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Preface 

Few neighboring countries are as diverse as Mexico and the United 
States. Their differences are not merely economic. The two countries 
also have widely divergent worldviews, the products of dramatically 
different histories. Following World War II, the United States 
emerged as a global superpower, the center of an unprecedented 
network of riches and influence. Mexico, meanwhile, remained virtu
ally unchanged-an insular society locked in its own reality and 
dominated by an authoritarianism that regulated day-to-day exis
tence and interpreted the past, present, and future to suit its own 
ends. 

In line with Mexico's worldview, nationalism and the border 
served as barriers against encroaching foreigners who sought to ex
ploit the country's natural and spiritual wealth. But more, they de
marcated the arena outside of which Mexicans were not to air their 
country's many problems. The most dangerous foreign presence, of 
course, was the United Sta tes, with · its long history of aggression 
against Mexico. But because there was little Mexico could do against 
such a powerful neighbor, the national attitude became one of en
trenched indifference. 

One of the many consequences of this state of affairs was that most 
Mexicans knew very little about the United States. Por someone like 
myself, growing up in Jalisco, "el Norte" was a contradictory and 
mysterious territory, idealized by migrant workers retuming laden 
with electronic equipment and exaggerated tales of the United States. 

At the time I began my studies at the Colegio de México in the 
early 1970s, the first serious cracks were appearing in the political 
system Mexico had inherited from its revolution. A wide range of 
groups was struggling to shake off the mantle of authoritarianism, 
while President Luis Echeverría criss-crossed the country preaching 
his vision of an independent Mexico and reminding us of the inher
ently perfidious nature of foreign countries, especially the United 
S tates. 

Realizing how profoundly ignorant Mexicans were of the United 
States and catalyzed by the teaching of Josefina Vázquez, Lorenzo 
Meyer, and Mario Ojeda, 1 determined to do postgraduate work on 
the exotic topic of the United States. My central question was how 
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much Mexico's proximity to this superpower had conditioned its 
economy, its political system, and its relationship with other countries 
of the world. Although I was well aware of the United States' long 
history of aggressiveness toward Mexico, I wondered whether the 
nature of the U.S. threat to Mexican sovereignty had ever varied. That 
is, if the United States was engaged in a permanent conspiracy 
against Mexico, what was the nature and thrust of its instruments 
over time? · 

These questions took me to the School for Advanced Intemational 
Studies (SAIS) at Johns Hopkins University, where I soon leamed 
there were no quick and easy answers. Although sorne U.S. natives 
did fit the caricature of the arrogant gringo, many-far more than I 
would have imagined-did not. I was surprised to discover that most 
were relatively unconcemed about Mexico. All of their energies were 
absorbed by a collective psychodrama of mutual recrimination and 
self-doubt about their past and their future. This was the state of the 
United States after Vietnam, after Watergate, after waves of demon
strations by students and minorities, and after marijuana and acid 
rock had tumed the new generation against this materialist industrial 
and interventionist society. 

Against this backdrop, I wrote a doctoral thesis on how the U.S. 
elite perceived Mexico following World War II. My reasoning was 
that if I could understand how they viewed Mexico, I could also com
prehend the nature of their hostility and perhaps help Mexico de
velop more effective lines of defense. I was still blissfully ignorant of 
the many pitfalls that bedevil anyone pretentious enough to think he 
or she can fully understand the ideas and consciousness of a society 
as complex as the United States. 

Although I obtained my degree in 1984, thirteen years would pass 
before I considered this work ready for publication. During this time, 
I explored other fields of knowledge while the world, the United 
States, and Mexico were transformed. In 1990, Carlos Salinas de Gor
tari's administration informed the Mexican population that their 
country had shifted course: proximity to the United States would no 
longer be considered a misfortune, but rather a golden opportunity 
for Mexico to penetrate world markets, overcome its economic crisis, 
and advance toward social justice and (perhaps) democracy. Mexico 
duly entered the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 

But just as Mexico seemed poised to join the ranks of First World 
countries, a rebellion broke out in Chiapas in January 1994. And in 
December of that year, Mexico was plunged into a major economic 
crisis that only exacerbated its already dramatic dependence on the 
United States. Concurrent with these events, Mexican society-and 
Mexico's political system-began to change. The midterm elections of 
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July 1997 suggest that the conditions for an accelerated transition toa 
democratic regime may finally be in place. 

Despite these transformations, gaining an enhanced understand
ing of how Mexico is perceived by the United States, and of the na
ture and extent of U.S. influence, remains fundamentally important to 
Mexico. And this fact created a dilemma I did not anticipate when I 
began my studies. Over the years 1 had developed friendships and 
close professional relationships with U.S. colleagues whose work I 
cite in this volume. Should I follow the course set by Raymond 
Vemon who, in The Dilemmas of Mexican Development, omitted the 
names of Mexicans whose ideas contributed to his work, because 
sorne of them might be "ashamed to find themselves associated with 
conclusions that they did not share"? Or should I follow the practice 
of Judith Hellman who, in her preface to Mexico in Crisis, stated that 
she would "report on things just as they were, ... without fear of of
fending my very dear Mexican friends, because even they would 
want me to write about these matters in a manner as objective and 
revealing as possible"? I chose the latter option, and it is this spirit 
that informs the present volume: with all possible objectivity and 
rigor, 1 explore the manner in which govemment officials, scholars, 
and joumalists have written about Mexico, pointing out success and 
failure, truth and myth. 

This book goes beyond my original intentions. As I became in
creasingly aware of the evolution of U.S. perceptions and the impact 
of ideas on reality, I was also able to reinterpret certain aspects of 
Mexico's recent history. In this process, 1 confirmed, adjusted, or put 
to rest a number of myths about Mexico, Mexicans, and the role of the 
United States in Mexico's recent history. Despite the inherent diffi
culty of uprooting well-established beliefs, I am pleased with the ac
complishment: nothing could be more harmful, particularly in the 
present period of redefinition and transition, than to continue mis
leading ourselves about what we were and what we are. 

Over the years, I have incurred a series of debts, and I am at last 
able to express publicly my thanks to sorne of the people and institu
tions that have made this work possible. The book began as a doctoral 
thesis presented to SAIS at Johns Hopkins University, where my 
studies were financed by grants from Mexico's Consejo Nacional de 
Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACYT) and the Institute of Intemational 
Education, which awards the "Lincoln-Juárez" scholarships-in ad
dition to support from SAIS itself. 

The process of transforming the dissertation into a book manu
script was eased by support from many individuals and institutions. 
The directors of the Center for Intemational Studies at the Colegio de 
México have patiently witnessed the evolution of this book. They are, 
chronologically, Lorenzo Meyer, Rafael Segovia, Blanca Torres, Sole-
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dad Loaeza, llán Bizberg (whose enthusiasm and generosity were 
crucial through the final stage), and Celia Toro, all of whom were un
failingly generous in their support. The book also gained from input 
from colleagues and friends at the Colegio de México: Jorge Padua, 
Manuel García y Griego, Gustavo Vega, and the Academic Comput
ing Services division. Special thanks are dueto Bernardo Mabire and 
Lorenzo Meyer, who read the final draft and made many useful sug
gestions. 1 also benefited from the support of Diana and Mario 
Bronfman, Laura Mues, and Julio Sotelo. 

An indirect though critica! influence was my experience as a col
umnist for La Jornada. One of my most important sources was jour
nalistic material, and my active participation in establishing this 
newspaper and continuing as a contributing writer for over twelve 
years gave me a better understanding of the sometimes neurotic but 
always creative passion involved in the elusive search for objectivity 
under the inexorable pressure of deadlines. My learning experiences 
in this vein continued when, in 1996, 1 moved to another great news
paper, Reforma, where 1 continue to write a weekly column that is car
ried by fifteen other Mexican dailies. Another extremely important 
influence, especially for certain chapters, was the ideas and the spirit 
of colleagues and friends at the Academia Mexicana de Derechos 
Humanos, Alianza Cívica, and many other organizations that have 
contributed to the unfinished adventure of building a just and demo
cratic Mexico. 

In the United States, 1 would like to acknowledge the encourage
ment 1 received from Riordan Roett, Bruce Bagley, Piero Gleijeses, 
and Ekkehart Kripendorff at John Hopkins University, as well as the 
support of Wayne Cornelius, who in 1981 provided me with a much 
needed tranquil space in which to work at the Center for U.S.-Mexi
can Studies at the University of California, San Diego, of which he 
was the founding director. Kevin Middlebrook, the Center's second 
director, gave the text a careful reading and provided a timely 
stimulus. And Ruth Adams, a dear friend, provided an example of 
vitality in the exploration of new ideas. 

Vital financia! support from a number of U.S. institutions allowed 
me to comb archives and carry out interviews, in addition to under
writing sorne of the book's costs. My deepest thanks to the Mexican 
office of the Ford Foundation and to two programs of the John T. and 
Catherine MacArthur Foundation: the Program on Peace and Inter
national Cooperation, administered by the Social Science Research 
Council, and the Research and Writing Program of the Prograrn on 
Peace and International Cooperation. The William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation also contributed, through the Colegio de México's Center 
for Intemational Studies. The manuscript's final draft was begun at 
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the New School for Social Research, where 1 received the support and 
encouragement of Judith Friedlander and Aristide Zolberg. 

1 would also like to thank those who participated directly in lo
cating, organizing, and coding information: Mónica Guadalupe Mora, 
Betty Strom, Blanca María Jouliá, Noel Thomas, and particularly Yo
landa Argüello and Laura Valverde. The proofing and correction of 
many drafts was deftly handled by Patricia Bourdon and Virginia 
Arellano. In the final stages, Doris Amez Torrez and particularly 
Fernando Ramírez Rosales contributed much-valued enthusiasm and 
professionalism. Mrs. Antonia Fierro Mota gave me both affection 
and food throughout my months of isolation in Tepec, Morelos, and 
became the confidante of my silences. Cristina Antúnez gave me sup
port in resolving sorne computer problems. The book's swift publica
tion in English is due to the professionalism of Sandra del Castillo. 
Julián Brody Pellicer contributed the passion and intelligence of an 
artist-translator. 

But 1 have reserved my most special acknowledgments for four 
individuals. The first is Miguel Acosta, who carried out one of the 
most arduous-though fascinating-aspects of this research with 
enormous diligence, responsibility, and cheerfulness. Together we 
mastered the methods of content analysis. And to the others 1 dedi
cate this book-to my wife, Eugenia, and to my very dear children, 
Cristina and Andrés, whose long-running skepticism and good hu
mor are now finally rewarded with this publication. To them, at last, 1 
can say, "believe it or not, it's finally finished." 





1 
Methods and Objectives 

IN BROAD ÜUTUNE 

The initial objective of this work was to describe the evolution of the 
U.S. intellectual and political elite's vision of Mexico from the end of 
World War II onward. While this remains a key objective, as the re
search progressed .it became increasingly clear that the underlying 
causes for the transformation of the elite's vision itself called for ex
planation, leading to a second research focus: how ideas have influ
enced, and continue to influence, the relationship between Mexico 
and the United States. Once on this path, an evaluation of the United 
States' positive and negative impacts on Mexico, and especially on 
that country's political system, became inevitable. Looking back over 
the completed work, one realizes that in many ways it constitutes a 
reinterpretation of several aspects of Mexico's contemporary history. 

Following certain historical antecedents, the analysis begins with 
1946, a year that signaled a new era in global history, in which the 
United States was to be the dominant force. This nation began creat
ing the institutions and fine-tuning the mechanisms it needed to exert 
its new-found power, and in the evolution of this grand U.S. strategy 
Mexico has played a fundamental role. 

The features of Mexico's political system, economy, and intema
tional relations were clearly delineated during the presidency of 
Miguel Alemán (1946-1952). His term in office, which reaffirmed 
Mexico's corporatist, authoritarian, and centralized presidentialism, 
produced an eclectic combination of prívate and social economies 
regulated by a powerful State. It also gave rise to a peculiarly bi
dimensional style of intemational relations, the product of an inde
pendent diplomacy combined with close geographic proximity to the 
United States. 
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The analysis runs chronologically to early July 1997. It includes 
President Carlos Salinas de Gortari' s six years in office, the first half 
of the Ernesto Zedillo administration, and the economic and political 
crises that have slowed Mexico's passage through this recent period 
of (as yet unfinished) transition, which reached an apex in the mid
term elections of July 6, 1997. Special attention is given to 1986, the 
year in which Mexico's ruling classes decided to dismantle the 
prevalent economic model. Their efforts were aided by the United 
States, and this cooperation led to the gradual abandonment of Mex
ico's independent diplomacy. One underlying factor in the relation
ship that held constant, both before and after 1986, was Washington's 
unconditional support for the Mexican govemment elites. The first 
indication that such support could ever waiver did not appear until 
May 1997. 

Although this book deals with diverse aspects of Mexican reality, 
the emphasis is on Mexico-United States relations and the Mexican 
political system, especially the Mexican regime's capacity to control 
society through a skillful combination of hegemony and coercion, and 
the persistent efforts of a number of groups to struggle against the 
govemment's grip. 

Little or nothing is known about what weight the "externa! factor" 
had during this historical period (and continues to have) in the politi
cal system, and its inclusion here is somewhat groundbreaking. With 
only a few exceptions, the literature on transitions to democracy 
rarely considers the externa! factor/ further, the Mexican transition 
itself is largely ignored. 

This research will demonstrate that the characteristics, evolution, 
and perseverance of Mexican authoritarianism can best be under
stood if we incorporate what the U.S. elite does, or fails todo. To go 
one step further, one might assert that the single most important fac
tor underlying the permanence of the Mexican regime-or its slow 
rate of degradation and decay-has been the backing of the U.S. elite. 
This is one of the reasons why understanding how Mexico has been 
perceived through the prism of global visions, and the myths and 
ideologies of the United States, has now become a project of sorne 
urgency. 

The methodology used and the interpretation offered here carry a 
caveat: new approaches are often unsettling, and hopefully the reader 
will show patience with this approach to an extremely complex and 
multidimensional problem, guided by a reflection of Luden Gold
mann's: "there is no general or universal rule for research, save for 
adaptation to the concrete realities of the studied object" (1969). 

'Exceptions include Huntington 1991 and Lowenthal1991. 
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IDEAS ANO PERCEPTIONS 

How did Americans perceive Mexico between 1946 and 1996? How 
were these perceptions transformed, and why? How objectively or 
truthfully did these perceptions portray Mexican reality? How did 
they affect other aspects of reality? What is the importance of these 
issues for current-day Mexico? To answer these questions, one must 
begin at the beginning, with the raw material, the perceptions them
selves, and a central thesis: no concept emerges from nowhere; each 
has a reason for being, an explanation. 

