around a broad consensus in securing an open, liberal,
capitalist order across the world, underpinned by the U.S’ power. The U.S. fully
engaged in this grand strategy after World War II, embracing its unrivalled global
position. Not only did the strategy largely secure and augment that position, it also
deepened and proliferated its interests in its continuation, associated spread of its
economic interests, and the interests of capital more holistically. The U.S. set about
furthering the expansion of global capitalism through the 20" Century and into the 21*
under its aegis, benefitting itself whilst also guaranteeing the interests of other core
powers and increasingly transnational capital. This, therefore, is a hegemonic
arrangement, as set out in further detail below. Powerful social structures have
privileged or necessitated certain strategic choices that have led to this reality, and
continue to do so. The material impulses within capitalist social relations are key here,
but exist in amalgam with more ideational tendencies in U.S. foreign policy that
identify the U.S. as an indispensible leader in international affairs with a superior,
exportable political-economic system. A grand strategic culture that attempts to
preserve and justify U.S. primacy and power internationally has emerged from this,
and is deeply intertwined with the U.S. state, prefiguring, but sustained and modified

by actors within and without of the state’s “institutional ensemble”.”

Thus, consistency in U.S. foreign policy can be explained on several interconnected
levels. Firstly vested interests that spring from wider social structures of capitalist
production and social relations confront the state, and a level of consistency can be
understood as U.S. policymakers attempting to meet those interests and avoid the costs
of not meeting them (albeit through subjective processes). Secondly, certain actors and
certain strategies are privileged - and again those structures that the state is nested in
mean these are strategies meeting the needs of capital more generally (and not
necessarily complementary and by no means exclusively) powerful capitalist
economic interests.” Thirdly over time the U.S. grand strategy of liberal order
building and the promotion of global capitalism has itself taken on structural
properties, and a relatively insulated policy elite helps ensure its continuation, whilst

%9 Bob Jessop State Power: A Strategic-Relational Approach (Polity Press, 2008) p.5 I follow Bacevich
in seeing a culture that believes in and seeks to maintain exceptionalism and primacy within U.S.
foreign policy, both in material and moral terms, as still dominant in the U.S. foreign policy-making
elite. Andrew Bacevich American Empire: The Realities & Consequences of U.S. Diplomacy (Harvard
University Press, 2002); Washington Rules: America’s Path to Permanent War (Metropolitan Books,
2010) It sets parameters on certain actions whilst facilitating others (and hence I see it more explicitly
structurally than Bacevich). However it can be modified (what Archer calls “structural elaboration™),
and even perhaps undergo fundamental change. In terms of modifications within that structure, witness
the unilateralist drive and incredible belief in the ability of American power to shape international
outcomes of the Bush administration (still aimed at maintaining primacy) versus the more multilateralist
agenda of the Obama Presidency, and its apparent (though contested) conclusion that U.S. power is not
infinite and must be used sparingly (also still aimed at maintaining primacy). See Mann’s works on
these Presidencies for an overview of their differences and the debates within them. James Mann Rise of
the Vulcans: A History of Bush’s War Cabinet (Penguin, 2004); The Obamians: The Struggle Inside the
White House to Redefine American Power (Viking, 2012) Indeed Obama’s ‘Realism’ has drawn praise
from those who have critiqued this culture from a Realist perspective. See Stephen Walt ‘Is Obama
More of a Realist Than I Am?’ Foreign Policy (August 19" 2014)
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/08/19/is_barack_obama more of a realist than i_am_ste
phen m_walt iraq russia gaza?utm_content=bufferb6bf9&utm medium=social&utm_source=twitter.c
om&utm_campaign=buffer Accessed 20.08.14

9 Bob Jessop State Theory: Putting Capitalist States in their Place (Polity Press, 1990) p.9-10
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dissenters and alternative policies are shut out in various ways. Fourthly, and this is
important, to a good degree this grand strategy ‘delivers the goods’. It secures U.S.
interests, secures’ the U.S. “global advantage”, has led to unprecedented relative
prosperity (though its fruits are not shared equally on a domestic level) and, for the
most part, has augmented U.S. power.®’ As I will show, U.S. interests in Mexican
political stability, and the security of the integrated NAFTA economy, which relate to
these consistencies, are key to explaining U.S. security aid to Mexico.

Primacy, Hegemony, Empire (... and Power)

Grouping these concepts together may seem strange and ambitious given how much
energy could go into unpacking them. However, in doing so here my main aim is
definitional. I want to make clear how I use these terms, which are inter-related in
many ways, as [ am not examining hegemony or primacy in U.S. foreign policy on a
macro-scale. Nonetheless, they do of course relate in important ways to the case under
inspection, and they are absolutely integral to contemporary understandings of U.S.
foreign policy. Thus, in the project I try to use ‘primacy’ as a descriptor of the U.S.
current position in the international system, as far and away the most powerful state on
a number of indices. ‘Primacy’ and ‘hegemony’ are not straightforwardly
interchangeable in this positional sense, however. Whilst U.S. primacy is a
contemporary fact, I see hegemony as a much more complex term. My understanding
of hegemony is informed by the neo-Gramscian work within IR, whereby it is a seen
as an unequal set of relations between states, with one state, the U.S., in a hegemonic
position, i.e. is able to most bend international events and systems to its will through a
consensual acceptance of its leadership within a capitalist, liberal global order.”
Global economic relations are key here, as is the U.S. global role as guarantor within
them. However, this is underpinned by its relative (economic and military) power vis-
a-vis other states, and therefore coercive force bulwarks hegemony. Hegemony can
thus be understood as the method by which the U.S. assures its primacy. Therefore
whilst referring to the U.S. as hegemonic or as the hegemon in international relations
is perfectly acceptable, I try to only do so when ‘primacy’ is not sufficient to capture
the point. Again, this is mostly relevant in Chapter Three.

This brings me on to empire, and power. In referring to hegemony as in part a method
I have flagged that my understanding of the U.S. current international status is
hegemonic rather than imperial. I base this on a number of points. Firstly, I contend
that if we are to keep hold of the meaning of ‘empire’ and not stretch it to breaking
point, we need to hang onto the idea of territoriality and political control as being key
to its definitional basis.®® This is contested of course. Bromley, referencing Brown,

%1 For a very thorough account of the advantages accrued to the U.S. as hegemon see Carla Norloff
America’s Global Advantage: US Hegemony and International Cooperation (Cambridge University
Press, 2010) Norloff does not see hegemony in a neo-Gramscian sense, see below.

52 This school of thought is most associated with Robert W. Cox, for example Robert W. Cox with
Timothy J. Sinclair Approaches to World Order (Cambridge University Press, 1996)

Also see inter alia Stephen Gill American Hegemony and the Trilateral Commission (Cambridge
University Press, 1990); William I. Robinson Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention,
and Hegemony (Cambridge University Press, 1996); Jonathan Joseph Hegemony: A Realist Analysis
(Routledge, 2002) Of course large differences span these works.

% John Agnew Hegemony: The New Shape of Global Power (Temple University Press, 2005) p.1 It is
precisely for this reason that the genuinely imperial attempt by the U.S. under the Bush administration
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states an imperial system is one in which the autonomy of states to direct their own
affairs is contingent upon the whims of a stronger, imperial power.** For example,
South and Central America’s development has historically been contingent on the
direct involvement, policies and decisions of the United States. For Michael Cox,
(describing Britain’s imperalism), “The real issue [...] was not the means they
employed to secure the outcomes they wanted, but the outcomes themselves.”®® As
just one example then, territorial conquest was not necessary for the U.S. to direct the
‘developmental’ policies of nations like Chile in the manner it desired.®® By these
definitions, the US certainly engages in imperial behaviour, and historically operated
close to an imperial system within its self-defined ‘sphere of influence’ in Latin
America (especially Central America), but does it follow that it continues to have an
established empire? As Barkawi and Laffey put it, “Where then are we to locate the
break between US imperialism and Empire?”®’ I suggest, however, that these
descriptions could, and should, be just as easily defined as expressions of relative
power rather than the results of U.S. empire. It would open up a Pandora’s Box of
little empires were we to suggest that a state’s ability to use power to achieve results
within other states is always imperial in the sense of operating an empire.

We are better off thinking of U.S. primacy as secured through hegemony rather than
empire, in part for these negating reasons, in part for the more supportive reasons |
outlined above.®® Hegemony also captures how challenges to the U.S., both from states
and more widely from civil society, can exist outside of direct control and be
countered by the U.S. in ways that do and do not involve coercive power. As Agnew
puts it, the U.S.” hegemonic techniques revolve around pulling states and peoples into
its orbit through, “convincing, cajoling, and coercing them that they should want what
you want.”® Thus it can work in ways that responds to its critiques with its own
positive claims in areas like development, international ethics, international security,
and so on - not just through the ‘barrel of a gun’ as it were. In important senses we can
see this hegemonic dynamic in North America, where Canada and increasingly
Mexico have tied their developmental policies and immediate futures to the U.S., and
Mexico is now becoming part of a regional security strategy largely implemented by
the U.S. Understanding the U.S. as a hegemon within a liberal capitalist order allows
us to be flexible enough to also suggest that that this arrangement has some important
imperial aspects (for example extensive lily-pad basing and the establishment of

to control Iraq and its political future was so distinctive and provoked such renewed academic interest
in U.S. empire.

% Simon Bromley ‘Universalism and Difference in International Society’ in William Brown, Simon
Bromley and Suma Athreye [eds.] Ordering the International: History, Change and Transformation
(Open University, 2004) p.84

% Michael Cox ‘The Empire’s Back in Town: Or America’s Imperial Temptation - Again’ Millennium:
Journal of International Studies 32,1 (2003) p.17

% William Blum Killing Hope: US Military & CIA Interventions Since World War II (Zed Books, 1986)
p.206-215 and Naomi Klein The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (Penguin, 2008) p.64-
6 & 75-97

87 Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey ‘Retrieving The Imperial: Empire and International Relations’
Millennium: Journal of International Studies 31,1 (2002) p.125 I have used these points in other work.
%8 Interestingly Cox does consider the U.S. to operate an empire. Robert W. Cox ‘Beyond Empire and
Terror: Critical Reflections on the Political Economy of World Order” New Political Economy 9, 3
(September 2004) p.308-309 He also outlines growing challenges to U.S. hegemony and that empire.

% Agnew Hegemony p.2 My emphasis.
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global rules and norms constructed or emanating from the U.S., that it then often
refuses to be bound by itself). It also allows us to more effectively examine the latent
or emergent imperial tendencies that are directly expressed to differing degrees, from
economic pressure to direct military intervention, within U.S. hegemomy without
reducing everything to a matter of direct force and relative power.” Again this has
implications for my case here.

This brings us to power. Power is both what the U.S.” aims to secure and augment as
part of maintaining and securing its primacy, and what allows it to set about doing so.
The more direct relevancy of these important definitional concepts further emerges
here. Again, Mexico is an interesting case for thinking about U.S. hegemony and
power. Why has Mexico attached itself to the U.S. economically under NAFTA, and is
now increasingly doing the same on security issues under NAFTA-land Security?
Whilst this project does not focus in detail on Zow this has developed, it does show
how over time Mexico has increasingly been enveloped within economic relations
where the U.S. exerts incredible influence in Mexico’s political economy. We see this
in the two parts of the study’s empirical element; Chapter Four shows how U.S.-
Mexican relations are bookended by two periods of deliberately constructed extensive
U.S. influence upon and within Mexico, Chapters Five and Six show how the U.S. is
now integrating Mexico into a regional security framework. There is undoubtedly a
power relation at work here. However whilst coercion has at times been applied upon
Mexico, to understand the contemporary closeness of this relationship we should think
about how other forms of power within U.S. hegemony have created a situation
whereby Mexican elites increasingly think of their interests as fied to the U.S.””' They
want, in some sense, what the U.S. wants, and to a good degree buy into the
construction of regional security, rather than being coerced into NAFTA-land Security
by an imperialistic U.S. The hegemonic and power dynamics here are diffuse and
complex.

This requires a considered, nuanced, but brief appraisal of U.S. power within its
hegemony. Following Mabee, who in turn draws on Barnett and Duvall, I see power
within a four-prong typology, whereby the U.S. can draw upon power that is
compulsory (coercive power that allows the U.S. to directly change realities),
institutional (power within institutions to set actor preferences and rules / norms
largely - but not totally - in line with the U.S.” interests), structural (U.S. relative

" Under Bush, this extended actual invasion and political control. Bush’s policies of course triggered a
resurgence in academic and wider work on whether the U.S. was an empire, and critiques and defences
of U.S. imperialism. For example Cox ‘The Empire’s Back in Town’; Victor Davis Hanson ‘A Funny
Sort of Empire’ National Review Online (November 27", 2002)
http://www.nationalreview.com/hanson/hanson112702.asp Accessed 31.08.14; Max Boot ‘The Most
Realistic Response to Terrorism is for America to Embrace its Imperial Role’ The Weekly Standard
(15™ October, 2001)
http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000%5C000%5C000%5C318gpvme.asp
Accessed 31.08.14; G. John Ikenberry Liberal Order & Imperial Ambition: Essays on American Power
and World Politics (Polity Press, 2006); Bacevich American Empire; Chalmers Johnson The Sorrows of
Empire: Militarism, Secrecy, and the End of the Republic (Metropolitan Books, 2004); Alejandro Colas
and Richard Saull [eds.] The War on Terrorism and the American ‘Empire’ After the Cold War
(Routledge, 2006)

! With important limits of course, for example Mexico’s refusal to support the U.S. invasion of Iraq in
2003.
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power within IR and the global economy, allowing it relative room for manoeuvre)
and productive (discourses creating a particular enabling / constraining identity for the
U.S. within IR). These allow it to achieve ends directly, and / or maintain its
hegemonic position and the promulgation of the liberal capitalist hegemonic order.”
Within hegemony all four power types interact and (ideally) complement one another,
although overall structural power within the global capitalist economic order that it has
done much to self-construct underpins U.S. primacy and hegemony in its current form.
It sets parameters for others, and indeed attunes state interests and the interest of
ostensibly ‘national capitals’ into buying into U.S. hegemony, which allows others to
benefit, but returns the most gains to the U.S. itself. There are also of course
complexities here and operative reality it is not as smooth as all this, for example the
use of compulsory / military power may signal and / or cataylse the decline in other
types of power.”

With regard to Mexico’s acceding to a developmental path fundamentally tied to the
U.S. through NAFTA, we can see the different components of U.S. power within its
hegemony interacting. Elements of compulsory power were applied when the U.S.
‘guided’ the restructuring of Mexico’s political economy along more neoliberal lines
following its profound economic crisis in the 1980s. However the U.S.” favoured
structural position within the global economy, and (associated!) institutional power
within international financial institutions (IFIs) underpinned that compulsory power
and its ability to guide this process. Within Mexico itself the political fallout of an
economy in freefall had facilitated the ascendance of technocratic elite to lead the one
party state under the Partido Institucional Revolucionario (PRI). Much of this elite
bought into the wider emergent consensus around broadly neoliberal development and
changing from macroeconomic structures, in Mexico’s case built around import-
substitution-industrialisation (ISI), as well as the fact they and Mexico’s wider
economic elite were able to benefit from the glut of deregulation and privitisation of
much of Mexico’s large state sector. Thus productive power associated with the U.S.’
ideological influence was also involved, intersecting with some of the more material
logics within capitalism, and Mexican domestic politics. Mexico, or its policymaking
and economic elite at least, in some part bought into U.S. restructuring, though their
choices were constrained by their own economic crisis. The developments in this
period culminated in the signing of NAFTA in 1994.

NAFTA was effectively a game-changer, ‘locking in’ Mexico’s macroeconomic
changes and tying Mexico to a deregulated, export-led development plan with a
greatly changed role for the state. This has created an institutional-structural
logic in North America, where economic interconnections and bilateral, even
trilateral forms of production have increased, and vested interests for all three
states, and their national elites, capitals, firms and individuals, have been created
or deepened.” On the other hand threats to those interests have simultaneously

"2 Bryan Mabee Understanding American Power: The Changing World of US Foreign Policy (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013) p.60-81 Mabee also uses Mann’s typology of political, military, economic and
ideological power to strengthen his conception of U.S. power.

” A much made argument in the wake of Bush’s presidency and adventures in Iraq. Ikenberry Liberal
Order & Imperial Ambition

™ Many have also lost out or not benefitted in these developments, or fail to see enough ‘national’
interest within economic integration, and some have challenged the trilateral consensus. See Jeffrey
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developed or become increasingly pressing - with the drug related security crisis
especially pertinent, and the protection of the North American space has become
a core interest for those same actors. NAFTA-land Security is the contingent,
specific response, and Mexico has once again significantly bought into it. Thus
Mexican elites have acquiesced or even championed these policies, partly in
response to power realities, partly as a result of the more subtle ways U.S. power
works in foreign relations, but also (and relatedly to the second point)
significantly due to their own interests and the genuine challenges Mexico faces.
In a regional microcosm of hegemony more generally, the U.S. has constructed,
through its power, a framework that benefits others whilst benefitting itself
disproportionately. It does not need to provide much coercion to augment this
framework with a security aspect by encouraging Mexico to participate in
NAFTA-land Security, but that does not mean other types of power within
hegemony are not at work here. I will show this in more detail at points in the
thesis, but build it out a little in a final key concept.

NAFTA-land Security, Security Projection and U.S. Hegemony

As elucidated above,l use NAFTA-land Security as a catch-all for the U.S.’
overarching policy goal (which the MI forms a part of) to regionalise and integrate
security approaches within and around the NAFTA-zone, effectively creating a
NAFTA security perimeter that protects the North American economy, helps stabilise
Mexico, and bolsters U.S. HS. NAFTA-land Security is fundamentally multi-purpose
in this regard. It facilitates cooperation to tackle drug cartels. It aims to improve
Mexico’s CT abilities and southern border security. It builds Mexico’s institutional
capacity in judicial areas and intelligence capability, whilst encouraging it to engage in
maritime and aviation security on a bigger scale. It also links up with more global aims
to secure supply chains, control what and who enters the U.S, and improve U.S. HS
through ‘layered defence’ security approaches, all of which can be summarised as
security projection, and all of which requires cooperation with partners and the
building of partner capacity through the kind of aid imparted to Mexico on a large
scale in the MI. However, throughout the thesis it must be kept in mind that the U.S. is
not just a global hegemon, but also a regional hegemon within NAFTA. The security
capabilities that the U.S. seeks to impart to Mexico are also in significant part sought
by Mexico itself (especially on CN), but the U.S. is most concerned about accruing its
own security gains. Mexico might engage in NAFTA-land Security, but does not do so
under conditions of its own choosing. The hegemonic reality of NAFTA means
Mexico must in some sense acquiesce to U.S. preferences. Again, this is not
something I am able to build in great theoretical and empirical clarity due to

Ayres & Laura Macdonald ‘Introduction: North America in Question’ in Jeffrey Ayres & Laura
Macdonald North America in Question: Regional Integration in an Era of Economic Turbulence
(University of Toronto Press, 2012) p.14-15; Teresa Healy ‘North American Community from Above
and Below: Working Class Perspectives on Economic Integration and Crisis’ in ibid p.145-170; Rosalba
Icaza ‘(Re)Thinking the ‘New’ North America Through Women’s Citizenship Stuggles in Mexico’ in
ibid p.309-333; Timothy A. Wise; Hilda Saalazar & Laura Carlsen Confronting Globalization:
Economic Integration and Popular Resistance in Mexico (Kumarian Press, 2003) Of course the Ejército
Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) effectively preempted NAFTA in actually beginning in their
resistance movement as it came into effect. Watt and Zepeda make a convincing case that Mexico’s
continuing inequality, deepened through neoliberalism, is a generative force in Mexico’s drug violence.
Peter Watt and Roberto Zepeda Drug War Mexico: Politics, Neoliberalism and Violence in the New
Narcoeconomy (Zed Books, 2012)
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limitations of space and the thesis’ aims, but it is important to keep in mind that it is
key to the concept of NAFTA-land Security. It operates from and within unequal
power relations, rather than through partnership and equal standing.

Originality

The originality of this project lies in its use of a deep and detailed analysis of the MI
and policy that is connected to it. The extant literature that has examined the MI has
not engaged in such an analysis. The depth of my argument here is therefore unique.
Through a deliberative examination of official (and unofficial, in terms of public
availability) U.S. documentation, I am not only able to reveal elements of the MI that
have not been sufficiently highlighted, but through this process make conclusions and
connections that do not feature in the existing work on this policy, or U.S.-Mexico
relations more generally. My overall assessment of the Initiative, therefore, is distinct
from the existing literature in several ways. I clearly show how it is a multi-purpose
security package designed to improve Mexican state capabilities in meeting variegated
security threats. Therefore it goes beyond ‘CN’. Crucially, however, I include the
violence within Mexico that is associated with drug trafficking as amongst the security
threats that the U.S. seeks to tackle. I am able to contest that it is Mexico’s political
economic stability that is most concerning to U.S. policymakers, without resorting to
seeing the ‘drug war’ as a convenient pretext for U.S. intervention in Mexico to meet
these ‘real’ goals. This does not mean, however, that CN has not provided the most
successful access point for U.S. involvement in Mexico’s overall security affairs. It
has, as I will go on to show.

Thus, my project’s findings and argument are clearly demarcated from existing work
on the MI. More substantively, though, this focus on the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the policy
itself, and my subsequent methodological decision to engage in historical narrative and
depth analysis, opens up other paths of originality. It allows me to draw out and
highlight connections to wider strategies within U.S. policymaking and relations with
Mexico, within North America, and on a global level. Tracing U.S. policy through
history, I can highlight very clear continuations in the U.S.” relations with Mexico
based around its interests in Mexico remaining a politically stable and economically
open (interests that have been met to various degrees in various specific temporal
contexts), and therefore show how Mexico’s current instability is a real concern for
the U.S. I show how this is clearly connected to deeply rooted predilections for
intervening in other nation’s security within U.S. foreign policy, and that itself is
predicated on protecting U.S. interests in openness of other countries to capital
investment, accumulation and extraction. Since Mexico’s current instability is
significantly the result of its drug related security crisis, U.S. aid within the MI to
tackle trafficking, reduce corruption and confront cartels is a direct but rather unique
expression of this wider strategy. This connection has not been highlighted in the
current literature, even in the critical work (often informed by historical materialist
theory) that instead effectively separates ‘drug issues’ from the U.S.” ‘real goals’.

The originality also goes beyond this to consider connected but quite novel

expressions of U.S. interest seeking within North America more holistically. Placing
the Ml in its historical context, and analysing the policy and the process of its
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formulation in depth, shows clearly that it is not as overwhelmingly ‘new’ as many
have claimed in its aims and approach,” nor is it just about U.S.-Mexican security
relations. Instead it is intimately implicated within a wider goal to regionalise security
in North America, which itself is an progressively pressing concern for the U.S. as the
North American economy integrates further in trade, investment and production, and
thereby becomes increasingly integral to the U.S.” own continued economic success
and international primacy. North American cross-border trade, production and
investment is at unprecedented level and continues to grow, and this requires that
Mexico’s political economy be stable and secure for investors, that novel approaches
to internal border security deter and detect potential ‘transnational threats’ (like
terrorism and drug smuggling linked to instability) whilst expediting licit movement,
and that the North American economic zone itself is protected and secured. This is not
a groundbreaking argument in and of itself, but in the way this project reveals the
practises and the policy - which includes the MI -that is being put into place to directly
achieve these goals, it stands out from both the literature on the MI and North
American integration more generally. Additionally, through this, I am able in part to
move beyond to highlight important new directions in the U.S.” foreign policy, grand
strategy and political economy. I contend that the project shows that North America is
becoming increasingly important to U.S. strategic thinking.

73 I establish this trope in the Literature Review
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Chapter Two
Literature Review: A Drug War Rationale, or a Drug War Pretext?

Introduction

This chapter summarises the extant literature on the M1, its foreign policy aims, and
how these relate to U.S. interests. [ have divided this literature into two broad groups.
Much of the existing literature has worked with an acceptance that the provision of
aid is primarily motivated by a ‘drug war rationale’, whereby the U.S. effort to
interdict illegal drugs is a genuine one. Whilst it is by no means homogenous, this
literature sees the primary U.S. aim as stemming drug flows and, more importantly,
associated levels of violence Mexico, by denuding the cartels’ ability to operate
through both robust enforcement at the border and in Mexico, and mitigation of some
of the political / social / economic contextual conditions that are argued to empower
them. However a smaller set of literature is more skeptical of this rationale, and even
posits that in fact official justifications provide a pretext for, or obscure, differing
aims behind U.S. policy. These are based in the protection and stabilisation of
Mexico’s neoliberal political economy, tied to NAFTA from forces that seek to
challenge or change it. Often these forces are seen as stemming from civil society or
social movements. Thus violence and insecurity in Mexico does not unitarily flow
around drugs, but in fact a portion of it is directed from the state towards certain
sections of civil society. Whilst there are of course many quite significant
permutations within these two positions, they differ most significantly from one
another.

For the most part I will be reviewing this literature, delineating the differences
between analyses, and drawing out key themes and conclusions. Of course the wider
and more substantive aim in doing this is to begin to highlight the gaps in the existing
work on the MI and to construct the space for my own analysis of the policy, its
intent, and whether it can be said to be ‘working’. The first focus in this chapter is
really to look at what existing research makes of the MI in terms of its intentions,
which then of course colours whatever conclusions one reaches about the policies
efficacy for the U.S. However, in doing this [ am going to speak to other questions
that naturally intrude on this limited aim. We cannot avoid, for example, seeing how
the differing strands of the current literature actually define the nature of the violence
in Mexico, pinpoint where it is coming from, or choose what violence to focus on.
There is also the controversial and thorny question of whether the U.S.-supported
strategy is causing or at least exacerbating the increased violence in Mexico. This gets
pulled in again to what the intention of the policy is, as the more critical literature sees
some of the violence of the Mexican state as functional. These are complex questions,
and again they do have some important implications for this thesis’ more central aims.
It is important though to repeat those central aims revolve around uncovering what the
MI and associated bilateral security policy is intended to do.

Broad Points

The deviation in the extant literature already identified has roots in theoretical
differences, and specifically divergent conceptions of the state and state interests. Put
simply, those who posit a ‘drug-war rationale’ implicitly work with a reified version
of the state and treat its interests as rather unproblematic and pre-given, in line with
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the dominant theories of IR and their underlying assumptions. Thus they separate
state foreign policy interests from their societies to a great degree. Additionally, in
line with Liberal or Neoliberal IR theory, both the U.S. and Mexican states are argued
to have interests in mutual security, mutual economic development and growth, and
the mutual well being of their citizens. The state’s interests broadly equate to the
nation’s or country’s interests, in terms of its populations. Critical analysts work with
a more complex picture in line with more critical IR theory, in which the state is made
up of social actors, and its foreign policy interests cannot be separated from that
societal level. Moreover both in U.S. foreign policy and Mexican domestic policy this
literature often works in broadly Marxian terms, whereby state actors represent class
interests in a capitalist economy, and thus we cannot simply assume shared interests
within society or between the U.S. and Mexico. There is broad convergence amongst
the existing Critical literature that both the U.S. and Mexican interests revolve around
elite class interests in sustaining a neoliberal economic order in Mexico that is
radically unequal and favours the U.S. disproportionately.'

This chapter will also go onto consider the wider set of literature concerning U.S.-
Mexican integration. Again in line with established Neo-Liberal IR theory, many
observers of North American politics and integration suggest that cooperation within
the economic arena through the formal institutions of NAFTA appears to be ‘spilling
into’ other areas of policy,” not least a more symbiotic approach to targeting drug
traffickers, and indeed military-to-military relationships beyond CN.? Some voices in
the extant literature, meanwhile, also connect Mérida to economic coalescence and
NAFTA. However they suggest a wider security rationale for the policy that goes
beyond drugs - or in the more critical framing, uses drugs as a pretext - to include
threats like terrorism, political violence and - again in the more critical understandings
- the prospect of social unrest and change. They explicitly connect Mérida to the SPP,
a much more ambitious integrative North American security project borne from the
post 9/11 fallout and Global War on Terror (GWOT). They argue this was designed to
protect NAFTA’s political economy from a wide set of threats to maintain the
unequal status quo. Again, much (but not all) of this work is Marxian in its underlying
claims.