Trying to capture in words the meaning of "ideas," "perceptions," 
or "consciousness" is to venture into inhospitable realms of knowl
edge, a joumey traced and retraced by philosophers, psychologists, 
and biologists without a hint of conclusive success.2 Extensive bibliog
raphies cover the topic of ideologies, but here, too, we often find 
"several meanings, sometimes difficult to distinguish from one an
other" (Plamenatz 1970: 27). Nor will we find any apparent consensus 
regarding the importance of ideas for social transformation. Despite 
these obstacles, how these terms are understood here must be clari
fied in order to define this volume' s theoretical scope and methodol
ogy, to create a systematic framework for information, and to estab
lish a continuity of approach throughout the various stages of the 
research. 

Ideas are human beings' mental representations of concrete objects 
as perceived through the senses, or of abstractions, based on other 
ideas and expressed as words, the "instruments of thought" (Aldous 
Huxley, in Humphrey 1993: 117). Ideas can be expressed as words or 
as visual images (in caricatures, for example), with language or 
drawing serving as the instruments of thought. 

Through ideas (which may rest on rigorously established facts or 
on unsubstantiated subjective judgments}, individuals, groups, and 
societies gradually develop explanations-both true and false
conceming themselves and their surroundings, which can then serve 
as guidelines for action. Through our examination of the ideas held by 
U.S. elites, or of the Mexican regime's control over the ideas that 
reach Mexican society, we will find that there is an inescapable rela
tionship between what we do and what we think and feel-as consid
ered in the following discussion of four capital concepts: worldview, 
myth, consciousness, and relationships of domination. 

2A brilliant analysis of the current state of the debate appears in Humphrey 1993. 
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WORLDVIEW AND lDEOLOGIES 

Worldview is understood here as it was used by Luden Goldmann: a 
society or social group's general interpretation of reality (Goldmann 
1969: 103).3 A worldview takes form and expression in foundational 
documents (such as constitutions or other writings considered piv
ota!); in aesthetic, ethical, and philosophical values; andina pantheon 
of heroes and mythologies. Its function is to explain reality and, in so 
doing, to provide guidelines for the organization of the social groups 
that adopt it and for the direction these groups must go. Sorne socie
ties hold a more scientific worldview than others, for example. 

When we speak of worldviews, we are usually referring to those 
of nation-states; however, Plamenatz has pointed out that worldviews 
can also emerge from geographic regions encompassing a number of 
countries, or from "diminutive sects found only in one small comer of 
the world" (1970: 15). This is a crucial point, because it will enable us 
to conceptualize a complex map of ideas that transcends national 
borders. 

As represented in this volume, ideologies are closely related to a 
global optic, although they occupy a lesser category, because, in pro
viding but a partial notion of reality, they hold a reduced explanatory 
capacity (Goldmann 1969: 103). From this perspective, a number of 
ideologies can coexist within any specific collectivity. Relationships 
will be fluid and harmonious to the extent that the fundamental pos
tulates of a worldview are shared or charged with tension when one 
ideology seeks to supplant the dominant worldview-as sometimes 
occurs. 

MYTH 

One of the most important criteria in evaluating worldviews and 
ideologies is how faithfully they reflect reality. In order to apply this 
criterion, analysts often employ the concept of myth, with its two 
meanings. The first, which is the most prevalent, associates myths 
with líes or false explanations of reality. Frazer, for example, suggests 
that myths are "mistaken explanations of phenomena, whether of 
human life or of externa! nature. . . . [B]eing founded on ignorance 
and misunderstanding, they are always false, for were they true, they 
would cease to be myths" (in Murray 1960: 309). One might say, then, 
that the explanatory validity of worldviews and ideologies is deter
mined by the number of falsehoods contained within their myths. An 
accepted procedure for separating truth from falsehood involves 

'Goldmann is known for his insights into literature and society; see Goldmann 1969, 
1976a,l976b,1977. 
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employing the scientific method, which requires that all statements be 
supported by verifiable facts. In other words, science serves as the 
critic of mythologies (Levin 1960: 114). 

The second meaning associates myths with the aspirations of an 
individual or a social group. For Henry Murray, a myth is a 
"collective dream" expressing future goals that make sense of action 
and life. A great many myths have been founded upon the belief that 
the installation of a political regime with specific characteristics can 
solve the problems that ail a particular society, or even the world. 
This is of fundamental transcendence for social transformation: 
"collective dreams" form the basis for imagining better futures. They 
can motívate members of groups to make enormous sacrifices, radi
cally transforming their surroundings (Murray 1960: 316). Although 
only after installing a given political regime are we able to evaluate 
the veracity of their asseverations, imagining diverse futures is in it
self a fundamental factor for change. 

In sum, worldviews and ideologies combine objective, incontro
vertible facts with myths, endowed with shifting and diverse combi
nations of truth and falsehood, of aspirations and frustrations. This 
volume outlines the U.S. elite's perception of Mexico and examines 
the truthfulness of its central tenets. 

CONSCIOUSNESS 

Consciousness, both "real" and "potential," is one of the most impor
tant concepts in the study of ideas, and its interpretation has pro
voked extensive, often acrimonious debate (see, especially, Hum
phrey 1993: chap. 16). For Goldmann, "real consciousness" is a sort of 
instant snapshot of the beliefs held by a nation, an individual, or a 
group of individuals, regarding a diverse range of subjects at a spe
cific point in time. According to this definition, huge amounts of in
formation can be reduced to quantifiable (and often believable) indi
cators by means of public opinion polls, which can ascertain the 
beliefs of specific groups at a particular moment. 

One of the most serious shortcomings of opinion polls is that, al
though they can discern changes in ideas, they cannot explain how 
and why such transformations take place. For such an explanation, 
we must introduce other elements and concepts, such as "potential 
consciousness," the maximum horizon for a person's or group's ca
pacity for understanding.4 Evidently a person's or group's real mar
gins of consciousness can be either broadened or reduced. According 
to Goldmann: 

'One disconcerting question is whether there are any limits to what the human mind is 
able to comprehend. 
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Every group tends to have an adequate knowledge of real
ity; but its knowledge can extend only up to a maximum 
horizon which is compatible with its existence. Beyond this 
horizon, information can only be received if the group's 
structure is transformed; just as in the case of individual 
obstacles, where information can be received only if the 
individual's psychic structure is transformed (1976a: 34). 

Chapter 1 

In other words, sorne information cannot be received, because "it 
transcends the group's maximum potential consciousness." Conse
quently, history is sometimes envisioned as a battle between knowl
edge and ignorance. This book will explore the changing frontiers of 
consciousness in Mexico and the United States and the obstacles to 
consciousness that exist in intelligence, in the state of knowledge, and 
in created interests. When created interests come into play, ignorance 
is frequently deliberate and pretended. 

Bemard Lonergan has referred to the phenomenon that leads in
dividuals to ignore "relevant questions" that could provide them with 
a "balanced and complete opinion" conceming a certain topic as sco
tosis (1970: 191-93). But how can we know if this inattention is volun
tary or involuntary? What role do political and economic interests 
play? What is the importance of individual, as opposed to group, 
history? 

A psychoanalyst's role is to enhance his patients' capacity for in
trospection and perception, so that they can understand and over
come impediments to adequate processes of thought and function. 
Societies as a whole have no psychoanalyst; perhaps social scientists, 
intellectuals, or joumalists fulfill this function somewhat by formulat
ing the questions that generate and popularize knowledge and ideas, 
ultimately expanding a society's consciousness. These individuals
whose function it is to produce ideas-interact permanently with 
their reference groups and with society. 

RELATIONSHIPS OF DOMINATION 

The notion of relationships of domination can link the concepts in the 
preceding sections with political realities. Inequalities permeate both 
society and the intemational system, and it is natural that the estab
lished order, imperfect thought it may be, will be supported by those 
who benefit from it. What is less evident is why the established order 
should also be accepted by those who are dominated, those who de
rive little or no benefit from it. The answer encompasses two con
cepts: coercion and hegemony. 

When a member of a group violates one of the group's explicit or 
implicit rules, those who dominate, who govem, can select coercion 



Methods and Objectives 7 

as an option to force this individual to adhere to the norms that sus
tain the established order. In an oft-quoted phrase, Max Weber wrote 
that "the State is an association that claims a rnonopoly upon the le
gitimate use ofviolence" (1946: 334, ernphasis added). Methods of coer
cion, as well as their legality or legitimacy, vary through time and 
space: in Europe, barely two centuries ago the rnyth of the ruler's di
vine right was sufficient justification for the physical elirnination of 
anyone who questioned it; torture was a legitirnate procedure, and its 
application was regulated in legal codes (one of the rnost terrifying 
instances is the Austrian Constitutio Criminalis Theresiana of 1769). 
Torture is still practiced today, although it is legally forbidden and 
enjoys no legitimacy. 

Coercion need not be applied at all times. In general, all that is 
required is that the rnernbers of a given society intemalize the possi
bility of potential punishrnent (public tortures and executions clearly 
obey a pedagogical rnotivation). As pointed out by Michel Foucault, 
"The role of disciplinary punishrnent rnust be to reduce deviations. It 
rnust, therefore, be essentially corrective" (1976: 184). 

The notion of hegernony has a different logic and intent: dornina
tors incorporate into their conceptualizations the idea that relation
ships of inequality and dornination are natural, inevitable, even desir
able. This tums upon a nurnber of factors, which usually appear in 
cornbination: ignorance on the part of the dorninated, the guarded 
and subtle nature of the dornination, the deep intemalization of feel
ings of inferiority or impotence, the advantages enjoyed by the estab
lished order, and, finally, the fact that rebellion is frequently consid
ered to be unrealistic, farfetched, or fraught with risk (O'Donnell 
1978: 1158-59). 

Hegernony depends on ideas that can legitimate it on the basis of 
reason or tradition. Once formulated, these ideas rnust be disserni
nated, a process in which policies for cornrnunication and propa
ganda are fundamental. In this propagandizing process, the role of 
the State varies according to the regime. In an authoritarian or totali
tarian nation, a great deal of the govemrnent's energy ís expended in 
controlling ideas, especially those that run contrary to its vision. The 
incarceration, elimination, or dernotion of opposition rnernbers has 
frequently been justified by labeling thern as heretics, Cornrnunists, or 
capitalists. 

In rnodem dernocratic countries, the State also seeks to control 
ideas and use coercion, but its ability to do so is limited because the 
relationships of dornination are operating under different rules. For 
exarnple, it is society's aim that the State (the central agent for the 
irnplernentation of relationships of dornination) be an irnpartial 
power, regulating social conflicts and relationships as a representative 
of society's interests (Bartra 1978: 32-33). In this kind of regime, a so-
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cial contract is renewed periodically by the citizenry through elec
tions. Government behavior is monitored by an extremely broad 
range of academic, media, and citizens' groups, leading to more le
gitimate and stable political "structures" (Milliband 1978: 175-76; 
Poulantzas 1975: 255-56). Consequently, the restraints on the use of 
coercion are tightened, and relationships of domination become less 
visible, or more tolerable. 

Even a glance at history from this point of view will reveal that 
State coercion has not disappeared, although the brutality of its appli
cation has been limited and even in authoritarian or totalitarian re
gimes there are constraints on its use. Over the last two centuries, as 
restrictions on coercion have increased, the importance of hegemony 
as a form of domination has grown, and increasingly it must be justi
fied with rational arguments. Even in nations like Mexico, hegemony 
is more important than coercion. 

The specific combination of hegemony and coercion differs by 
country, and it changes across time according to culture, history, geo
political standing, the solidity of society and/ or the Sta te, and so on. 
The nature of this combination will determine the profile and weight 
of the instruments used to preserve the relationships of domination: 
ideological, economic, political, diplomatic, or military (O'Donnell 
1978: 1158-73). lt is even possible to analyze a society by examining 
how its ruling classes use and justify coercion and hegemony, and 
what types of resistance emerge within the society. 

IDEAS ANO Hl:STORICAL CHANGE 

Coercion and hegemony are justified and applied through ideas, or
dered into worldviews and ideologies, whose contents, whether myth 
or reality, are determined by potential consciousness. During the peak 
of Nazi power and influence, broad sectors of German society, and 
many in other countries, were convinced of (or forced to agree with) 
the validity of the fascist worldview, even though it included many 
myths whose content was fallacious and unsupported by the scientific 
method but were premised on the assumption that the future would 
be better. This and many other instances forcefully demonstrate that 
the importance of certain ideas depends on the level of power behind 
them, and not only on their interna! coherence. There are also ideas 
that are supported by the intellectual or moral authority of those who 
pronounce them. 

This leads toa complex issue: the relationship between ideas and 
economic structure, politics, culture, military power, or the determi
nants of social change (see, especially, Gramsci 1975: 64-66). Of par
ticular interest is the importance of ideas for a regime's permanence 
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or transformation. Nicos Poulantzas sumrnarized a key criterion: al
though 11 economic factors" are determinant in the long run, this 11 does 
not mean that [they] always hold the dominant role in the structure" 
(1975: 14). Ideas, therefore, have a certain autonomy and can even 
become the determinant factor. 

Every regime seeks to maintain its hold on power through the use 
of violence or hegemony. Yet history has demonstrated time and 
again that transformation is inevitable. Social change may be con
trolled or postponed, but never eliminated. Dissatisfied groups or 
individuals will appear, disagreeing either totally or partially with the 
established order, with the dominant ideas. Peaceful or violent at
tempts to 11Correct" the problem will soon follow, potentially effecting 
change at one or severallevels of society or in the regime as a whole. 

To be successful, the dissatisfied person or group must offer an 
alternative ideology; and for this ideology to be transformed into a 
worldview, it must have sufficient intellectual capacity to develop a 
proposal for the future that could win wide acceptance. During this 
gestation period, the myth as "collective dream" is fundamentally 
important, as it extends the promise of a more attractive future for 
those who are dominated or dissatisfied, in exchange for certain sac
rifices on their part. In his Reflections on Violence, Georges Sorel put 
forward the concept of "total strike" as a method for achieving social
ism. He suggested that the "total strike" is a "myth within which so
cialism is compressed" (1961: 127). Years later, Mohandas Gandhi 
postulated satyagraha (passive resistance, civil disobedience) as the 
weapon with which the weak can, through an act of interna! conver
sion, modify unfair laws and improve their situation (1993: 318). 
These are but two perspectives, two different methods, in the peren
nial struggle to transform relationships of domination. 

Another event of enormous transcendence among the revolutions 
and social transformations taking place in recent centuries was the 
French Revolution. lt obliterated the institutions of the anden régime 
and revolutionized social relationships and the nature of thought by 
establishing equality as the criterion for all social relations and ra
tionality as the ingredient of alllegitimacy. As Hegel sumrnarized in 
his Encyklopadie, "in this reasoning and reflexive era, no one will get 
far if he cannot adduce a founded reason for everything, no matter 
how wrong or mistaken it may be" (1817). 

THE USE OF CONCEPTS 

Inter-American relations, the understanding that exists between 
Mexico and the United States, and the Mexican political system can 
all be explained within the theoretical framework outlined above. For 
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example, the nature of inter-American relations is irrevocably 
stamped by the might of the United States, which uses diverse com
binations of coercion and hegemony to maintain an order that is in 
line with its best interests. In the summer of 1953, for example, 
Washington concluded that the Guatemalan regime of Jacobo Arbenz 
was headed toward Communism and that it must be overthrown. 
Following a sophisticated campaign of destabilization and isolation, 
U.S. forces invaded Guatemala in 1954 and forced Arbenz to resign 
the presidency. There was no public outcry in the United States; the 
overwhelming majority of those who had an interest in Guatemalan 
affairs accepted and supported the U.S. government's actions. 

Three decades later, President Ronald Reagan's National Security 
Council admitted in an intemal document that its Central America 
policy-which pursued the overthrow of Nicaragua's Sandinistas and 
the containment and destruction of insurgents in El Salvador-posed 
"serious problems for public opinion and Congress," creating diffi
culties for the "maintenance of its orientation" (New York Times, April 
7, 1984). Society's consciousness had broadened, and limits had been 
imposed upon its government's will. 

U.S. public opinion regarding Mexico has undergone similar trans
formations. A 1960 intemal White House memorandum quotes Presi
dent Dwight Eisenhower as stating, "If communists were to come to 
power in Mexico, we would very probably go to war" (WH 1960). 
Almost thirty years later, in 1989, ex-CIA director William Colby 
commented in an interview that "were the new Mexican left, or 
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, to come to power, this would not pose a 
threat to the security of the United States" {author interview). Evi
dently a greater flexibility of opinion now prevails among members of 
the U.S. elite. 

The viewpoints espoused by the hundreds of U.S. citizens writing 
about Mexico in tens of thousands of pages also underwent a similar 
transformation. Between 1946 and 1986, eleven New York Times corre
spondents wrote 1,328 articles, each of which expresses a moment of 
individual history but also demonstrates the influence exerted on 
these correspondents by their editors in New York, by officials of the 
U.S. Embassy in Mexico, by members of the Mexican government, 
and by Mexican society. These influences also acted on academics and 
functionaries, guiding their decisions about · topics, emphasis, theo
retical framework, methodology, and sources. 

The opinions of U.S. elites regarding the best methods for exerting 
dominance over Latín America underwent extensive transformations. 
In general terms, the space for the use of coercion shrank, while that 
for persuasion or hegemony expanded. But how and why did these 
modifications take place? To provide an answer, we could focus on 
personal histories, detecting crucial points in education or work ex-
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perience; we could even examine mystical revelations. However, the 
most fruitful approach may well be to focus on the collective con
sciousness, which frames the development of individual conscious
ness. 

Edward Carr has pointed out that every historian-and, in fact, 
every social analyst-is a part of history: "The point in the procession 
at which he finds himself determines his angle of vision over the 
past." In other words, "before he begins to write history, [the histo
rian] is a product of history." Our perceptions depend on our point of 
view or on that of the group or groups to which we belong. An aca
demically rigorous social chronicler must be conscious of the role he 
plays, both as judge of and participant in the studied society. In this 
way, one can achieve a certain intellectual distance, affording a more 
objective appreciation of society. As Carr suggested, "Before you 
study the history, study the historian .... [B]efore you study the his
torian, study his historical and social environment. The historian, be
ing an individual, is also a product of history and society" (1963: 43-
48). And, according to Goldmann, 

Every manifestation of ideas is the work of its individual 
author and expresses his thought and way of feeling, but 
these ways of thinking and feeling are not independent 
entities with respect to the actions and behavior of other 
men. They exist and may be understood only in terms of 
their inter-subjective relations which give them their whole 
tenor and richness (1969: 128). 

Forms of behavior-or written text~an be expressions of a 
"collective consciousness to the extent that the structures" they ex
press are not unique to their authors, but rather are shared by the 
"various members who form the social group" (Goldmann 1969: 129). 
Sociolinguistics also employs the notion that individuals are represen
tative~onsciously or unconsciously-of the social group in which 
they are immersed; they are "collective speakers" (locuteurs collectifs) 
(see Marcellesi and Gardin 1974). 

Because a collective consciousness, derived from a shared ideol
ogy or worldview, does in fact exist, different individuals who wrote 
about Mexico (many of whom never met) frequently expressed simi
lar ideas in different media. This is not to say that individuals serve as 
megaphones, repeating the ideas of the groups from which they 
emerge. This would nullify the potential of the human mind and con
sciousness by implying that humans must repeat the same ideas again 
and again throughout eternity, not unlike the scratched record of a 
bygone technology. 

The relationship between a person and his social group is dynamic 
and charged with tension; every collectivity seeks, in greater or lesser 
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measure, to homogenize its members' thought processes. Nonethe
less, individuals invariably appear who are willing to think differ
ently, who are willing to imagine altemative futures, to take risks, 
and to transcend the confines established by the collectivity, in order 
to retum as bearers of new perceptions of reality. A certain risk is al
ways present; such individuals may on occasion formulate aberra
tions or confusions that can mislead others. 

Every era has produced adventurers of thought and action, the 
sort of exceptional individual who, Hegel believed, "can put into 
words the will of his age, tell his age what his will is, and accomplish 
it" (1942: 295). In general, contributions are more modest and trans
formations more gradual. This examination of the U.S. elite's vision of 
Mexico spans an era rich in individuals who transcended the views of 
the majority and who, even under unfavorable circumstances, modi
fied the perceptions of their groups and their countries as part of a 
consistent, though uneven, process. We should not forget that the re
verse has more often been the case. Research by Foucault and others 
has amply demonstrated that the social group always seeks to sap 
and/ or confine individual imagination, imposing controls and mar
ginalizing anyone who thinks differently. 

This is why we must differentiate between "individual time" and 
the "historical time" of groups, classes, or nations (Goldmann 1976b: 
112). In the culture of the United States, for example, the individual 
generally plays the primary role, and it is not unusual for students of 
American joumalism to focus on "individual time." Thus Walter 
Lippmann envisions the product that reaches the reader as the result 
of an entire series of individual decisions as to "what items shall be 
printed, how much space each shall occupy, and what emphasis each 
shall have" (1957: 354). 

The value of "individual time" is undeniable. Nevertheless, a 
study with such a focus would require severa! lifetimes merely to 
outline the intellectual biographies of the academics, joumalists, and 
functionaries whose words appear in this volume, though many of 
their individual histories are fascinating. The volume focuses instead 
on "group time"; therefore, the emphasis is on points of agreement 
and the individual contributions that have amplified consciousness. 
This work will also establish the validity of U.S. perceptions, the 
weight of various interests, the functional mechanisms of relation
ships of domination, and the effect of ideas upon other aspects of re
ality (in particular, the authoritarianism of the Mexican political sys
tem). 

Because the interpretations and conclusions presented are medi
ated through the author's own ideas, myths, and interests, they may 
be questioned. The scientific method, which was used to gather, or
ganize, and process the collected information, is also a mechanism 
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that can detect and correct the limitations of one's individual con
sciousness. 

HUNTING FOR IDEAS IN THE UNITED STA TES 

The complexity and heterogeneity of U.S. society soon dashed any 
early hopes to conduct a systematic study of the multiple ways in 
which Mexico and "what is Mexican" have been understood by di
verse social groups in the United States. It would also have been im
possible to cover every shade of perception in every group and spe
cific region (California, for example, calls for special treatment). 
Therefore, all references from the worlds of literature, art, cinema, or 
television have been set aside, to concentrate instead on the percep
tions held by public officials, academics, businessmen, and joumalists 
with a specific interest in U.S. foreign policy (the so-called establish
ment).· 

This elite includes individuals at the peak of political, military, and 
economic power, easily able to realize their will, though others may 
be opposed, or to take important decisions that affect nations such as 
Mexico. Institutions that enjoy this power include the U.S. Congress, 
the Department of State, the armed forces and intelligence services, 
and the Departments of Justice and of the Treasury, as well as multi
lateral organizations such as the W orld Bank and the Intemational 
Monetary Fund. This group also includes large transnational corpo
rations and the prívate banking sector. These entities, clustered 
around Washington and New York, have a shared group conscious
ness, imd they function and interact according to fairly elaborate for
mal and informal rules (Milis 1956). 

Closely linked to this elite are the communications media and uni
versities which, along with their other roles, must generate and re
produce ideas, information, and knowledge. These are not mere ap
pendages to a larger structure; they are autonomous institutions in an 
intense, though nonantagonistic, relationship. As argued below, the 
joumalist, the congressman, the CIA analyst, and the academic share 
the same set of values, although they may interpret and fight for them 
in different ways. 

Another central actor is society, which influences and interacts 
with the elite in a number of ways. Because U.S. society has toa great 
extent tumed inwards, participation in the development of foreign 
policy usually has been restricted to small groups. The half-century 
that 1 examine, however, included a fundamental break with this rule. 
The convulsions of the 1960s-especially those related to the Vietnam 
War-gave rise to relatively broad social groups determined to inter
vene in a range of foreign policy affairs. This phenomenon, which has 
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not yet run itself out, now holds a wide range of implications for 
Mexico in the 1990s. 

In arder to retrieve the ideas of the "establishment" elite, the re
search included a review of official documents, reports of academic 
research, and joumal articles, as well as hundreds of formal and in
formal interviews. One early finding was that the U.S. community of 
"Mexicanists" has a far more sophisticated and informed vision than 
that found in popular culture; even prejudices are expressed with 
greater subtlety. This community's members are in permanent com
munication through formal and informal relations; their interpreta
tions frequently merge, diverge, and merge again within the frame
work of a shared worldview. 

The research also included comparing Mexican and U.S. writings 
and the interpretation of certain key events by the Mexican press. The 
latter provided important insights into the mechanisms that the Mexi
can regime employed to control ideas. The full range of the Mexican 
research has not been incorporated, however, because the objectives 
in writing this book called for a heavier emphasis on the U.S. litera
ture. 

Also examined were both public and restricted-access official 
documents. Those that were once confidential or secret carry a special 
advantage: they are sometimes very explicit about the attitudes 
within the U.S. or Mexican bureaucracies, and about the strategies 
and policies these bureaucracies have developed to protect their in
terests. This research draws on extremely rich material from the U.S. 
Department of State, the U.S. Embassy in Mexico, the armed forces, 
the CIA, and the U.S. Federal Reserve. Although hundreds of docu
ments were consulted, there is no way to tell how representative this 
sample really is; it is impossible to know how many similar docu
ments remain classified. 

Other valuable public documents were the memoirs of former U.S. 
presidents and high-ranking functionaries, as well as the reports on 
the human rights situation in Mexico and the world that the Depart
ment of State has presented to Congress on a yearly Qasis since 1976. 
Another relevant source was a collection of articles on Mexico-
published in twenty-seven American military publications between 
1949 and 19885-that reveals the U.S. military's view of Mexico. 

Books and articles by academics were of special interest, because 
the U.S. elite places a great deal of importance on knowledge and be
cause the basic social function of academics is to generate knowledge. 
Their writings trace the development of U.S. knowledge conceming 
Mexico. In total, the present volume refers to the work of over one 

'These were selected based on the Air University Library Index to Military Periodicals 
(Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama), which covers seventy-nine publications. 
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hundred academics writing about Mexico after World War 11.6 It also 
covers the left flank of the U.S. academic spectrum and incorporates 
everything regarding Mexico that appeared in the magazine NACLA 
Report on the Americas, which began publication in 1967. 

Only the most important works have been considered, and the 
various authors' trajectories through time were not traced. During the 
1950s, for example, Robert Scott expressed great confidence in the 
Mexican political system, but by 1980 he had been forced to modify 
his views significantly (see Scott 1971, 1980). If one were to explain 
the motives for his individual trajectory, this work would edge into 
the biographical. And, as noted above, that is not the intention-for 
severa! important reasons. 

The third important source was the articles on Mexico that ap
peared in U.S. daily newspapers. Because of the dailies' publication 
schedule, they can serve as a barometer for the transformation of U.S. 
perceptions and agendas into instant snapshots. Nearly 7,000 articles 
were examined; because of the importance of these materials, their 
representativeness and the methods and techniques employed in their 
analysis are outlined in the following sections. 

One additional consideration lends confidence to the assumption 
that this work has captured the essence of the U.S. elite's view of 
Mexico: American political culture is more open than its Mexican 
counterpart (it is easier to gain access to information, for example). 
These journalistic and academic sources, official documents, and in
terviews provide a clear vision of the U.S. elite's way of thinking. 
They also serve as the basis for a coherent explanation of contempo
rary Mexico. 

SOCIETY ANO THE PRESS IN THE UNITED STA TES 

The press is a reflection of the society in which it operates. In order to 
fully understand the nature of newspapers, we must understand the 
societies within which they exist. Diversity, one of the most distinctive 
features of the U.S. press, is a clear reflection of this society's hetero
geneity: 1,611 newspapers, including daily and evening editions, 
published in 1990, for a combined average daily circulation of 
62,327,962 copies. None can be considered truly national; they all re
flect the cities, regions, and/ or social groups toward which they are 
aimed. This wide variety poses problems for any definitive affirma
tions regarding the representativeness of the U.S. press. 

Yet despite this heterogeneity, U.S. newspapers share three char
acteristics (exceptions do exist but are of little significance). First, they 

"For a panoramic overview of the academic bibliography produced through 1989, see 
Camp 1990a. 
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are private enterprises oriented toward profit through extensive circu
lation and the sale of advertising space. Second, they are guided by a 
"social responsibility" code, in which the media represent the public 
interest; their responsibility, therefore, is to inform and educate their 
readership with objectivity, to actas watchdogs over government ac
tion (assuming they are politically and economically independent), 
and to play a part in the identification of issues that should appear on 
an agenda of national debate (see Sigal 1973; Siebert, Peterson, and 
Schramm 1963; Carey 1974; Harrison 1974; Monteforte 1976; Jensen 
1962). And third, and most important, they express the diverse val
ues, beliefs, and mythologies of U.S. ideologies and worldviews. 

For example, studies of joumalism in the United States frequently 
focus on individual actors. Newspaper owners such as Robert 
McCormick of the Chicago Tribune or William Randolph Hearst, 
owner of the chain that bears his name, were famed for their total 
control over editorial policy, tuming their editorial pages into a 
"megaphone or conduit for the transmission of their prejudices." 
They also manipulated the media to defend their own business inter
ests, as the Hearst-based film character "Citizen Kane" so aptly por
trayed. In stark contrast, the Ochs-Sulzbergers--current owners of the 
New York Times-are scrupulously careful not to influence the paper's 
editorialline.7 

For practica! reasons, a single newspaper was chosen as the focus 
of study; a comparative study covering a broad historical period was 
simply not feasible in the time available. The newspaper selected had 
to be as representative as possible of the U.S. elite's worldview. Those 
considered included the Los Angeles Times, the Bastan Globe, the Dalias 
Morning News, the MiamiHerald, the New York Times, USA Today, and 
the Wall Street Journal, looking at their circulation, influence, quality 
(as gauged by specialists in joumalism and the press), the consistency 
of their intemational coverage, the existence of indexes facilitating the 
location of articles about Mexican affairs, and their deployment of 
Mexican correspondents. 