Chapter Structure

This chapter proceeds in three sections. Firstly I look at the existing literature on
Mérida specifically. Dividing the current research and work into two wide sections -
one that accepts a ‘drug war rationale’ for Mérida, and one that posits a ‘drug war
pretext’ - [ summarise the key arguments and draw out key points, continuities, and

' Much of the Critical literature thus works within the larger body of literature that considers the turn to
neoliberal economic tenets since the 1970s as a state/class project to reclaim and increase capitalist
class power (amongst numerous examples, David Harvey 4 Brief History of Neoliberalism (Penguin,
2005); Naomi Klein The Shock Doctrine Penguin, 2007); Jamie Peck Constructions of Neoliberal
Reason (Oxford University Press, 2010); Ruth Blakeley, State Terrorism and Neoliberalism: The
North in the South (Routledge, 2009)

* Robert O. Keohane After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy
(Princeton University Press, 1984) p.8 As Keohane points out, this Neo-Liberal assumption follows
established Liberal Institutionalist theory.

? See Roderic Ai Camp Armed Forces and Drugs: Public Perceptions and Institutional Challenges in
Eric L.Olsen, David A.Shirk & Andrew Selee (eds.) Shared Responsibility: U.S. Mexican Policy
Options for Confronting Organized Crime (Woodrow Wilson Mexico Institute, Oct 2010)
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differences. Of course using such a broad brush to put a wide array of work into two
groups risks homogenising disparate voices and missing differences within the
groups, so I show how the debate is not merely reducible to merely two schools of
thought. There is an especially lively difference in the ‘drug war rationale’ literature
between those who see drug violence as a social problem as opposed to those who
saw it as a novel military challenge, for example. However to fully capture the debate
I also conclude this section of the Review by looking at some outlying literature that
either straddles or does not quite fit the two macro positions. These outliers in fact
nicely lead into the second section, which broadens out the discussion to include some
of the wider literature on North American integration and its progress, and where
Meérida fits into this ongoing process.” Finally I conclude by starting to briefly
identify gaps left by the extant literature, and the debates it opens up. I make a case
that we need to think carefully about state interests in IR to consider what U.S. aims
are. | also contend there needs to be both a stronger situating of current bilateral
policy in the history of U.S.-Mexican relations, and, as an analytical starting point, a
policy analysis of Mérida that is far more in-depth.

Existing Analysis of the Mérida Initiative

A Drug War Rationale

Building on the prohibition and criminalisation of drugs that had of course been in
place in the United States for the best part of the 20" Century, in 1971 President
Nixon declared narcotics to be ‘Public Enemy number one” and the ‘War on Drugs’
became a popularised term.” Although Nixon had closed the border with Mexico to
pressure the country to improve its interdiction efforts in Operation Intercept in 1969,
and drug trafficking investigation had formed part of the murkier underworld of U.S.
intelligence and foreign policy for some time,’ CN began to be more overtly pulled
into national security strategies over the coming years. In 1973 the Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) was formed. In 1981 Congress gave the U.S. military the
power to aid civilian law enforcement agencies inside and outside the U.S., and in
1986 President Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive 221, which
designated drugs as a National Security threat.” U.S. troops participated in CN
operations in Bolivia in 1986, and budgets increased for military involvement in CN.
In 1989 the Pentagon became the lead agency for CN intelligence, and the U.S.
invaded Panama to remove Manuel Noriega and try him for drug trafficking. U.S. aid
for CN in a host of countries increased through the 1990s; Plan Colombia was
launched with a drug war justification in 2000, and in 2007 the U.S. jointly
announced the MI alongside Mexico, again justified in CN terms. Despite the Obama

*I do consider this a continuing process, but withhold judgment for now as to how fast or slow it is
developing, and why.

> Perhaps lost in the history though is the fact Nixon’s early anti-drug budgets actually spent more
money on harm reduction than the supply side solutions and criminalisation that would come to be so
negatively associated with the ‘“War on Drugs’. See Michael F. Walther ‘Insanity: Four Decades of
U.S. Counterdrug Strategy’ Strategic Studies Institute (December, 2012) p.4

% See Douglas Valentine’s history of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics. Douglas Valentine The Strength
of the Wolf: The Secret History of America’s War on Drugs (Verso, 2004)

" Meanwhile the CIA was aiding the Contras to smuggle drugs into the U.S. to help fund their insurgent
activities in Nicaragua.
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administration distancing itself from the term ‘War on Drugs’, large amounts of CN
aid continues to flow to a number of countries around the globe.®

The majority of analysts see the MI within this “War on Drugs’ foreign policy
paradigm of the United States. The need to interdict drugs in this case is also given
extra impetus by the disturbing levels of violence in Mexico itself, and the failure of
Mexican agencies to stem that violence and provide security in large areas of the
country.” There is some debate here though around the nature of the problem within
Mexico, which affects how the policy’s intention and efficacy is seen. I have therefore
divided my summary of those who see the MI primarily in these terms into two-sub-
sections: Crime-Based and Military-Based. This reflects a distinction between those
who maintain that Mexico’s drug problems remain criminal in scope, and those who
posit that the violence and tactics of cartel or drug trafficking organisations /
transnational criminal organistations (DTOs / TCOs)'” now in fact resemble a
criminal or “narco” insurgency. Unremarkably, there is a level of fluidity and a
number of grey areas between the two positions, but there is certainly enough of a
distinction to warrant separating them initially. It should also be noted that this
reflects a wider policy debate in Washington'' and in military policy and academia'
about how to classify the violence in Mexico, and indeed the language of the Military-
based analysts mirrors official U.S. training documents.

However, despite this distinction, many of the core conclusions of both sets of
literature cut across them. They share similar assumptions on the violence being
overwhelmingly drug-related, similar conclusions as to what is producing that
violence, and, importantly for us, what U.S. and Mexican interests are at stake as a
result. There are also shared conclusions that U.S. policy is primarily aimed at
tackling DTO power and associated violence and trafficking. They also share a close
evaluation of what explains the failure of the policy to stem violence thus far, and
indeed how U.S. policies can be attuned to greater success. The distinguishing feature
between the two is very much focused on the issue of the definition of the Mexican

¥ Amongst others, the reports of the U.S. DoS Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement
Affairs (INL) make this clear. For example the FY2013 report discusses CN aid programmes in Africa,
the Western Hemisphere, Asia, Europe, and Eurasia. U.S. Department of State Bureau of International
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs Program and Budget Guide: Fiscal Year 2013 Budget
(Washington D.C., 2013)

? Paul Kenny, Moénica Serrano and Arturo Sotomayor (eds.) Mexico’s Security Failure: Collapse into
Criminal Violence (Routledge, 2011)

" DTO and TCO have been variously applied by the U.S. government to Mexico’s trafficking groups.
Recently TCO has become a standardised term.

" For example, see the various efforts of Congressmen McCaul (R-TX) and Mack (R-FL) to officially
designate DTOs as terrorists and Mexico’s drug violence as an insurgency, which met with
considerable opposition. Geoffrey Ramsey ‘US Congressman Repeats Call to Designate Mexican Drug
Gangs as 'Terrorists' Insight Crime (October 5™ 2011) http://www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/us-
congressman-repeats-calls-to-designate-mexican-drug-gangs-as-terrorists Accessed 25.05.13;
‘Enhanced Border Security Act’ H.R. 3401 Proposed Bill, 112" Congress

(2011) http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/112/hr3401 Accessed 13.05.13

"2 See the debate between Bunker and Rexton Kan on whether ‘insurgency’ is a useful or accurate term
to apply to Mexican drug violence. (e.g. Paul Rexton Kan ‘What We’re Getting Wrong About Mexico’
Parameters 41, 2 (Summer 2011) Again the debate appears settled officially in calling cartels TCOs,
although ‘narco-terrorists’ appears to be still popular in military training courses.
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“problem™" and its subsequent treatment, rather than what generates it, or the
motivation for the U.S. to intervene and help deal with it. I thus focus on the different
definitions of the problems separately, before moving on to show how the ‘drug war
rationale’ literature as a whole conceptualises the intention of U.S. policy, and the
apparent failure of U.S.-Mexican policy to stem the tide of violence.

Crime-Based Definitions

To differing degrees, work within the Crime-Based literature largely accepts the
officially provided statistics and analysis on drug-related violence in Mexico. It also
accepts that the spiking official homicide statistics are predominately the result of
inter-cartel violence. Thus, despite an acknowledgement that, “Measuring drug-
related violence in Mexico is inherently challenging” due to it being a, “highly
subjective exercise, prone to substantial guesswork even when done by government
authorities”,'* there is a tendency to use official information. There is also a shared
narrative amongst this literature that the majority of the violence, in terms of actual
homicides, affects those within the drug trade. For example, Shirk uses Mexican
government data to summarise that, “Explosive clashes and territorial disputes among
powerful drug trafficking organizations (DTOs) have killed more than thirty-five
thousand people'” since President Felipe Calderdn took office in December 2006.”'¢
Longmire designates the violence that has been officially deemed to be ,“drug
related” as falling generally into, “three categories: violence directed against the
authorities, against other cartels, and against the general public.”'’” Dell, again
working with (different) official Mexican figures, concludes that, ‘“More than 85
percentl 8of the violence consists of people involved in the drug trade killing each
other.”

However, despite the acceptance that the, “majority of those killed are involved in the
drug trade”,'” the Crime-Based literature argues that the concomitant instability and
insecurity generated by drug violence and cartel activity has serious ramifications for

U.S. interests. Shirk summarises this in four key areas; the ability of unchecked

" ibid

' Viridiana Rios & David A. Shirk ‘Drug Violence in Mexico: Data and Analysis Through 2010
Trans-Border Institute (February, 2011) p.4

'* Shirk cites official data released by the Mexican government in January 2011 covering December
2006 to December 2010. This data explicitly tries to isolate murders definitively tied to drug
trafficking. See Johanna Tuckman ‘Mexico Drugs War Murders Data Mapped’ Guardian (January 14™,
2011) http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2011/jan/14/mexico-drug-war-murders-map Accessed
15.01.11 This official database was updated on 11" January 2012 with official figures on drug-related
homicides up to September 2011. It added 12, 903 killed to the previous total of 34, 612. The database
has not been updated since then, forcing analysts to rely on triangulation, interpretation and analysis of
other data to come up with totals. In any case there were serious flaws with the methodology of the
original database.

' David A. Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico: Confronting a Shared Threat’ Council of Foreign
Relations Special Report No. 60 (March 2011) p.3 As we saw in the Introduction this number has since
spiked.

' Sylvia Longmire Cartel: The Coming Invasion of Mexico’s Drug Wars (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011)
p-8

'8 Melissa Dell Trafficking Networks and the Mexican Drug War (2011) Job Market Paper. http://econ-
www.mit.edu/grad/mdell/papers Accessed 18.12.11 p.7

' Vanda Felbab-Brown ‘The Violent Drug Market in Mexico and Lessons from Colombia’ Brookings
Institute Policy Paper No.12 (March 2009) p.1
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cartels to operate and effect criminal enterprises on the U.S. side of the border which
harm the health and security of U.S. citizens, the negative economic ramifications of
insecurity in Mexico that could result in “market collapse” of a crucial economic
partner, the “destabilizing effect” cartel violence has across Central America, and the
potential for humanitarian disaster as civilians flee escalating drug conflict.”” These
core concerns are variously echoed and expanded upon in a number of other studies
and pieces. For example, O’Neil cites the burgeoning U.S.-Mexican economic
interdependence threatened by potential, “crime-ridden political and economic
turmoil”.*! Rexton Kan explores the, “national security challenge” posed by “narco-
refugees”.”> Again emphasising the posited deep link between U.S. border security
and the MI, as well as the associated War on Drugs, Clarkson states the Initiative,
“suggests the war on drugs will remain the US priority for security on its southern
border.”* Some Crime-Based studies also charge that there is a threat to U.S. national
security on the border, especially in the form of, ‘spillover violence’ affecting the
U.S. border regions.**

The basis of this threat to U.S. interests in Mexico, at the border, and into the U.S. is
the increased scope of cartel power. We should be clear that Crime-based accounts
often include an explicit rejection of the ‘failed state’, ‘narco-terrorist’ or ‘criminal
insurgency’ analysis proffered in some of the Military-Based™ circles (of which more
below).?® Bailey summarises thus, “This [is] not a political- ideological insurgency,

2% Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.4-5 My emphasis

*! Shannon K. O’Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico: How Democracy Can Defeat the Drug Cartels’
Foreign Affairs 88, 4 (July/August, 2009) p.77; Also see Shannon K. O’Neil Two Nations Indivisible:
Mexico, the United States, and the Road Ahead (Oxford University Press, 2013) p.159-164

*2 Paul Rexton Kan ‘Mexico’s ‘Narco-Refugees’: The Looming Challenge for U.S. National Security’
Strategic Studies Institute (October 2011) Disturbingly, the U.S. has recently encountered a crisis over
Central American children and families often fleeing drug-related violence in such countries as
Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. For example see Marta Sanchez-Solar ‘Confronting the Central
American Refugee Crisis’ CIP Americas Program (June 25", 2014)
http://www.cipamericas.org/archives/12441 Accessed 05.07.14

2 Stephen Clarkson Does North America Exist: Governing the Continent after NAFTA and 9/11
(University of Toronto Press, 2008) p.400

** Sylvia Longmire ‘Border Violence Spillover: A Growing, but Undefined Problem’ Small Wars
Journal (January 15“‘, 2013) http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/border-violence-spillover-a-growing-
but-undefined-problem Accessed 31.07.13 However it should be noted that this is a highly debatable
concept, and there are equal attempts to refute it within the same literature. Indeed, Olsen et a/ argue
that it is a distraction that, “has shifted [U.S] federal resources away from the urgent task of disrupting
the flow of weapons and money to Mexico” Eric L. Olsen, David A. Shirk and Andrew Selee
‘Introduction’ in Olsen et al Shared Responsibility p.4 Undoubtedly some acts of cross-border violence
have occurred. However, official reports have discussed the difficulty of defining spillover and its
limited nature. U.S. GAO Southwest Border Security: Data Are Limited and Concerns Vary about
Spillover Crime along the Southwest Border (Washington D.C., February 2013) and Kristin M. Finklea
Southwest Border Violence: Issues in Indentifying and Measuring Spillover Violence (Congressional
Research Service, 2013)

* It should be noted that Rexton-Kan is in fact a military thinker, and is perhaps swimming against the
tide regarding the conclusions of his peers.

%% For an excellent and persuasive example, see Paul Kenny & Moénica Serrano ‘Introduction: Security
Failure Versus State Failure’ in Paul Kenny & Monica Serrano with Arturo Sotomayor (eds) Mexico’s
Security Failure: Collapse into Criminal Violence (Routledge, 2012) p.1-25 These authors go onto
insist, “The Mexican state doesn’t confront a drug insurgency aiming to overthrow it. The Mexican
state faces coalitions of individuals - some of them extremely powerful and violent - whose ultimate
ambition is to pay taxes to the state, to be able to issue Treasury-registered receipts to their hotels’
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but rather a transnational criminal-industrial complex passing through a particularly
violent phase.””” However, there are a number of authors within the Crime-Based
perspective who are increasingly contending that growing cartel power is beginning to
represent a threat to the stability and rule of the Mexican state. The cartels’ ability,
(afforded by huge drug trafficking profits) to heavily arm themselves and to corrupt
local police and political authorities, is seen as expanding to a point where it can even
provide an alternative model of criminal rule in specific areas.”® Some cartel tactics
are seen as at least resembling terrorist or insurgent actions, albeit they are taken in
pursuit of profit-driven, rather than ideological, motives.” In terms of the levels of
violence and criminality, Bailey concludes that, “What in the past had been a chronic
but tolerable problem of public security has passed the tipping point to become a
genuine threat to national security and democratic governance.”” O’Neil concurs that
there is a threat to Mexico’s fledging democracy, and U.S. interests lie in protecting
that democracy and aiding Mexico’s political and economic development.’' Kilroy,
Sumano and Hataley discuss how the existence of heavily armed and well-funded
cartels “destabilizes” Mexico through their ability to create a “weaker rule of law”.**
All of this in turn makes it easier for drugs to continue flowing into the U.S., and puts
pressure on the border. Olsen, Shirk and Wood summarise that the Mexican
government’s ability to “maintain a monopoly on the legitimate use of force” has
been compromised.™

From this perspective, it is unsurprising that the Crime-Based literature characterises
the various policies that make up the MI as being differentiated instruments to aid the
Mexican government to check and decrease cartel power. Essentially, then, U.S.
policy is aimed to do more or less what U.S. public officials and arms of the executive
government have stated it is aimed to do. Shirk summarises that the MI seeks to,
“provide U.S. equipment, training and technical assistance, counternarcotics
intelligence sharing, and rule of law promotion programs” to Mexico and beyond.** A
RAND study undertaken in 2009 asserts that the aid package is aimed, “primarily for

customers, to receive a states subsidy for their agricultural businesses. This enemy wants the state to
function for it....” Paul Kenny and Monica Serrano ‘Conclusion: Authoritarian Evolution’ in ibid p.
197 However 1 feel a critique of this from the position we identify below as ‘Military-Based’ would
likely suggest this sounds effectively like a captured ‘narco-state’. Also, for a very brief nod to the
failed state narrative in what is not a particularly ‘military’ source see W. Dirk Raat and Michael M.
Brescia Mexico and the United States: Ambivalent Vistas 4™ edn. (University of Georgia Press, 2010)
p. 235

*7 John Bailey ‘Combating Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking in Mexico: What are Mexican and
U.S. Strategies? Are They Working?’ in Olsen et al Shared Responsibility p.329

* Vanda Felbab-Brown ‘Calderén’s Caldron: Lessons from Mexico’s Battle Against

Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking in Tijuana, Ciudad Juarez, and Michoacan’ Brookings Institute
(September, 2011)

** Longmire Cartel p.8

%% Bailey ‘Combating Organized Crime’ p.327

1 O°Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico’

32 Richard J. Kilroy Jr., Aberlado Rodriguez Sumano & Todd S. Hataley, North American Regional
Security: A Trilateral Framework? (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2013) p.140

3 Eric L. Olsen, David A. Shirk and Duncan Wood ‘Introduction’ in David A. Shirk, Duncan Wood
and Eric L. Olsen [eds.] Building Resilient Communities in Mexico: Civic Responses to Crime and
Violence ((Mexico Institute at the Woodrow Wilson Center and the Justice in Mexico Project at the
University of San Diego, March 2014) p.2

** Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.6
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technical assistance and equipment to combat drug trafficking,” and as such includes
police training programmes, the provision of Black Hawk helicopters to, “support
interdiction and rapid response by Mexican law enforcement agencies”, and
improvement of intelligence sharing.”” These same voices also summarised the aims
of the Obama administration’s ‘Beyond Mérida’ renewal of the Initiative announced
in the 2011 Budget Request in terms that echo official language.’® Olsen and Wilson
describe the ‘Beyond Mérida’ agenda as being based upon four pillars, two of which
“refine” the original policies as summarised above, and two of which, “represent a
new and expanded approach to anti-drug efforts.” They conclude, “While the majority
of U.S. funding in the first phase of the MI went to expensive equipment, particularly
aircraft, the new approach shifts the focus toward institution building.”’ The overall
goal, however, remains the same, namely to, “increase cooperation in the hemispheric
fight against drug trafficking.”®

Military-Based Definitions

I have demarcated a separate group of writings as ‘military-based’ within the ‘Drug
War rationale’ literature. This work tends to see the instability in Mexico as more of a
‘militarised’ problem, in that cartels utilise military tactics and control space in ways
often seen as akin to an insurgency. This therefore requires a militarised or
counterinsurgency (COIN) solution. As with the Crime-Based literature, the violence
currently gripping Mexico is seen as ‘drug-related’ in these Military-based accounts,
and official figures are used to support this conclusion. For example, Killebrew
informs us that, “there have been more than 30,000 deaths tied to drug trafficking in
recent years”, whilst Cardash et al quote DEA testimony to state there were “almost
43,000 drug-related deaths in the past five years.” Again, this drug-related violence
represents a threat to U.S. interests. The direct problems again come from the power
of the cartels, who are stimulating the rising violence, instability and insecurity to
disrupt the U.S.-Mexican relationship in key areas, much as the Crime-Based authors
argue. Thus, we see similar references to the impact of the cartels inside the U.S.,
their role in human trafficking, and their involvement in diversifying criminal
activities.*” Economic issues also feature heavily. Lairsey discusses the potential for
bi-national trade to be negatively affected, including the crucial supply of crude oil
from Mexico to the U.S.*' Brands also shares this concern, stating that, “Rising
political instability could also imperil the $364 billion in annual commerce that
crosses the U.S.-Mexican border and more than $84 billion in U.S. direct

*> Agnes Gereben Schaefer, Benjamin Bahney & Jack K. Riley, Security in Mexico: Implications for

U.S. Policy Options (RAND Corporation, 2009) p.53

%% T explore ‘Beyond Mérida’ on Chapter Six.

*7 Eric L. Olsen & Christopher W. Wilson ‘Beyond Merida: The Evolving Approach to Security

gooperation’ Mexico Institute at the Woodrow Wilson Center / Trans-Border Institute (May, 2010) p.3
ibid

%% Robert Killebrew ‘Criminal Insurgency in the Americas and Beyond” NDU Prism 2, 3 (June, 2011)

p-39; Sharon L. Cardash, Frank J. Cillufo & Burt. B. Tussing ‘Mexico and the Triple Threat’ U.S.

Army War College, Center for Strategic Leadership (2011) p.3 The DEA source was speaking in

October 2011

* For example, Martin Edward Andersen ‘A Roadmap for Beating Latin America's Transnational

Criminal Organizations’ Joint Forces Quarterly 62 (July, 2011); Robert J. Bunker ‘Strategic Threat:

Narcos and Narcotics Overview’ in p.8-29 in Robert J. Bunker [ed.] Narcos Over the Border: Gangs,

Cartels and Mercenaries (Routledge, 2011) p.§8-29

*! Johnny M. Lairsey Jr., ‘A Strategy for Mexico?’ Small Wars Journal (June, 2011) p.5
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investment.”** However, we are no longer talking about an abnormally high rate of
criminality giving rise to these threats, but instead conceptualising the cartels as actors
engaging in an insurgency against the Mexican state.*

Cardash et al conclude that based on the, “available evidence [...] one would be hard-
pressed to deny the existence of a narco-insurgency” in Mexico.** Brands uses the
same term, and highlights that cartels now regularly use trained “paramilitaries” - the
prime example being los Zetas® - to defeat rivals, terrify the civilian population, and,
crucially, take on the state.*® Bunker and Sullivan argue that this criminal insurgency
has the potential to transform Mexico into a, “criminal state” or, “narco-democracy,”
that the cartels could form a, “terrorist-criminal nexus” with other actors, and that
some cartels even display a competing value system to modern liberal democracy.*’
Manwaring highlights the rise of, “privatized violence” in Mexico, with large and
small private, “military organizations” employing, “an ambiguous mix of terrorism,
crime, and conventional war tactics and operations.”* Turbiville writes of,
“narcoparamilitaries” who, “surpass Mexico’s federal, state, and municipal law
enforcement capabilities.”* Mexico’s cartels are also often featured in wider
arguments about the increasing threat posed to the U.S. and its allies by TCOs across
Latin America, and indeed the globe.’” Andersen argues that the rise of TCOs is,
“morphing what once seemed strictly law enforcement problems into national security
threats” and that, “the violence they can bring to bear [is] challenging not only a
growing number of civilian governments and civil societies throughout the
hemisphere, but also the concept of national sovereignty itself.””!

The Military-Based literature is perhaps more disparate than the Crime-Based, and by
no means are all of these various motifs accepted universally. There is a prevalent
narrative within this literature that Mexico is, or is becoming, a ‘failed state’.”

However this is itself an area of debate, with differing analyses of the timescale and

*2 Hal Brands Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency and U.S. Counterdrug Policy (Strategic Studies Institute,
May 2009) p.13 My emphasis

* Toan Grillo El Narco: Inside Mexico’s Criminal Insurgency (Bloomsbury Press, 2011)

* Cardash ef al “Mexico and the Triple Threat’ p.3

* Los Zetas were originally hired guns for the Cartel del Golfo, before going independent and gaining
a reputation as simultaneously Mexico’s most tactically sophisticated and brutal cartel.

% Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency’ p.7-11

" Robert J. Bunker and John P. Sullivan ‘Cartel Evolution Revisited: Third Phase Cartel Potentials and
Alternative Futures in Mexico’ in Bunker & Sullivan Narcos Over the Border p.30-54 For a similar
argument about terrorist-DTO nexus see Cardash et a/ ‘Mexico and the Triple Threat’ p.3 The 2011
case of a DEA sting that captured an Iranian agent who was allegedly seeking to establish ties with Los
Zetas to carry out terrorist actions is taken as evidence of this potentiality. See Charlie Savage and
Scott Shane “Iranians Accused of a Plot to Saudi’s U.S. Envoy’ New York Times (October 11", 2011)
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/12/us/us-accuses-iranians-of-plotting-to-kill-saudi-
envoy.html?pagewanted=all Accessed 08.05.12

* Max. G.Manwaring Gangs, Pseudo-Militaries and Other Modern Mercenaries: New Dynamics in
Uncomfortable Wars (University of Oklahoma, 2010) p.121-122

* Graham H. Turbiville ‘U.S. Military Engagement with Mexico: Uneasy Past and Challenging
Future’ Joint Special Operations University Report (2010) p.9

> For example, Douglas Farah ‘Terrorist-Criminal Pipelines and Criminalized States: Emerging
Alliances’ NDU Prism 2, 3 (June, 2011); Killebrew ‘Criminal Insurgency’; Andersen ‘Latin America’s
Transnational Criminal Organizations’

> Andersen ‘Latin America’s Transnational Criminal Organizations’

> As we saw above there are trenchant critiques of this conclusion. See footnote 27.
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scope of state failure. For example Bunker and Sullivan entertain the notion of
complete rapid state breakdown,>® whereas Farah contends that it is the
governmentality of “black-hole” border areas that should concern U.S. planners.>
Manwaring contends that, “Under President Felipe Calderon, Mexico is responding
constructively to the threat and can be seen as shifting away from the possibility of
state failure.”>> However, the Military-Based authors do share the conclusion that the
Mexican state is under threat, and that this represents a deeper problem for the U.S.
Whereas Crime-Based scholars tend to see the current threat to the state from cartel
activity as nascent and localised (as well as overplayed), those writing within this
literature present it as urgent, widespread, and real. Brands offers that, “In some
regions—particularly in areas of Chihuahua, Durango, and Sinaloa—the cartels have
become so powerful as to render government authority nominal or nonexistent.”>
Manwaring argues that the violence employed by cartels, “tends to create and
consolidate semiautonomous enclaves (criminal free states) that develop into quasi-
states.”’ Some cartels provide a better example in this regard than others.”

However, despite the fact the Military arguments may define the Mexican problem
differently in terms of what it represents and the interests threatened, its analysis of
the MI is similar to that of the Crime-Based literature. Mérida is again seen as a set of
policies designed to undercut cartel power and influence in various areas. Brands
contends that, “The central aim of the Merida Initiative is to use U.S. money, training,
and equipment to strengthen Mexico’s military and law enforcement agencies,
thereby giving them the capacity to take and hold the initiative in the fight against the
cartels.””” Manwaring provides a similar appraisal, “The United States, under the
Merida Initiative, is providing a 3-year $1.4 billion aid package aimed at helping
Mexico fight the drug cartels with increased law enforcement training, military
equipment, and improved bilateral intelligence cooperation.”® In other words, the
U.S. is seeking to redress the instability and insecurity plaguing Mexico by tackling
those forces seen as largely responsible for it. Thus, despite the emphasis on
‘insurgency’, state failure and so on, there is actually significant correlation between
the two literatures on this point. We see similar correlations in how they treat the
current failure of policies to quell drug violence, and in some of the policy
recommendations they make in light of this failure.