THE NEW YORK TIMES 

Ultimately the New York Times (henceforth NYT, or Times) was singled 
out as one of the newspapers that best represented the ideas on Mex
ico that circulated among the U.S. elite. An important reason underly
ing this choice was the paper's distribution. In 1991, the Times ran 

'These cases are discussed, respectively, in Hulteng 1973: 33, and DOS 1925. See also 
Siga! 1973. Hulteng has demonstrated that, regardless of intent, the opinions of 
newspaper owners do irifluence editorial content through, for example, their report
ers' and columnists' self-censorship. 
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1,209,225 copies of its daily edition and 1,762,015 copies on Sundays. 
Although these numbers may seem small against the backdrop of a 
total newspaper circulation of sorne 62 million copies daily in a nation 
of 249 million inhabitants, only two papers performed better: USA 
Today and the .Wall Street Journal (the former is a relatively new publi
cation, and the latter does not appear on weekends). 

An even more important factor was the Times's decision to adopt 
the norms of U.S. society. Its owners envision the Times as a 
"cathedral" of liberalism, pursuing the same aims as the nation as a 
whole: "the preservation of the democratic system and the established 
order." History has shown time and again that the United States and 
the Times are "equally committed to capitalism and democracy" and 
that what has been "bad for the nation" has often been "just as bad 
for the Times" (Talese 1969: 93). Based on these principies, the Times, 
and other communications media, aim to inform their readers in an 
objective and professional manner, perform a vigilant and ceaseless 
appraisal of society's leaders and businesses, and generate profits for 
their shareholders. 

Published material is ruled by the same criteria for the generation 
of knowles:lge as those that apply in universities and government re
search centers. That is, at least in theory, in the United States produc
ing a published work involves the objective handling of facts and the 
incorporation of diverse opinions. To guarantee their independence, 
the Times and other media expressly forbid gifts or subsidies from the 
otganizations on which they report. According to a document outlin
ing the paper's policy regarding conflict of interest, "the integrity of 
The Times requires that its staff avoid employment or any other un
dertaking, obligation, or relationship that creates or appears to create 
a conflict of interest ... or otherwise compromises The Times' s inde
pendence and prestige." Those who write for or work in the newspa
per' s financia! section are barred from both direct and indirect par
ticipation in the buying or selling of stocks and shares (NYT 1986a: 2, 
5). These strict principies, and the unquestioned rigor with which the 
Times seeks to apply its professional criteria, have generated solid 
respect for a newspaper whose intellectual sophistication is well 
matched to the lifestyle of one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the 
world. 

The respect that the Times has garnered is widely reflected in the 
specialized literature. Irving Kristol wrote that there has never been a 
paper "so dedicated to the public interest, so uncompromisingly 
committed to what it conceives to be the highest journalistic stan
dard" (1967: 37). Another reason for the Times's influence, according 
to John Ottinger and Patrick Mainess, is that "editors from Coast to 
Coast check the Times front page as a reference point, if not as a guide 
for their own news judgments" (1972: 1006). 
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The Times is also widely read in other countries. Ottinger and 
Mainess consider that there is no "head of goverrunent anywhere 
who is not a Times reader" (1972: 999). Although this affirmation 
seerns exaggerated-rnany heads of goverrunent are unable to read in 
English, and sorne are hard-pressed toread at all-the Times clearly 
does enjoy an extensive global readership, largely as a result of the 
United States' great influence. That is, a newspaper's intemational 
presence depends on its quality and on the power of the nation in 
which it is published. When the United States displaced Great Britain 
as the leading world power, the New York Times acquired the preerni
nence that once accrued to the London Times. 

Another aspect that rnade this newspaper particularly attractive 
was its intemationalisrn (a typically New York characteristic). Al
though society in the United States is notoriously ignorant regarding 
the rest of the world, it does include a sophisticated elite that is spe
cialized in foreign affairs. The foreign affairs establishment nourishes 
and feeds upon the Times; specialists like Bemard Cohen consider it 
the leading exponent of a "srnall and specialized foreign affairs press 
in the United States"; he adds that it "is read by virtually everyone in 
the goverrunent who has an interest or a responsibility in foreign af
fairs" (1963: 134, 231). 

Even its critics acknowledge this fact. Vitalii Petrusenko-an old
fashioned Soviet acadernic whose prestige was built upon denuncia
tions of Yankee imperialisrn-pointed out that the Times is "the best 
news source (especially foreign news) in the US" (1976: 56). In surn, 
the Times is a "prestige newspaper,"R the opinion source on foreign 
affairs for a nation's goverrunent elite. Thus this research follows 
Claire Selltiz's advice: "select the paper that is commonly quoted as 
the origin with the greatest authority or prestige in the nation con
cemed-for exarnple, the New York Times in the United States" 
(Selltiz, Wrightsrnan, and Cook 1976: 394). 

The Times, as the paper that prints "all the news that's fit to print," 
sees itself as a first draft of history. Its ernphasis on facts, numbers, 
and declarations proved invaluable for this reinterpretation of Mexi
can history over the last five decades. After a detailed analysis of how 
the Times has treated Mexico and a cornparison with the writings and 
analyses produced by both Mexican and U.S. acadernics, this author 
was able to confirm that praise of the Times is well deserved and that 
the Times is highly representative of the elite in the United States. 
Nonetheless, sorne shortcomings were also apparent: conservative 
thinking is not well represented in the Times, and there are certain 
aspects regarding Mexico that are insufficiently treated or totally ig-

'For a detailed discussion of the notion of "prestige newspapers," see De Sola Pool 
1952. 
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nored. It is revealing that these shortcomings are mirrored in the 
writing of academics and functionaries, allowing us to detect a 
broader process of evolving consciousness. The following chapters 
will delve into the reasons for these transformations and limitations .. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF THE TIMES 

Once the Times had been selected as the paper that best represents the 
U.S. elite, the next step was to decide which (and how many) Mexico
related articles to include in the study and what criteria to employ to 
guide the analysis of the paper's various sections (editorials, current 
events, news, etc.). The choice was made for complete coverage: every 
article on Mexico published between January 1, 1946, and December 
31, 1986-a total of 6,903 articles, opinion pieces, informative notes, 
and editorials, dealing with politics, society, finance, and so on
located through the annual NYT Index. Based on a review of thirty
one categories of articles, the sample is believed to be representative 
of the total universe. 

This information, recovered from microfilms, was subjected to 
content analysis, a procedure identified by Philip Stone as a "research 
technique for making inferences by systematically and objectively 
identifying specified characteristics within a text" (1966: 5). In other 
words, content analysis is a way of dissecting texts to reveal the ideas, 
intentions, and styles of their writers. Through content analysis, we 
can establish the relationship between different texts or evaluate the 
effect of a text on the "attitudes or acts of readers" (Berelson 1952: 5). 
This technique is extremely useful in detecting the frequency with 
which key issues (the variables) appear or fail to appear. With well
chosen variables, content analysis can provide an insight into the 
thought processes of a group or society. 

The present study utilized 215 variables for the analysis of the 
6,903 items on Mexico, including visible characteristics (page, size, 
section, etc.); the nature of the information source (functionaries, 
diplomats, the opposition); and the most revealing aspects of the 
economy, the political system, foreign policy, and the nature of Mex
ico and Mexicans. Each article was coded for the number of topics it 
examined and whether the ideas put forth were positive, negative, or 
informative (neutral). (The coder's objectivity was guaranteed 
through a technique described in appendix B, which also lists the 
variables used and provides a more technical discussion.) The infor
mation processing resulted in a rich and versatile data bank, allowing 
for a broad range of comparisons and conclusions regarding the evo
lution of ideas in the United States. (Appendix A presents this infor
mation in a series of figures.) 



20 Chapter 1 

lt became apparent early on that content analysis provides an ex
cellent empirical basis for the study of the U.S. elite's perceptions of 
Mexico.9 For example, it clearly reveals the distribution of Times 
sources. The 6,903 articles examined included the opinions of 10,524 
individuals or institutions, of which 59 percent were public officials, 
12 percent businessmen, 7 percent other newspapers, and only 4.5 
percent members of the opposition (figure 8), confirming that be
tween 1946 and 1986 the Times, and especially the daily edition, pri
marily quoted members of the elite. 

Interestingly, a large percentage of these opinions carne from 
Mexicans. However, even though Mexican opinions figure in this 
analysis of U.S. viewpoints, this does not alter the goal of the re
search, as it was U.S. nationals who decided whom to quote and 
which ideas to feature. 

The most frequently quoted Mexicans were functionaries and 
businessmen, demonstrating a rarely documented but not uncommon 
proposition: that there are remarkable similarities between the think
ing of elites in Mexico and in the United States, the result of an un
derstanding that frames and conditions the bilateral relationship, 
Mexico's political system, and Mexican nationalism. Obviously, an 
exclusively joumalistic and numerical view of reality has limitations, 
which have been compensated in part through the use of official 
documents, academic research, and interviews. 

To summarize, this analysis covers multiple dimensions and is 
sustained by a wide range of information, ordered through an origi
nal methodology. Certainly not every question raised by the phe
nomenon of consciousness, by the evolution of U.S. perceptions of 
Mexico, by the bilateral relationship, or by the nature of the Mexican 
political system has been resolved. However, the abundance of mate
rial presented here can cast light in certain dark comers and can do 
much to help us reinterpret the last fifty years of Mexican history, 
including Mexico' s relationship with the United Sta tes. 

'Although this kind of analysis has gained popularity in recent decades, most content 
analyses seem to cover relatively brief time periods or are based on representative 
samples. None covers as extensive a period nor as broad a universe as that described 
here. 



2 
Ideas and Institutions in 

the United States 

WORLDVIEW 

U.S. society is extraordinarily complex, diverse, and in many ways 
contradictory (Hartz 1955: 52). Yet Americans share a worldview that 
has been consolidated through laws and institutions, and that has 
become a model for a large number of countries in this century. This 
worldview is founded on the U.S. version of economic capitalism, 
which exalts prívate property, market forces, individual initiative, 
and liberalism-and liberalism's goal of creating greater freedom for 
individuals, who, at least in theory, have equal rights and opportuni
ties before the law (David Smith 1968). According to U.S. thought, the 
individual enjoys a privileged position. A pivotal notion here is the 
subordination of governmental institutions to the individual, whose 
responsibility and right it is to participate in the handling of public 
affairs. Because public power corrupts, the logic goes, government 
officials must be rigorously controlled. 

Former U.S. president Harry Truman (1945-1950) declared that 
"the State exists for the benefit of man, not man for the benefit of the 
State" (NYT, March 4, 1947), reiterating a persisting theme in U.S. 
society, whose culture-films, literature, and theater-celebrates in
dividual figures who confront, and usually vanquish, the powers of 
government as well as all manner of extemal threats. Complementing 
and reinforcing this worldview is the myth of the American Dream
the premise that anyone can go from rags to riches ( or become presi
dent) in this land of opportunity and freedom, a promised land, at 
least for those who adhere to its prescribed lifestyle. 
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The individual's rights are upheld by a number of mechanisms, 
including a wide range of organizations, both large and small, that 
constitute an extensive and complex social fabric. A multiplicity of 
groups, representing the interests of the many communities that 
practice participatory or "direct" democracy or who supervise and 
control their govemment officials, have appeared on every level and 
are concemed with a vast range of issues. 

These broad arenas for individual action are supported, but also 
limited, by stipulations in law and custom. For example, custom die
tates that wealthy individuals should retum sorne of their wealth to 
the community. These philanthropists are rewarded with tax deduc
tions in the short term and renown in the long term as their names are 
preserved in foundations, plaques, and buildings. 

This exaltation of the individual, allied to an innate mistrust of the 
State and a preference for intermediate organizations, has generated 
in the United States an abiding disdain for systems of political ideas 
that are formally structured as ideologies; these are associated with 
institutions that curtail or inhibit the individual's freedom of choice 
and action. This goes sorne way toward explaining the absence of 
militants or rigid, structured platforms in the U.S. political system. In 
the United States, as opposed to the rest of the world, political parties 
modify their programs according to the region, the election, the pe
riod, and/ or the individual, with political debate focusing, therefore, 
on specific issues (Gabel1974: 254).1 

Despite the diversity and heterogeneity of their social fabric and 
their mistrust of ideologies, Americans have nonetheless created 
structured bodies of ideas to explain reality and also to serve as 
guidelines for action. The great majority of American society, includ
ing its most politically representative forces, shares a dominant 
worldview, even though specific groups or individuals may lean to
ward one or another variant of the conservative and liberal ideolo
gies, generally converging on fundamental principies and diverging 
on the details. 

Points of contention between conservatives and liberals have in
cluded the extent of the State's role in resolving social problems and 
the forro that foreign assistance should take. In very general terms, 
conservatives tend to assign a greater responsibility to the individual, 
while liberals have a "greater awareness of the group, and of the 
community' s responsibility for the maintenance of social welfare" 
(Marcus 1960: 224). Regarding foreign aid, conservatives have long 
held that the emphasis should be on private investment and trade; 
liberals, meanwhile, have stressed a greater role for govemment and 
multilateral resources. 

'On this topic, also see Shils 1968 and Aron 1966. 
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Even though they may disagree within the political arena, Repub
licans and Democrats, independents and libertarians, are linked by an 
essential set of values. This diversity founded on unity, this extraor
dinarily developed capacity to generate peaceful consensus, lies at the 
very heart of the enduring strength of U.S. institutions. 

Other characteristics of U.S. political culture are optimism, prag
matism, and impatience. Americans believe that humanity is in a state 
of perpetua! progress, confirmed by continua! technological ad
vancement. This widespread faith in technology is largely a result of 
the importance that the United States has traditionally assigned to 
education and the development of knowledge. It forms an important 
part of the American belief that almost any problem can be solved 
with initiative and the right technology, as long as both are applied in 
a timely manner (Marcuse 1968: 221-39). 

Thus the American worldview is predicated on the principies of 
equality, individual freedom, respect for private property and free 
market forces, and a belief in the exceptional character of the United 
States and the American people (to be discussed in the next chapter). 
Such ideas pervade Americans' very existence and define how they 
perceive themselves and other nations. These principies also inform 
American social science and joumalism, whose exponents frequently 
seek to present facts in an objective manner and take a variety of per
spectives into account. 