Explaining the ‘Failure’ of Policy in the Drug War Rationale Literature
The ‘drug war rationale’ literature is broadly supportive of the general direction and

>3 Bunker & Sullivan ‘Cartel Evolution Revisited’ The failed state narrative is also discussed in Gary
Hale ‘A “Failed State” in Mexico: Tamaulipas Declares Itself Ungovernable’ James Baker 111 Institute
for Public Policy (July 26™, 2011); Ted Galen Carpenter, ‘Mexico: The Rot Deepens’ The Cato
Institute (March 50 2012a) http://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/mexico-rot-deepens
Accessed 28.09.12

>* Farah “Terrorist-Criminal Pipelines’ p.16

> Max G. Manwaring ‘A “New” Dynamic in the Western Hemisphere Security Environment: The
Mexican Zetas and Other Private Armies’ Strategic Studies Institute (September, 2009) p.3

°% Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency’ p.11

°" Manwaring Pseudo-Militaries and Other Modern Mercenaries p.122

*¥ For example the strange La Familia group, which operates in Michoacan. George W.Grayson
Mexico: Narco-Violence and a Failed State? (Transaction Publishers, 2010) p.197-213

>’ Brands ‘Mexico Narco-Insurgency’ p.2

% Manwaring ‘A "New” Dynamic’ p.34
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make-up of U.S. policy as embodied in the MI, but this does not mean it is unaware of
problems and failings that beset it, or that it treats these uncritically. However, it does
not conceive of these issues (such as the spiraling homicide rate despite increased
efforts to counter cartels) as particularly difficult questions to puzzle over. Instead,
they are seen as, variously, the result of the intractable nature of the drug problem in
Mexico, the history of violence and shifting loyalties between and within the cartels,
misapplication or inadequacies of certain, specific policies, and the fallout of the
Mexican government’s unprecedented decision to actively and aggressively ‘take on’
the cartels. Thus, much of the explanation provided for the failure of Mexico’s U.S.-
supported strategy to quell violence and increase stability and security is based around
what actually generates that violence in the first place. There is a sense in a number of
the examples in the literature of the rise in violence being an inevitability, perhaps in
some cases even a necessity, of tackling cartel power. It also indicates the need to
continue and/or refine the current approach in light of the interests at stake, rather
than pursue a wholesale overhaul or rethink of policy. This is pertinent as many
within this literature deem more radical (but perhaps desirable) options such as the
decriminalisation of illegal drugs as not currently politically viable®' or as very much
a long-term project with its own significant risks.**

This literature, then, explains the failure of U.S. and U.S.-supported policy to temper
levels of violence in Mexico in two areas - the history and pervasiveness of Mexico’s
drug problems that preceded Mérida, and the impact (or otherwise) of the policies
adopted in recent times themselves. Regarding the first of these, there are a number of
historical narratives that appear in many of the Crime-Based studies, and again these
also appear in a number of Military-Based arguments. Within these narratives,
Mexico’s current notoriety as the drug transit country and site of shocking drug
violence stems from its ‘convenient’ geographical location and 2000-mile border with
the world’s largest drug consuming nation. These authors point to how these brute
facts have interacted with specific historical developments over a number of years to
produce the current situation. The stifling of Caribbean transit routes and the relative
decline and suppression of the previously dominant Colombian cartels by U.S.
authorities and allies in the 1980s and 1990s is argued to have increased the
importance of Mexico as a trafficking conduit, and the power and influence of
Mexican cartels in the supply chain.®” The break up of old alliances between cartels
that has occurred since division of the previously homogenous Mexican, “drug
empire” into distinct areas or plazas in the 1980s are also argued to be major
progenitors of the current violence.®* A significant role is assigned to Mexico’s

%! Dell “Trafficking Networks and the Mexican Drug Networks’ p.39

62 Shirk ‘The Mexican Drug War’ p.18-19

%3 ibid p.7-8; Luis Astorga and David A. Shirk ‘Drug Trafficking Organizations and Counter-Drug
Strategies in the U.S.-Mexican Context’ in Olsen et al Shared Responsibility p.31-62; Brands
‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency’ p.5

% Tony Payan The Three U.S.-Mexico Border Wars: Drugs, Immigration, and Homeland Security
(Praeger Security International, 2006) p.28-30; Longmire Cartel p.4-7; Eduardo Guerrero-Gutiérrez
‘Security, Drugs, and Violence in Mexico: A Survey’ 7th North American Forum (Washington D.C.,
2011) p.27-40 The Mexican drug trade prior to this was effectively run by Miguel Angel Félix
Gallardo. He divided his territory up amongst lieutenants due to pressure from the U.S. and Mexican
authorities in the 1980s. These areas or plazas apparently still largely represent the battlegrounds, and
core geographical strongholds, of the cartels operating today, though some have fared better than
others.
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democratic opening, as the power of the previously dominant PRI dissipated
following the economic ructions of the 1980s. The PRI are argued to have provided
an effective, “carte blanche” to traffickers, providing certain lines were not crossed.®
Corruption of state and police officials was rife, and the state is even said to have
acted as a kind of final arbiter in drug disputes via “established patron-client
relationships with drug traffickers.”*® However, the slow decline of the PRI’s
centralised power grip over the 1980s and 1990s, “destabilized the equilibrium that
had developed between state actors and organized crime.”®’

Thus, whilst the corruption of state officials and institutions fed by cartel profits
remained (and remains) “endemic”®® it is now argued to be far more chaotic than
under the PRI. In addition there are both high levels of impunity for a staggeringly
large number of the most violent crimes® and a continuing, “Instability and lack of
coordination [...] in federal, state and municipal public security institutions”.”’
Manwaring has argued that, “Weak or corrupt state security institutions, as in Mexico,
are notoriously unhelpful and tend to be part of the problem - not the solution.””!
Many of these analysts also place two important ‘economic’ factors into this volatile
mix. Firstly, the huge increase in border trade engendered by NAFTA, and Mexico’s
opening to “economic globalization™”* are argued to have naturally increased
opportunities for cartels to smuggle drug shipments, channel drug money, and
establish “transnational” connections across the Americas, and beyond.” As Payan
notes, the 5 million trucks that cross the U.S.-Mexico border annually (2005 figures)
cannot all be routinely inspected, and thus large amounts of contraband does get
through, with cartels, ‘riding the formal NAFTA economy’ to generate increased
profitability.”* In addition, “Globalization and the ‘dollarization’ of the Mexican
economy have opened a variety of new fronts for the movement of profits from drug

% This line was apparently crossed in 1985 with the kidnap, torture and murder of U.S. DEA agent
Enrique Camarena, which prompted a swift response by U.S. authorities. Despite levels of state
complicity in the murder, Mexican authorities eventually arrested drug kingpins, Ernesto Fonseca
Carillo, Rafael Caro Quintero and Félix Gallardo. The U.S. renditioned others involved in Camarena’s
torture and death. Caro Quintero was released by Jalisco’s state court and is now a wanted fugitive in
the U.S.

% (’Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico’ p.63

67 Astorga & Shirk ‘Drug Trafficking Organizations’ p.33 Also see Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-
Insurgency’ p.6; O’Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico’ p.63; Juan. D. Lindau ‘The Drug War’s Impact on
Executive Power, Judicial Reform, and Federalism in Mexico’ Political Science Quarterly 126, 2
(2011) p.179-180;

% QOlsen et al ‘Introduction’ p.3

% For example Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.11 In February 2011 Mexico’s Human Rights
Commission, the Comision Nacional de los Derechos Humanos (CNDH) released statistics that over
ten years only 98% of crimes had resulted in convictions. See Julieta Martinez, ‘Impunidad obliga a las
personas a huir: CNDH’ El Universal (February 28™ 201 1)
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/notas/748364.html Accessed 02.01.12

7 Guerrero-Gutiérrez ‘Security, Drugs and Violence’ p.9

"I Manwaring ‘A ‘New’ Dynamic’ p.1

> O’Neil ‘Real War in Mexico® p.64

7 See ibid p.64-66; Douglas Farah ‘Money Laundering and Bulk Cash Smuggling: Challenges for the
Mérida Initiative’ in Olsen et al Shared Responsibility p.141-166; Farah ‘Terrorist-Criminal Pipelines’;
David R. Mares & Gustavo Vega Canovas ‘The U.S.-Mexico Relationship: Toward a New Era?’
Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies (2010) http://escholarship.org/uc/item/1kb4c76j Accessed 21.06.11
p.5-6

" Payan The Three U.S.-Mexican Border Wars p.34
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cartels and other transnational criminal organizations.””

Secondly, the pernicious effect of Mexico’s continued relative economic
underdevelopment, and the economic ructions it suffered in the late 1970s/early 1980s
and mid-1990s, are argued to be coalescing with the other factors previously
identified and exacerbating drug-related problems. Shirk argues that the economic
crisis of 1982 heightened unemployment and criminal activity, and the introduction of
free market reforms in the wake of that crisis, “pushed many ordinary Mexicans to
find alternative employment in an expanding underground economy that, by some
estimates, accounted for 40 percent of all economic activity.” The expansion of
Mexico’s drug trade coincided with these events.’”® Brands contends that, “cartels
thrive on the resentment that often results” from Mexico’s entrenched poverty rates.”’
Cartels are able to draw loyalty and recruits from this wellspring of disenfranchised,
impoverished populations with gifts and much sought after employment
opportunities.”® O’Neil has highlighted that this phenomena is especially troublesome
as, according to a recent Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) report, Mexico has the third largest inactive youth population”” amongst
OECD countries. This is especially pronounced for young males, and in areas with
high levels of drug violence. The implication is that such disaffected young men
become easy targets for recruiting cartels.*® Bailey perhaps goes furthest in this
regard, arguing specifically that, “Neo-liberal policies since the mid 1980s have not
generated a new social contract to replace the populist consensus of the “golden age”
of growth with stability (1950s—1970s). Rampant, drug-related criminality has thrived
in this environment.®'

Some analysts have also begun to posit that U.S./Mexican policies and strategies may
be having a causal impact on the increasing levels of violence. The tactic of
eliminating cartel ‘kingpins’, a key part of Mexican strategy supported by U.S.

7> Farah ‘Money Laundering’ p.146

7% Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.7

7 His figures - 40% and 18% respectively for basic and extreme levels of poverty - are based on World
Bank data from 2009. Mexico’s poverty rate is troublingly persistent in the NAFTA era. Using official
figures from Mexico’s Consejo Nacional de Evaluacion de la Politica de Desarrollo Social
(CONEVAL) Wilson and Silva show how poverty rates have declined on both the overall and extreme
levels between 2010 and 2012 from 46.1 to 45.5% and 11.3 to 9.8% respectively. However the number
of impoverished Mexicans has increased due to population increases, and income-based poverty is
rising. Christopher Wilson and Gerardo Silva ‘Mexico’s Latest Poverty Stats’ Wilson Center: Mexico
Institute http://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/Poverty Statistics Mexico_2013.pdf
Accessed 07.07.14 The World Bank has charted a steady increase in the ‘Poverty Headcount Ratio at
National Poverty Line’ in recent years, from 42.9% of the population in 2006, to 52.3% in 2012 The
World Bank ‘Data: Poverty Headcount Ratio at National Poverty Line (% of Population’ The World
Bank http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.NAHC/countries/MX?display=graph Accessed
08.09.14

8 Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency’ p.19-20

7 Neither employed nor in education, or in the Spanish colloquialism ni estudian, ni trabajan, or ‘ni-
ni’s’

% Shannon K. O’Neil‘Mexico’s NiNis’ Council on Foreign Relations (November 2011)
http://blogs.cfr.org/oneil/2011/11/04/mexico’s-ninis/ Accessed 05.11.11; loan Grillo ‘Mexico’s Lost
Youth: Generation Narco’ Time (November 7 2010)
http:/www.time.com/time/world/article/0.8599.,2028912,00.htmI#ixzz1Z5SH2ssA3 Accessed 5.11.11
%! Bailey ‘Combating Organized Crime’ p.327
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intelligence, training, and equipment transfers, has been argued to increase violence
as cartels compete for territories vacated by arrested/killed cartel leaders, take
advantage of increased instability and insecurity, and smaller gangs proliferate in
power vacuums left by government offensives. Many of these accounts are,
“qualitative and descriptive” in nature.*® For example, Shirk contends that, “that inter-
cartel dynamics and the government’s chosen strategy to combat organized crime
groups by targeting top leadership structures has contributed to the fractionalization of
organized crime groups [and] more severe and disorganized violence.”®* Corcaran
cites a phenomenon dubbed the ‘cockroach effect’, whereby, “the government
cracking down in one region will, at best, lead to the criminal actors scurrying to other
locales. As they set up shop in their new residence, the criminal exiles are no less
violent than before”.** Guerrero-Gutiérrez has found more quantitative evidence that
violence rates increase after the arrest or ‘killing’ of a high-ranking cartel operative.*

These conclusions are not a matter of particular controversy. Indeed similar
conclusions are often part of the more critically-inclined literature we come onto
below.® This literature also demonstrates an awareness that drug violence has
increased very sharply since Calderon launched his military offensive in Michoacén
in December 2006, whilst the MI continues. However the response to the more
negative findings within the ‘drug war rationale’ literature has not been an automatic
rejection or wide-ranging critique of the U.S. strategy itself. Dell instead argues that
her research should be used to employ a more informed ‘crackdown’ approach, in line
with Guerrero-Gutiérrez’s argument that the Mexican government should target
singular cartels progressively, rather than collectively.®’ This ties in with the fact that
elements of this literature do not treat rising levels of violence and spiraling body
counts as the key indices of policy success or failure. Olsen et al express this view in
arguing that, “it is entirely possible that the violence will get worse before it gets
better, even if public policies have succeeded in weakening the grip of organized
crime.” They go on to state that violence may decline even as the power of one or a
group of cartels increases, and its/their ability to corrupt the Mexican state grows
symbiotically with that power.*® Nonetheless, policy prescriptions in how to better
tackle cartels are offered.

82 Dell Trafficking Networks p.7

% David A Shirk Drug Violence and State Responses in Mexico (Manuscript: University of San Diego,
2011) p.2

% Patrick Corcoran ‘Release of Mexico Murder Stats Reveals Shifting Landscape’ Insight Crime
(October 23“’, 2011) http://www.insightcrime.org/insight-latest-news/item/1744-release-of-mexico-
government-info-reveals-shifting-landscape Accessed 25.10.11

% Guerrero-Gutiérrez ‘Security, Drugs and Violence’ However these links are hard to pin down
definitively. Guerrero-Gutiérrez states that there is not necessarily proof of a causal connection
between U.S. supported Mexican strategy and heightened levels of violence. On the reverse side,
Felbab-Brown (‘Calderon’s Cauldron’ p.1-15) has cautioned against automatically reading reduced
levels of violence in Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez as signs of government policy success, as one should
always consider that the cartels themselves may have established peace, dominance, or violent
exhaustion in the area. The cartels own strategies or actions may just as easily explain the reverse effect
of increasing violence.

%1 briefly reiterate some of these key points myself in Chapter Four.

¥ Dell Trafficking Networks p. 36-39; Guerrero-Gutiérrez ‘Security, Drugs and Violence’ p.71-72

% Olsen et al “Introduction’ p.1
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Potential Solutions

Thus, for many of these analysts, the problems are characterised as simply too
embedded to respond quickly to the policies that are designed to mitigate them. As
Olsen et al summarise, “The weakness of Mexico’s domestic security apparatus —
the ineffectiveness and corruption of police forces, the judiciary, and the entire
criminal justice system — severely limits the state’s capacity, and requires deep,
sustained changes over the long term.”®” In addition, whilst remaining supportive of
the broad thrust of the Mérida programme and the positives of “bilateral and
multilateral security cooperation”,”® many cite a need for deeper collaboration in
specific policy areas, and even a refocus of policy, away from traditional ‘supply side’
drug policies and towards a more holistic effort that encompasses increased efforts in
a number of policy areas. Again, Olsen et al charge that the Mexican government’s
strategy has been too heavily biased towards military interdiction efforts. They go on
to state:

On the U.S. side, funding for the Mérida Initiative [...] largely
appears to reinforce the shortcomings of Mexico’s efforts by
underfunding judicial reform while prioritizing the “presence
and patrol” strategy used thus far by the military and law
enforcement agencies. Moreover, efforts to curb the flow of drug
money and weapons south, while significantly enhanced in the
last three years, appear to fall far short of weakening the drug
trafficking organizations.””'

The more holistic policy proffered would include ‘demand-side’ drug treatment
programmes in the U.S., a crackdown on firearms smuggling, a serious effort to tackle
the drug profits laundered in both countries, and so on.”” It would also incorporate
much bolstered efforts to aid Mexico’s economic development utilising increased
economic and social programmes, a renewed endeavor to reform Mexico’s judicial
system to tackle impunity, and the continued strengthening of public institutions in
the name of efficacy and anti-corruption.”® Despite the fact that the Military-Based
accounts take, as their starting point, that Mexico is experiencing something akin to
an insurgency, there is still significant correlation between the two literatures
regarding the need for a multi-area effort or, “whole-of-government” approach’ that
would attempt to tackle the “structural” elements of the problem” as well as a far
greater focus on specific issues such as money laundering and gun smuggling.”® Thus
some analysts have been cheered by the Obama Administration’s ‘Beyond Mérida’
approach, which they argue takes further steps in this multi-level policy direction,
incorporating more, “binational collaboration to combat DTOs, greater assistance to
strengthen the judicial sector, more effective interdiction efforts through twenty-first-
century border controls, and new social programs to revitalize Mexican communities

% ibid p.27

% Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.20

°1 Olsen et al “Introduction’ p.4

%2 For example, Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.20-26; O’Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico’ p.69-77
% Inter alia and for example, ibid; Olsen et al ‘Introduction’ p.28-30

% Andersen “‘Latin America’s Transnational Criminal Organizations’

% Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency p.v-vi;

% Farah ‘Money Laundering’
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affected by crime and violence.”’

The Military-Based literature, unsurprisingly, does give more credence to military
solutions, including, in logical fashion, the use of COIN tactics. This includes
deepening current policies, including the military training element, rather than an
about-turn. Turbiville indicates that, “trained Mexican special operations units, as
well as a number of other well-trained Mexican forces used in special operations
roles, are executing many of the direct armed engagement missions against
narcoparamilitaries” and, “they will be instrumental in effecting any positive change
in Mexico’s still deteriorating security environment.”® As Andersen has recognised,
this military focus in the drug war in Latin America has troubled human rights and
liberal think-tank organisations such as Washington Office on Latin America
(WOLA), which foresee a return to the dark past of military control.”” Some analysts
have also highlighted the threat of potential military overreach in Mexico. Even prior
to Mérida, Freeman and Sierra highlighted the hazards of increased military aid to
Mexico.'” More recently, Lindau has written of the re-consolidation of military and
executive power that is taking place in the drug war context.'”' However, this is at the
sharp end of the debate, and much of the Crime-Based literature falls into the middle
ground in arguing that the military are likely to play a role (not least because of the
endemic corruption in the Mexican police), but that it must be balanced with
economic and social programmes, and that it must be a stopgap whilst institutional
reform takes place.'” This is part of a wider shared belief across the drug war
rationale literature that what the U.S. policy in Mexico needs to succeed is renewed
effort, and time.

Reviewing the Drug War Rationale Literature

Notwithstanding these debates, and despite the recognition of the problems that beset
the MI and U.S-Mexican security collaboration on drugs, the fundamental point here
in terms of what I will attempt to argue in this project is that these analysts are
focusing on Mérida as a CN-based aid package. To drive the point home, this has
been done without a deep investigation of the actual policy itself. This is my crucial
first observation. Bailey sums up the position of much of this literature when it comes
to the intent of U.S. policy, and is worth quoting at length. He contends that, “With
respect to the United States, the strategies could be viewed as ‘working’ in the short
term in the sense that the quality and price of illegal drugs remained relatively stable
in major urban markets.” He also focuses on spillover violence as a key short-term
goal (contending there is not enough evidence on this to make a clear judgment). He
continues, “With respect to longer-term judgments”, based on the longer-term
reduction of violence, in turn based on the undermining of cartel power by various
means, “much depends on the performance of institutions and programs that are being

°7 Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.15

% Turbiville “U.S. Military Engagement with Mexico’ p.46-47

% Andersen “‘Latin America’s Transnational Criminal Organizations’ Of course Mexico avoided
military control during the Cold War.

%1 aurie Freeman & Jorge Luis Sierra ‘Mexico: The Militarization Trap’ in Coletta A. Youngers &
Eileen Rosin (eds.) Drugs and Democracy in Latin America: The Impact of U.S. Policy (Lynne
Rienner, 2005)

"I Lindau ‘The Drug War’s Impact on Executive Power’

192 For example, Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.20-26
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assembled and implemented in the Obama M¢érida” (i.e. the Four Pillar approach)
Bailey contends that if these institutions and programmes can reduce violence in the
long-term in cities like Ciudad Juérez, then the U.S. would consider Mérida a
success.'” Clearly then, the policy is seen in CN terms. However, this conclusion is
based on a narrow examination of actual Mérida policy, not looking particularly
deeply at some of the available material on policy detail, or connecting the Initiative
to wider bilateral policies

There are other gaps in the drug war rationale literature, less directly related to the
central research aims of this project but pertinent nonetheless. Often this literature is
cautious about deeper linkages between the CN strategy being employed and the
violence itself. Economic underdevelopment and lack of necessary social spending,
argued to be contributing to drug violence and resultant insecurity, is divorced from
its historical and political context. We should see this instead as partly a consequence
of the U.S. and IMF/World Bank backed project of the PRI in the 1980s (and the
Partido Accion Nacional [PAN] since 2000) to rollback state economic involvement
in a number of areas, maintain macroeconomic stability, and encourage attractiveness
for foreign investment. Related to this, NAFTA’s role in improving the cartels’ hand
through increased unemployment and further smuggling opportunities is mentioned,
yet further economic integration and liberalisation are proffered as part of the solution
to the problem.'®* There at least appear to be questions here about how political
economic policies have fed into Mexico’s security crisis. These issues are perhaps
thornier than the dominant ‘drug war rationale’ literature has allowed for, and it has
been left to the Critical literature to explore them. It is to this that we now turn.

A Drug War Pretext

This section summarises the more critical literature around the MI that has posited
that CN concerns act more as a ‘pretext’ than an overriding motivating factor in U.S.
policy. I approach this literature in a slightly different fashion to the previous section
in that I first look at how it describes the nature of the violence currently afflicting
large areas of Mexico. This literature claims variously that the levels of violence are
underplayed, that who is committing the violence is oversimplified, and that the
structural and functional violence of the Mexican state against Mexican civil society,
in defence of political / class interests, is obscured or ignored. This gives us the
correct context in which to consider the arguments regarding the U.S.” involvement in
this ‘hidden’ side of Mexico’s security crisis and, more importantly, what interests
may motivate its involvement. This is based around an emphasis on the U.S. desire to
stabilise Mexico’s open political-economy. Watt and Zepeda crystallise the position
of much of this literature in stating that, “U.S./Mexico policy would appear to
prioritise protecting and developing unpopular economic interests, while employing
heavy-handed military and police methods to deter challenges from social movements
and civil society, using the convenient pretext of the drug war.”'*

19 Bailey ‘Combating Organized Crime’ p.346

1% O0’Neil ‘The Real War in Mexico’ p.69-77; Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.20-26

195 peter Watt and Roberto Zepeda Drug War Mexico: Politics, Neoliberalism and Violence in the New
Narcoeconomy (Zed Books, 2012) p.208 My emphasis. It should be noted straight away that these
authors do conceive of the drug violence in Mexico itself as a genuine, disturbing and pressing social
problem. It is just that they consider U.S. goals to be unrelated to drug violence in their main intent,
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Violence in Mexico

According to the Critical literature, violence in Mexico is too multi-faceted to
summarised as simply ‘drug-related’. The official figures on drug-related homicides
provided by Mexican and U.S. authorities are treated with huge skepticism in many
Critical analyses. Using figures obtained by the Mexican newspaper El Universal in
2010,'" Bowden and Molloy contended that the, “federal government had
investigated only 5 percent of the first 22,000 executions” and that this was no basis
on which to claim, as the Mexican government had done, that the majority of those
killed worked within the drug trade.'’” In a study released in August 2013 Molloy
undertook painstaking research to suggest 130,000 people may have died in the ‘drug
war’ Calderon launched in December 2006.'”® The skepticism is well-founded, given
that the various datasets used by various official bodies all have conflicting totals and
inputs which further confuse the picture. An official government database released in
January 2011 stated there had been 35,000 drug-related deaths, but it did not specify
how ‘drug-related” was ascertained. The Mexican government’s office for national
statistics, INEGI, periodically releases homicide figures, but does not differentiate
between drug-related and ‘normal’ homicides. In addition, Mexican newspapers keep
their own, different, tallies.'® In any case, the chronic lack of investigation and levels
of impunity renders these counts largely meaningless in terms of real detail, indicating
only the existence of a large-scale problem. The true number of violent deaths, both
associated with the drug trade or otherwise, could even be higher given wide scale
under-reporting and practises of the cartels.' '’

The lack of investigation and clarity about homicide figures and their association to
the drug trade is disturbing in itself. However, what truly animates these critical
analyses is the assertion that the automatic designation of violence in Mexico as
‘drug-related’ and stemming overwhelmingly from the cartels’ actions is obfuscating
violence committed by other actors, including state actors, in pursuit of various goals.
Again, this violence is multi-faceted. A prevalent theme is that Mexican state

and therefore they unable or not designed to tackle the crisis. This is also due to the Mexican state
having motives other than stopping drug violence, not least because so much of it is caught up in the
drug trade according to these accounts. Therefore major and radical alternatives arising from civil
society are necessary, but often choked off at the source by the very security policies the U.S. and
Mexico are following. For example see ibid p. 209-235; Laura Carlsen ‘Plan Mexico’ Foreign Policy
in Focus (October 29", 2007) http://fpif.org/plan_mexico/ Accessed 23.05.09

1% Silvia Otero ‘No investigan 95% de muertes en “guerra™ EI Universal (June 21%, 2010)
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/notas/689120.html Accessed 10.01.12

17 Charles Bowden & Molly Molloy ‘Who is Behind the 25,000 Deaths in Mexico?’ The Nation (July
23", 2010) http://www.thenation.com/article/37916/who-behind-25000-deaths-mexico?page=0.0
Accessed 10.01.12

1% Molly Molloy ‘The Mexican Undead: Towards a New History of the ‘Drug War’ Killing Fields’
Small Wars Journal (Aug 21*, 2013) Molloy, who has paid unrivalled attention to this issue and uses a
triangulation of the overall homicide figures provided by the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y
Geografia (INEGI - http://www.inegi.org.mx) in her tally. This means murders not strictly ‘drug-
related’ may be captured in the total, but this is preferable to undercounting by relying on data provided
by the government.

1% patrick Corcoran ‘Mexico Govt Backtracks on Murder Data’ Insight Crime (January lOth, 2012)
http://www.insightcrime.org/insight-latest-news/item/2056-mexico-govt-backtracks-on-murder-data
Accessed 11.01.12

" See Introduction
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institutions are not just corrupted by cartels in specific locales, but that the Mexican
state is intimately involved in the battle for control of drug profits that enter the
country. Gibler quotes a Mexican journalist who argues there are two ‘drug wars’ in
Mexico; “la Guerra del Narco,” or the official U.S.-backed government war on
cartels as described in the majority of the literature, and “/a Narcoguerra,” in which
various state entities and actors, allied with various cartels, fight for control of the
Mexican drug trade. The second of these wars is real, the other, a spectacle.111
Bowden uses a similar distinction, though perhaps goes even further in arguing that
the first drug war simply, “does not exist” and that the “line between the government
and drug world has never existed.”''* As does much of the critical literature, Mercille
shares the view that the PRI exercised a level of control over the drug trade prior to
the 1980s and 90s, and that the breakdown of this control is contributing to violence.
However, in contrast to the ‘drug war rationale’ approach, he contends that,
“significant sectors of the Mexican government and security forces are still associated
with it.”'"® Gibler summarises this viewpoint elsewhere by contending:

...in Mexico, drug trafficking on its present scale is only

made possible through the active participation of government
employees, elected politicians, army generals and commandos,
police chiefs and patrol officers, prison guards, and local and
federal judges by protecting one set of drug traffickers from
another and, importantly, from incarceration.'"*

State actors, then, are argued to be committing violent acts in a war for drugs, rather
than against it. Gibler again cites a Mexican journalist who was subjected to a
harrowing experience in Reynosa, Tamaulipas, where Los Zetas and El Cartel del
Golfo (CDG) were vying for supremacy of the border town. The journalist
encountered Cartel del Golfo operatives brazenly patrolling the streets in SUV's
mounted with automatic weapons. The local police were acting as lookouts for Golfo
against Los Zetas. Someone, possibly those police, tipped Golfo operatives off as to
the journalist’s whereabouts, and he and his partner were subjected to a precise
beating designed to inflict maximum pain in specific areas, and then questioned by
men in military style uniform that sported CDG insignia carrying assault rifles and
grenades.'"” Bowden’s descriptions of Juarez convey the sense that the local police,
who suffer high casualties in the city, are more likely to be killed for being with the
wrong cartel than for being in the police per se.''® He cites the dramatic increase in
the murder rate in Judrez after the arrival of the military in 2008, and draws (largely
implicit) links between the two, due to the army also being a player in the drug battle.
Campbell echoes these sentiments, contending that, “The thoroughly corrupt federal,
state, and municipal police in Judrez viewed each other as enemies allied with rival

" John Gibler To Die In Mexico: Dispatches from Inside the Drug War (City Lights Books, 2011)
p.68

"2 Charles Bowden Murder City: Ciudad Juarez and the Global Economy’s New Killing Fields
(Nation Books, 2010) p.18, 22-24, 202

' Julien Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels or US Hegemony? The Political Economy of the ‘War on
Drugs’ in Mexico’ Third World Quarterly 32,9 (October, 2011) p.1641

14 John Gibler Mexico Uncovered: Chronicles of Power and Revolt (City Lights Books, 2009) p.56
15 Gibler To Die in Mexico p.147-158

"1 Bowden Murder City; Charles Bowden Down by the River: Drugs, Money, Murder and Family
(Simon & Schuster, 2003)
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branches of organized crime.”'"’

In addition to accusations of direct involvement in the drug trade, these more critical
analysts have documented the dramatic rise in human rights complaints against the
military and Mexican federal police since Calderon deployed them in 2006. Again,
Campbell summarises that, “Everywhere Calderdn sent the military and federal
police, the violence increased. In the states of Michoacan, Chihuahua, Sinaloa,
Durango, and others, the bloody story was the same. Human rights violations and
homicides [...] skyrocketed.”''® This facet of Mexico’s security crisis has been
recognised in a number of human rights reports that document intimidation, theft,
torture, extra-judicial killings, rape and disappearances, for which there is an
extremely low investigation and conviction rate within the military’s internal,
secretive justice system.''” It has also been documented within the ‘drug war
rationale’ literature itself, with Brands stating that military abuses, “allegedly include
extrajudicial executions, illegal detentions, and torture.”*°

However, the critical analyses should be set apart from the ‘drug war rationale’
literature on this question of Mexican state actors involvement in violence and
corruption within the ‘drug war’. Much of the ‘drug war pretext’ literature asserts that
institutional violence has a structural and functional form that serves specific political
and economic interests, rather than it being an unfortunate side-effect of military
deployment, or result of institutional weakness or everyday corruption (that can be
mitigated through Mexican efforts and U.S. training).'*' These interests are seen in
various lights, but often they involve viewing the Mexican state as made up of social

"7 Howard Campbell ‘No End in Sight: Violence in Ciudad Juarez’ NACLA Report on the Americas

44,3 (May/June 2011) p.21

"8 ibid p.22

"' Human Rights Watch ‘Uniform Impunity: Mexico’s Misuse of Military Justice to Prosecute Abuses
in Counternarcotics and Public Security Operations’ Human Rights Watch (2009); Human Rights
Watch ‘Neither Rights or Security: Killings, Torture and Disappearances in Mexico’s “War on Drugs”
Human Rights Watch (November, 2011); Human Rights Watch ‘Mexico’s Disappeared: The Enduring
Cost of a Crisis Ignored’ Human Rights Watch (February, 2013); Maureen Meyer, Stephanie Brewer &
Carlos Cepeda ‘Abused and Afraid in Ciudad Juarez: An Analysis of Human Rights Violations by the
Military in Mexico’ Washington Office on Latin America (September 2010); Amnesty International
‘Known Abusers, but Victims Ignored: Torture and I1l-Treatment in Mexico’ Amnesty International
(2012); Amnesty International ‘Out of Control: Torture and Other Ill Treatment in Mexico’ Amnesty
International (2014) Recent court cases have begun to challenge the previous legal arrangements on
internal military trials. Under pressure from the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR) and
several NGOs regarding a number of high-profile military abuse cases, the Mexican Supreme Court
ruled in June 2012 that military members did not have immunity from civilian prosecution, a decision
the Mexican Congress passed unanimously in April 2014. See ‘Mexico: Supreme Court Limit on
Military Jurisdiction Must Become Binding Precedent’ Amnesty International (August 22™, 2012)
http://www.amnesty.org/en/news/mexico-supreme-court-limit-military-jurisdiction-must-become-
binding-precedent-all-courts-2012- Accessed 12.09.12; Reuters ‘Mexico Votes to Allow Civilian Trials
for Soldiers’ Reuters (April 30™, 2014) http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/05/01/us-mexico-military-
idUSBREA4002520140501 Accessed 07.07.14

120 Brands ‘Mexico’s Narco-Insurgency’ p.17 Also see Olsen et al ‘Introduction’ p.23; Roderic Ai
Camp, ‘Armed Forces and Drugs: Public Perceptions and Institutional Challenges’ in Olsen et al
Shared Responsbility p.320; Shirk ‘The Drug War in Mexico’ p.6; Sullivan, John P. ‘Police-Military
Interaction in Mexico’s Drug War’ Air & Space Power Journal-Spanish Edition, (Third Trimester
2009) http://www.airpower.au.af.mil/apjinternational/apj-s/2009/3tri09/sullivaneng.html Accessed
11.11.11

2! Variously in ibid
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actors and indeed, social classes, who seek to protect and further those interests. Most
crucially, whilst the ‘drug war rationale’ analyses have discussed the entrenched
poverty and inequality of Mexico, they have not considered that this situation may
itself stem from a political economic arrangement that is disproportionally beneficial
to certain actors and classes, and that they would have an interest in maintaining that
arrangement. Both in the fight for control of drug profits that significantly involves
the state, and in Mexico’s economic elite using state institutions as a tool of its
continued power, violence is seen to a good extent to be employed deliberately by
state actors against sections of the population.

It is helpful to briefly illustrate some instances of functional state violence. Cases are
presented at multiple levels; from regional and specific incidences with highly
localised issues, to country-wide examples of the efficacy of state violence on a
national scale. Gibler highlights examples on both the national and local scale.
Nationally, the widespread and well-documented use of torture'** by various levels of
the police, and the Mexican military, is regarded not as an “aberration”, or an
irregularity of the Mexican system, but instead as a crucial component of the system
that helps ensure political and economic inequality is sustained through repression of
elements of society who have the most interest in changing it.'*> Gibler also provides
examples of localised state violence, including a detailed discussion of the ‘Oaxaca
Uprising’, in which protest groups took over the state capital in relation to a teachers
strike in 2006. The broad-based protestors were subjected to violence and
intimidation that culminated in street executions (a U.S. journalist was amongst the
fatalities) by local and state police and paramilitaries related to the police and the state
governor. In October 2006 federal police (federales) sent by President Fox cleared the
protest camps with helicopters and anti-riot tanks, leaving three more dead.'**

Whilst protests on this scale have not been seen since, state repression is argued to be
ongoing across Mexico, but especially in areas with high poverty and inequality,
which brings with it agitation for change. Thus military intimidation and abuses
continue in Chiapas, home of the EZLN social movement. This intimidatory
atmosphere is argued to continue increasingly under the ‘pretext’ of the drug war.'>
Paterson asserts that Guerrero, which was a hotbed of political activism and
insurgency in the 1970s and remains one of Mexico’s poorest states, has returned to a
condition of ‘dirty war’ in which political dissidents and activists are intimidated,
abused, disappeared and killed, again increasingly under a drug war “cloak.”'*® For

'22 For the prevalence of torture in the Mexican justice system see inter alia Ana Laura Magaloni

‘Arbitrariness and Inefficiency in the Mexican Criminal Justice System’ in Kenny ef al Mexico’s
Security Failure p.96; Human Rights Watch ‘Neither Rights or Security’; Amnesty International ‘Out
of Control’

12 Gibler Mexico Unconquered p.63-71

12 ibid p.139-188; U.S. Embassy Mexico GOM Intervenes in Oaxaca Cable Reference 006182 (31%
October, 2006) Link:
https://cablegatesearch.wikileaks.org/cable.php?id=06MEXICO6182&q=fox%20o0axaca Accessed
28.08.14

12 For example, Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels’ p.1647

126 Kent Paterson ‘Mexico’s New Dirty War’ CIP Americas Program (April, 2010)
http://www.cipamericas.org/archives/2065 Accessed 17.06.10 & ‘Mexico’s Dirty War Gets Dirtier’
CIP Americas Program (December 2011) http://www.cipamericas.org/archives/5874 Accessed
18.12.11 Also see Kristin Bricker ‘Drug War Meets Dirty War in Guerrero’ CIP Americas Program
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example, he cites the intimidation and surveillance of Me’Phaa indigenous peoples,
some of whom are due to act as witnesses in a case of military rape in the state, and
the assassination of four Partido de Revolucion Democrdtica Democratica (PRD -
Mexico’s largest party of the left) leaders in 2010."*” In July 2011, gunmen
assassinated activists Isabel Ayala Nava and her sister Reyna Ayala Nava. The former
was the widow of 70s revolutionary leader Lucio Cabafas, and the murders took
place as the Guerrero legislature prepared to look at proposals for a truth commission
investigating alleged crimes in the military’s COIN operations in the 1970s.'*® On
December 7" 2011, two individuals associated with a campesino political group in
Guerrero’s, Eva Alarcon and Marcial Bautista, were disappeared. “State agents” are
alleged to be implicated in the disappearance, and several police officers have been
arrested.'” The fatal police shooting of two students, also in December 2011, as they
protested the lack of education and employment opportunities in the state, has further
dramatically highlighted the issues in Guerrero. This is especially pertinent as
authorities immediately attempted to implicate “outside elements,” (i.e. cartels) for
the violence, a claim that has since been challenged by Mexico’s National Human
Rights Commission.'*

This kind of violence is ongoing in Mexico. Whole families have been targeted in
Ciudad Juarez following activism against military abuses, members of the much
publicized anti drug war protest movement Moviemento por la Paz"' have been
assassinated, anti-mining protestors have been killed, union leaders and members
intimidated, and labor strikes broken with federal forces.'** Mexico is currently the

(September 27" 201 1) http://www.cipamericas.org/archives/5482 Accessed 04.10.11 More on the
‘Dirty War’ during the 1970s is found in Chapter Four.

127 Paterson ‘Mexico’s New Dirty War’; Inter-American Court on Human Rights ‘TACHR Alarmed
Over Threat to Indigenous Leaders in Guerrero, Mexico’ Inter-American Court on Human Rights:
Press Release (March 18", 2010) http://www.cidh.oas.org/Comunicados/English/2010/32-10eng.html
Accessed 17.10.10 This incident occurred whilst the PRD actually held the state governorship, which it
re-took in 2011. Paterson cites the Guerrero daily £/ Sur in pointing out that the change in political
leadership has not affected policing structures. Paterson ‘‘Mexico’s Dirty War Gets Dirtier’

128 Bricker ‘Drug War Meets Dirty War’; Ezequiel Flores Contreras ‘Sin Avance, Investigacion por
Crimen de Viuda de Lucio Cabaias’ Proceso (July 6™, 2011) http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=275109
Accessed 17.08.13

12 Paterson ‘Mexico’s Dirty War Gets Dirtier’; Proceso ‘Cae Jefe Policiaco por Secuestro de Dos
Ecologistas en Guerrero’ Proceso (December 28™ 201 1) http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=292898
Accessed 12.01.12

130 Stevenson, Mark ‘“Mexican Police: Weapons Found at Protest Site’ Guardian (December 13™ 201 1)
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/feedarticle/9994149 Accessed 14.12.11; Associated Press ‘Mexican
Human Rights Agency Says Police Likely Fired Fatal Shots at Student Protest’ The Washington Post
(January 10™, 2012) http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/americas/mexican-human-rights-agency-
says-police-likely-fired-fatal-shots-at-student-protest/2012/01/09/gIQACMjomP_story.html Accessed
10.01.12

! Javier Sicilia, a poet who lost his son to drug violence, established the Movement for Peace to
pressure Mexican authorities into bringing an end to the drug war.

12 Various sources, but see Amnesty Document - ‘Mexico: Protestors Family at Risk After Killing’
Amnesty International (December 3™, 2009)

http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ AMR41/062/2009/en/6843{8e3-b15a-4bee-a8c4-
292045c0c863/amr410622009en.html Accessed 05.01.12 & ‘Mexico Urged to Protect Targeted
Family Following Triple Killing” (February 25", 2011) http://www.amnesty.org/en/news-and-
updates/mexico-urged-protect-targeted-family-following-triple-killing-2011-02-25 Accessed 26.02.11;
Laura Carlsen ‘ALERT: Spate of Attacks on Human Rights Defenders and Activists’ CIP Americas
Program (December 13‘h, 2011) http://www.cipamericas.org/archives/5797 Accessed 15.12.11;
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deadliest country in the world to practice journalism, with ten journalists killed year
in 2011 (some of whom had apparently been reporting inconvenient matters for the
authorities)."*” Thus, critical analysts and human rights organisations have continued
to highlight that there is a strand of violence in Mexico that is not automatically
related to the battle for drug trafficking advantages and profits. However, the lines
between drug violence, political violence, economic violence and so on are extremely
blurry. Cartels may be as interested, if not more, in silencing journalists, intimidating
restive indigenous communities and assassinating inconvenient activists and political
leaders as a powerful, abusive military or an embattled Governor. This has become
especially important with the rise of ‘civilian defence groups’ in Guerrero and
Michoacan."** Paterson argues, “Frequently, it is difficult to know where one conflict
commences and another finishes, or where the murky underworld starts and the
above-ground political system ends.” He goes on to source a report that claimed
15,000 ex-soldiers had been arrested for criminality.'*” In this complex situation, it
seems clear at least that heightened levels of drug violence are intersecting and
interacting with older patterns of repression in Mexico associated with its
economically unequal history and repressive, autocratic governance.

Interests at Stake: The MI and the U.S.’ Role

However, the pertinent question for the aims of this project is what U.S. policy is
intended to do in this context? Put simply, much of the ‘drug war pretext’ literature
posits that the reason the U.S. provides training and equipment to institutions
implicated in both drug trafficking and human rights abuses is that it is not seeking to
produce blanket security and stability in Mexico, but security and stability for a
particular type of political-economic order. That order - a neoliberal, free-trade based
regional arrangement ‘locked in’ by NAFTA - is argued to have deeply scarred
Mexico’s social fabric, exacerbated already entrenched social, political, and economic
inequality, decimated much of Mexico’s rural economy, produced levels of increased
unemployment and unstable employment, and generated social movements who
directly attempt to reverse these trends. On the flipside, it is argued to have greatly
benefitted both domestic and foreign investment capital and multinational
corporations, transnational finance capital, the U.S’ regional economic hegemony,

International Trade Union Confederation ‘2010 Annual Survey of Violations of Trade Union Rights:
Mexico’ International Trade Union Confederation (2010) http://survey.ituc-
csi.org/Mexico.html?edition=247#tabs-1 Accessed 16.10.10 & ‘2011 Annual Survey of Violations of
Trade Union Rights: Mexico’ International Trade Union Confederation (2011) http://survey.ituc-
csi.org/Mexico.html?edition=248 Accessed 04.12.12

'3 International Press Institute ‘Deadly Trends for Journalists in 2011; 103 Killed’ International Press
Institute (January 4™ 2012) http://www.freemedia.at’/home/singleview/article/new-deadly-trends-for-
journalists-in-2011-103-killed.html Accessed 13.12.12; Committee to Protect Journalists ‘Journalists
Killed in 2011 - Motive Unconfirmed: Humberto Millan Salazar’ Committee to Protect Journalists
(December 20™ 201 1) http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country.,,,MEX..4f045a8ac.0.html Accessed
13.12.12 The example here is Humberto Millan, whose associates assert he is more likely to have been
killed for political reasons than for offending cartels. However, as with so many cases in Mexico, the
lack of clarity and closure in investigations, and propagation of claim and counter-claims between (and
amongst) the authorities and ‘civilians’ makes determining motives in all cases extremely difficult.

1 Patricio Asfura-Heim & Ralph Espach ‘The Rise of Mexico’s Self-Defense Forces: Vigilante
Justice South of the Border’ Foreign Affairs 92, 4 (July August, 2013)

13 Paterson ‘Mexico’s New Dirty War’
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and the elites of both countries."*® Crucially, the stability and security required to
protect such an order makes sections of Mexican civil society that seek to challenge
or modify the political-economic arrangement fargets, rather than beneficiaries, of the
Mexican security institutions the U.S. is seeking to strengthen."’” For many, this
means these sections of society are seen as source of instability in U.S. planning. Watt
contends that organised resistance to continuing and deepening neoliberalism,
“certainly is the fear of those who drafted the Mérida Initiative, who [...], believe the
only way of preserving the present order is by investing in military training,
Blackhawk helicopters and sophisticated weaponry.” He further argues that U.S.
military training should be seen “in the light” of the Mexican state’s, “increasing
attacks on organisers and activists of the anti-capitalist Zapatista initiative, La otra
campaiia, in Chiapas and the prolonged assault on inhabitants of Oaxaca in 2006”."*
In these accounts, as Delgado-Ramos and Maria Romana succinctly put it, for the
U.S., “It is market security that matters, not the security of the people.”'*

Thus, we begin to see in these analyses a rationale for the functionality of violence. It
is two-tiered and interrelated in nature, having both a domestic, Mexican element, and
a U.S.-directed element. Critical analysts place differing emphasis on each element.
On the domestic front, both Gibler and Watt have drawn on the concept developed by
Mexican sociologist Pablo Gonzélez Casanova of, “internal colonization” in Mexico,
whereby structures of colonial rule have remained in the country, only now they
benefit a metropolitan elite demarked by (real) social, economic, political and indeed
(perceived) racial ‘advantages’.'* These elites, along with domestic and foreign
capital owners, have most benefitted from a neoliberal project that has been followed
in Mexico since the early 1980s as wealth has gravitated to the top sections of
society.'*! Meanwhile, traditionally marginalised sections of society, such as
indigenous peoples and the large number of Mexico’s poor, have seen their lot worsen
as rural livelihoods were decimated by cheap U.S agricultural imports encouraged by
NAFTA, and state subsidies and social programmes were removed as part of the turn

1 For example, Peter Watt ‘NAFTA 15 Years On: The Strange Fruits of Neoliberalism’ State of

Nature (Winter, 2010) http://www.stateofnature.org/naftaFifteenYearsOn.html Accessed 12.09.11; Bill
Weinberg Homage to Chiapas: The New Indigenous Struggles in Mexico (Verso, 2002); Gibler Mexico
Unconquered; Timothy A. Wise, Hilda Saalazar, & Laura Carlsen Confronting Globalization:
Economic Integration and Popular Resistance in Mexico (Kumarian Press, 2003); Doug Stokes & Sam
Raphael, Global Energy Security and American Hegemony (The Johns Hopkins University Press,
2010) p 204-213.; Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels’

17 Stokes and Raphael Global Energy Security p.204-213; Laura Carlsen ‘Armoring NAFTA: The
Battleground for Mexico’s Future’, NACLA Report on the Americas 41,5 (September, October, 2008)
% Watt ‘NAFTA Fifty Years On’

"% Gian Carlo Delgado-Ramos & Silvina Maria Romana ‘Political-Economic Factors in U.S. Foreign
Policy: The Colombia Plan, the Mérida Initiative, and the Obama Administration’ Latin American
Perspectives 38, 93 (2011) p.97

' In essence, this group is often made up of those who appear more European or ‘whiter’, which sadly
is seen as a desirable trait amongst sections of the Mexican population. Those who appear more
‘indigenous’ are all too often subjected to social exclusion and racism. See Gibler Mexico
Unconquered p. 278-282

"I Not least due to a bonanza in sectors of the economy formally in public hands being sold off at fire-
sale prices, of which the world’s richest man, Carlos Slim, is an infamous beneficiary. See Dag
Macleod Downsizing the State: Privatization and the Limits of Neoliberal Reform in Mexico (The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2004)
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to neoliberalism.'** Watt has agued that this ‘internal colonisation’ has, “deepened
post-1982”.'* Gibler states that through interaction with historical structures of
repression and inequality, neoliberalism has ensured, “Mexico contains one of the
greatest, most obscene gulfs between its wealthiest and most destitute citizens of all
the nations on the planet” and, moreover, “This gulf has both a past and a present
populating with specific people making deliberate decisions, those who opened the
gulf on purpose and continue to manage its widening reach, and those who rebel
against it.”'** In this light, much of the violence committed by state actors that we
briefly detailed above is seen as a repressive tool to maintain the Mexican elite’s class
power in Mexico and forestall serious political-economic change stemming from civil
society.

In sharp contrast to the drug war rationale literature, these critical voices assert that
the U.S. also plays an active role in sustaining this arrangement within Mexico. This
conclusion is shared across the drug war pretext literature, although through a
reflection of a wider debate about the role of states within economic globalisation. For
Gibler, the U.S. has played a crucial role in fermenting the current situation within
Mexico through its economic policies, and now seeks to ensure its continuance with
military aid. The elites of Mexico and U.S. officials are seen as acting in concert in
the imposition of neoliberalism upon the Mexican people, which is seen as benefitting
the dual interests of the ruling class and capital in both countries. The state violence
now required to ensure the stability of the unequal model against understandable
resistance and unintended instability is also seen as mutually beneficial. It is not a
case of the U.S.A. dominating Mexico in pursuance purely of its own benefit. Gibler
instead contends:

... to reduce state violence in Mexico to a puppet’s moves

on behalf of the looming giant is to profoundly misunderstand
the nature of both the state and of contemporary imperialism.
A tiny elite political class has benefitted tremendously from
implementing the mandates of U.S. economic imperialism in
Mexico. The number of millionaires and billionaires grows
with the number of people dispossessed. The Mexican state
exercises forms of internal imperialism that overlap entirely
with the dictates of the United States.'*’

Thus, Gibler’s arguments plug into wider debates about modern imperialism in global
politics, the role of the United States as a contemporary imperial power, and, indeed,
the nature of the state in contemporary life and a globalising economy. He eschews
classic definitions of imperialism that focus on the dominance of one state over
another. Instead, he follows (explicitly) the work of Hardt and Negri'*® and
(implicitly) that of Robinson,'*” in arguing that despite the continuing importance of

the United States as a, “center of imperial power”, the reality of contemporary

12 Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels’ p. 1642

" Watt ‘NAFTA 15 Years On’

144 Gibler Mexico Unconquered p.94

'3 ibid p.275

'4¢ Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri Empire (Harvard University Press, 2000)

"7 William 1. Robinson A Theory of Global Capitalism: Production, Class, and State in a
Transnational World (The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004)
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imperialism is that it is significantly decoupled from the nation-state and now resides
in capital and transnational class power. Empire, “stands above, and the nation-state
serves its will.”'*® In this conception, we should view the MI as significantly in
support of class and capital interests, rather than state interests, and these interests are
seen as increasingly borderless or ‘transnational’. Seiler has a slightly differing but
related conclusion, in which, “The strategy of the United States, acting in the interest
of its dominant class, consists of creating a (global) historic bloc conducive to
transnational capital accumulation.”"* Again, following Robinson, Seiler argues that
an emergent transnational capitalist class and its preferred accumulation regime
(neoliberalism) has not achieved a stable hegemony over the mass of the global
population, and thus requires a degree of coercion to push through its interests. In this
context the drug war serves to allow the U.S. to directly intervene in repressive
support (1)5’[; the “Post-Fordist”, or neoliberal, accumulation model as practiced in
Mexico.

Whilst acknowledging the role and advantages afforded to Mexican elites and
transnational capital through the neoliberal turn, other critical analysts still maintain
that the U.S. as a state has imperial or hegemonic interests in preserving Mexico’s
political-economic status quo. Watt argues that it was obvious from the outset that the
NAFTA agreement, “would privilege the most powerful of the three economies and
was an attempt to bolster economic and hegemonic control by the United States in
Mexico and the region.”"”! Mercille concurs, arguing that NAFTA and neoliberalism
in Mexico represent U.S. “hegemonic projects.”’>> For Delgado-Ramos and Maria
Romana, “The current economic, political, and security model implemented by the
United States establishes the conditions for indirect but substantial interference on
behalf of U.S. interests and the interests of its Mexican associates.” These interests
are conceptualised as state-based in that they are grounded substantially in resource
extraction, deemed strategically and economically crucial by U.S. planners.'*?
Seeking to offer a conception that is able to pull together the various strands of U.S.
imperial interests, class interests, and the interests of transnational capital, Stokes and
Raphael contend that the U.S. operates a, “dual logic” approach that allows
transnational capital and domestic elites significant accumulative advantages, and
helps strengthen U.S. power and influence vis-a-vis other states by making the elites
in those states, and transnational capital, reliant on U.S. security provision and
maintenance of a stable global order.'>* In Mexico, this has involved U.S. provision of
military aid that insulates the ‘co-opted’” domestic elite from the social forces
unleashed by an unequal neoliberal economy, seeks to ensure a stable environment for
transnational capital to operate in, and aims to guarantee safe United States access to
Mexico’s crucial energy reserves.'>

18 Gibler Mexico Unconquered p.276

9 Wolf Seiler The War on Drugs and the Shaping of Hemispheric Policy: United States Hegemonial
Politics, Drug Trade and Social Forces in Colombia and Mexico (VDM, 2008) p.27 My emphasis

0 ibid p.74-91

Pl 'Watt ‘“NAFTA 15 Years On’

12 Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels’ p.1640

133 Delgado-Ramos & Romana ‘Political-Economic Factors in U.S. Foreign Policy p.94

'3 Stokes and Raphael Global Energy Security

13 ibid p.212
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Regardless of the debate surrounding the postulated diminishing significance of the
state or U.S. imperialism, these critical analyses share at their heart a conviction that
one cannot simply discuss ‘U.S.” or ‘Mexican’ interests without considering the
political-economic interests associated with variegated social classes and capital. In
all the critical conceptions we have covered, the elites of the U.S. and Mexico are
argued to be benefitting far more than the majority of their domestic populations,
(especially in Mexico itself) from the current neoliberal, free trade, political-economic
relationship. Again this contrasts with the more optimistic analysis around NAFTA,
the MI and wider North American integration. In those takes, the acknowledged
problems of NAFTA are often said to require deeper, more thoughtful integration and
opening up of trade and investment opportunities.'>® Instead in the ‘drug war pretext’
literature, albeit to varying degrees, the powers of the state (economic, political, and
increasingly police/military) are being used to protect and enhance elite interests, and
that the unequal effects of NAFTA and neoliberalism are integral to their real
purpose. As Watt puts it, the current arrangement, “benefits elites [...] Rendering the
population more desperate, reducing services and public spending, aggravating
society's vulnerability, rewards the powerful with greater political and economic
dominance.”"’ This is a crucial distinction from the literature that posits a ‘drug war
rationale’ behind the MI, and more substantively speaking benign motives behind the
integrative agenda with Mexico.

Policy Failure? The Drug War, Neoliberalism and Instability

In the critical literature, the drug war in Mexico is relegated to secondary significance
for U.S. planners. Given that the political-economic model in Mexico is argued to
increase elite political and economic power, and that U.S. and Mexican elites share in
the spoils of this arrangement (to the detriment of wider populations), the drug war is
often seen in the critical literature as merely a convenient pretext to intervene in
pursuit of other goals. However, certain critical analysts have also begun to posit that
the very neoliberal model that ensures continuing elite power is also significantly
culpable for the rise in drug violence and relative power of cartels, both involving
state actors and otherwise. Given that the U.S. is concerned with the ‘instability’
provoked by social movements and popular opposition to economic policies that
benefit its interests (or the interests of its elite, or transnational capital), does this
literature consider that it may also be concerned by rising drug violence and powerful
cartels? How far is the stated CN aim of U.S. policy only seen as a pretext within this
literature? There is a debate here that is worth looking into to clarify where the
literature stands on this issue, to further demarcate it from ‘drug war rationale’
analysis, and, most importantly, to think about how its conclusions on this issue affect
its assessment of Mérida’s intentions.