"THE WORLD' S BEST HOPE" 

Americans are absolutely convinced that they enjoy the best political, 
economic, and social system in history. As Stanley Hoffmann pointed 
out, Americans see themselves as the "favorites of history" (1968: 
112).2 Heightened self-esteem and self-praise are nothing new; these 
have always formed part of the history of the United States. Shortly 
after the United States gained its independence from Great Britain, 
Thomas Jefferson announced that this new nation was the "hope of 
the world." Sorne years later Abraham Lincoln added that the United 
$tates was the "last, and best hope on earth." And well into the twen
tieth century, Ronald Reagan assured Americans that "U.S. citizens 
are freer than any other people" and that "they have achieved more 
than any other people" (in Armstrong 1983: 31-32). 

These beliefs have been fundamental in shaping U.S. foreign pol
icy. Americans have often felt a messianic need to impose their sys
tem of democracy, free economy, and social organization on the rest 

'Not so many years ago, the Soviets were quick to reply that it was they who enjoyed 
the chosen system, in a clash of national egos that nourished the long-standing con
flict between the two superpowers. 
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of the world, usually justifying their actions by asserting that sharing 
American ideas benefits everyone, including Americans. Such actions 
would be unexceptional if they were founded on egoism alone. But 
there is a spiritual dimension to this view of foreign policy, evident in 
the fact that presidential initiatives are termed "doctrines," as though 
they were part of the canonical precepts of religion. This deeply in
grained belief in the exceptional character of the United States has 
been used to justify this country's acts of aggression toward weaker 
nations. 

The United States' arrogance, as well as the country's continued 
success, has provoked a broad range of reactions throughout the 
world. Sorne applaud Americans for their ability to generate wealth, 
their scientific advancements, capacity for organization, common 
sense, the high level of freedom most U.S. citizens enjoy, the tight rein 
they maintain on their politicalleaders, and their generosity. In many 
intemational sectors, the American way of life is a model to be emu
lated. 

However, others criticize their defects and incongruities. They 
point out the United States' pervasive racism, unrefined cuisine, and 
lack of taste; the infantile nature of Americans' sense of humor; the 
drug addiction, violence, and loneliness that characterize life in the 
big cities; and the proliferation of unbalanced individuals, who, ob
sessed with success, adopt extravagant forros of conduct, ranging 
from impersonating Elvís to founding religious cults or cannibalizing 
their neighbors. The hypocrísy of U.S. foreign policy, which preaches 
the values of democracy while supporting corrupt and repressive 
govemments, is also a frequent target for critics. 

Following chapters focus on Americans' innate belief in them
selves as an exceptional people, using this as a doorway to a more 
general exploration of the history of the United States and its relation
ship with Mexico. 

WHY AMERICANS BELIEVE THEY ARE EXCEPTIONAL 

The American system encompasses a number of valuable features, 
among them the solidity of U.S. institutions and the clear-sightedness 
of the country's leadership at key historical moments. However, other 
factors have also played an important role in the history of the United 
States, and one of these is luck. In the United States' struggle for in
dependence, the absence of feudal institutions and the meager op
position from the colonial British govemment meant that the country 
had no need to create a new central power in order to destroy the old 
order (Hartz 1955: 5, 16, 42). The human cost of independence was 
fairly minor: after eight years at war, the American forces had suf-
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fered only 4,435 battleground fatalities. This, together with the infant 
nation's able leadership, allowed a system to emerge that guaranteed 
ample margins of freedom for its citizens. 

This lucky star continued to shine into the nineteenth century, 
when, isolated from the mainstream of European intrigue, the United 
States annexed extensive territories formerly belonging to its weaker 
neighbors. The U.S. invasion of Mexico in 1846, in which Mexico lost 
half of its national territory, cost the United States the lives of 1,733 
combatants and sorne $170 million (in 1972 dollars) (Handleman 1973: 
28-29). In 1867, the United States purchased Alaska from Russia, and 
in 1898, after an easy victory over an exhausted Spanish empire, it 
occupied Cuba, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico. 

This expansion brought with it vast material resources, which 
wer~ exploited with foresight and diligence. The expanding American 
experiment also served as a magnet, attracting an influx of dynamic 
and enterprising immigrants from all over the world. Once arrived, 
these immigrants had greatly varied experiences, with Africans, Chi
nese, and Mexicans, along with Native Americans, bearing the brunt 
of the heavy social costs of this ambitious experiment. 

This period was followed by a schism between two opposing 
worldviews-the northem and the southem. The Civil War (1861-
1865) inflicted lasting scars on the American social panorama. Its fa
talities, numbering in the hundreds of thousands, make it the United 
States' most costly conflict in terms of casualties as a proportion of the 
nation's total population. In the realm of ideas, this conflict largely 
suppressed the southem worldview (although the "Jim Crow" laws 
extended the life of segregation). 

Following the Civil War, the United States embarked on a redefi
nition and consolidation of its worldview. The "progressive" era that 
covers the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries eliminated 
many of capitalism's most glaring defects, thus preempting the active 
and vocal Left that was engaged in vigorous political planning for an 
altemative, socialist worldview (LaFeber and Polenberg 1975: 316-17). 

In 1917, the United States entered World War 1, just as the Bol
sheviks carne to power in Russia, initiating the global confrontation 
between two diametrically opposed worldviews that was to domínate 
the twentieth century. Within the United States, the ruling elites un
leashed a ferocious campaign against the Left in the "Red Scare" of 
the 1920s, which effectively eliminated it as a viable altemative. 

During capitalism's most serious crisis-the Great Depression of 
1929-Fascism and Nazism played havoc with the European democ
racies, but in the United States even the most agitated of political 
protesters dared not overstep the system's rules. 

By the end of World War 11, the United States had attained a level 
of power unprecedented in human history. The wars of the first half 
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of the century had stimulated unparalleled economic growth in the 
United States, while the costs of war-in matériel and human lives
was shouldered primarily by other nations. In World War 1, for ex
ample, the United States lost 116,516 soldiers in combat, compared to 
Russia's total of 1,700,000; and in World War 11, the United States suf
fered 291,557 casualties, while the Soviet Union reported total losses 
of 6,115,000. 

UNITY AND DISSENT IN THE POSTWAR PERIOD 

The second half of the twentieth century can be subdivided into three 
periods. The first two were summed up by Henry Kissinger: "after 
the Second World War, the American people were united in the firm 
belief that our cause was just, our purposes benign .... [After] Viet
nam, we became a nation divided, full of doubt, and with little confi
dence in the kindness of destiny" (DOS 1975). The third period began 
in the 1980s and continues to the present. 

World War 11 confirmed that the United States' participation was 
indispensable in global affairs, thus resolving a long-standing strug
gle for dominance between the country's intemationalists and isola
tionists. Fighting under the liberal standards of individual freedom, 
free trade, and self-determination, the United States confirmed its 
exceptional character on the battlegrounds of World War 11; it re
mained to be tested in the conflict with the Soviet Union. 

During the Cold War, the United States was able to demolish 
every trace of left-wing organizations within its own territory, reaf
firming the unity and consensus underlying the country's worldview, 
fine-tuning their instruments, and imposing relationships of domina
tion. Although coercion was used (in the witch-hunts of McCarthy
ism), in the main the majority view was imposed by means of hegem
ony, with the government and the media constantly reiterating the 
principies of the dominant worldview. In a society predisposed to 
believe any govemment statement, these ends were easily achieved. 

A consequence of this process was the homogenization of society 
and the weakening of the cultural diversity introduced by the steady 
immigration stream. Paul Piccone noted that "Taylorization, capital
intensive technology, the culture industry, and consumerism, com
bined within a productive system that was based on the automobile 
and military expenditures, and this facilitated the penetration of 
capitalist relations into all crevices of everyday life" (1978: xxi). 

Herbert Marcuse has suggested that American culture fell into a 
certain "unidimensionality" during the 1950s. Most Americans opted 
to adapt to the established order and abandoned all imaginings of 
altemate futures which, by questioning the intellectual validity and 
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legitimacy of the present, might support a different worldview. 
Drawing on terminology presented in the preceding chapter, Ameri
cans' capacity to create "collective dreams" was diluted. Marcuse 
maintains that perhaps "the most singular achievement of advanced 
industrial society" was that critica! theory no longer had "the ration
ale for transcending this society" (1968: xü). Quashed in the arenas of 
politics and of ideas, critica! theory's ties to any significant social 
group or social class were severed. Altemative worldviews persisted 
only as intellectual proposals, relegated to library collections or to 
clandestine radical groups in the ghettos of political marginalization. 

This unidimensionality of American society, this gathering leth
argy, carne to an end during the 1960s and 1970s, when the estab
lished arder was shaken by a series of protests against ethnic, politi
cal, economic, and gender inequalities, against the many vices (real 
and imagined) of industrialized society, and against the Vietnam War 
and the Watergate scandal. The greatest blow in terms of foreign af
fairs was surely the intervention in Vietnam, where the United States 
suffered 58,135 dead and a serious political defeat. This debacle was 
catastrophic for a people that had, so far, never lost a conflict on for
eign soil (Hoffmann 1968). These years brought the exceptional char
acter of the United States into question. U.S. society's enduring faith 
in its leadership crumbled, and public interest in foreign affairs began 
to rise. A majority of the population had concluded that their leaders 
needed permanent oversight, and this included their activities in 
other countries. _____ 

The 1980s went sorne way toward restoring confidence in the ex- l 
ceptional nature of the American system, but society's mistrust of its 
leadership, bred during the 1960s and 1970s, was not dispelled. In the 
sphere of foreign policy, this heightened awareness was reflected in 
an effort to understand and tolerate the differences of other societies 
andina marked reticence to use military force to impose the United 
States' will on other nations. Thís attitude persisted even after the 
Cold War's demise. An important change taking place during the ¡ 
1980s was that domination abroad carne to be exerted through eco-\ 
nomic instruments and multilateral institutions that enjoy the support 1 
of most world govemments and in which the most important member 
is the United States. Democracy and peace are now enforced mainly í 
through the United Nations or through economic adjustment pro-J 
grams imposed by the Intemational Monetary Fund. --

A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

Relationships of domination, hegemony, and coercion are useful con
cepts when analyzing events within a nation-state whose govemment 
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holds a monopoly on the use of violence. To apply these concepts to 
the study of intemational relations may seem somewhat unconven
tional; the intemational system lacks a supranational authority able to 
exert coercion. Nonetheless, these concepts are useful in the study of 
an intemational system that includes strong and weak nations, and in 
which powerful countries can resort to force or hegemony in order to 
impose their will. 

The goals of U.S. foreign policy have always been to defend 
America's interests, to combat threats to its integrity, and to promote 
(sometimes to impose) its lifestyle and forros of political or economic 
organization. What has evolved is the manner in which these goals 
are pursued and adapted to the moment, the region, and the country. 
Although during the nineteenth century Washington rarely hesitated 
to dispatch marines or gunships to impose its will by force, by the 
tum of the century a transition was under way. This era witnessed 
significant European expansion into Africa and Asia, while the 
United States merely demanded that these lands open their doors to 
U.S. trade and capital in a "anticolonial imperialism" that sought to 
domínate without actually occupying territory (and facilitated the 
Morrow-Calles understanding of 1927). 

The United States' self-perception, the nature of its political sys
tem, and certain changes in the intemational community's agenda all 
made persuasion an increasingly important tool. A National Security 
Council report dated March 1953 reflects the altemative policies re
garding Latín America that received consideration in the postwar era 
(NSC 1953a). The report was based on the notion that the "salient 
political feature" in the Westem Hemisphere was the "United States' 
predominant status" (NSC 1953a: annex, p. 1). The NSC's intelligence 
analysts confirmed a widely shared idea: that the Soviets could po
tentially project their power into the region, and that "Communism in 
the Americas" was a "potential threat" (JSPC 1947: 20; NSC 1948: 2). 
Three options were suggested: 

• A "policy of compulsion," defined as a retum to "military force, 
economic sanctions, and political pressures to compel Latín 
American countries to act in accordance" with the United States' 
best interests. It was concluded that, at that time, this option 
would prove "disastrous." 

• A "policy of detachment," which would rely on "occasional fa
vors, and the occasional display of military force in urgent cir
cumstances, to keep the situation under control." This option was 
rejected: given the ongoing global confrontation with the Com
munist countries, such a policy might facilitate the "rise to pre-
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dominance in Latin America of forces inimical to United States 
interests." 

• A "policy of cooperation," which would accentuate the "com
munity of interests, the close interdependence both in peace and 
in war, and the similarity of goals of all Westem Hemisphere 
countries, including Canada." It was felt that this would be the 
policy that could "best serve the interests of the United States" in 
both the short and the long term. 

An important aspect of this NSC document is that it states the 
manner in which this goal is to be achieved: the best method would 
be to convince Latin Americans that it is in their interest to 
"collaborate" with the United States, with whom they share a 
"similarity of objectives." The U.S. Department of State also empha
sized that the goal for American foreign policy should be to persuade 
Latin Americans that "their own best interest requires an orientation 
of ... policies to our objectives" and that the United States was treat
ing them fairly and respecting their economic and social aspirations 
(DOS 1952: 34-36). 

To pursue this objective, U.S. policy makers implemented a num
ber of procedures. Intelligence systems produced extensive reports on 
the situation in Latin American countries and on the views of their 
elites. Opinion polls, meanwhile, provided "snapshots" of public 
opinion; in 1947, public opinion polls carried out by American intelli
gence indicated that Latin American "majority opinion is not only 
Catholic and patriotic, and thus inherently anti-Communist, but it is 
also strongly pro-democratic and reformist" within a "predominantly 
capitalist framework" (CIG 1947). Sorne of these opinion polls cast 
doubt on the accepted myth of Mexico's anti-American stance. The 
United States Information Agency reported that "in no other coun
tries ... does the US rank higher in the opinion of the general public 
than it does [in Mexico and Brazil]. A large majority [of Mexicans and 
Brazilians] found US economic policies generally helpful [and were 
favorable toward] prívate foreign investment" (USIA 1956: iii-iv). 

The United States' preference for hegemony does not mean that it 
has renounced the use of coercion. To the contrary, a wide range of 
military, economic, and diplomatic instruments for coercion re
mained, and a multitude of arguments were developed to justify their 
use. An interna! State Department document from 1952 notes that the 
principie of nonintervention was "not a United States doctrine: it was 
imposed ... by the unanimous will of the Latin American states as the 
price for their participation in the inter-American system" and was 
directed "solely against [the United States]" (DOS 1952: 22). Accord
ing to another document, an important U.S. goal in Latin America 
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should be to "prevent the spread of irresponsibility, of extreme na
tionalism, and of the belief that [this region] can ever be immune from 
the exercise of American power" (NSC 1952: annex, p. 11). 

Following chapters include explanations of the different ways that 
hegemony and coercion were combined, as well as the justifications 
that were presented for their use. 



3 
The Understanding between Mexico 

and the United States 

Experts who explore the relationship between Mexico and the United 
States cannot ignore the marked contrasts between the two nations. 
Although the two countries share an extended border and important 
interests, their ethnic, religious, and cultural origins, models of politi
cal and economic organization, and historical evolution are all pro
foundly different. 

Although the relationship has been studied extensively, many as
pects remain unclear and paradoxes unresolved. Of particular interest 
is the fact that, after the Mexican Revolution of 1910-17, Mexico fol
lowed policies that diverged from the paradigms set down by the 
United States. That is, Mexico pursued an independent foreign policy 
in which the United States was viewed as a potential threat; its eco
nomic model was a mixed property regime in which the State played 
an active, clearly protectionist role; and its one-party, authoritarian, 
corporatist, and presidentialist political system bore no resemblance 
to the liberal paradigms that prevailed in the United States. 

Given Mexico's importance for the United States1 and the United 
States' intolerance toward divergent tendencies, especially during the 
Cold War, how can we account for the U.S. strategists' indifference, 
even cordiality, rather than hostility or alarm, toward the Mexican 
elite? How was the Mexican leadership able to develop and imple
ment such a divergent model in the very shadow of the United States? 
We may be able to answer these questions by approaching the rela
tionship from another perspective. 

'Underlined by the fact that only Mexico and Canada fall under the jurisdiction of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, while other nations in the hemisphere are assigned to the South
emCommand. 
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THE HISTORICAL LEGACY 

Different cultural and political systems and marked asymmetries in 
power have created a legacy of stereotypes and a jumble of love and 
hate, admiration and fear, attraction and disdain between these two 
frequently nationalistic and racist societies, forced to coexist in geo
graphic contiguity. In the early centuries of the two nations' common 
history, the colonies that would become the United States were the 
weaker party and New Spain was the regional power, but their re
spective population centers were so distant from one another that this 
power inequality left virtually no mark. Mexican and U.S. histories 
began to clash only after both nations had won independence. 

After independence, the United States established a highly novel 
form of political organization that was widely copied by groups 
wishing to transform their own societies. These emulators included 
the leaders of the Mexican independence movement. Because the U.S. 
elite's interests in Mexico were limited to its material resources, the 
U.S. reaction to the Mexican struggle was largely one of indifference, 
almost certainly symptomatic of a deep U.S. contempt toward Mexi
cans, who inherited the stereotypes originally applied to the coloniz
ing Spaniards: cruel, lazy, "corrupt, and effeminate" (Vázquez 1984). 
This was the basis for a widespread belief that Latin Americans are 
incapable of developing viable democratic governments. For John 
Adams, "democracy [could not be established] amongst the birds, the 
beasts, the fish, or the peoples of Hispanic America" (in Vázquez 
1984). Such reasoning was frequently used to justify the exploitation 
of an inferior nation (Mexico) by an exceptional people (the United 
States), who believed that in dominating a weak population they were 
fulfilling their historie duty. 

There is an interesting parallel between the United States' concept 
of "manifest destiny" and the Communist Manifesto. Underpinning 
both views of history is an innate belief in the respective actors' ex
ceptional character and predestined role as mankind's redeemer. 
These ideas would ignite a smoldering confrontation between two 
opposed worldviews; they would also be used to justify widespread 
atrocities. 

In 1848, Mexico, weakened by interna! conflict and defeated on the 
battleground, was forced to cede half of its territory to the United 
States/ inflicting enduring scars on the Mexican consciousness and 
modifying Mexican attitudes toward the United States. Although 
Mexico had lauded the American experiment during the early dec
ades of the nineteenth century, after its defeat in the Mexican War, the 
country turned inward and did its best to ignore its northern neigh-

'It was long held that the Mexican government was responsible for the war of 1846-47. 
See U.S. Army 1963. 
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bor. One consequence was Mexico's failure to study the United States, 
a shortcoming that persisted well into the 1970s (Cosío Villegas 1968; 
Vázquez 1985). This was an unwise course of action, because it meant 
that Mexico also failed to develop appropriate instruments with 
which to defend its interests. 

Moreover, ignoring the United States did not make that country 
disappear. It continued to figure in the calculations and obsessions of 
Mexico's ruling elite, who have always had to negotiate and strike 
agreements with this dominant power more accustomed to taking 
unilateral action. 

THE UNITED STA TES ANO TWO REVOLUTIONS 

Early twentieth-century Mexico posed no serious concem for the 
United States. Although it was ravaged by dramatic social problems, 
Mexico enjoyed economic growth under dictator Porfirio Díaz, who 
goverri.ed hand-in-glove with foreign interests. The U.S. elite saw this 
as the ideal regime for a people incapable of goveming themselves. 

The Mexican Revolution elicited a different, though not enduring, 
attitude in the United States. President Woodrow Wilson sympa
thized with the revolutionaries and believed that they would demon
strate the viability of democracy for the Hispanic American nations. 
To aid Venustiano Carranza in his struggle against Victoriano Huerta, 
Wilson invaded Veracruz, manipulated weapons deliveries, and 
played the trump card of diplomatic recognition. However, Wilson's 
experiment in support of democracy faltered when the United States 
began gearing up in 1917 to enter World War l. The Bolsheviks' tri
umph in Russia that same year completely reversed U.S. opinion con
ceming the Mexican Revolution. 

The nearly simultaneous revolutions in Mexico and Russia show 
certain parallels. After the Bolsheviks' October revolution, the United 
States expressed its distaste for revolutionary democracy or dramatic 
transformations, always preferring gradual, peaceful change within a 
formal democracy where economic growth is encouraged by means of 
an absolute respect for prívate property, the prívate sector, and con
tractual agreements (especially those signed by the nation's citizens). 

In the late 1920s, the United States finally carne to terms with the 
Mexican Revolution, although it continued to condemn the Soviets. 
This two-dimensional outlook reflected the differences between the 
two social transformations. Not only did the Bolsheviks do everything 
in their power to eliminate prívate property from the means of pro
duction and to eradicate class differences and liberal democracy, they 
also sought to export their model around the world, leading them to a 
head-on collision with the United States and other Westem powers. 
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In the case of the Mexican Revolution, the United States' initial 
hostility was largely a result of the economic nationalism espoused in 
Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution, as well as the foreign policy 
principies embodied in the Carranza Doctrine: juridical equality 
among all nations, nonintervention, self-determination, and domestic 
control over natural resources. The factors that ultimately led London 
and Washington to accept the Mexican Revolution are key to the un
-derstanding that still regulates the U.S.-Mexico relationsh:ip.3 -

- One factor was the moderation and pragmatism of Mexico's vic-
torious "Sonora dynasty." Unlike the Bolsheviks, their economic 
policies did not contemplate doing away with prívate property. Al
though they did not seek to establish a democratic system, this was of 
marginal concem to the majority of the U.S. elite, who still believed
as did U.S. Ambassador to Mexico James Sheffield-that the Mexi
cans were "Latin Indians," incapable of understanding "any argu
ment save brute force" (in L. Meyer 1985: 22). 

The Mexican Revolution mined a prominent vein of nationalistic 
feeling fed by abuses inflicted by foreigners, especially Americans. 
This nationalism, a source of cohesiveness among the Mexican popu
lation, was embodied in statements such as the Carranza Doctrine. As 
Amaldo Córdoba has argued, Carranza's "aim was to recover Mexi
can wealth from foreign hands, providing the nation with an inde
pendent model for development and the world with an image of the 
'real' Mexican society," composed of "peasants and workers" (in L. 
Meyer 1972: 203-12). The revolutionaries did not seek to break with 
any of the powerful nations of the time, including the United States; 
they merely hoped for the respect they felt they deserved. 

Although the Mexican revolutionaries were certainly nationalistic, 
they were also pragmatic men of power who hoped to consolidate 
and maintain their positions and implement their political programs. 
To this end, they had to take the needs and concems of Washington 
and other powers into account. In order to implement their agrarian 
reform program or to recover at least sorne measure of control over 
the nation's natural resources, the revolutionaries desperately needed 
diplomatic recognition, and they were prepared to make concessions 
to win it. In the Bucareli Agreements of 1923, certain points of Article 
27 were dropped, and the govemment of Álvaro Obregón made con
cessions regarding repayment of the nation's externa! debt and re
garding another thomy issue: legal claims stemming from American 
losses during the conflict. In retum, Washington recognized the 
revolutionary govemment, allowing Obregón to stand for reelection 

"Key texts on this topic are L. Meyer 1985, 1991. The author's conversations with Lo
renzo Meyer also proved extremely enlightening. 
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the following year (L. Meyer 1985: 17). Even so, the Bucareli Agree
ments did not resolve the differences between the two countries. 

TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING 

Plutarco Elías Calles, president of Mexico from 1924 to 1928, initially 
mined the radical vein of the Revolution, creating serious tensions 
with the United States. By mid-1925, Mexico-U.S. relations were 
badly deteriorated, to the point that the Department of State asserted 
"the Mexican government was on trial before the rest of the world" 
and Ambassador Sheffield called Calles a "murderer, a thief, and a 
man who has broken his word of honor" (in L. Meyer 1972: 223}. As 
for U.S. opinion on the other revolutionaries, a cable stated that the 
only thing differentiating government officials from bandits was "the 
line between success and failure" (in Melzer 1987: 6). This hostility 
stemmed from U.S. uneasiness with instability, a deep nostalgia for 
the days of Porfirio Díaz, and irritation with Mexico's economic na
tionalism, embodied in a series of agrarian and oil industry-related 
legislation. 

While Washington debated the possibility of intervening militar
ily, Great Britain was moving in a different direction. In December 
1925, London took an important step toward normalizing diplomatic 
relations with Mexico by naming Esmond Ovey as its first plenipo
tentiary minister. Ovey offered a fresh view of the Revolution, laying 
the conceptual foundations for an understanding between Mexico 
and the United States; his dispatches to the Foreign Office amounted 
to a reinterpretation of the Revolution. Ovey felt that the dictatorship 
of Porfirio Díaz had inherent structural weaknesses that made the 
Revolution inevitable. He also pointed out that the Revolution was 
now in a process of consolidation and that its leadership (the Sonora 
dynasty) was not as radical as it first appeared. The British ambassa
dor called on his countrymen and· others to respect the new Mexican 
leadership, which, though perhaps less refined than the government 
of Porfirio Díaz, was nonetheless prepared to reach agreements with 
foreign powers. To sum up, he recommended that Mexico be readmit
ted to the community of nations.4 

These ideas gathered momentum in Washington, fostered by sec
tors of U.S. society that did not want war with Mexico, and by a re
evaluation of Mexico's importance in a broader context. Following the 
Revolution, the United States had been forced to deploy half of its 
armed forces along the U.S.-Mexico border, just as the nation was 
mustering for World War I (Dziedzic 1996: 67). U.S. strategists' fears 

'See, especially, Ovey to Charnberlain, January 25, 1926, and Ovey to Charnberlain, 
Novernber 4, 1926, in Bourne and Watt 1989: 156-57,270-73. 
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of instability in Mexico would play a pivota! role in their security 
considerations from this point on. We should bear in mind that his
tory has accustomed the United States to an extremely broad security 
margin, and even potentíal threats provoke heightened reactions. 

As the situation evolved, Washington adopted a new stance. Shef
field was retired in 1927 and replaced by Dwight Morrow, instructed 
by President Calvin Coolidge to "keep the United States out of a war 
with Mexico" (Melzer 1987: 6). Coolidge defined his new policy as "a 
firm commitment with our rights, and scrupulous respect for Mexican 
sovereignty ... accompanied by patience and tolerance" (Rippy 1931: 
377). Ovey's position had been adopted by the United States, provid
ing a clear example of how changing perceptions can produce politi
cal effects. 

A CONGENIAL AMBASSADOR 

Dwight Morrow's years as ambassador to Mexico would prove cru
cial for the history of relations between the two nations-and for the 
longevity of Mexican authoritarianism. When he arrived in Mexico 
City by train in October 1927, he received a welcome "the likes of 
which had never been provided for any diplomat in Mexican history" 
(Melzer 1987: 1).5 Two days later, Morrow had already begun to es
tablish direct communication with Mexico's most important function
aries. Although Morrow never learned to speak Spanish-and per
sisted in addressing ladies (señoras) as "Sonoras," to the amusement 
of the revolutionary generals-he became a specialist on Mexico. To 
foster goodwill, he agreed to replace the name "American Embassy" 
with "Embassy of the United States" and arranged for Charles Lind
bergh to fly the Spírít of St. Louís nonstop frorn Washington to Mexico. 

There were less congenia! sides to Morrow, such as his indiffer
ence toward violations of Mexicans' rights. Soon after his arrival in 
Mexico, the governrnent surnrnarily executed Jesuit priest Miguel 
Agustín Pro Juárez and three others accused of conspiring against 
Álvaro Obregón (no evidence was produced to substantiate the 
charges and no trial was held). Although this was in flagrant violation 
of Mexican law, Morrow nonetheless agreed to accornpany Calles in 
his subsequent travels through northern Mexico, clairning that the 
executions were a "domes tic rnatter" and that offending Calles would 
underrnine his hopes of having an irnpact in Mexico. 

Lorenzo Meyer has suggested that Morrow's achievernents were 
"spectacular." Moreover, the rnanner in which Morrow handled the 

'In Mexico's political culture, the government has traditionally used rapturous multi
tudes asan instrument to earn the goodwill of visiting U .S. or other foreign dignitar
ies. 
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ongoing dispute surrounding foreign-owned oil companies in Mexico 
set a pattern, foreshadowed in the Bucareli Agreements, a pattern that 
still prevails. Calles made important concessions to the oil companies, 
all the while preserving his regime's nationalistic image. At Morrow's 
suggestion, Calles ordered the "Mexican Supreme Court to declare 
the nationalistic oil legislation which threatened foreign investments 
as anticonstitutional; the new legislation [approved by Congress] re
flected the efforts of Morrow and the Minister of Trade, Commerce, 
and Labor" (L. Meyer 1985: 31; see also L. Meyer 1972: 266-81). These 
and other agreements were made possible through the conservative 
pragmatism of Mexico's ruling elite (James 1963: chap. 10). 

This arrangement constituted a guarantee of mutual support be
tween the elites of the two countries that has not wavered since its 
inception. When president-elect Álvaro Obr.egón was assassinated in 
July 1928, Morrow did everything he could to support Calles. He was 
present, for example, at the famous State of the Nation Address in 
which Calles said that the days of the caudillos had come to an end 
and an era of institutions had begun; Morrow was the first to applaud 
the Mexican president, a gesture charged with symbolism. When a 
rebellion headed by General Gonzalo Escobar broke out in March 
1929, the United States implemented a rigorous arms embargo and 
froze the rebels' U.S. bank accounts. The government, in contrast, re
ceived ammunition and technical assistance (Lindbergh was an ad
viser) and the backing of a series of warships along the Mexican 
coastline, which clearly denoted who Washington's favorites really 
were. In the November 1929 presidential election, Morrow backed 
Pascual Ortiz Rubio, who used both official resources and violence to 
defeat José Vasconcelos in the first electoral fraud of the postrevolu
tionary era. 