Notwithstanding the state and state-implicated abuses to protect a neoliberal political
economy and the connection between state agents and the drug war, a selection of
critical arguments also retain a clear sense of the unfolding tragedy in the country that
is associated with the rise of the cartels. Watt, echoing some of the ‘drug war
rationale’ literature above, contends that, “the power and influence of the state have

136 See Shannon K. O’Neil Two Nations Indivisible: Mexico, the United States, and the Road Ahead
(Oxford University Press, 2013) for an excellent, expansive example of this argument.
"7 Watt ‘NAFTA 15 Years On’
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weakened in the last two and a half decades to the extent that in some areas drug
traffickers operate quite freely and are immune to prosecution.”'*® Much of the
explanation for this power shift echoes the more ‘mainstream’ literature - the
suppression of Carribbean trafficking routes, the demise of the major Colombian
cartels, Mexico’s democratisation, and the frustrated economic hopes of large
numbers of the population. All of these are argued to have played their part in
strengthening cartels’ economic power, and therefore their power to influence events,
in relation to Mexico’s central state.'> However, the crucial point for the Critical
analysts is how these factors coalesce with and correspond to Mexico’s U.S.
supported neoliberal turn in the 1980s. Neoliberal economic reforms are argued to be
increasing cartel strength through their association with increased poverty, the
subsequent creation of informal economic sectors, and the increased opportunities
they have provided for smuggling and money laundering.'® The retreat of the state is
not only the result of growing cartel power or rampant corruption, but also part of a
deliberate neoliberal policy choice. Increased ‘neoliberalisation’, or further free trade
commitments and U.S.-Mexican economic collaboration, is argued to be likely to
exacerbate, rather than ameliorate, the drug problem.'®' Cartels are argued to thrive in
the ‘neoliberal’ environment, where the state has pulled back and poverty
entrenched.'®® Vulliamy has even argued cartels are a logical outcome of a new
globalised, neoliberal economic reality - a chimerical fusion of transnational shipping
firm, social organisation, and ruthless private army.'® The failure to prevent cartels
acting with impunity and increasing their power through continued drug trafficking
could be argued to ~arm U.S. interests, stemming from the fact that the neoliberal
economy U.S. policy seeks to protect is generating its own security problems.

However, as I have already established, the ‘drug war pretext’ literature does not
consider the U.S. to be interested in security and stability in Mexico per se, but the
security and stability of a particular political-economic arrangement. Thus there
would need to be a discussion within this literature about how cartels threaten
political-economic stability, not just the security of citizens. There is not a sense of
this assertion in the majority of this literature. Indeed for many the interests of
U.S./Mexican elites and the cartels are argued to be complementary, and even if this
is not argued to be the case, the cartels still play a useful role for U.S. planners. At the
sharp end of the arguments in this spectrum the continuing drug trade and
concomitant war is almost perfectly attuned to the interests of powerful class and
capital factions in the U.S. Gibler asserts that drug trafficking has a level of
usefulness for elites in both the billions in profits that it generates from sales, which
inevitably enters the legal economy, and the pretext it provides for forms of social
control to maintain social inequalities. The failure to tackle illegal drug trafficking in
Mexico and to create stability as part of a failed drug war:

% ibid

"% ibid; Howard Campbell Drug War Zone: Frontline Dispatches from the Streets of El Paso and
Judrez (University of Texas Press, 2009); Campbell ‘No End in Sight’; Mercille ‘Violent Narco-
Cartels’ p.1640-1644

1" Variously in ibid

1! For example Mercille ‘Violent Narco-Cartels’ p.1649-1650

"2 Watt ‘NAFTA 15 Years On’

1 Ed Vulliamy Amexica: War Along the Borderline (The Bodley Head, 2010)
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...it is not a failure, of course; illegality increases the value
of the commodity, and illegality allows for massive funding
of police and military repression and mechanisms of social
control. The drug war is a horrid success of state violence
and capitalist accumulation, a cash intoxicated marketplace
that simply budgets for murder and political graft to keep
things running smoothly.'**

There are other similar, if less strident accounts. Mercille cites the head of the UN
Office on Drugs and Crime Antonio Maria Costa’s claim that drug money had
provided vital liquid capital to banks that may otherwise have failed during the credit
crisis, and a number of cases of money laundering by major U.S. banks that resulted
in little penalty, as evidence of the transfusion of illegal money into the legal
economy.'®> Watt frames the issue slightly differently, arguing that, “the US and
Mexican governments want control, rather than elimination, of the narcotics trade”,
not least as the drug trade liquidity is argued to be propping up the Mexican

166
economy.

However, even for those who do not cite tangible rewards to be gained by capital
interests, there are still advantages for the U.S. in the continued existence of cartels in
Mexico. For Delgado-Ramos and Maria Romana, the escalating drug and associated
crime problems across Latin America afford the U.S. a new opportunity to implement,
“stabilization-destabilization” programmes in the continent.'®” The MI exemplifies
just such a programme; stabilising markets for capital and resource extraction, whilst
destabilising civil society and opposition.'®® This is an account reflecting the critical
distinction between ‘market’ and ‘human’ security. Seiler, who acknowledges the
threat posed by cartels in Mexico to U.S. interests, nevertheless summarises that a
continuing, “War on Drugs provides the United States as well as the Mexican
government the perfect excuse for the militarization of society in order to be able to
remove destabilizing forces, such as the drug trade or counter-hegemonic groups like
the EZLN.”'® Across all of these accounts, no matter whether they treat the drug
trade and cartels as a threat, convenient tool, or (as is most often the case) both, the
U.S. is argued to be focused upon political-economic rather than CN considerations,
and the cartels are conceptualised as secondary threats behind the social forces that
threaten economic change. As Stokes and Raphael put it, the, “the origins of [the
Me¢érida Initiative] lie less in an escalated sense of threat regarding drugs thanin[...] a
desire to protect the free trade model in Mexico.”' "

14 Gibler To Die in Mexico p.203-204

1% Though Mercille sees this as mostly testament to the, “power of the U.S. financial community to
take part in illegal activities to maximise profits while shielding themselves from retribution.” Mercille
“Violent Narco-Cartels’ p.1648 See Syal for details of this claim. Rajeev Syal ‘Drug Money Saved
Banks in Global Crisis, Claims UN Advisor’ Guardian (December 13th, 2009)
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global/2009/dec/13/drug-money-banks-saved-un-cfief-claims Accessed
13.12.12

1% Watt ‘NAFTA 15 Years On’

167 Degado-Ramos & Ramona ‘The Colombia Plan, the Mérida Initiative, and the Obama
Administration’ p.93

1% ibid

1 Seiler The War on Drugs p.90 My emphasis

170 Stokes and Raphael Global Energy Security p.212
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Reviewing the Drug War Pretext Literature

When considering what impact actual drug violence in Mexico has on U.S. interests,
much of the ‘drug war pretext’ literature effectively ‘doubles down’ on seeing the
drug war and CN concerns in Mexico as largely of less importance than, “political-
economic factors” in motivating the MI, and even in places suggests drugs are
somewhat of a red herring. This understanding of U.S. drug policy is hermetically
sealed from the ‘true’ political-economic goals within the MI, only coming into
contact as a cover for policies that actually have ’economic interests’ in mind. Again,
I will look a little more closely at these conclusions below before we address one
question at the heart of this project. However some small points can again be made
preemptively here. Effectively the same gaps exist in this set of literature as did in the
‘drug war rationale’ research. Despite some important insights that we will need to
take forward, understanding what ‘U.S.” interests are in this case still requires
theoretical exploration and historical examination of U.S. foreign policy and
specifically bilateral policy with Mexico. This literature also does not engage in
detailed policy analysis, which is a prerequisite to properly interrogating U.S. aims.

Outlying Literature

In this very brief section I highlight a couple of pieces of work that are worth looking
into in a little more detail outside of the main categories I have delineated above. It is
important to do this not to only fully capture the range of work on Mérida and avoid
the potential problem of incompleteness, but also to put my own research into this
complete picture. These pieces of work also lead us nicely into the final part of this
Review as we begin to look at the MI in the wider context of North American
integration. Firstly, Kenny and Serrano’s work on what they deem as ‘Mexico’s
security failure’ warrants closer interrogation. The thrust of their argument is based
around the interaction between the Mexican state and cartel activity. Making a deeper
argument about the nature of the state, they show the fundamental, sedimentary and
extensive interrelationship between the Mexican state, drug trafficking, and drug
traffickers at all state levels from local to elite, built up in the years of PRI rule, but
extending past that and into Mexico’s democratic transition.'”' They go on to explore
the consequences stemming from the breakdown and continuing, violent transfiguring
processes underway in Mexico within these relationships.'’”> Thus Mexico’s violence
is seen as the product of its particular path of state formation.'”” Pansters makes a
similar theoretically-based argument along similar lines in his edited volume on the
relations between violence and state-making in contemporary Mexico, which also
contends ‘drug violence’ cannot be easily separated from other forms of violence that
trace through Mexican development.'’

"I Paul Kenny and Ménica Serrano ‘The Mexican State and Organized Crime: An Unending Story’

p-29-49

'72 paul Kenny and Moénica Serrano ‘Transition to Dystopia: 1994-2008” p.54-80

'3 Kenny and Serrano ‘Conclusion’ p.218-223

74 Will G. Pansters ‘Zones of State-Making: Violence, Coercion and Hegemony in Twentieth-Century
Mexico’ in Will G. Pansters [ed.] Violence, Coercion and State-Making in Twentieth-Century Mexico:
The Other Half of the Centaur (Stanford University Press, 2012) p.3-39 The whole volume expands on
this theme, but for the state-crime / state-violence nexus see especially Alan Knight ‘Narco-Violence
and the State in Modern Mexico’ p.115-134 and Moénica Serrano ‘States of Violence: State-Crime
Relations in Mexico’ p.135-p.158
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Moreover in terms of my aims, Kenny and Serrano tie Calderdn’s strategy to ‘take on’
the cartels to domestic politics and the effort to undercut the Mexican left, whom in
2006 had just lost a highly contentious and charged election (by only 0.58%). This
was connected to a longer-term goal of militarising the Mexican state, and
‘reconfiguring’ it on an, “authoritarian setting”, whereby “due process and human
rights were seen as obstacles to the elimination of criminals.”'” In this way, when it
comes to the nature of Mexico’s crisis and the Mexican administration’s response,
Kenny and Serrano are more in line with the critical work we saw in the ‘Drug War
Pretext’ section, whilst treating the security crisis within Mexico as associated
directly with drug trafficking, and offering an explanatory analysis of this that is more
rooted in Mexico’s state development and its failure to ‘correct the mutation’ that it
grew up with; the envelopment of drug trafficking and organised crime within state
structures.'’® It especially focuses on the mistaken policies undertaken in Calderon’s
‘drug war’, which in the account provided by the authors succeeded only in stirring a
hornet’s nest and increasing violence.'”” Thus whilst their work on U.S. policy is less
clear, the implication is the U.S. is supporting, and in some sense guiding, a failed
Mexican policy within a failed drug war paradigm.'”® However that paradigm is not
opened up particularly in terms of why it continues to exist - especially in the face of
such an apparent failure of policy to achieve its stated goals.'”’

Kilroy, Sumano and Hataley focus more fixedly on the intentions of U.S. policy, and
again offer some insights not as easily attuned to the major sections of literature
above. For the most part they do focus on Mexico’s security crisis within the ‘drug
war rationale’. However they offer a much broader conception of U.S. aims in this
regard. Discussing the U.S. War on Drugs in wider terms, they contend:

Since 9/11, US international drug control and related national
security goals have focused on reducing the flow of illicit drugs
into the United States; disrupting and dismantling major drug
trafficking organizations, strengthening the democratic and law
enforcement institutions of partner nations threatened by illegal
drugs; and reducing the underlying financial and other support
that drug trafficking provides to international terrorist
organizations.180

Kilroy et al insist the U.S. is genuinely concerned over the intersection of drug
trafficking with other transnational threats, not least terrorism.'®' The threat of
transnational actors and ‘narcoterrorists’ is present elsewhere in the extant literature,
but this study very strongly highlights that that the MI itself goes beyond drug-
trafficking. It also connects the MI with broader U.S. strategic aims to improve
regional security in North America after 9/11 in line with the priorities of the SPP, the
trilateral initiative to synergise security and deepen economic integration within the

'3 Kenny and Serrano ‘Conclusion’ p.200, 217

7% ibid p.220
"7 ibid p.200-217
'78 Kenny and Serrano ‘Introduction’ p.17; Kenny and Serrano ‘Conclusion’ p.216-217
"7 This is also true of Pansters argument and the works in his volume.
1:(1) Kilroy et al North American Regional Security p.144 My emphasis
ibid
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NAFTA zone amongst the three North American countries. Kilroy ef a/ are concerned
with showing how U.S. attempts to bring Mexico into a wider-ranging security
framework stretched back before Mérida, and that its concerns included potential
natural disasters and Mexican domestic terrorism, including political violence from
the left (which is explicitly linked to the adoption of the MI)."** They connect this to a
U.S. desire to create a new “defense perimeter” in the wake of 9/11 that would better
protect the U.S. “homeland” and North America from “external and internal threats”,
albeit this aim sat (often uneasily) with a continued U.S. focus on its own border
security.'®® This work provides us with a neat segue into the next section, which looks
at how the extant literature on the MI has placed it within its wider continental
backdrop: North American integration. There are key differences between the
literature here, and the view of Kilroy et al is not widely shared.

North American Integration and the MI

The MI is situated within wider bilateral and regional dynamics around U.S. Mexican
relations, and the continuing economic integration in North America engendered by
NAFTA. There are a number of studies that discuss the prospect of further integration
within North America to improve or introduce North American governance over
apparently distinct North American issues. The fallout from 9/11, which hugely
impacted the NAFTA economy as the usual massive flow of trade was interrupted,
has spurred an academic discussion reflective of a policy debate concerning how to
‘secure openness’ - i.e. how to maintain an open and integrated NAFTA economy
whilst also ensuring that very economy and national borders are secured from
potential threats.'®* This literature was spurred further by the announcement of the
SPP, which promised security cooperation between Canada, the U.S., and Mexico.
Much of the literature above also drew connections between NAFTA and the
generation or deepening of the bilateral drug trafficking problem, for example in the
increase in licit trade within which drugs can be smuggled, the empowerment of illicit
transnational actors within integrated economies, or the socioeconomic problems still
faced by Mexico. The literature on the MI has discussed how NAFTA has thus far
failed to tackle these problems sufficiently, or how it has deepened such issues
(depending on the interpretation).

Therefore much of the extant literature that discusses the MI within this wider context
has included the bilateral aid programme as ‘part of the story’, especially in terms of
what generates Mexico’s security challenges around drug trafficking. However the
most significant section of it has often also separated Mérida from wider integrative

"2 ibid p.148-156 With regard to the domestic terrorism, the authors refer to the sustained and quite

sophisticated attacks on oil and gas pipelines in 2007. We look at these attacks in more detail in the
Policy Breakdown chapter.

'3 ibid p.125-156, also see p.103-120

'8 For example Clarkson Does North America Exist?; Robert Pastor The North American Idea: A
Vision of a Continental Future (Oxford University Press, 2011); O’Neil Two Nations Indivisible;
Jeffrey Ayres & Laura Macdonald North America in Question: Regional Integration in an Era of
Economic Turbulence (University of Toronto Press, 2012); Edward Alden The Closing of the American
Border: Terrorism, Immigration, and Security Since 9/11 (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008); J.
Kilroy Jr. et al North American Regional Security
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policy proposals between the NAFTA countries (or lack thereof, again depending on
the particular interpretation), and treated it as a distinct, bilateral undertaking
specifically designed to tackle Mexico’s drug-related security crisis. This works
within or is a part of the ‘drug war rationale’ position identified above. However,
some of this literature has explicitly made those links between regionalised security
processes, and the wider priorities as expressed in the SPP. Finally some of the
‘Pretext’ literature has developed these links even further. In these latter readings
Mérida is a bilateral continuation or actualisation of the security integration
envisioned by the SPP respectively, not (just or principally) a specific policy
development to counter Mexico’s security crisis by tackling Mexican cartels. It is
worth briefly overviewing some of this literature and looking at the MI from the angle
of North American integration and its connection to NAFTA.

North American Security Integration: Mérida as Distinct

The majority of the literature that discusses the MI within the ‘drug war rationale’
literature has separated out discussion of North American security integration to focus
on the former as a CN package. Indeed, given that the SPP / security integration is not
even mentioned in most of these works, it can be tough to provide a literal overview
of this trend.'® Mérida is often simply discussed as an improvement in bilateral
policies against drug trafficking, rather than something more bilaterally (or
trilaterally) substantive. There are some examples where wider security logics and
Me¢érida are discussed side by side that provide indicative points. Shirk has suggested
that wider regional security drives like the SPP have, “complemented” greater
bilateral U.S.-Mexican CN cooperation. However we should be clear that Shirk sees
Mérida in terms of it being an U.S. aid programme to assist, “Mexican military and
law enforcement in efforts to combat narcotrafficking and organized crime” under the
Bush administration. The administration of President Obama has updated the
Initiative to include more civil and social elements, but these are still animated by
aims to reduce drug violence.'®

Another direct comparison is provided by Clarkson. He argues that the U.S. had
effectively extended its security perimeter to Mexico when the Reagan administration
made CN a national security issue in 1986.'"” Nevertheless he notes some qualitative
change towards a deeper, “continental security” and a NAFTA security perimeter post
9/11, albeit one tempered by a continuing focus on the U.S. contiguous ‘border
security’. He summarises, “Today, the two conceptions coexist in a not necessarily
coherent tension in which the North American perimeter is the forward line for
American, Canadian, and Mexican security, while the internal borders remain the
basic barricade”.'™ He seems to suggest some correlation with this wider logic in

. ;. . . . . . 189
connecting Mérida to discussions on anti-terrorism cooperation, —~ and even notes

'3 This is precisely one of the gaps in the literature this project seeks to fill, by placing Mérida into its

wider context.
% David A. Shirk ‘States, Borders, and Violence: Lessons from the U.S.-Mexican Experience’ in
Pansters The Other Half of the Centaur p.62-64
1:; Clarkson Does North America Exist p. 370

ibid
'% Stephen Clarkson ‘Continental Governance, Post-Crisis: Where is North America Going?” in Ayres
and Macdonald North America p.96-99
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(like Kilroy et al) that anti-terrorist funding formed part of the MI itself."”® Elsewhere,
however, clear distinctions are drawn between the Initiative and wider integration or
continental defence. Discussing U.S. Northern Command'®' and what Clarkson sees
as its tentative efforts to bring Mexico into trilateral continental security
arrangements, he suggests its creation was, “conceived as an administrative change;
coordinating the continent’s defence with Canada and Mexico was only a secondary
priority”. Moreover, in line with the ‘drug war rationale literature, Clarkson states,
‘the Plan Merida for security cooperation [...] suggests [...] the war on drugs will
remain the US priority for security on its southern border.”'”> More definitively still,
in his conclusions Clarkson sums up that, “Notwithstanding the much-heralded SPP’s
three-way approach to many issues of North American governance, the United States’
proposal to reinforce Mexican efforts to suppress its narco-traffic cartels was

negotiated bilaterally as the completely separate Merida Plan”.'”

These direct comparisons are few and far between. Thus it is more often in the calling
for more joined up policies that we best tease out the distinction drawn between
integrative trends more widely and bilateral CN policies as represented in the MI. In a
critique of the Mérida policy under Bush and Obama, Pastor proposes tying the ‘CN
plan’ to his vision for governance in North America, and suggests “If all three
governments can commit to a broader strategy on drug trafficking and violence, the
new relationship could be extended to a wider security agenda that includes more
systematic coordination against terrorism and management of the border”.'”* Pastor’s
argument is that the overall benefits of economic integration are being eroded in part
by a wrong-headed focus on unilateral security, especially at the border, and thereby
Mérida is an isolated CN aid package does not tackle this wider problem. O’Neil calls
for a more thorough and joined up “partnership” with Mexico,'”” and for trilateral
solutions to North America’s security issues.'”® The MI is implicitly separated from
the overall and connected priorities of the now defunct SPP. Bailey and Guillén
Lopez contend, “Whereas security and law enforcement issues have found a home in
the Mérida framework, and border issues have found a home within the 21% Century
Border Initiative framework, economic issues lack a clear venue for discussion.”"”’
They also suggest that contemporary border initiatives that are officially tied to the
MI operate under a, “separate logic that is less tied to the Mérida process”, not least
because of civil society pressure to either secure (political concerns of large section of
the population represented by official political bloc) or open (private economic
interests and border regions themselves) the border.'”®

10 Clarkson Does North America Exist? p.392

" USNORTHCOM, the military command charged with HS within North America created through
the expansive bureaucratic overhaul post 9/11 We look at it in a lot more detail in upcoming chapters.
192 Clarkson Does North America Exist p.400

193 ibid p.462 My emphasis

194 pastor North American Idea p.178-180

195 O’Neil Two Nations Indivisible p.155-168

196 Shannon K O’Neil ‘Good Neighbors’ Foreign Policy (February 17", 2014)
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/02/17/good neighbors Accessed 31.07.14

"7 John Bailey and Tonatiuh Guillén-Lopez,‘Making and Managing Policy’ in Peter H. Smith, &
Andrew Selee [eds.] Mexico and the United States: The Politics of Partnership (Colorado: Lynne
Reinner Publishers, 2013) p.78 On the 21 Century border effort of the Obama administration. See
later chapters

8 ibid p.79
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North American Security Integration: Mérida as Connected

As we already saw, Kilroy et al have suggested a deeper connection between the MI
and a sustained (but patchy and complicated) drive to regionalise security in post 9/11
North America. They build a chronological case that attempts to show how Mérida is
an outgrowth of wider policy moves in and between the NAFTA partners (with the
U.S. as the key arbiter) to ‘trilaterise’ security amongst themselves, or at least
improve bilateral security. Again this is wider context is part of the reaction to the
impact 9/11 had on ‘North America’,"” and an effort to ‘square the circle’ by
securing borders within NAFTA from illicit transit, whilst facilitating licit
interactions. The SPP is important here. Kilroy et al see the SPP as seeking to,
“protect, prevent, and respond to external and internal threats to North America” as
well as improving the internal borders within NAFTA through smarter security and
expedited licit exchange.”*’ They contend that on its ‘Security’ branch the SPP can be
associated with “an all hazards approach” that seeks to prepare for and mitigate
myriad security threats from pandemics to terror attacks to natural disasters to illegal
trafficking.””' Further, as Mexican proximity to the U.S. self-evidently pulls it into the
“US security perimeter”, they assert:

...changes in the international system after 9/11 [...] have
allowed a regional convergance towards collaboration and
cooperation beyond terrorism and natural disasters The SPP
created the possibility for this collaboration and cooperation
[...] The Mérida Initiative was yet another step in the process
of building Mexio’s confidence that identity and sovereignty
could be maintained within this cooperative atmosphere,
despite the fact that resistance to coming under the US
security umbrella [...] still existed...*”

In this sense the MI can at least be associated with the discussions around the creation
of a North American or NAFTA “security perimeter”, albeit this effort has proved
controversial and extremely difficult to achieve in practice, not least in overcoming
sovereignty concerns and coordination three very different countries with often
differing priorities.*”’

Cadena-Roa takes these connections further still.*** His argument is clear and worth
quoting at length:

1% However this is an older policy problem and subsequent debate that really dates back to NAFTA’s

signing (and incorporates dynamics, like immigration from Mexico to the U.S., that predate that too). It
was given energy and urgency by the 9/11 attacks, as I cover in Chapter Five.

29 Kilory et al North American Regional Security p.128-129

% ibid p.125 As much as 9/11 and the SPP drove U.S. policy, and in turn North America in this
direction, the authors state trilateral cooperation in Hurricanes Rita and Katrina was key in improving
security partnerships. ibid p. 132-140

%2 ibid p.148-149 My emphasis

9 ibid p.169-170

2% Indeed I could have included this work in the ‘“Mérida as the Vehicle’ sub-section below. However
Cadena-Roa is not as explicit in making the argument that the Initiative operates under a pretext, or at
least sees CN as a secondary goal, which is partly how I have divided these sections, as becomes clear
below.

69



Paul Ashby: NAFTA-Land Security: The Mérida Initiative, Transnational Threats, and U.S. Security Projection in
Mexico

PhD Thesis

University of Kent

Arguably, the Mérida Initiative is the SPP under another
name and in bilateral form. Its unstated objective is to
incorporate Mexico into the US security perimeter, thereby
gaining Mexico’s cooperation and pulling Mexico’s national
security into the U.S. orbit through the sharing of
information and collaboration in security and military
operations.205

Therefore rather than “separate” efforts, the SPP and MI are intimately linked, “stages
in a long-term project to draw Mexico into the U.S. security perimeter as a reliable
partner”.**® As part of a “harmonization” of U.S.-Mexican institutional approaches
towards security issues and especially CN, Cadena-Roa contends the connections
between the state and drug traffickers needs to be severed. Going further, he argues
that as NAFTA °‘locked in’ market liberalisation and insulated it from democratic
changes in Los Pinos, the MI attempts to solidify U.S.-orientated security approaches
that are in line with the goals he outlines above. These in turn weaken Mexican
sovereignty and favour military solutions over developmental ones within Mexico’s
political economy.**” Cadena-Roa therefore offers some tentative connection between
economics and security in recent U.S.-Mexico relations.

This brings us to a final point I wanted to highlight in terms of how the literature on
North American integration handles this issue more widely, as Cadena-Roa is
somewhat of an exception. There is a tendency to split ‘security imperatives’ from
‘economic imperatives’ in the literatures that see Mérida as distinct from wider North
American integration, or only connected to it in genealogical terms. This is in fact a
trend visible in much of the wider work on North American issues. We have seen that
those who seek to promote the economic integration of NAFTA have bemoaned the
harmful focus on unilateralist border security.””® Clearly a distinction between
security and economic interests is being made here. For Andreas, “the imperatives of
security and economic integration appear to be on a collision course”.**” The impact
of 9/11 is crucial here. Diez is quite typical of this academia in assessing that after the
attacks the U.S. subordinated, “economic and political relations” with its NAFTA
partners to its own security needs, including increased border control and
surveillance, in the context of the GWOT.*'” Serrano speculates as to whether security
would then provide the integrative dynamo for North America that was initially

2% Jorge Cadena-Roa ‘The Mexican Political Security Crisis: Implications for the North American

Community’ in Ayres and Macdonald North America p.132 My emphasis

2% ibid

27 ibid p.132-133

298 pastor North American Idea

299 peter Andreas ‘A Tale of Two Borders: The U.S.-Canada and U.S.-Mexico Lines after 9/11” in
Peter Andreas and Thomas J.Bierstecker [eds.] The Rebordering of North America: Integration and
Exclusion in a New Security Context (London: Routledge, 2003) p.19 However Andreas’ thoughts on
border security and economic interests are a little harder to pin down. In 2003 he also wrote that,
“Rather than giving up any pretence of controlling borders, or simply shutting down borders in the
name of security and accepting the astronomical costs, Washington is ambitiously trying to have it both
ways: Create borders that perform as better security barriers and as efficient economic bridges at the
same time.” Peter Andreas ‘Redrawing the Line: Borders and Security in the 21* Century’
International Security 28, 2 (Fall, 2003) p.96 I pick this theme up in the following chapter.

1% Jordi Diez ‘Mexico and North American Security’ in Daniel Drache [ed.] Big Picture Realities:
Canada and Mexico at the Crossroads (Ontario: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2008)
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provided by economics in the designs for NAFTA.*'' Hussain ef al suggest that the
NAFTA countries face trade-offs in the aftermath of 9/11 between, for example,
“security- economy”’ and, “a post-9/11 security regime confronting pre-9/11 trade

integration”.*'* The sense is of two policy directives colliding, or in the language of

Bailey and Guillén Lopez the separation of issues into “policy baskets”.*"> Hussain ez
al ask whether a, “security regime can be built upon pre—9/11 U.S. interests in
economic regimes”.*'* Even in arguing that security and economic considerations do
not have to clash, an implicit sense of distinctiveness between ‘economics’ and

‘security’ is maintained in their conception.

Economic issues were undoubtedly in the forefront of all
binational deliberations before 9/11 while security issues are
dominant in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. But in recent
years, a bundling of the security and economic issues has
been emphasized. [...] Over time, it is entirely possible to
have security and economic considerations reinforce, not
mutually exclude, each other.”"

There are conclusions, therefore, that see the MI as security based. The U.S.-Mexico
Chamber of Commerce relate Mérida to the SPP, stating that as the latter “became
irrelevant” in the light of security challenges on the Southwest border, a “new plan
was developed where security was the number one priority” - the Mérida Initiative.”’
This distinction between ‘economics’ and ‘security’ is present in much of the
literature on trends within North America after 9/11, as I explore a little more in
Chapter Three. Often too ‘security’ in this context means U.S. HS, rather than wider
security for NAFTA or North America, or U.S. interests within that space.””

6

North American Security Integration: Mérida as the Vehicle

Much of the ‘drug war pretext’ literature has distinguished itself again by making the
case that in fact the MI is not merely an outgrowth of the SPP, but a direct policy
programme designed to achieve its aims when it comes to U.S.-Mexico security
relations. Again, in line with the idea that drug interdiction is a ‘pretext’ or only a
secondary or composite concern - a, “guise” in the words of Carlsen®'® - the
integration of security between the U.S. and Mexico, or more accurately in fact the
exporting of U.S. security concepts and interests to its neighbour, is the strategic
underpinning for the M1, as it was for the SPP. Again the motivations for improving
Mexico’s security capabilities and interoperability with the U.S. (on U.S. terms) is
seen as having a logic that goes way beyond CN, and / or uses CN to justify itself. In
much of this literature, as we saw above, civil society and potential politically

" Monica Serrano ‘Integration and Security in North America: Do Good Neighbours Need Good

Fences?’ International Journal 61, 3 (Summer, 2006) p.621

*12 Imtiaz Hussain, Satya R. Pattnayak & Anil Hira North American Homeland Security: Back to
Bilateralism? (Preager Security International, 2008) p.2

1 Bailey and Guillén Lopez ‘Making and Managing Policy’

2% Hussain et al Back to Bilaterism p.2

1% ibid p.53

*1® United States-Mexico Chamber of Commerce ‘Issue Paper 1 - U.S.-Mexico Security Cooperation’
U.S.-Mexico Chamber of Commerce (August, 2011) p.1 My emphasis

217 Also see Pastor North American Idea for the most powerful expression of this argument.

*1¥ Carlsen ‘Plan Mexico’
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motivated violent and non-violent groups agitating for social and economic change
from the neoliberal NAFTA model are often seen as the primary targets of the U.S.
and Mexican state.”"” It is in this context that Mercille and Carlsen quote former
Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs (WHA) Thomas
A.Shannon, who in discussing the SPP claimed it, “understands North America as a
shared economic space and that as a shared economic space we need to protect it . . .
To a certain extent, we’re armoring NAFTA.”**" They, and others, directly link this
quote to the actual policies of the MI.?*!

Grandin widens this argument still further, not only connecting the SPP and the M1,
but also including security initiatives in Central America and the continuing ‘Plan
Colombia’ to assert that the U.S is creating a security corridor running from the U.S.
border to Colombia. According to Grandin, the “objective is to integrate the region’s
transportation and communications infrastructure, energy production and distribution
networks, and, most importantly, its military capacities.”*** He suggests this is a
rearguard strategy designed to shore up what the U.S. ‘has left’ in Latin America in
terms of political-economic allies after the rise of the new left, and in the wider
context of U.S. decline. Carlsen makes a similar point arguing that U.S. officials
recognised shoring up security ties with Mexico would help in, “Washington’s bid to
recover its influence in a slipping geopolitical context.”* Stokes and Raphael
connect Mérida and its forebear the SPP to ‘armoring NAFTA’ in terms of ensuring
stability for investment from transnational corporations, especially important due to
the (then) nascent moves towards opening up Mexico’s petroleum and wider energy
markets to foreign capital ***

Clearly in this understanding economics and security are very much seen as
complementary rather than separate policy elements. Again the overriding aim is to
protect or “armor” NAFTA through a regionalised, integrated security framework that
seeks to protect it from a variety of threats, but especially political or socioeconomic
change from below. In this reading the MI has provided the vehicle for achieving this
aim through increasing U.S. control of Mexican security policies in line with U.S.
priorities. Therefore whilst, “the drug war is an obvious concern for US and Mexican
officials” as Stokes and Raphael put it, “this aid can be, and is designed to be, used
for more than simple CN missions”.”*> There are obviously some differences in how
these analysts see the focus of U.S. strategies here. For example, Stokes and Raphael
point to an “across the board” security approach.”* Carlsen states that, “The goals are
twofold”. Firstly, upon inception Mérida sought, “to apply the Bush counterterrorism
model throughout North America and bring Canadian and Mexican national security
apparatus under closer U.S. control and surveillance”. Secondly the aim was, “to

219 Carlsen ‘Armoring NAFTA’; Carlsen ‘Plan Mexico’; Watt & Zepeda® Drug War Mexico p.193-210
% Mercille “Violent Narco-Cartels’ p.1645; Carlsen ‘Armoring NAFTA’ p. 17

! For example Stokes and Raphael Global Energy Security p.212; Watt and Zepeda Drug War Mexico
p.210

22 Greg Grandin ‘Empire’s Senescence: U.S. Policy in Latin America’ New Labor Forum 19, 1
(Winter, 2010) p. 21

* Carlsen ‘Plan Mexico’

% Stokes and Raphael Global Energy Security p.209-212

> ibid p. 211

228 ibid p.212
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protect investment and business throughout the region.”**” What links these accounts,
however, is the insistence that instead of seeing Mérida as distinct from the SPP and
its priorities, or just an appurtenance of them, we should see it as a direct successor.

Conclusion: Gaps in the Extant Literature

This Literature Review has covered the debate on the MI. There is no doubt that the
literature covered here offers us unique and useful insights into U.S. policy and its
aims. However, there are some gaps we can identify, and a space for the work in this
project to enter into the debate. Firstly, an in-depth study involving an extensive
policy analysis has not being undertaken with regards to the detail of MI policy. This
is a clear area where further analysis should be pursued. As I go onto show, a policy
analysis takes us in some interesting directions, and affords me a greater purchase of
the expansive, interconnected nature of the Initiative, and how it plugs into wider
bilateral policy. One thing is immediately clear once we interrogate the detail; Mérida
goes way beyond CN in its aims to resemble something much more akin to the
literature that has connected it (however strongly) to the post-9/11 priorities as
represented by the SPP, but CN is a crucial component within its wider goals. In not
offering this sort of detailed analysis, much of the extant literature underplays or
misses key aspects of the aid programme. In this project I will put ‘the meat on the
bones’ of the argument that Mérida is a multi-purpose security paradigm intimately
associated with the U.S. effort to project its security around the NAFTA zone, by
empirically showing the policy detail that supports this conclusion.

However, prior to this effort, [ will consider the context of the MI. I will situate it
within wider U.S. policy and interaction with Mexico, and in turn place that
discussion in the broader set of policies that make up U.S. strategies in its foreign
relations.””® Through this I build the context for the argument that the MI has a strong
familial relationship with the SPP and the integrative push for North American
security and a NAFTA security perimeter. I draw out just how deep these connections
are in my policy analysis in Chapters Five and Six. I will show that they are of
significant depth indeed, amounting to the active construction of NAFTA-land
Security. Prior event to this, though, we need to understand why these connections can
- and should - be made. I argue that not only did 9/11 motivate a response that sought
to deepen North American (and thereby U.S.-Mexican) security ties (contingency),
but also that the Initiative reflects U.S interests in its bilateral, regional and global
foreign policies and grand strategy in seeking to maintain the openness and stability
of Mexico’s political economy to U.S. (and wider) economic interaction and
penetration (continuity). The extant literature has missed the complex interplay
between continuity and regional contingency here.

7 Laura Carlsen ‘NAFTA’s Dangerous Security Agenda’ Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice

20, 4 (2008) p.443

28 There are existing focused studies that attempt this. Watt & Zepeda’s Drug War Mexico is probably
the best example of a holisitic approach that tackles Mexico’s drug related security crisis and U.S.
foreign policy directly as its main themes. Much of the other work in this Literature Review is - quite
simply -shorter. Otherwise it not focused on either elements solidly, or talks about the issues
tangentially as part of arguments with a different focus.
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Making this argument means dispensing with the distinctions between economics and
security present in much of the literature on North American integration. Whilst these
distinctions may at times be in the service of conceptual clarity, they give an
impression of interests neatly compartmentalised as discrete, differentiated aims. This
denudes the crucial fused nature of economic-security interests, in which economic
activity requires continued stability and openness that is often girded by forms of
power. Meanwhile for its part, the ‘drug war pretext’ literature has underplayed the
level of threat to U.S. interests from drug trafficking and, moreover, its associated
violence. As much of the ‘drug war rationale’ literature has contended, Mexican
stability is at stake in some areas, and the Mexican state is both challenged and
compromised. I show how this threatens U.S. interests in Mexico. Crucially the level
of violence associated with drug trafficking in the country is both threatening
Mexican political-economic stability, and, relatedly, represents a transnational threat
to the political economy of the NAFTA zone. Thus it is key that we do not think of
the CN element of Mérida as merely a ‘pretext’, and thereby underplay this crucial
motivating factor for U.S. policy. I now go onto show where and how this policy is at
once bilateral and trilateral, regional and more global, contemporary and historically
rooted, in aims, scope and origin.
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Chapter Three
Theorising U.S. Interests and the Projection of Security in Mexico

“...the state has a variety of tasks whose organization domestically create a whole
host of international externalities...”"

Introduction

This chapter seeks to offer a theoretical backdrop to this project’s central argument:
that the MI and its associated programs should be understood as a U.S.-led attempt to
improve Mexico’s security capabilities in a number of areas, as part of a drive to
create a regional security framework across (and around) the NAFTA-zone. The
chapter shows that we can draw connections between this specific regional policy
aim, driven by the compounding of regional economic interests engendered by
NAFTA, and wider historically rooted U.S. strategies. The latter are based on equally
durable U.S. interests, to spread, secure, and stabilise particular political economies
that are open to global markets, U.S. (and wider foreign) investment, the effective
exploitation and transportation of primary commodities, and (relatedly of course) free
trade. In broad terms, this overarching U.S. strategy is what underpins Mérida and the
‘NAFTA-land Security’ project. Thus, U.S. foreign policy towards Mexico is rooted
in securing U.S. strategic interests through the maintenance of an open bilateral
economic relationship. This continues to require that the U.S. helps to ensure the
security and stability of its southern neighbour. I make an argument that the
international political economy, which has itself been significantly historically
moulded by U.S policies seeking to obtain U.S. interests, is the key conditioning
structure and explanatory tool in understanding why these core interests guide U.S.
policies over time in both global strategic terms, and in the specific case we are
studying here.

I therefore focus my argument initially on how these foreign policy interests are
formed and how they go on to motivate particular actions. This necessarily has to be a
“first-cut’ attempt, to borrow Zakaria’s phrase,” as we try to establish some core
working concepts around the difficult task of conceptualising the U.S. state and its
interests. However I make the case for an intimate connection between ‘economic
interests’ and ‘security interests’ (the quotation marks pre-empt my argument that we
must see them as coeval rather than distinct) within international structures
significantly of U.S. design. Once these key concepts are established, I move onto a
general theory of contemporary U.S. foreign policy and grand strategy. This
discussion draws on established work to make its case. Having taken some time to
explore meta-theoretical issues and wider U.S. strategies, we can discuss U.S.
interests in Mexico specifically. Whilst U.S. involvement in Mexico is long-standing
and quite consistent, based around the stability of Mexico’s political economy, I show
how the economic integration the U.S. has sought and gained with Mexico as part of

! Friedrich Kratochwil ‘The Embarrassment of Changes: Neo-Realism as the Science of Realpolitik
without Politics’ Review of International Studies 19,1 (1993) p. 79

* Fareed Zakaria From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role (Princeton
University Press, 1998) p.8
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wider North American economic integration has led to the concentration and
proliferation of economic ties. This has occurred through increased bilateral
interconnectedness in trade, investment and even cross-border production, and in turn
it has increased the need for the U.S to protect those economic interests with security
policies designed to maintain stability.

However, alongside more traditional concerns with Mexican stability writ large, the
U.S is increasingly confronting more novel threats. There are increased fears within
the U.S. state about the potential increased likelihood and impact of terrorism, and
this has been a key driver for a policy of security projection and North American
security regionalisation, or ‘NAFTA-land Security’. In addition, NAFTA has also
increased opportunities for illicit smuggling of a number of ‘commodities’ across and
between NAFTA’s borders, not least drugs, but also inter alia weapons, counterfeit
goods, and, tragically, even people. Violence and instability is associated with these
illicit markets and this further motivates the U.S. policy response. Thus there is
regional specificity to both the threats within the NAFTA zone, and the U.S. policy
response to project security to NAFTA’s borders. I attempt to unpack these dynamics
in U.S. policy here. What is concerning U.S. planners is the potential impact
transnational threats will have on core U.S. interests in the security and stability of the
Mexican political economy, and by extension NAFTA’ economy. The Ml is part of a
wider policy response reacting to this concern, partly in line with established U.S.
strategy to spread and stabilise open market economies in other states in the
international system, but also intersecting with more regional priorities and the
attempt to mitigate the threats within Mexico, and thereby within the NAFTA
economy, by creating a regional ‘NAFTA-land Security’ framework.

Chapter Outline & Aims

In making this argument, this chapter will proceed in three broad stages. Firstly, I will
deal with the meta-theoretical issues, and I aim especially to make clear how |
understand the formulation of U.S. state interests. Through a wide-ranging discussion
that takes in insights from across IR’s theoretical field, but with an especial focus on
constructivism, neoclassical realism, and Marxian approaches, I aim to define the
U.S. state as an emergent actor that possesses interests stemming largely from (but not
reducible to) the structures of production in both domestic and international political
economy (IPE). It is important to do this in some detail as much of the discussion
thereafter in this project revolves around core, durable interests as motivators of U.S.
policy towards Mexico. In the final part of this section, I bolster the macro-thereotical
discussion by showing how strategic interests were formed in U.S. economic
expansion in the 19" Century, and how the U.S. state sought to protect these interests,
and took it upon itself to further this expansion. Layne’s revitalisation of Appleman
Williams ‘Open Door’ thesis is useful in outlining the method that the U.S. has
adopted to realise this aim, but it is important to stress that keeping with a historical-
materialist framework, I emphasise that the Open Door is significantly structurally
conditioned by interests contoured by the material logics of capitalism and U.S.
power within them.

Secondly, I demonstrate the existence and power of these structurally informed

interests in shaping U.S. strategy and policy by entering into a discussion of the broad
sweeps of U.S. foreign policy, drawing on a range of theoretical work on U.S. foreign
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policy. I hold that the interests of the U.S., and the foreign policy responding to but
not wholly determined by those interests, are traceable for much of the history of U.S.
foreign relations. However from the end of the Second World War through to the
present (including, crucially, the current period defined as globalisation) we can
clearly also recognise a more consistent grand strategy based on U.S. liberal order
building in the capitalist core, and modernised ‘Open Door’ polices in the South.
Through this strategy U.S. policymakers have sought to achieve U.S. primacy in the
international system and within the global capitalist economy, and thereby maintain
relative levels of power within (and to some extent) over those structures. An
important aspect of this is understanding ‘globalisation’ as not only a blind process of
expanding capitalism, but also in large part as a U.S. state project pursued for both
U.S. national interests, and the interests of other “core” powers and transnational
capital; this is what Stokes coins as the “dual logic” of U.S. foreign policy and grand
strategy.” The role of the U.S. state is considered carefully here.

After this general interrogation of interests and U.S. foreign policy more broadly, I
consider U.S. interests in Mexico itself more closely. These are multi-scalar and we
need to tease them out whilst maintaining their fundamental interconnectedness.
Firstly the border with Mexico means the U.S. has geographic security interests in
ensuring Mexican stability to prevent security threats from crossing that border. In the
contemporary era this is a controversial and over-hyped threat, but nonetheless
remains a motivator of policy.* Secondly, the U.S. has core, direct strategic interests
in Mexico that it seeks to secure. These are based around trade, investment, and
access to raw materials (including oil), and are thus in keeping with wider U.S.
strategies to open up and secure access to markets and materials around the globe.
Thirdly, NAFTA has hugely increased the importance of the bilateral relationship to
the U.S. in terms of overall levels of investment and trade, to the point where it plays
an important role in U.S. global competitiveness, based on the creation of a regional
North American economy developed through the economic forces unleashed by
NAFTA. This economic importance necessitates security, a fact brought brutally
home to U.S. policymakers’ by the adverse economic impact of 9/11 on the North
American economy. Finally, but related to all of the above, policy is now being
formulated to directly tackle the instability associated with the incredible levels of
drug violence in Mexico. From the perspective of the U.S. state the regional
‘NAFTA-land security’ framework being pushed through Mérida and wider U.S.
assistance thus makes sense as a response to Mexican instability directly, and to
protect the NAFTA economy more generally.

The overall aim of this chapter within the project is to discuss why the U.S. seeks
security integration with Mexico, and aims to bolster Mexican state security

? Doug Stokes ‘The Heart of Empire: Theorising U.S. Empire in an Era of Transnational Captialism’
Third World Quarterly 26, 2 (2005) p.230; Doug Stokes and Sam Raphael Global Energy Security and
American Hegemony (The John Hopkins University Press, 2010) p.15,

* I discuss this a little more below, but I am thinking here of the keenness on the part of some U.S.
politicians, civil society groups and media outlets to promulgate a kind of border security that makes
anything other than trade crossing the south-west border a grave national security threat, including
‘migrants’ whose only crime is the seeking of a better life.

> And indeed Mexican and Canadian ones, reacting both to events and the U.S. response to those
events.
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capabilities across a number of spectrums. To do this it justifies a macro-theoretical
position that holds that states are actors with interests, links U.S. aims in Mexico to
wider U.S. strategy and those interests, and then discusses the specifics of the North
American context and the relative importance of new or enhanced (or newly focused
upon) security threats associated with the increased focus on terrorism, drug violence
and the negative consequences of increased integration. This provides the theoretical
framework within which to place subsequent chapters that show sow the U.S. has
sought, and is seeking, to protect its interests in Mexico through security projection to
and around NAFTA’s borders through greatly increased levels of aid and the MI, as
well as leaving us sufficient analytical and theoretical space to consider whether the
current policies can be considered to be working.

Macro-Theoretical Issues
The (U.S.) State and the Reality of Interests

Some Basics: Defining the State, and State Agency

When discussing the state, it helps to begin with some basics, and some fundamental
questions. First, we should make clear we are discussing the modern state here, as it
exists contemporaneously. In terms of actually ‘defining’ the modern state, Weber’s
classic designation is still a useful starting point. A state is, “a human community that
(successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory. Note that ‘territory” is one of the characteristics of the state”.® We can
be clear in stating that this involves an institutional apparatus able to exercise that
monopoly, which of course requires coercive power, and, arguably, some form of
legitimacy, consent, or recognition with a significant enough portion of the population
within the territory.” Also, as Taliaferro et al (drawing on Desch) add, the monopoly

® Weber quoted in Jeffrey W. Talliaferro, Steven E. Lobell & Norrin M. Ripsman ‘Introduction:
Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy’ in Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman & Jeffrey
W. Talliaferro Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy (Cambridge University Press, 2009)
p.24-25

" Michael Walzer ‘The Moral Standing of States: A Response to Four Critics’ Philosophy & Public
Affairs 9, 3 (Spring, 1980) This of course is a debatable concept. My point here is not that states are
automatically ‘morally’ legitimate by virtue of their existence. Instead for a state to exist there is at
least some legitimacy, consent and / or recognition conferred upon it in the vast majority of cases,
albeit to wildly varying degrees. This legitimacy and / or consent may come, for example, from a
powerful elite section of the population, be backed up by severe repression based on that power, and be
actively resented (but still recognised as a state to struggle against, or fear) by large portions of the
population. Borrowing from Gramsci, a state’s power and legitimacy is never absolute, and a
successful, fully autonomous state cannot be built on total coercive power over the total population it
exists within alone. Of course a state may claim to be in control or legitimate whilst actually facing an
existential crisis (witness the Assad regime in Syria in 2012 and 2013), but internationally that state
still enjoys de jure sovereignty even whilst that crisis rages. Indeed international legitimacy, especially
in a legal sense, has traditionally been more sure than domestic legitimacy, with important absolute
sovereign rights afforded to states and the groups that wield state power, “regardless of how that group
came to power, of how it exercises power, and of the extent to which it may be supported or opposed
by the population it rules”. Thomas Pogge ‘Priorities of Global Justice” Metaphilsophy 32, 1/2
(January, 2001) p.19-20 However, there have been some exceptions to this (indeed there are some
interesting cases in the Mexican revolutionary period itself), and the traditional legal recognition for
states in all circumstances is arguably more in flux than ever previously with the advent of the
Responsibility to Protect doctrine.
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of violence may only be claimed rather than fully realised.® It is also uncontroversial
to note that on a domestic level states have an important role to play in both
regulating a state’s economy and mediating between, or acting for, what are now
commonly termed differentiated interest groups (we may more controversially call
them economic or social classes). Finally, internationally states have been tasked with
representing ‘national interests’, and as part of that role, ensuring security vis-a-vis
external threats. From there though, things get more difficult, especially in terms of a
state’s foreign policies (and I have even probably inspired some dissenting voices
already). How much autonomy does the state have from the society it exists within?
Does it, as a matter of fact, exist within that society, or is it separate from it? How
much connection is there between a state’s domestic and international role, especially
in terms of the mediation between or action on behalf of interest groups inside the
state? Does ‘the state’ act internationally? What are ‘state interests’? Can ‘a state’
have them? These are important questions to consider, especially as I argue that U.S.
policies in Mexico can be greatly explained by the conclusion that the U.S. state is
acting in its interests.

Much traditional analysis in IR talks of the state unproblematically in terms of its
agency. That the state is seen as the principal actor in IR is most explicitly proffered
in IR Realism and Liberalism, but in truth the discipline resorts to discussing the state
as an actor. As Wendt points out, it even often gives the state personhood - it talks of
it as if it has not only agency, but also, crucially interests. Indicative of the
discipline’s approach to discussing the state, it even gives states the ability to engage
in rational deliberation and posses feelings.” Examples of this abound. In a classic
neo-Realist text, Mearsheimer tells us that states (or at least great power ones) “fear”
one another, that they “aim to guarantee their own survival” and that therefore they
“pursue” strategies to gain power to ensure that survival.'’ IR neo-Liberals have also
talked of the state in this way. Taking another indicative classic of the genre, Keohane
argues, ‘“‘states are crucial actors, not only seeking wealth and power directly but
striving to construct frameworks of rules and practices that will enable them to secure
those objectives [...] in the future”.'" Finnemore, writing from a constructivist
position, contends, “States do want power, security, and wealth”.'? In truth, I could
have pulled any number of similar quotations regarding the state from any number of
analysts across IR’s theoretical spectrum.

Discussing the state in such terms is often useful shorthand designed to simplify
analysis and prose, but it does in fact provoke an interesting debate. Is it analytically
accurate or useful to think of the state in this way? For many, such a conception
would wrongly give agency to what is in fact a, “fiction” or a, “theoretical

¥ Talliaferro et al ‘Introduction’ p.25

? Alexander Wendt ‘The State as a Person in International Theory’ Review of International Studies 30,
2 (2004) p.289

' John Mearsheimer The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (W.W. Norton & Company, 2001) p.13, 32-
33, 42 My emphasis

"' Robert O. Keohane After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy
(Princeton University Press, 2005 [1984]) p.25 My emphasis

'2 Martha Finnemore National Interests in International Society (Cornell University, 1996) p.1 ‘Do’ is
emphasised in the original, I have emphasised ‘want’ to make clear the linguistic assignment of desires
upon the state.
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abstraction”."” Gilpin has suggested that in fact the state, “does not really exist,” and
that the traditional IR Realist only talks, “as if” it does as, “a matter of convenience
and economy”.'* Gilpin makes the important point that states can only act on the basis
of decisions and actions made by the human actors within them. Although he doesn’t
tackle the question of the state as an actor as directly as Gilpin, and would perhaps
baulk at the suggestion that the state is only an abstract, Mearsheimer tacitly
acknowledges the human element of state agency by stating, “the elites who make
national security policy speak mostly the language of power [...] and the United
States acts in the international system according to the dictates of realist logic”."” He
also contends that his brand of offensive Realism is, “prescriptive” in that ‘states’
should act according to the logic of an offensive Realist.'® Thus it is accepted that it
always requires human actors to ‘make the state act’.

This characterisation of the state as an exercise in abstractive brevity is insufficient.
The ‘state as useful abstraction’ concept simply does not fully justify the near
ubiquitous use of language that gives the state agency, and, relatedly, does not fully
explore why this language is, “so useful”.!” As Wendt and Wight argue, in contending
the state does not really exist Gilpin is guilty of reducing what is real to mere
physicality, or empirically limiting it to what we can see.'® Both argue, correctly, that
in fact the state is real in an ontological sense. For both, despite the fact that states
have undoubtedly come into being and act through social processes and human
interactions, this does not make them any less ‘real’.'” As Wight contends, it is a false
distinction to suggest otherwise, as, “Socially constructed entities are real irrespective
of how they came to be; unless, of course, we accept the empiricist’s narrow
definition of real”.”” To accept a strict empiricism with regards to the state would
leave us with a very unsatisfactory account of the material affect states have on
human lives; why, “real people with guns and batons will enforce decisions attributed

to this nonphysical reality”.”!

Moreover, talking of the state as if it were a ‘real’ actor is also useful because in
foreign policy ‘state behaviour’ does show significant consistency over time. We
cannot, even based on collective everyday experience, reduce the state to the actions
of human agents, as if each set of policymakers and leaders remade the state anew.

" Colin Wight ‘State Agency: Social Action without Human Activity?’ Review of International Studies
30,2 (2004) p.269

" Robert G. Gilpin ‘The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism’ in Robert O. Keohane [ed]
Neorealism and its Critics (Colombia University Press, 1986) p.318; Wendt ‘State as a Person’ p.289;
Wight ‘State Agency’ p.270

!> Mearsheimer Tragedy of Great Power Politics p.25 My emphasis

' ibid p.12 i.e. seek power and security through hegemony.

7 Wendt ‘State as a Person’ p. 290

' ibid; Wight ‘State Agency’ p.271-273

' Wendt and Wight are both arguing from a scientific or critical realist perspective that the strictly
empirical or observable does not exhaust ‘the real’, and that social structures should be understood as
having a real ontological status.

 Wight ‘State Agency’ p.272

I Robert W. Cox ‘Towards a Posthegemonic Conceptualization of World Order: Reflections on the
Relevancy of Ibn Khaldun [1992]* in Robert W. Cox with Timothy J. Sinclair, Approaches to World
Order (Cambridge University Press, 1996) p.145 Wight contends that the empiricist or positivist “get
out of jail free card” over this is a move to nominalism, whereby again the state is an abstraction with
no basis in ‘reality’ Wight ‘State Agency p.271
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With regard to the object of our study, US policymakers and state leaders have
consistently sought global primacy through hegemony as a grand strategy since
WWII, have used international institutions, aid, normative leadership and security
support to bolster and justify this hegemony, have opened up new markets to spread
global capital, have intervened in Mexico and elsewhere consistently to support
political and economic stability or install new regimes to secure U.S. strategic
interests, and have shown cohesiveness across the state apparatus in pursuit of these
goals. There is a strong case to be made that contemporary (post *45) U.S. grand
strategy has been largely based on, and in sum secured, the interests of the U.S. state
in securing and maintaining global primacy through hegemony in a liberal, capitalist
global order.** The subsequent chapters will show that despite contextual
contingencies and the real effects of bureaucratic politics and political contestation
and change, U.S policy towards Mexico has been historically consistent in seeking
Mexican political economic openness and stability. With regard to this and the
policies associated with M1, we can empirically observe policy coherence and
continuity across a number of state institutions. Therefore, despite the inescapable
fact that it is human beings who make the state act, I contend we should follow Joseph
and consider the state to act coherently in the emergent sense that we also use to
speak of, “organisations and other collective bodies” acting coherently, as long as we

bear in mind that, “their actions are expressions of agency by various groups”.*?

Some Deeper Questions. International Structures, Domestic Contexts and ‘Actual’
Foreign Policies

These conclusions, however, prompt deeper questions. Why is there such durability of
U.S. state behaviour across time, contexts and administrations? The IR structural neo-
Realist (and, though with slightly different conclusions, neo-Liberal)** explanation
pivots around the anarchic structure of international relations. With no overarching
sovereign or Hobbesian authority above the collection of world sovereign states, each
state fears that another, or alliance of others, will use their inherent military capability
to attack it in hopes of increasing their own chances of security and survival.** States,
which crucially within many structural neo-Realist (and neo-Liberal) accounts are
strategically minded rational egoists, do and should seek to guarantee their own
survival through the accrual of military (and concurrently, economic) power.*® This

2 Of course the U.S. state may be the par exemplar of consistent state behaviour in this sense. It would
be hard to assign such consistency to some of the less powerful states in the international system.