When Morrow left Mexico in 1930, President Ortiz Rubio stated 
that relations between the two nations had reached a "peak of cor
diality" (in Rippy 1931: 381). During the 1950s another Mexican 
president, Emilio Portes Gil, wrote that a "neighborly policy had been 
set in place by a great ambassador, a Republican, in fact, señor Mor
row. He was able to dissolve away the grave conflicts that threatened 
to plunge our nations into war" (Portes Gil1954). 

PIECES OF THE UNDERST ANDING 

The level of understanding between Dwight Morrow and Plutarco 
Elías Calles set a precedent that has governed the relationship ever 
since. To summarize, the U.S. ambassador, in an informal, personal, 
discreet, and effective conversation with the president of Mexico, 
suggested a practica! procedure for resolving the dispute over the 
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vital issue of Mexico's oil industry. The Mexican president, who 
needed an agreement with Washington, quietly accepted Morrow's 
proposal for instructing the Supreme Court to declare any conflicting 
laws unconstitutional. His action simultaneously demonstrated the 
vigor of Mexican presidentialism, the malleable nature of nationalism, 
the lack of respect for Mexico's legal system, and the increasingly 
conservative character of the Calles regime. 

As a result of this diplomatic maneuvering, U.S. oil companies 
were able to retain much of their privileged status, and the Mexican 
government eamed Washington's support in preserving the Calles 
regime's nationalistic image. On March 28, 1928, the U.S. State De
partment declared that "the measures voluntarily implemented by the 
Mexican Govemment will, it seems, bring discussions which began 
ten years agoto a practica! conclusion" (in Rippy 1931: 379, emphasis 
added). Washington also aided the Mexican government by ignoring 
human rights violations and by funneling economic, military, and 
political assistance to the regime as needed. The Mexican govem
ment's tight hold on the domestic media served to bolster further its 
efforts to maintain a nationalistic image. 

In sum, this arrangement between politicians accustomed to exer
cising power gradually evolved into a flexible and adaptable frame
work, capable of ensuring continued benefits for the elites of both 
nations. Regarding the motivations of Plutarco Elías Calles and his 
group of revolutionaries, it appears that the margins for action af
forded by this informal understanding provided the space for a series 
of Mexican governments to conduct experiments in economic devel
opment and social politics, while simultaneously pursuing a progres
sive and independent foreign policy. In this sense, the arrangement 
was a positive outcome, made inevitable by the asymmetry of power 
between the two countries. It follows, then, that bilateral relations 
have been driven by a dose of authentic nationalism tempered by a 
desire to maintain personal power and privilege. 

lf we accept that this is a case of well-intentioned pragmatism, we 
must also admit that the Mexican government in fact manipulated 
both its nationalistic image and its relationship with the United States 
in order to enhance its control over the population. It promoted an 
incomplete and distorted view of reality in which the United States' 
malevolent intentions justified the regime's demands for unity and 
obedience on the part of the Mexican people. Contact with the United 
States was allowed only through official channels, thus imposing a 
sort of double seal: Mexicans rarely traveled to foreign countries to 
discuss what was happening in Mexico, and the intemational com
munity tumed its back on Mexican affairs. This level of manipulation, 
which obscured the complex and ambiguous nature of the true rela-
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tionship, was possible only because of the Mexican population's al
most total ignorance of U.S. affairs. 

The U.S. elite also found the understanding to their advantage. 
Their economic interests had been respected, stability along their na
tion's southern flank was guaranteed, and, in crisis situations, they 
felt assured of Mexican suppore Sorne arrangement of this nature 
was essential, because geographic contiguity limits viable options for 
action (for example, an extensive intervention can have negative re-
percussions upon a nation's own terrítory). Mexico's isolation from 
the rest of the world posed no problems for the United States, a na
tion uninterested in any intímacy with its southern neighbor. 

The bilateral understanding was tested a number of times between 
1927 and 1946. The expropriation of the oil industry and collaboration 
during World War 11 are the two clearest examples. In 1938, General 
Lázaro Cárdenas finally curtailed the high-handed international oil
companies by nationalizing the oil industry. Remarkably, U.S. Am
bassador to Mexico Josephus Daniels and Washington, sensitízed by 
the international context, responded by working to maintain the cor
dial relationship with Mexico, against the backdrop of veiled U.S. 
preparations for war in Europe. 

This response confirms that, although the oil industry expropria
tion was a high point for Mexican nationalism, Lázaro Cárdenas was 
very careful not to overstep the unwritten rules established by U.S. 
interests. For example, he never attempted to nationalize the second 
great enclave of foreign investment: the mining industry. He also took 
advantage of every opportunity to show support for the Morrow 
doctrine. The choice of modera te Manuel Á vila Camacho as his suc
cessor is perhaps the clearest evidence of Cárdenas's pragmatism. 

The U.S. strategists' decision to be flexible proved to be sound: 
during World War 11, Mexico cooperated with the United States by 
surveilling foreigners potentially hostile to the Allies; providing 
workers through the bracero agreements; creating the Joint Mexican
U.S. Defense Commission (JMUSDC); increasing exports of raw ma
terials; and declaring war against the Axis powers-giving Washing
ton clear evidence of Mexico's trustworthiness as a neighbor 
(Vázquez and Meyer 1982: chaps. 7-8). 

Following chapters explore the development of this extraordinar
ily solid understanding, based since the end of the war on a commít
ment of mutual support established around shared interests. Al
though this understanding is not formalized in treaties or complex 

•A number of academic texts and documents confirm the importance of Mexico's sta
bility for U.S. security. See WD 1942; SDN 1945; JIS 1946; CIA 1951; DOS 1951. The 
pivotal nature of this link is reiterated in more recent texts: see Deagle 1981; Linn 
1984; Moorer and Fauriol1984; H. Douglas 1985; Sanders 1987. Neuchterlein (1985) 
provides the most systematic overview. 
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protocols/ it has nonetheless become an indispensable tool for the 
discreet resolution of differences. 

The understanding has undergone a gradual process of modifica
tion. Mexico's isolation began to give way to economic imperatives 
and increasing contact between political parties, intellectuals, and 
nongovernmental organizations in the two countries. Although 
Washington was never truly satisfied with the Mexican experiment 
and would have preferred a neighbor who embraced capitalism, in
stalled a liberal regime, and became a close ally in the intemational 1 

system, patience prevailed-until Mexico's accelerating economic 
deterioration in the 1980s finally allowed Washington to force an 
overhaul of that country's economic model. The political system, 
however, was only slightly transformed, partly because the U.S. elite, 
obsessed with stability, decided to persevere in its support for the 
ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). 

These transformations blurred the goals and the essence of Mexi
can nationalism. What had once been a mechanism to extend the 
margins for development and foreign policy now became a shield, 
isolating and safeguarding the Mexican president and his power 
group. Following chapters will show how this blurring led to a new, 
transitional phase, still in progress, both for nationalism and for the 
United States' role in Mexico's national history. 

'There are a number of formal agreements between Mexico and the United States, 
goveming a variety of issues. However, they were inspired by the informal "Morrow 
Doctrine." 
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Mexico and the United States during 

the Cold War 

FROM EUPHORIA TO PARANOIA 

In order to appreciate fully the nature of U.S. perceptions of MexiéO ___ _ 
during the Cold War, we must bear in mind an idea that permeated 
the United States following World War II: that the United States had 
become the "most powerful nation in the world, in economic, mili- . 
tary, and moral terms"(JIC 1946: 1). Although the claim of primacy in · 
moral terms has been challenged by analysts from a wide range of 
ideologies, the United States was unquestionably the world leader 

1 

both economically and militarily. 
At the end of the war and for the first time in history, there was a 

single truly global power. In 1945, the United States produced 40 per
cent of the world's goods and held a monopoly on atomic power, ata 
time when most traditional powers were prostrate. Woodrow Wil
son's vision of an intemational order wholly favorable to the United 
States, able to stave off another Great Depression, appeared to be at 
last within reach.' It is not surprising that the notion of an imminent 
"American Century" enjoyed widespread popularity. 

According to this vision, the majority of nations should embrace a 
capitalist economy and a liberal political system; intemational con
flicts should be resolved by the newly created United Nations; and 
the United States should play a key role in intemational affairs in or
der to preclude the emergence of hostile powers that could potentially 
dominate Europe, because any change in the balance of world power 
would be to the detriment of the United States. 

'This vision informed President Roosevelt's Atlantic Charter. 
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Then carne the disintegration of the United States' relationship 
with the Soviet Union, and U .S. euphoria tumed to anxiety. The proc
ess was swift. As late as July 1945, the Soviet Union was favorably 
portrayed in Lije magazine; a few rnonths later, the Soviets had be
come the forernost threat to the United States and to the values that 
sustained its worldview. Driving this change in attitude were the de
teriorating situation in Central Europe, where Cornrnunist allies of the 
Soviet Union had seized power; the civil war in Greece; gathering 
tensions in Turkey and Iran; and the possibility of Cornrnunist parties 
corning to power in France and Italy. The Soviet Union's first nuclear 
tests, in August 1949---closely followed by the Chinese Cornrnunists' 
occupation of Peking in October-did nothing to alleviate the 
rnounting tension. 

The rnood of the times was captured in a nurnber of docurnents
reports by presidential adviser A verell Harrirnan, a series of tele
grarns frorn Moscow drafted by a young diplornat narned George 
Kennan, andan article by Kennan (signing as "Mr. X") published in 
Foreign A.ffairs-rnaintaining that Russia had always harbored expan
sionist tendencies and that the Soviet Union was perpetuating this 
tradition by exporting its ideology and dictatorial systern to Eastem 
Europe and other parts of the world. The expansion of Cornrnunisrn 
was viewed as a serious threat by the United States, whose security 
depended on a world favorable to liberal institutions and capitalist 
econornies. the solution, according to Kennan (1947), was to 
"contain" Cornrnunisrn and the Soviet Union, and this was to be a 
guiding principie in U.S. foreign policy over the next forty years 
(LaFeber 1976). 

Under this policy of containrnent, the world was divided into 
good and evil, locked in rnerciless conflict without lirnits or frontiers. 
To contain Cornrnunisrn, and to extend U.S. power and influence 
around the world, new institutions were created and old ones were 
adapted to fit the way that intemational relations would be organized 
in the,second half of the twentieth century. Mechanisrns dating frorn 
this era include the Central Intelligence Agency, the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization, the Organization of American States, the Inter
Arnerican Treaty of Reciproca! Assistance, the Intemational Monetary 
Fund, and the W orld Bank. 

Most of the principies guiding U.S. actions throughout this period 
were set clown on paper. In April1950, the Departrnents of State and 
Defense prepared a report for the National Security Council that 
elaborated upon the dualistic Manichean logic of containrnent: the 
world's nations rnust choose freedorn or slavery. Slavery was repre
sented, of course, by the Soviet Union, which, according to this sarne 
docurnent, sought to "irnpose its absolute authority over the rest of 
the world." As the rnain defense against Soviet designs, the United 
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States must act on every front and in every way to oppose the threat 
(NSC 1954: 54). 

In true Hollywood style, good and evil faced off in a deadly 
struggle that could end only with the destruction of one or the other 
adversary. Although the Communists certainly were hostile to the 
United States and its espoused system, Americans amplified the 
magnitude of the Soviet threat, nourishing a state of paranoia in 
which analyses combined truth and fantasy. 

In the resulting climate of anxiety, fear, and hatred, politicians 
vied with one another to produce the most apocalyptic version of the 
Soviet and Communist "problem" (Freeland 1975). Joseph McCarthy 
dedicated his meteoric career to denouncing the "monstrous conspir
acy" that had infiltrated America's institutions. The senator from 
Wisconsin reasoned that, given the United States' awesome might 
and exceptional character, Communist advances could only be ex
plained by treasonous betrayals on the part of U.S. intellectuals and 
government officials. A true patriot's duty lay in exposing these trai
tors and expelling them from their institutions. 

McCarthy's proposals had far-reaching impacts on the producers 
and transmitters of ideas. The McCarthyite witch-hunts proved dev
astating for the production of knowledge and for fundamental civil 
rights. Tolerance waned while conservative ideologies triumphed 
over liberalism, leading worldviews to the right (LaFeber and Polen
berg 1975: 316-17). The fact that the hysteria of McCarthyism pre
vailed as a global worldview was almost wholly attributable to soci
ety's continued acceptance of its leaders' interpretation of reality. The 
people of the United States, believing that their nation's security was 
truly at risk, willingly left foreign relations in the hands of the estab
lished elite, who, in turn, were free to act without restraint, secure in 
the knowledge that few would question their decisions. 

JOURNALISM DURING THE COLO W AR 

The U.S. media adopted the era's schematic notion of reality, either 
through true conviction or from fear of conservative coercion. It was 
an era of "intense collaboration between the press and the govern
ment, which led the former to ignore its social responsibility: to keep 
watch on the latter." The media avoided any "searching examination 
[of U.S.] foreign policy and the basic assumptions that underlie it" 
(Abrams 1981). Containing Communism was given priority over in
dividual guarantees and objectivity. When Allen Dulles was named 
director of the CIA in 1953, "one of his first steps was to explore the 
possibilities for a close working partnership with the press [because] 
the news media could help the intelligence community in two impor-
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tant ways: intelligence collection, and propaganda." Dulles believed 
that "cooperation with the goverrunent was, for the joumalists like 
any other citizen, the patriotic thing todo" (Loch Johnson 1989: 183-
84). And the press cooperated: the call of goverrunent authority 
proved stronger than the call of social responsibility. 

The United States' attempts to overthrow Guatemalan president 
Jacobo Arbenz exemplify the obsessions and understandings that 
linked the goverrunent and the press. With few exceptions, the U.S. 
media backed the campaign against the Guatemalan goverrunent, 
accepting the official argument that this was a Communist regime 
and that it threatened the security of the United States (NYT, June 5, 
1955; Galloway 1953). The Times was no exception; its editors acqui
esced to a petition from the Department of State and withdrew Sidney 
Gruson, a correspondent covering the Guatemalan affair, ata crucial 
moment in the CIA-coordinated campaign against Arbenz (Salisbury 
1980: 478-82; author interview with Gruson, 1983). In effect, the me
dia contributed to the overthrow of a legitimate goverrunent and to 
the installation of a military regime that was to become one of Latin 
America's gravest violators of human rights (Loory 1974). 