* Jonathan Joseph The Social in the Global: Social Theory, Governmentality and Global Politics
(Cambridge University Press, 2012) p.7, 36

* To differing degrees, neoliberal institutionalists share the assumptions of neorealism about the
international structure, but contend states can cooperate even given anarchy. For example see Robert
Axelrod and Robert O. Keohane ‘Achieving Cooperation under Anarchy: Strategies and Institutions’
World Politics 38, 1 (October 1985); Robert O. Keohane and Lisa L. Martin, ‘The Promise of
Institutionalist Theory’ International Security 20, 1 (Summer, 1995)

** This may be, depending on the neorealist you ask, to defensively maintain the balance of power in
the system (or a miscalculation that will adversely affect that balance), or to offensively fundamentally
change it and maximize the power and positional advantage of the aggressive state. See John J.
Mearsheimer ‘Realists as Idealists’ Security Studies 20, 3 (2011a)

*® For the classic example see Kenneth Waltz Theory of International Politics (Addison-Wesley
Publishing Company, 1979) Mearsheimer has recently argued, convincingly, that Waltz was actually
rather skeptical of the idea of state rationalism, based on their tendency to act recklessly and not how
his own theory prescribes. See John J. Mearsheimer, ‘Reckless States and Realism’ International
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structurally determined drive to security is a state’s primary interest, which other,
related interests emerge from, and foreign policy is based on. This tends to ‘wash
out’, to use Dueck’s nice phrase, “domestic level differences” between variegated
state cultures, politics, and histories.”” As Keohane neatly summarises, “pressures
exerted on all states by the [security] competition among them” is the most important
determinant of “state’ behaviour.”® The structure of the international system
effectively straightjackets the human actors within state apparatuses into certain
rationally strategic, interest-driven behaviours. Mearsheimer refers to this as an, “iron
cage” that state foreign policymakers cannot escape.” In this conception it is useful to
conceptualise states as agents, because, “state leaders tend to conform to systemic
pressures over time” with a high degree of autonomy from other influences from the
domestic level.’® Human actors make the state act in a consistent, strategic, interest-
based manner in reaction to structural compulsions.

This neo-neo account is a pleasingly parsimonious explanation for consistent state
behaviour, and the practical applicability of assigning agency to states. However this
parsimony is achieved through serious shortcomings. As Finnemore notes, these
explanations of state behaviour, based on rather vague notions of state interests in an
anarchic structure, tell us little about how states actually pursue goals such as
security.”’ This matters not only in terms of explanatory completeness, but also, and
relatedly, because it opens up the potential for agency and discontinuity within the
state’s apparatus once again. If the U.S. can take multiple routes in its grand strategy,
why has it chosen to seek hegemony rather than becoming an offshore balancer?*?
Neoclassical Realists have recognised that the international structure of anarchy and
subsequent security competition does not exclusively determine the detail of state
foreign policy. Instead they posit that it is the interaction between structure and
domestic or unit-level that determines state behaviour as, “systemic pressures [i.e.
structure] must be translated through intervening variables™ at that unit-level.” In an
introduction to the neoclassical approach Taliaferro et al provide a good (but not

Relations 23, 2 (June, 2009) Also see Taliaferro et al ‘Introduction’ for a brief discussion of the
mistaken notion that IR realism should be automatically equated with state rationalism (p.22).

*" Colin Dueck Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in American Grand Strategy
(Princeton University Press, 2006) p.16

¥ Keohane After Hegemony p.25-26

* Mearsheimer Tragedy of Great Power Politics p.12

%% David Skidmore & Valerie M. Hudson ‘Establishing the Limits of State Autonomy: Contending
Approaches to the Study of State-Society Relations and Foreign Policy-Making’ in David Skidmore &
Valerie M. Hudson The Limits of State Autonomy: Societal Groups and Foreign Policy Formulation
(Westview Press, 1993 )p.7 This is not to say that structural neo-neo accounts insist that ‘states’ or
their policymaking elites are utterly removed from effects springing from the ‘domestic’ level, or that
this structural straightjacket is all-determinative. This is of course a theory and thus it is accepted it will
occasionally miss other important elements and anomalous cases. However it doesn’t assign all that
much importance to what is missed.

*! Finnemore National Interests p.2

32 For example see the critiques of contemporary U.S. foreign policy in John J. Mearsheimer ‘Imperial
by Design’ The National Interest 111 (Jan/Feb, 2011); Christopher Layne The Peace of Illusions:
American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present (Cornell University Press, 2006); Christopher
Layne ‘America’s Middle East Grand Strategy After Iraq: The Moment for Offshore Balancing has
Arrived’ Review of International Studies 35, 1 (2009)

3 Gideon Rose ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’ World Politics 51, 1 (Oct, 1998)
p.146
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exhaustive) list of the important questions underplayed in neo-neo approaches, and
reintroduced by considering the unit-level:

How do states, or more specifically the decision-makers and
institutions that act on their behalf, assess international threats and
opportunities? What happens when there is disagreement about the
nature of foreign threats? Who ultimately decides the range of
acceptable and unacceptable foreign policy alternatives? To what
extent, and under what conditions, can domestic actors bargain with
state leaders and influence foreign or security policies? How and
under what circumstances will domestic factors impede states from
pursuing the types of strategies predicted by balance of power theory
and balance of threat theory? Finally, how do states go about
extracting and mobilizing resources necessary to implement foreign
and security policies?**

Where, then, does this reemphasis on domestic elements, with the unavoidable
conclusion that we cannot assume rational agency on the part of states, leave the
notion of the state as a unified actor? How do we explain continuities in policy? What
are the ordering principles in neoclassical Realism? Without wishing to homogenise a
variegated theoretical approach,’ there are some identifiable connecting points. First
of all, it is important to note that the structural constraints set out in Waltzian theories
of IR remain important here. States still strive above all for security in the anarchic
structure, and there are structural relations of power in the inter-state system.
“Parameters” and inducements’® are thus set for state behaviour. Of course this
returns us to the problem with neo-neo approaches (perhaps especially neo-Realism)
in that the anarchic ‘structure’ dictates that a state should seek security, whilst the
relative power structure defines the state’s relative ability to do that, with pretty much
everything else in terms of the actual content of foreign policy “up for grabs’.’’ Thus
as we go on to explore further below, if we define structure as an enabling or
constraining force on action - which we most certainly should®® - the structure
proffered by neo-neo accounts, and indeed in neoclassical Realism, is not all that
much of a (powerful) structure at all. As Donnelly has argued, the classic neo-Realist
definition of structure innovated by Waltz tells us that it should include an ordering
principle, yet the anarchy Waltz offers as the fundamental international structure is
not even an ordering principle.” Also, as Finnemore and Joseph have separately
argued, the ‘structure’ in realist accounts is a strange one, with, “no underlying causal

mechanism™*’ and, “no independent ontological status”.*! Waltz himself admitted as

** Talliaferro et al ‘Introduction’ p.1 My emphasis

% ibid p.10

3 ibid p.3

7 Waltz of course claimed that his theory of international politics should be complemented by a
separate theory of foreign policy for this very reason.

¥ For example Margaret S. Archer Structure, Agency, and the Internal Conversation (Cambridge
University Press, 2003) p.4

%% Jack Donnelly ‘Rethinking Political Structures: From “Ordering Principles” to “Vertical
Differentation” - and Beyond’ International Theory 1, 1 (March, 2009) p.49-54

* Joseph Social in the Global p.54

*! Finnemeore National Interests p.12 An indicative example helps reinforce this point. Consider the
ability of a small clique of neoconservative and hawkish administration officials, influential experts,
and aides to shift official perceptions, and therefore policy, regarding the Soviet Union’s relative

83



Paul Ashby: NAFTA-Land Security: The Mérida Initiative, Transnational Threats, and U.S. Security Projection in
Mexico

PhD Thesis

University of Kent

much, calling his structure a “permissive cause” with no reality in an ontological
42
sense.

Thus, despite claiming its innovation is the focus on the interaction of structure and
domestic politics, neoclassical Realist theory has in fact differentiated itself from neo-
Realism by placing more importance on the internal or unit-level workings of the
state, in the U.S. case at least. Firstly, as introduced above, the theory highlights what
Rose and Taliaferro et al call an, “imperfect ‘transmission belt’” between the
parameters and inducements of, ‘international structure’ and the international
environment, and actual foreign policy responses. Policy responses are filtered
through the domestic workings of the state,” and the interpretations (including,
crucially, potential misinterpretations) of reality that inform the foreign policy
decisions of “flesh and blood officials”.** This is true even though neoclassical
Realists tend to give state policymaking elites a high (but never total) degree of
autonomy from the domestic society in which they exist in the setting and direction of
foreign policy.” Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, many emphasise that the
current structure is unique in world history, as the U.S. has achieved a genuine first in
terms of relative power and influence in the modern state-centred anarchic system:
unipolarity and global hegemony.*® For some, this has increased the importance of
domestic variables, such as ideology, ideas and elite interests, in the formation of U.S.
foreign policy and strategies. Structural power preponderance has also afforded U.S.

power, capability and danger towards the U.S in the late 1970s. This was achieved through intentional
threat inflation by the politically motivated ‘Team B’ intelligence inquiry and Committee on the
Present Danger, in spite of internal administrative opposition and contravening intelligence facts on
Soviet abilities and declining economic power provided by the CIA. See Adam Curtis ‘The Power of
Nightmares’ T.V. Mini-Series (2004) Information here: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0430484/
Accessed 14.07.14; Gordon R. Mitchell ‘Team B Intelligence Coups’ Quarterly Journal of Speech 92,
2 (May, 2006) p.148-150 If misperceptions, ideas, normative preferences, strategic cultures, ideologies
and so on can have such important effects in foreign policy, especially for the U.S., what structural,
causal role is ‘international structure’ as defined by Realists actually playing?

*2 Milja Kurki Causation in International Relations: Reclaiming Causal Analysis (Cambridge
University Press, 2008) p. 111-112

* ibid p.4, 7; Rose ‘Neoclassical Realism’ p.147

* Rose ‘Neoclassical Realism’ p.158; Zakaria From Wealth to Power p.24

* Talliaferro et al “Introduction’ p.25; Zakaria From Wealth to Power p.24 Zakaria writes, ““central
decision-makers’ have the authority to conduct a nation’s foreign policy. Clearly, many factors enter
into a state’s foreign policy, but since statesman are ultimately responsible for all such decisions, any
domestic pressures are reflected in their discussions and actions.”

* For example see William C. Wohlforth ‘The Stability of a Unipolar World® International Security
24, 1 (Summer, 1999); Layne Peace of lllusions p.4-6; Randall L. Schweller & Xiaoyu Pu ‘After
Unipolarity: China’s Visions of International Order in an Era of U.S. Decline’ International Security
36,1 (2011) p.46 Thus neoclassical Realist work plugs into other debates concerning hegemonic
stability theory (e.g. Peter. J.Katzenstein, Robert O. Keohane & Stephen D. Krasner ‘International
Organization and the Study of World Politics’ International Organization 52, 4 (1998) p.660-661;
Colin Dueck ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy, 2000-2004° Review of International
Studies 30, 4 (Oct, 2004) ) and U.S. decline. Layne now argues that the “‘unipolar moment’ is over” as
the U.S. declines and China rises. Christopher Layne ‘This Time it’s Real: The End of Unipolarity and
the Pax Americana’ International Studies Quarterly 56,1 (March 2012) Other neoclassical Realists
disagree with Layne’s premises e.g. William C. Wohlforth ‘How not to Evaluate Theories’
International Studies Quarterly 56,1 (March 2012)

Of course for neoclassical Realists the propensity for unipolarity to end is itself a result of the structural
tendency of other powers to seek to balance or challenge within the system, and poor strategic choices
or other spoiling elements from the domestic level.
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policymakers the opportunity and ability to pursue ideas and policies not afforded to
others in the system.”” In the U.S. case*® many neoclassical Realists conclude the
structural inducements of anarchy to seek security as an overriding national interest,
(as simplistically as that is defined and as weak a structure that is) has been tamed by
its relative material power.* This means that other “unit-level’ forces are the real
propelling elements in U.S. foreign policy. It is worth exploring some neoclassical
work to explore this further, focusing on Dueck and Layne, before offering analysis of
it in terms of my own theoretical claims.

The U.S. State and Neoclassical Realism

Given that structure is not determinative for foreign policy and does not tell us much
about what policies will be actually pursued, “understanding the links between power
[structure] and policy requires close examination of the contexts within which foreign
policies are formulated and implemented”.”® Several neoclassical Realists have done
this in our case. Zakaria offers a, “first-cut theory” he calls “state centered realism”,
which builds on his reading of “classical realism” in explaining how powerful,
economically expanding states concomitantly expand their, “political interests” not
only in automatic response to their own growing relative capabilities in the anarchic
international system (the structural factors),”' but also as a result of increased state
strength within domestic society afforded by the expanding bureaucratic capacities of
a central state apparatus (domestic factors). In conjunction this forms state power.
Thus, despite material and economic power increases from 1865, the U.S. did not
expand its interests proportionate to these increases until the 1890s and the
development of a strong, autonomous, executive state that could both define and
pursue foreign policies based on the extension of foreign interests.”> Importantly,
policymakers have to, “perceive” the increase in state strength and national capability
combined in state power.”

*" Dueck Reluctant Crusaders p.34

* This does not mean unit-level variables are only important in U.S. state behaviour across
neoclassical realist theory. Discussing the response to and impact of purported U.S. relative decline,
subsequent multipolarity and increased international disorder, Schweller and Pu contend that
developments will, “largely depend on what roles the emerging powers, especially China, decide to
play”. Schweller and Pu ‘After Unipolarity’ p. 42 (My emphasis). Talifaferro et al argue that, “Unit-
level variables constrain or facilitate the ability of all types of states — great powers as well as lesser
states — to respond to systemic imperatives” (Taliaferro et al ‘Introduction’ p.4)

* This is of course not absolute, and the U.S. does not control the international system. For example
see Layne Peace of Illusions p.4.

% Rose ‘Neoclassical Realism’ p.147

3! Just for clarification, I treat Zakaria’s treatment of “classical realism” as ‘structural’ in the IR neo-
realist sense. Rather than seeing capability induced power maximization in a ‘will to power’ or innate
compulsion in man (a /a some of the classical realist work of Morgenthau or Neibuhr), Zakaria sees
expansion as the product of the anarchic system. “The best solution to the perennial problem of the
uncertainty of international life is for a state to increase its control over its environment through the
persistent expansion of its political interests abroad” Zakaria From Wealth to Power p.20 (My
emphasis). The resultant relative power imbalances are also thus structurally determined to a good
degree, and are themselves part of the international structure.

32 ibid p.5-12, 32, 35-43

>3 ibid p. 32, 38 1 assume that the word, “perceive” pre-supposes that this perception is the correct one;
recognition of state power seems the more correct term here, although Zakaria, in line with neoclassical
Realist theory, does place a good deal of emphasis on the possibility of misperceptions of power by
policymakers.
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Despite the useful insights of this work, not least the importance of recognising the
prerequisite of necessary domestic state power in defining and achieving interests,
Zakaria’s account is still largely ‘structural’. States expand their interests due to the
inducement of the international system of anarchy, and this effect snowballs for
powerful states as the result of the, “classical” realist dictum that, “relative
capabilities determine |[...] intentions”.’* Zakaria adds the crucial caveat that the
pursuit of maximisation requires a state that is both ‘strong’ relative to the society it
exists within, and recognised by policymakers as such,’” but he doesn’t answer
Finnemore’s question of zow these ‘strong states’ actually go about pursuing those
expanded interests, and why they do so in particular ways with particular policies and
strategies. Interests are not defined much beyond the need for security and the
capability to achieve it through further increases in influence and relative power.
However, Dueck and Layne do offer neoclassical Realist accounts of U.S. foreign
policy that purport to retain the importance of structure in limiting and selecting
foreign policy interests and therefore actions, whilst also both emphasising the
particularities of those policies and offering extended explanations for the U.S.
broadly consistent hegemony-seeking grand strategy. They do this through including
a serious engagement with the ideational aspects of U.S. foreign policy within their
theoretical frameworks and understanding of states and state behaviour.

Thus, in Dueck’s work, there is an explicit use of theoretical features normally
associated with constructivism in IR: the impact of national cultures, security cultures,
ideas and norms on state behaviour. Focusing on grand strategy, Dueck contends that
whilst the international system remains, “the single most important overall cause of
strategic behavior” (in terms less about anarchy than about the balance of power and
the emergence of potential threats),’® we should also pay attention to how “country-
specific cultural variables can influence the preferences and perceptions of a state’s
foreign policymakers” and consider, “that culture can predispose a state toward
certain strategic choices rather than others; and that culture can delimit the range of

> ibid

> Indeed, Zakaria’s argument here is almost tautological. As a state’s capabilities increase, so do its
interests, though they cannot be acted upon without the emergence of a strong state. However, in
Zakaria’s account the U.S. state acquires relative strength largely due to the role it undertakes in the
expanding economy that increases U.S. relative capabilities in the first place. The impression is of U.S.
statesman having to wait patiently for the capabilities of the state having to catch up with structurally
given interests. Zakaria does give some weight to the emergent disconnect between state capabilities
and structural incentives and the complicating division of powers in the U.S. political system (e.g.
p.94), but how and why specific policies are chosen in the expansion of interests and the creation of
state power is rather left out. Hence the critique of those who posit the importance of specific domestic
variables (p.50-55) seems premature. Structure is ill-defined in keeping with the neo-realist realist
tradition, whilst the role of agency is theoretically underplayed.

*® Anarchy may still conceivably lie as a deeper structure, but Dueck does not emphasise it here.
Elsewhere he has stressed the, “extent to which the United States dominates today’s international
system”. Dueck ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy ‘ p.519 However whilst the world
may longer be anarchic, Dueck argues it makes sense for the U.S. to prefer to preserve unipolarity
rather than a return to something less hierarchical, but considering ‘fear of anarchy’ as an anarchic
structure would to my mind be stretching the concept (ibid, p.520). Causally speaking, Dueck posits, in
a mixture of offensive (powerful states further maximize power) and defensive (states facing threats
maximize power) realism, that, “When a given state becomes more powerful, or when it faces greater
threats from abroad, it tends to adopt a more costly and expansive grand strategy. Conversely, when a
state becomes less powerful, or when it faces fewer foreign threats, it tends to adopt a less costly and
less expansive grand strategy” Dueck Reluctant Crusaders p.19
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acceptable alternatives in a given situation”.”’ Concerning the strategic choices of the
most recent Bush administration, he argues that, “international structural pressures
actually explain very little” and, “a more useful explanatory framework points to the
influence of policy ideas in shaping strategic outcomes”.”® Indeed, in line with
neoclassical work on the U.S.” overwhelming structural power, Dueck suggests,
“Precisely because the United States is so powerful today, structural pressures may

actually be relatively unimportant in explaining US strategic adjustment”.”

For Dueck, the prevailing strategic culture in the U.S. is significantly reflective of a
broad-based “liberalism”, and U.S. strategy has been largely comprised of the
ambitious attempt to construct a liberal international order, which policymakers see as
not only a ‘good’ for its own sake, but also because they believe it serves, “American
interests, in that it will make the United States more influential, prosperous, and
secure”.®’ This liberal tradition is not all determinative of course, Dueck sees it as
more of a, “permissive cause” that makes “some grand strategies more likely than
others” and can occasion overcome systemic pressures and compulsions.®’ For
example, the W. Bush administration exhibited two sub-set traditions both competing
with, and existing within the liberal tradition - an ideational Realism, and a turn to
seeking U.S. primacy imbued with an assertive Wilsonialism that, “had more to do
with the recurring power of classical liberal ideas in American grand strategy,
resurrected in a particularly muscular form” than any international structural
pressure.®” Also, importantly, the large-scale (and often expansive) interests suggested
by the creation and maintenance of liberal order have been tempered by “limited
liability”, defined as “a culturally shaped preference for avoiding costs and
commitments in grand strategy, to an extent that is actually inconsistent with stated
and established international goals”.”> What is important here is that domestic cultural
factors mean there are additional interests defined by policymakers as opposed to
them being solely provided by international structures, which whilst encouraging

change also helps explain why the U.S. state still acts consistently.

7 ibid p.18-19

>% Dueck ‘Ideas and Alternatives’ p.511

*% ibid. p.535 At earlier points in history, specifically following the world wars, Deuck makes more of a
case for the interaction of structural and cultural factors in explaining U.S. strategy. Colin Dueck
‘Realism, Culture and Grand Strategy: Explaining America’s Peculiar Path to World Power’ Security
Studies 14, 1 (April-June, 2005)

% Dueck Reluctant Crusaders p.21-24 My emphasis

%1 ibid p.26 There is also room within the tradition for significant policy debate and shift about how to
act within it and best create and secure a liberal world order. ibid p.23 Dueck identifies “crusaders” -
who aim to spread liberal ideals forcefully (the Bush administration after 9/11 is seen in this light) -
and “exemplarists” - who think of the U.S. as Winthrop’s shining city on a hill, encouraging others to
liberalism themselves. H.W. Brands and Michael Hunt use similar distinctions (see Layne Peace of
1llusions p.202). Dueck also discusses internationalists, progressives, nationalists and realists, who all
have various levels of commitment to versions of liberalism and limited liability. Of these, Dueck sees
internationalists committed to open markets, international institutions and the spread and support of
democratic governance as most prevalent in the U.S. state structure historically. Reluctant Crusaders
p.23, 31

%2 ibid p.147; Dueck ‘Realism, Culture and Grand Strategy’ p.511

% Dueck Reluctant Crusaders p. 26-30 In contrast to Zakaria, Dueck locates the lack of expansionist
behaviour (all the way up to the bombing of Pearl Harbor) on the part of the U.S. on this tendency,
rather than the absence of recognised state power. Lots of factors play into this tendency for Dueck,
including U.S. geographic isolationism, and a division of powers political system, “created to resist
dramatic policy changes” ibid p.29
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Layne’s conception is similar to Dueck’s, without the explicit nod to constructivist
thought. If anything however, the ordering principle for (U.S.) state behaviour in
Layne’s conception is even more strongly based on domestic ‘cultural’ factors. He
argues that the U.S.” prime objective interest, security, has been pursued through the
choice of U.S. policymakers to seek, “extraregional hegemony” through “Open Door”
economic and ideological policies based on liberal or Wilsonian ideas.®* Building on
revisionists like Appleman Williams and La Faber, Layne contends ‘the Open Door’
rests on the idea that U.S. interests are best served by securing open access to markets
by ensuring states have ‘open doors’ to both U.S. and wider economic integration
(economic element), and democratic ideals (ideological element). These two are
mutually reinforcing, in theory, through “a virtuous circle” whereby greater economic
interdependence and openness symbiotically induces greater commitments to
democracy and to peace, and vice versa.” The guiding framework for U.S. grand
strategy is thus similar to the one proposed by Dueck; self-interested liberalism. In
contrast to Dueck, Layne suggests that the continued grand strategic commitment to
global hegemony through the Open Door is almost entirely not the product of
systemic pressures. Whilst the U.S. drive to, “extraregional hegemony” is based on an
attempt to achieve international dominance, and thereby security, this phenomenon is
not a structurally determined one. Instead “[T]he Open Door, not objective security
considerations, explains why the United States has pursued extraregional
hegemony”.°® Layne seems strangely close to what some constructivists claim about
the social world, that it is, “ideas all the way down”.®’ Layne even claims that

successive U.S. policymakers have, “defined security ideationally”.®

Even the economic aspects of the Open Door are conceptualised as idealist. “U.S.
policymakers have believed that prosperity is the key to domestic political stability
and have perceived that America’s prosperity depends on access to overseas markets,
investment opportunities, and raw materials”.®” Layne at points appears sceptical of
any economic imperatives in the Open Door. In a footnote, he cites Appleman
Williams’ contention that it was a belief that, “America’s economic well-being and its
domestic political stability” depended on economic expansion on the part of U.S.
companies into overseas markets and the prerequisite maintenance of the openness of
those markets this entailed, rather than any “objective condition of U.S. dependency”
upon international economic activity.”’ Layne rather belittles the importance of
international trade to the U.S. economy as evidence of this ‘non-dependency’, stating
that, “only 6-10% of U.S. GDP” was made up of imports / exports up to the 1970s,
and that the more contemporary figure of 16-22% is still, “among the lowest of the

major advanced industrial countries”.”' These arguments are part of a thesis that seeks

% Layne Peace of Illusions p.6-10

% ibid p.34-35

% ibid p.37

67 Alexander Wendt Constructing International Politics’ International Security 20, 1 (1995) p.74 Of
course Wendt is putting this in a certain context, and its not quite all the way down as we get to
“biology and natural resources” Nonetheless much constructivist work sees ideas as the most important
element in IR.

%% Layne Peace of lllusions p.194

% ibid p.32 Second emphasis in original

7% ibid p.216 Note 83 My emphasis

" ibid
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to establish that the maintenance of U.S. hegemony through the Open Door is
objectively strategically dangerous and anachronistic in a world of structural change
and rising powers.”” Layne seeks to establish that a grand strategy based on sustaining
U.S. hegemony has for some considerable time been based on an ideational rather
than a structurally informed and strategically sound edifice.”

However the ideational-material aspects sit uneasily. Firstly, Layne suggests that the
Open Door’s insistence on the importance of overseas markets leads to a situation
where the U.S. state must ensure the stability of those markets, with military means if
necessary. Indeed, the Open Door leads to the creation of “new interests abroad that
had to be defended” and therefore, “pulled U.S. military power along in its wake”.”
Thus despite the fact that the Open Door is at root ideational for Layne, it would seem
to inculcate an underlying economic expansionary logic for U.S. foreign policy in its
power to spawn new interests that save to be defended through parallel military
expansion. This indicates a nexus, albeit an ill-defined one, between ideational and
material aspects within the Open Door. Layne deals with this nexus very briefly,
through his conception of the state. Arguing that the state is the dominant elites who
control it, Layne suggests that elite foreign policymakers formed a coalition with
other elite groups such as, “capital-intensive corporations that looked to overseas
markets and outward-looking investment banks” (as well as the media, think tanks,
and Wall Street law firms). Statesmen and women have pursued policies that have,
“served the interests of [these] dominant elites that have formed the core of the U.S.
foreign policy establishment since at least the late 1930s”.”” The material interests
within the Open Door accrue to these elites, rather than being in the (security)
interests of the U.S. In this reading, and despite Layne’s earlier theoretical claims, the
state appears to be an instrument of elite power and its interests. Thus the Open Door
is seemingly both ideational and instrumental.

Neo-classical Realism: Where did the Structure Go?

Neoclassical Realist theory is useful to our understanding of the state and its interests
in several ways. On one theoretical level it gives us some basic tools in terms of how
we understand state behaviour. In its attempt to meld structural and domestic elements
it offers convincing accounts based on theories of state foreign policy that crucially
seeks to avoid both structural determinism and voluntarism. This makes for rich
analysis of U.S. foreign policy. There is a strong link between the theoretical basics
and the empirical arguments of the neoclassical Realists, and the empirical evidence
of consistent U.S. state behaviour based on its construction of an international liberal
order that secures its primacy and constituent economic / strategic interests. However
whilst Layne and Dueck provide analytical detail through engagement with domestic

% ibid p.198-205

7 ibid p.201 Layne accepts that the move to hegemony in Europe made strategic sense in its
contemporary context, even though there would have been some inevitable costs to eventually pay for
even that strategic manoeuvre. ibid p.200

™ ibid p.36 My emphasis

7 ibid p.200-201 It should be noted that Layne’s ideas here are sketches dealing with what he admits is
a complex topic “worthy of a book in its own right” ibid p.200 As Gowan has pointed out these
‘sketched ideas’ are in fact crucial to the argument, and are sadly missing from the rest of Layne’s
analysis. Peter Gowan ‘A Radical Realist” New Left Review 41 (Sept / Oct, 2006) This makes it
difficult to pin Layne down as he spends much of the analysis seeing the Open Door as ‘ideational’,
before concluding by adding an instrumentalist logic to it. More on this below.
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‘variables’, the sense of an orderly state actor acting consistently through time is
established not through ‘structure’ (as it is understood by neo-Realists), and “unit-
level’ interaction, but through a largely autonomous policy making body acting within
the largely ideationally defined strategic ‘culture/s’ of U.S. foreign policy. In short
even the weak structures of neo-neo accounts - anarchy and power capabilities - have
been largely stripped away here in terms of explanations of U.S. foreign policy both
in terms of analytical focus on dominant ideas within U.S. foreign policy making, and
due to the particular power of the U.S. in the international system. I contend we need
a clearer idea of what structures mediate U.S. foreign policy. We need to understand
structure beyond the neo-Realist informed understandings of it still so prevalent in IR.

Putting Structure Back In: Constructivism

As we have seen, some neoclassical Realists have engaged directly with more
ideational approaches in IR more traditionally associated with constructivism. Whilst
Dueck has done this on a surface level with regard to an engagement with the
importance of a policy culture of liberalism and limited liability, Sterling-Folker has
attempted to build a bridge between the two theoretical disciplines of Realism and
constructivism writ large based on a discussion of their respective ontologies. The
argument is interesting in terms of our purposes here for its treatment of
constructivism itself. It largely deals in the view that constructivism treats the social
as, ‘ideas all the way down’. In contrast to IR Realist ontology, which sets pre-
existing parameters on social action (in her argument mainly based on biology in a
zero-sum environment), Sterling-Folker claims constructivism has traditionally
employed an ontology whereby only human activity causes human activity, and extra-
ideational boundaries are essentially non-existent for that activity.”® With limitless
opportunities and avenues for social construction, “there is no reason to anticipate any
stasis or isomorphism to human social practices.””” In an inversion of a traditional
critique of IR realism,”® the challenge in constructivism, for Sterling-Folker, is how to
explain consistency of social behaviour, rather than rapid change.”

However Sterling-Folker’s Realist-constructivist dialogue is indicative of a limited
and skeptical engagement with the concept of social structure on the part of IR
Realists.®® As we have noted ‘structure’ in neo-Realist, neo-Liberal and neoclassical
work is the anarchic international system and / or the power differentials amongst the
states that make it up.®' What is implicit in much of this work is a definitional
distinction between the anarchic / power structure outside the state and prior to state
actors, and the ideas, cultures, norms and institutions within the state made up by state
actors. Ideas and strategic cultures are in the realm of agency, not structure, in this

7® Jennifer Sterling-Folker ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge: Rejecting, Reconstructing, or
Rereading’ International Studies Review 4, 1 (Spring, 2002) p.92-94

7 ibid p.94

8 Of course based on its theoretical failure both foreseeing the end of the Cold War and analysing its
aftermath. For example see Kratochwil ‘The Embarrassment of Changes’; Gowan ‘A Radical Realist’
7 Sterling-Folker ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge’ p.94

% For example, Milja Kurki & Adriana Sinclair ‘Hidden in Plain Sight: Constructivist Treatment of
Social Context and its Limitations’ International Politics 47,1 (2010) p.6

81 Sterling-Folker goes a little deeper in positing that group formation is an inherent part of human
behaviour in response to biological imperatives to survive, and group resource competition (which
includes emulation of other groups) springs inevitably from this. This means there are some interesting
parallels with her work and classical realism, although she is more biologically deterministic.
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understanding. Strangely then, some of the neoclassical conclusions are rather
voluntarist.*> More importantly for our purposes, it is clear that the U.S. state’s policy
or security culture, and the ideas that influence it, are not conceptualised structurally.
This seems rather odd, given how the neoclassical Realists I have looked at in the
most detail set up the strategic culture of the U.S. or the preeminence of ‘Open Door’
ideas as highly influential and delimiting / enabling in U.S. foreign policy choices.
Dueck gives culture a “permissive” causal power,* contending that, “it is simply
historically inaccurate to suggest that classical liberal cultural assumptions [i.e.
ideational factors] have had no impact on American grand strategy. The more
interesting question is: what sort of impact have they had?”** However he does not
define this impact as a structural one. This implicit IR Realist distinction between
extra-ideational ‘structure’ and ideational domestic ‘culture’ is a false one. It ignores
the emphasis in much constructivist work on ideationally constituted but nevertheless
real social structures.

The ontological distinction between Realism and constructivism is therefore not just
whether there are any extra-ideational limits to human action, but whether ideas have
independent, real, structural, and, therefore causal power in IR. The ontological
debate between Realism and what we may term “structural constructivism’®” is in fact
more about the distinction between what structures make up international politics,
what those structures are themselves made up of, and what is their relative
importance. In a shortened answer to those questions, Finnemore and Sikkink explain,
“From a constructivist perspective, international structure is determined by the
international distribution of ideas” and those ideas, “give the world structure order

%2 However it is not just voluntarism informing neoclassical conclusions, and the move away from
structural determinism in the U.S. case it not limited to self-avowed neoclassical realists. Much of the
rationalist neoliberal and neorealist work of the 1980s and 1990s hinged on positivist, nomothetic
covering law models; when would the independent variable - international anarchic structure - cause
dependent variables - war, balancing, cooperation? As Katzenstein ef a/ have recognised (with regard
to IPE) the complexity of social reality has meant that although some important insights were gleaned
through these efforts, “well documented, causal arguments are rare” ‘International Organization and
the Study of World Politics’ p.682-683 1 would argue they are not possible given the thin
understanding of structure in this work, lacking in detail on causal mechanisms. Perhaps partially in
response to this, as well as the ideational turn in IR theory and an apparent ideological disaffection with
contemporary U.S. leadership, much current Realist work on U.S. foreign policy - both neoclassical
and those traditionally called neo-Realist - is emphasising the misinterpretation of international
structural forces by policymakers and / or the causal prevalence of domestic, cultural factors in its
analysis of U.S. state behaviour (e.g. Layne Peace of Illusions; John J. Mearsheimer & Stephen M.
Walt ‘Keeping Saddam in a Box’ New York Times (February 2™, 2003)
http:/www.nytimes.com/2003/02/02/opinion/02MEAR.html?scp=11&sq=walt%20john%20iraq&st=c
se&pagewanted=2 Accessed 13.05.13

John. J. Mearsheimer, ‘Hans Morgenthau and the Iraq War: Realism versus Neo-Conservatism’
OpenDemocracy (May 18" 2005) http://www.opendemocracy.net/democracy-
americanpower/morgenthau 2522 .jsp Accessed 13.05.13; ‘Imperial by Design’ The National Interest
111 (Jan/Feb, 2011)

). This would seem to further undermine any claims about a simple or generalisable
independent/dependent variable covering law causal relationships in IR between structure and state
action.

% Dueck Reluctant Crusaders p.24-26; 36

8 ibid p.25

% As Kurki and Sinclair note, “Constructivism is not a singular or unified approach” ‘Hidden in Plain
Sight’ p.3 I have focused here on more ‘structurally-minded’ constructivists.
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and stability”. Thus, on this reading, “the problem for constructivists” is not
voluntarism, or explaining why the world is not in constant flux, but instead is, “the
same problem faced by [IR] realists - explaining change”.*® Therefore a number of
constructivists posit that an historical sedimentary build up of ideas concerning how
the world works and how (emergent) state actors should behave within it prefigures
those very state actors, and enables and constrains their behaviour. As Finnemore puts

1t:

Socially constructed rules, principles, norms of behaviour, and
shared beliefs may provide states, individuals, and other actors
with understandings of what is important or valuable and what
are effective and / or legitimate means of obtaining those valued
goods. These social structures may supply states with both
preferences and strategies for pursuing those preferences.”’

The fundamental importance of the U.S.” ideational commitment to a liberal
international order is a collection of ideas and shared understandings (including
subsets of ideas within the wider structure) that prefigure actors and set, “preferences
and strategies” - or put another way, interests - for a state. Such a conception would
better explain or define these ‘cultures’ or ‘ideas’ causal power in their ability to
define and reproduce actions ostensibly in favour of U.S. interests over time.*™ As we
have seen already Dueck discusses the liberal tradition that has dominated U.S.
contemporary grand strategy in terms that could easily be recognised as structural, not
least in the sense that he understands that tradition as a causal filtration system that
makes some strategies more likely to be employed than others. The liberal strategic
tradition in Dueck’s work bears some resemblance to Weldes’ “security imaginary”.
It is essentially, “a [social] structure of well-established meanings and social relations
out of which representations of the world of international relations are created”.*’

We have already seen that for Layne the decision to pursue extra-regional hegemony,
and the edifice this is built upon (the ‘Open Door’), is almost exclusively ideational.
The U.S. policymaking elite is afforded huge leeway in how it defines and pursues
ideationally set interests, which also perniciously accrue material interests to that
elite. As we saw above Layne’s ideas here are self-confessedly under-developed, but
he does not countenance this development as in any way structural, and thereby
reinforces the distinction between ‘structural’ and agential ‘ideas’ within U.S. grand
strategy. Again though, I argue we would be better served retaining much of Layne’s
empirical insight, but considering the Open Door and U.S. commitment to primacy
(through a liberal order) as having its own structural causal power prior and
independent to actors, including policymakers, in line with structurally-minded
constructivism. This avoids some of the voluntarism and instrumentalism that is
present in his analysis. However, considering the grand strategy or overall direction of
U.S. foreign policy in the contemporary era to be mainly ideational in inspiration,

% Martha Finnemore & Kathryn Sikkink, ‘International Norm Dynamics and Political Change’
International Organization 52, 4 (1998) p.894 My emphasis

¥7 Finnemore National Interests p.15 My emphasis

8 ibid p.12-13

% Jutta Weldes Constructing National Interests: The United Sates and the Cuban Missile Crisis
(University of Minnesotta Press, 1999) p.10
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design and propulsion, whether we consider ideational social structures to be at work
or otherwise, simply cannot be sustained. We also need to consider the material
elements that make up those structures, and how complex structural interaction, in
tandem with agency, drives foreign policy.

Putting Structure Back In: Critical Realism and Historical-Materialism

The U.S.” ‘strategic culture’ and the Open Door, once understood structurally, do help
our understanding and explanatory purchase of motivations in U.S. foreign policy.
Ideational ‘Liberal’ traditions are important in U.S. foreign policymaking, and the
Open Door is both a good fit in explaining U.S. behaviour in expanding its interests
and seeking to secure them through hegemony, and, when seen as a social structure, a
useful way to consider the established policy preferences of the U.S. state and the
consistency of its behaviour.”” However they must be placed firstly in their structural
context, as must the actors within them. Layne hints that policymaking elites have a
positional structural power in arguing that it would take a, “Damascene-like
intellectual conversion” or wholesale ‘changing of the policy guard’ to force a
substantive change in U.S. strategy.”’ However we need to be clear that they can only
hold this power due to their position within a social structure - the state itself. The
elites are not ‘the state’ - it preexists the numerous human actors that enter into it and
has a causal (not finally determinative) effect upon them. The ideational factors
identified by Layne and Dueck, themselves structural, are bounded up in the wider
U.S. state structure. In short, the state is a structure that guides, but does not
determine, the behaviour of human actors into “patterns of regularity”. Thus, to
conclude the point, and as Wight argues, the state itself has its own socio-structural
causal power. We need to insist on this to understand regularities in U.S. foreign
policy.

In addition Layne and Dueck are essentially committing novel versions of the error of
constructivist ontology: over-emphasising the ideational within social structures.”
Constructivist ontology has been criticised for effectively cauterising the ideational
from any material or economic elements within it, which detrimentally effects
subsequent explanations of the social.”* Specifically with regard to interests, which
should be identified as key drivers of consistent state behaviour, the constructivist
emphasis is on how, “security interests are defined by actors who respond to cultural

% There is no clash to seeing a Liberal tradition in U.S. foreign policy in terms of building a liberal
order and the Open Door as co-existing. As Dueck argues and we more explicitly state below, U.S.
interests in primacy are served by building a liberal order.

! Layne Peace of Illusions p.201

%2 Wight ‘State Agency’ p.204

%3 This is even more curious in Layne’s case considering that the thesis he draws upon most readily in
his argument, Appleman Williams’ interpretation of the ‘Open Door’, explicitly went beyond the
classical IR realist critique of U.S. foreign policy being at risk of demonstrating too much idealism and
moralism, instead showing the political economic factors that underpinned U.S. strategies. See the
Foreword by Lloyd C. Gardner in the 50™ Anniversary edition of William Appleman Williams The
Tragedy of American Diplomacy (W.W. Norton and Company, 2009 [1959]) p.ix

% For example see Doug Stokes ‘Ideas and Avocados: Ontologising Critical Terrorism Studies’
International Relations 23, 85 (2009); Douglas V. Porpora ‘Critical Terrorism Studies: A Political
Economic Approach Grounded in Critical Realism’ Critical Studies on Terrorism 4, 1 (April, 2011);
Jonathan Joseph ‘Critical of What? Terrorism and its Study’ International Relations 23, 1 (2009)
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"% and the claim that, “Interests are not just ‘out there’ waiting to be

factors

discovered” but are instead, “constructed through social interaction”.”® This work is
based on an ontology that gives the ideational constitutive primacy in social life, and
thereby elides or underplays extra-ideational factors. Thus, “ideas, norms, and culture
generate structures” and, “[State] [b]ehavior flows from structures, but these are given
content and meaning by the ideational precursors”.”” The ontological error (or perhaps
omission) of constructivism is not that there are no parameters for social action; it is
that those parameters are conceptualised as at root ideational, and ideas are detached
from their material contexts. In refocusing on ideational or ‘unit-level’ factors, the

neoclassical Realist work of Layne and Dueck is, oddly, making this same error.”®

This is of course where it gets very murky. Interests are ‘out there’ for neoclassical
Realists, given in large part by the structural reality of the international. This is why
Layne critiques the continued pursuit of extra-regional hegemony;” he states
objective U.S. security interests are not achieved due to the ideational / elite interest
commitment to Open Door inspired hegemony. States have the same problem as other
human actors; getting to objective interests through a subjective process of
interpretation. This is compounded by other difficulties arising out of state-society
relations.'® The real problem for Layne and Dueck in explaining U.S. foreign policy
(and in Layne’s case its obstinate refusal to recognise the structural ‘facts’) is that
once we remove the ‘international structure’ as a driving force (whether we do so due
to the game-changing reality of U.S. structural power or because of the macro-
theoretical problems with IR Realists’ conceptions of international structure, or better
yet both) we are in the same territory as the constructivists: ideas are given a distinct,
hermetic and primary role in explaining behaviour. This is simply an untenable
position. We cannot explain social action through an ideational lens alone (even if it
makes our critique of foreign policy we don’t like stronger). To do so would be to
greatly oversimplify it, and would be unsatisfactory in terms of understanding how
(U.S.) state behaviour is significantly explained by what are in some senses objective
interests. The key is to explain why there are interests ‘out there’.

% Peter J. Katzenstein, ‘Introduction: Alternative Perspectives on International Security” in Peter J.
Katzenstein, The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (Colombia
University Press, 1996) p.2

% Finnemore National Interests p.2

°7 Alistair Iain Johnston ‘Cultural Realism and Strategy in Maoist China’ in Katzenstein Culture of
National Security p.265

%% In an effective demonstration of the elasticity of IR theories (and the quixotic folly in trying to neatly
taxonomise them) Miller has critiqued Dueck and Layne in arguing that neoclassical Realism should
advocate that structural factors make the selection of certain ideational strategies more likely,
reestablishing international structure’s primacy as the independent variable whereby the, “material
international environment selects the dominant ideational approach to security or great power grand
strategy” Benjamin Miller ‘Explaining Changes in U.S. Grand Strategy: 9/11, the Rise of Offensive
Liberalism, and the War in Iraq’ Security Studies 19,1 (2010) p.30

% It is also why ‘illiberal” practices exist within the liberal tradition of U.S. strategy for Dueck.

1% For the constructivist this is not so much of an issue because Layne’s proposed solutions are
themselves normative and therefore mostly reflective of other sets of shared ideas and shared meanings
(mainly within the school of IR Realism), rather than representing a pure discovery interests ‘out
there’. However that is an unsatisfactory critique.
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In Layne’s argument, material factors are subordinated to ideas. In constructivist
ontology, they are only given meaning by ideational social structures,'®" or “material
and economic” structures will be seen as distinct from those ‘social structures’, as if
economic relations and material exploitation and manipulation are somehow not
social.'” Thus in both theoretical positions there is a tendency to remove ideas from
their material contexts, and / or offer a detrimentally limited view of social structure.
Ideas undoubtedly may acquire an existence that prefigures human actions, but they
do not, “fall, unbidden, from the sky”.103 Instead they are the result of human actions
and are enveloped within wider social conditions. As Kurki and Sinclair contend,
“social structures cannot be reduced to the beliefs of individuals, nor equated with the
‘ideational’ or normative contexts of social action.” Instead, in line with a critical
realist philosophy of science, they should be, “seen as materially embodied
ontological realities that are (simultaneously) both materially and ideationally
constraining on agents positioned within them”.'™ Thus ideas cannot have purely
independent causal power; their power exists in conjunction with how they relate to
and co-exist with material realities within deeper social structures. We also need to be
clear why certain sets of ideas gain prominence, and this means placing ideas in wider
structural contexts, including thinking about power within structures.'”” This is part of
the historical materialist concern to identify underlying structures which can help
explain social behaviour, with of course social structures of production being key
generators of phenomenon at the, “level of appearances”.'”® As Kurki and Sinclair
point out, it is hard to see how social structures that are purely ideational can help us
explain a social structure like capitalism, which is a complexly constituted inter-
relational mixture of material prerogatives, social relations affected by distinct
hierarchical and materially based power positions, and ideational factors.'”” Material
and ideational elements are bounded up together within social structures. Ideas do
not, “float free of the material contexts in which those ideas are embedded and
emerge”'”® but are intimately related to those contexts.

What I am arguing for here is a historical-materialist focus on the social structures of
production as the missing element that can help us explain the consistency of U.S.
state behaviour as mediated by its interests. It is accurate to think of the structures of
production as underlying that state’s structure, and feeding into and partially
determining its constitution.'® The structure of production on a global level amongst

T For example, see Wendt ‘Constructing International Politics” and Wight’s discussion of his move to

idealism. Colin Wight Agents, Structures and International Relations (Cambridge University Press,
2006) p.155-157

12 Finnemore National Interests p-15

19 Kurki and Sinclair ‘Hidden in Plain Sight’ p.18

% ibid p.7

195 Andreas Bieler and Adam David Morton ‘The Deficits of Discourse in IPE: Turning Base Metal
into Gold?’ International Studies Quarterly 52, 1 (March, 2008) p.104-105

1% Erik Olin Wright Class Crisis and the State (Verso, 1979) p.11-12

%7 Kurki and Sinclair ‘Hidden in Plain Sight’ p.7-8

1% Wight Agents, Structures and International Relations p.158

"% 1 have presented what is a complex interaction quite simply here. The state itself, or more accurately
the actors within it, also of course affects the underlying structure of production. However I do not
wish to, or necessarily need to, get drawn into deeper meta-theoretical debates given the purposes of
this project. See Wright for a helpful discussion of structural relations between the economic structure
and the state Class, Crisis and the State p. 15-26
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and within states is, almost uniformly since the end of the Cold War, capitalist. As
Wood notes, “Capitalist economies are all ‘capitalist’™ as they are all, “subject to
capitalist imperatives of competition, capital accumulation and profit
maximization”.""” These imperatives are simultaneously extremely creative and
destructive in catalysing social change. As recent history has borne out, capitalist
modes of production and associated social relations have accelerated the creation,
destruction, or partial solidification of ways of life, economic class formations, and
subsequent interests. This has inexorably led to social conflict. In addition, and to a
good extent symbiotically, the capitalist mode of production has proven extremely
susceptible to cyclical crises and regulatory / coordination problems. The modern
state has a crucial and complex role to play within this, “broader environment” as
both a maintainer of the, “cohesion of the social formation” that capitalist relations of
production exist in, and as a regulatory body and integral fail-safe mechanism for the
continued opportune conditions for successful capital accumulation and the wider
mode of production.'' Indeed, historical materialists have tended to see the state as
entirely necessary to the reproduction of capitalism, and it has even been postulated
that the nexus between political powers within the state and “top-level” capitalists is
what defines capitalism.''?

Crucially, the phenomena of competition, capital accumulation and profit
maximisation have driven capitalists outside of the borders of their respective nation-
states, recalling Marx and Engel’s evocative phrasing that the, “need of a constantly
expanding market chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe”.'"” This
expansionary logic,''* combined with concomitant accelerated social change and
fractiousness, means there is an extremely important connection between a nation-
state’s economy and its foreign policy, as capitalists seek markets and materials
outside of the domestic sphere, and therefore events and economic processes both
inside and outside of its geographical territory can affect its success and development.
This is increasingly more important and complex as global interconnections
proliferate in the modern era. Therefore, in fulfilment of its functional role, the state,
as far as it is able, has sought to bulwark its domestic economic success through its
dealings with the outside world. This can be attempted in a number of ways of course
- the literal protection of the domestic economy through tariffs discouraging cheaper
imports, the construction of empires, encouraging domestic firms into foreign
markets, the construction of open international or global trade and capital markets, or
competing to both attract and project financial capital and investment. All of these
and more, often obviously in combination, have been attempted by states. However
the most successful exponents have also been the most successful capitalist states -

"% Ellen Meiksins Wood ‘Global Capital, National States’ in Mark Rupert Hazel Smith Historical

Materialism and Globalization (Routledge, 2002) p.17 Wood does not accept the existence of a,
“global economy abstracted from the particular local, national, and regional economies that constitute
it, or from the relations among them”

"""Bob Jessop State Power: A Strategic-Relational Approach (Polity Press, 2008) p.28, 79

"2 For example Wright Class, Crisis and the State p.18-19; Braudel quoted in Giovanni Arrighi The
Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power and the Origins of our Times (Verso, 2010 [1994]) p.12

'3 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels The Communist Manifesto (Penguin Books, 2004 [1848]) p.7
s important to avoid reductionism here. State forms significantly pre-date what we could
legitimately call capitalist social relations, and territorial expansion also prefigures the triumph of
capital. Myriad reasons for these storied social phenomena exist, but of course what may be termed
economic or material imperatives are an important part of the picture.
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Great Britain and the U.S. The initial catalyst for expansion, and the success, ability
to pursue, and to a degree necessity of these states’ subsequent expansionist strategies
was underpinned by expansionary logics of capital and their associated domestic
economic strength. Let’s now begin to look at the U.S. case to reinforce this point.

A Theory of U.S. Foreign Policy and Grand Strategy

U.S. Expansionism and the Creation of Interests

As U.S. economic success snowballed over the latter half of the 19" Century and into
the 20th, U.S. capitalism and capitalists spread their activities and influence far
beyond their domestic borders. The dynamo of U.S. economic success provided the
need for export markets and the ability to reach them profitably. It necessitated access
to raw materials, and produced the capital necessary for foreign investment. Moreover
for students of IR, it generated and sustained the material foundations for U.S. power,
and the material means to project and propagate that power on a regional and then
global level. As U.S. “foreign’ economic markets fused with its ‘domestic’ ones, the
importance of the former to the latter for continued economic success increased. U.S.
foreign policy coalesced around the opening up, maintenance and protection of these
foreign investments and markets, and ensuring their overall stability. This was of
course bound up with a cultural and political expansionary tendency whereby
American thinkers, politicians and businessmen (overwhelmingly men of course)
proclaimed U.S. exceptionalism and leadership, seeking to spread the reach of the
U.S. political economic model of democratic government detached in many ways
from economic management, increased free(r) trade, and private enterprise; broadly
summarised as liberalism.''"” Overall this expansive strategy, a compound of material
and ideological impulses, represents the liberal Open Door foreign policy discussed
previously.

The connections between political liberalism and the growth of global capital are
complicated. As Hobsbawn notes it is an open question whether the first is, “cause,
concomitant, or consequence” of the latter.'' What we can say with certainty
however is that the liberalism coursing through U.S. foreign policy is not a distinct
and detached ideational construct, but has its roots fused within processes of the
capitalist means of production. Despite politicians and statesmen’s oft-stated desires
for global influence and regional dominance via the superior ‘American way’,'"” it

was, as Rosenberg argues, “private impulses, more than government policies” that

"> This is not to say this was what the U.S. practiced in actuality either at home or abroad. As we go

onto briefly draw out more below, the state played a major role in creating the conditions for private
enterprise to flourish, democracy promotion can be often trumped by political-economic interests in
‘stability’ in U.S. foreign policy, and free trade is more relative than pure doctrine, especially earlier in
the 19" Century as the U.S. vigorously protected its dynamic domestic market. Also whilst there were
unique features to the U.S. experience this was part of a more global trend in economic expansion. See
Egic Hobsbawm The Age of Capital: 1848-1875 (Abacus, 1975) p.43-54

ibid
7 political dreams of a hemispheric United States of America and frustrated, racist laments about the
need for U.S. intervention to cure the ‘inherent’ instability within Latin America borne of its ‘inferior’
people are well covered in the early chapters of Lars Schoultz’s Beneath the United States: A History
of U.S. Policy Toward Latin America (Harvard University Press, 1998)
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provided the mechanical impetus for this expansion.''® We should add that these
“private impulses” were connected to and guided (but not determined) by the
expansionary structural logic of capital, and created within and part of a wider
political-economic environment within which even the less interventionist state of this
period played a key role.''” However individualist dreams of profit and power did
motivate financiers, investors, and speculators, and all manner of capitalists were
effectively the vanguard of U.S. expansionism in the latter half of the 19" Century.
As the level of expansion gathered pace, U.S. statesmen increasingly began to
perceive both a political economic necessity in finding and maintaining favourable
access to external markets to cope with the increasing U.S. production (both in
markets for exports, and increasingly raw materials for import), and a process by
which relative U.S. power and influence could be augmented on a global level, which
accrued material benefits to the U.S.

Whilst capital led the way in actually expanding U.S. influence overseas, economic
expansionism soon fused with U.S. foreign policy in Open Door principles. The
developing state actively aimed to further economic expansion and increase U.S.
economic penetration (often to ensure access for exports, financial capital and
investment), and by extension U.S. wealth, power, and ability to project that power.
This is what Rosenberg calls “the promotional state”, as the U.S.” political
bureaucracy that had been growing at a domestic level'* turned its attention to this
task in foreign affairs.'*' However the commitment to this policy, whilst of course
symbiotic with an ideological structure based around U.S. exceptionalism (and upon a
dominant reading of what U.S. foreign policy interests were and how best to attain
and secure them) was not purely based upon a subjective perception of the Open
Door’s importance. Economic expansion did help increase relative U.S. affluence,
material power, and global authority. The importance of U.S. exports (and therefore
their markets) grew, becoming crucial in certain sectors. The hyper-productive U.S.
industrial economy required raw materials from foreign sources. Greater material
power was borne of greater economic success, and the ability of the U.S. to promote,
protect and project that power was itself increased by that economic success, and vice
versa. As Mabee puts it, “Much of the development of state power in the early part of
the twentieth century relied on the interactions with economic power.”'** Economic
interests here are therefore ‘real’ in two important, inseparable senses. Foreign profit-
seeking was a real interest for U.S. capitalists and industries, and their influence upon
and within the state increased. However the U.S. state also perceived the real strategic
interest in opening up foreign markets to the U.S., protecting them, and thereby
ensuring the continued profit-making for U.S. capitalists, and increasing the material
benefits to the U.S. in relative economic success and international power.

"8 Emily S. Rosenberg Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion

1890-1945 (Hill and Wang, 1982) p.38

"% The expansionary potential was rooted in the industrial success of previous decades and the stable
political environment within the U.S., as well as some of the political-economic decisions in and
outcomes of the U.S. Civil War. See Walter LaFeber The New Empire: An Interpretation of American
Expansion 1860-1898 (Cornell University Press, 1963) p.6-7

120 Zakaria From Wealth to Power

12 Rosenberg Spreading the American Dream p.38-62

122 Bryan Mabee Understanding American Power: The Changing World of US Foreign Policy
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) p.55; Also as we saw above Zakaria makes this case in From Wealth to
Power
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It is in the insistence that the interests created in these processes, involving both
structural compulsions, constraints and enablers to the (still key) agential power of
U.S. policymakers and capitalists (as well of course as the less lofty but entirely
crucial actions of people who actually did the work this economic success was built
on) that we depart from the analysis we have covered thus far. Indeed we saw that
Layne has also described a process of interest creation through ‘Open Door’ grand
strategy, whereby foreign economic interests inspire protection of those economic
interests by the state.'”> However, Layne considers this an ideationally informed
strategy, which only serves the interests of the U.S. policymaking and commercial
elite. As Gowan states, this is rather indistinct.'** Moreover, it misses the fact that the
‘Open Door’ is neither an ideational construct nor a convenient pretext serving elite
interests. The U.S. commitment to the Open Door through the spread of open
economies and market democracies'” is a structural edifice within U.S. foreign
policy, enmeshed within wider structures of the U.S. state, the logics of capital
accumulation, and the associated drive to primacy through hegemony within a global,
liberal, capitalist order significantly of U.S. design. This grand strategy, whilst by no
means infallible, ias helped create and serve U.S. interests in augmenting U.S.
economic power, and thereby increasing U.S. power to influence events in the
international system relative to other states. The ideational aspects of U.S. policy are
not completely divorced from these material realities.

Therefore we should not belittle the imp