Although a solid consensus prevailed in the field of foreign policy, 
intemal issues received different treatments in the conservative and 
liberal media. The conservative press was a staunch defender of anti
Communist dogma and saw the need to combat the enemy free of 
distracting moral considerations. This is apparent in Henry R. Luce's 
Time-LiJe or the Chicago Tribune, which supported Senator McCarthy's 
crusade against Communist infiltration in the United States, publish
ing a series of anti-Communist articles written by Willard Edwards in 
1950. The Los Angeles Times also adopted a hard-line conservatism, 
harshly criticizing "foreign influences ... socialism and labor unions 
and Communism and public housing" (Halberstam 1980: 76, 113, 
138-57; Wendt 1979: 691-94). 

The liberal press, which also backed govemment efforts to con
struct a "credible bulwark in Westem Europe against the Soviet Un
ion and Communism," nonetheless preserved a liberal attitude re
garding intemal affairs (Bray 1980: 8; Halberstam 1980: 182-201). The 
New York Times defended Americans' right to think differently and 
protested the violations of "individual civil liberties and freedoms 
that the newspaper had so clearly espoused for years on its editorial 
page" (Halberstam 1980: 239). Even so, the Times community, accord
ing to one of its chroniclers, lived through a "strange, awkward, em
barrassing time ... one of suspicion and conflict, anger and compas
sion" (Talese 1969: 237). This atmosphere would significantly color 
U.S. notions of Mexico during the Cold War. 
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MEXICO AND THE UNITED STA TES' LOGIC 

The United States' traditional aspirations for Mexico-stability, prog
ress, and friendship-have changed little during the twentieth cen
tury. But the circumstances of the Cold War significantly decreased 
the amount of attention that the U .S. elite paid to Mexico and changed 
perceptions of that country as well. Mexico scarcely figures in the pe
riod's key U.S. security documents regarding Latin America (see, for 
example, NSC 1949, 1953a; DOS 1952). The United States Continental 
Defense Plan of 1949-a very important military document
comprises fifty typed pages; Mexico, tightly controlled by an 
authoritarian, well-entrenched government with strong nationalistic 
tendencies, merits only seven lines in those pages.2 No more than 
twenty articles on Mexico appeared in U.S. military publications 
during the Cold War era; all dealt with historical issues. Interest in 
Mexican affairs within the U.S. military usually focused on histories 
or anecdotes from the Mexican War of 1846-1848. In modem Mexico, 
only Guadalajara, considered a "paradise" for retired American mili
tary personnel, proved to be of any interest.3 

This indifference was also reflected in academic publications on 
Mexico, which were scarce, confused, discontinuous, and of poor 
quality. The two most important texts from the late 1950s (Tucker 
1957; Scott 1959) suffered from seriously flawed theoretical under
pinnings, even if-as Roderic Camp believes-they led to a transition 
from an "essentially descriptive literature, to more critica! analytical 
interpretations of political functions and their consequences" (1990a: 
25). Travel guides, of which there were few, largely served to per
petuate an image of an enígmatic, unknown Mexico and did little to 
change U.S. attitudes (see Crow 1957; Rodman 1958). 

Although Mexico was not a priority topic in Times articles, this did 
not imply a lack of interest. The Times maintained a permanent corre
spondent in Mexico, although most published pieces were brief and 
opinion pieces or major stories were very rare. Between 1946 and 1986 
the Times published 3,080 short pieces (measuring less that 10 cm in 
column length), of which 44 percent (1,433) appeared between 1946 
and 1959. Only six of the 114 opinion pieces on Mexico appearing 
during the forty-year period were published between 1946 and 1959 
(see figure 7); these peaks of interest were related to the oil situation 
(1946-1947 and 1951-1954), Guatemala, and the Korean War. 

This lack of interest reflected the United Sta tes' general satisfaction 
with the situation in Mexico: a stable regime in full control of the 
country, and a weak opposition. Although the Mexican govemment 
was authoritarian, centralized, and independent in foreign policy, 

'It is mentioned in another eight lines, but in association with Canada. 
'For a more detailed analysis of the military literature, see Agua yo 1991. 
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Mexico was enjoying the benefits of stability and economic growth 
and that was good enough for the United States (SON 1945; 
Cunningham 1984; Jordan and Taylor 1984; Ronfeldt 1983).4 Further
more, the U.S. elite were convinced that Mexico would support the 
United States in any serious development. This certainty informs the 
Continental Defense Plan, for example. Two of the seven lines con
ceming Mexico reiterate a fundamental thesis, that "in case of war [or 
in any other critical situation] ... Mexico would be an ally of the 
United States" (DA 1949: 1, 6). 

This notion, which will figure largely in the present analysis, re
appears in a number of documents that reflect the United States' 
logic. John Foster Dulles, secretary of state during the Eisenhower 
administration, stated that "there is no room for doubt: in any crisis, 
Mexico would be on our side" (in Whitehead 1991: 330). In 1955, Am
bassador Francis White observed, "if the Communists should force a 
showdown with us, Mexico would definitely be on our side" (DOS 
1955: 2). An editorial in the Times concurred: "when a crisis arises we 
will stand side by side" (NYT 1953). In brief, the U.S. elite accepted 
Mexico as it was because, once the pros and cons had been taken into 
account, the status quo was favorable to U.S. interests.5 

Although the bilateral relationship has proved stable, the United 
States at the time had a number of concrete suggestions for Mexico. A 
military memorandum from 1955 reflects typical U.S. concems; the 
memo' s priorities included: (1) persuading the Mexican elite to re
move Communists from high-level government posts; (2) protecting 
strategic U.S. interests, ideally through further investment in Mexico's 
oil industry; (3) discouraging the Mexican govemment from tenden
cies leading to "the nationalization of industries and State socialism"; 
and (4) establishing a close "relationship of cooperation between the 
two govemments." Persuasion continued to be the tool of choice: the 
U.S. elite believed that their "objectives could more readily be 
achieved by recognition by the Mexican govemment and people that 
Mexico's national interests are best served by close military, eco
nomic, political, scientific and cultural cooperation with the United 
States" (DOS 1956: 5). 

These ideas were the very foundation of U.S. perceptions of Mex
ico, which served to justify U.S. policies. As argued in following dis
cussion of the different facets of the understanding, the relationship 
was not crafted solely by the United States. Mexico contributed as 
well. 

'In 1951 the CIA stated that "The Mexican government [was] stable and in control over 
the political machinery" (CIA 1951: 63). 

'This has been explicitly acknowledged by the CIA (CIA 1977: 8). 



5 
Presidential Summits 

Presidential summits serve as a starting point for this discussion for 
two reasons: first, because the meetings between presidents of Mexico 
and the United States became regular events after World War 11, and 
second, because the president is by far the most important element in 
the Mexican political system. An analysis of this presidential sum
mitry will help uncover the relationship from the United States' point 
of view, the distinct styles and personalities of the diverse actors in
volved, and the characteristics of the two nations' respective political 
systems. 

A CONGENIAL PRESIDENT 

The U.S. elite has never underestimated the centrality of the Mexican 
president (whom Robert Scott identified as the "patron of the entire 
political system" {1959: 147). It is not surprising, therefore, that con
siderable U.S. efforts are expended to ascertain each Mexican presi
dent's ideological orientation, personality, and feelings toward the 
United States.1 

President Miguel Alemán (1946-1952) was one of the more popu
lar Mexican presidents in the United States. He was praised 166 
times-and criticized only once-in the pages of the Times during his 
six years in office. No other Mexican president has aroused such en
thusiasm, although Carlos Salinas de Gortari also attained immense 
popularity in the United States. (The Salinas presidency has not been 
subjected to a content analysis as rigorous as Alemán' s.) There are 
certain obvious parallels between these two presidents' regimes: both 

'The biographical and psychological profiles that U.S. intelligence services prepare on 
Mexico's presidents confirm the richness of Washington's information. 
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were praised by the United States for their policy orientation, and 
both excelled in deciphering the codes of American political culture. 

Alemán's desire for friendly relations with U.S. elites was readily 
apparent; as a candidate, he visited the U.S. embassy to assure diplo
mats there of his ideological position.2 Not content with an improved 
prívate understanding, he also fed the voracious American ego (an 
unusual gesture for a Mexican politician); in an interview with the 
Times, then-candidate Alemán suggested that Mexican history would 
have been much smoother if our "first President had been a statesman 
of George Washington's caliber"-that is, if Mexico had been more 
like the United States. This comment was especially flattering in the 
early years of the Cold War, when the United States and the Soviet 
Union were promoting divergent socioeconomic models. 

Unlike their U.S. counterparts, Mexican politicians rarely allow the 
public a glimpse into their prívate lives. In his interview with the 
Times, Alemán broke with this tradition and discussed with joumalist 
Anita Brenner sorne details of his rocky life history (his revolutionary 
father, who had been executed, and his impoverished childhood). His 
candor--combined with his acknowledged personal charm
captivated Brenner, who stated that the "rise of Miguel Alemán is the 
all-American legend: from newsboy to President, Mexican style." 
Alemán, paraded as an example of the American Dream, was de
scribed as honest, pragmatic, moderate, charming, and a true friend 
of the United States (Brenner 1946). 

Americans are fond of reducing the history of societies to individ
ual biographies. Thus Alemán became the young president who 
would transform Mexico into a "modem" country-prosperous, 
democratic, and fríendly toward the United States. The United States 
wholeheartedly supported his project for the reorientation of Mexican 
life. (Later discussion will address how the U.S. elite chose to ignore 
all facts that contradicted the image they had concocted for Alemán.) 
Alemán's meetings with Truman (which were not unlike the warm 
exchanges between Carlos Salinas and George Bush that began in 
November 1988) were also crucial in shaping this image. 

TWO HISTORie ENCOUNTERS 

A few months after being swom in as president of Mexico, Miguel 
Alemán held two presidential summits whose real importance has yet 
to be fully appreciated. Hoping to cement the goodwill of the United 
States (an indispensable ingredient for his industrialization project), 
Alemán welcomed Harry Truman to Mexico in 1947 with a tumultu-

'This finding is part of Medina's (1979) analysis of the Alemán regime. 
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ous and enthusiastic reception. Alemán praised Truman as the "new 
champion of solidarity and understanding among the American 
peoples," a noble leader, striving for the "cause of continued unity, 
independence, and justice ... the greatest statesman produced so far 
by the United States" (NYT, Mar. 5, 7, and Apr. 30, 1947). Alemán's 
words adhered to an unwritten rule of official Mexican nationalism 
(which still prevails): it is politically correct to praise a U.S. envoy but 
not his country or his institutions-that is, the individual, but not the 
system of which he forms a part. 

Truman showed that he, too, was a master of words: he responded 
that he had "never had such a welcome" in his life and that if the in
ter-American system were to resemble Mexico-U.S. relations, the 
hemisphere would be "the happiest place in the world." He added 
that Alemán was "a gentleman of whom I ha ve become very fond, 
who is doing a great piece of work for his country, and who is a 
friend [of the United States]" (NYT, Mar. 4, 6, and Apr. 30, 1947). As 
far as can be determined, it was from this moment that certain sectors 
within the U.S. elite began to refer to Alemán as "Mister Amigo." 

Toward late April and early May of 1947, Alemán made a nine
day visit to the United States. He met with an extraordinarily warm 
welcome, unparalleled in the history of relations between the two na
tions. Even by the Times's conservative estimates, between 600,000 
and 800,000 Washingtonians tumed out to welcome the Mexican 
·president, and this in a city well accustomed to visits by world fig
ures. Truman declared a national holiday for schoolchildren and the 
federal bureaucracy, in order to further swell the enthusiastic multi
tudes, in an Anglo-Saxon version of the acarreo3 (NYT, Apr. 30, 1947). 
Congress opened its doors to Alemán, the first Mexican ( or Latín 
American) president to address the joint houses of Congress, clear 
evidence of the "warm friendship with which the American people 
see Alemán and his nation" (NYT 1947). 

Alemán's reception in New York was even more spectacular. Pub
lished estimates of the crowd range from one million (NYT, May 3, 
1947) to two million (New York Mirror) and even 2.5 million (Excélsior, 
May 3, 1947), again including children, who were given a school holi
day. Alemán was showered with honors and distinctions, incidentally 
reinforcing a close friendship between the Mexican president and 
New York mayor William O'Dwyer, which was to develop an inter
esting trajectory. 

Throughout his visit, Alemán stressed that, in his opinion, the two 
neighbors were allies and that Mexico was more than willing to sup
port the United States, satisfying the conservative ideology that con-

'Translator' s note: This is the practice, traditional in Mexican politics, of cajoling multi
tudes into attending political rallies or events through bribes or coercion. 
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trolled the United States' dorninant worldview. He declared that 
Mexico and the United States had "sirnilarity of institutions and a 
cornrnon love of freedorn" and that they were rnarching together 
down the path of dernocracy. He reiterated his "absolute faith in de
rnocracy" (NYT, April 30 and May 3, 1947). And in order to rnake it 
absolutely clear that his version of dernocracy was the sarne as the 
U.S. version, Alemán added that "when the State curtails individual 
freedorn in order to irnpose its will or that of a political party, civili
zation is on the wane" (NYT, May 2, 8, 1947). 

One of the U.S. elite's priorities during this era was to redirect 
"Latin American political and rnilitary policy toward regional col
laboration in hernispheric defense" (NSC 1949: 3). Alemán touched on 
this topic on a nurnber of occasions. In his speech before Congress, he 
declared that "dernocracy, if not backed by force, whets the appetites 
of dictators." Before another audience, he ernphasized the "inter
dependence of the American nations" and wamed that "the weakness 
of one of thern could jeopardize the security of all, and of the world." 
He was even clearer when speaking at the United States Military 
Acaderny at West Point: "You belong," he cautioned the cadets, "to 
the generation in whose hands destiny has placed the irnperative ne
cessity of bolstering collective security." He added that Mexico would 
contribute to the cornrnon effort, sending workers to the United States 
and providing a warrn welcorne for foreign investors (NYT, May 1-3, 
6, 1947). 

American reactions were enthusiastic, and press accounts over
flowed with praise for Alemán and the relationship between the two 
countries. Times coverage of the two presidential surnrnits included 52 
positive, 12 inforrnative, and only one negative cornrnent (figures 54-
55), rnaking thern the best covered of all presidential encounters. 

MEANINGS OF THE 1947 SUMMITS 

The presidential surnrnits shed a great deal of light on the state of the 
relationship and on the influences that have shaped it over time. In 
1947, both heads of state were clearly willing to provide mutual sup
port. During Alernán's visit to the United States, Washington an
nounced a $100 rnillion loan to Mexico for the construction of roads 
linking the two countries (Trurnan 1955: 2J-9-21, 1956: 104). This set 
an enduring precedent: with few exceptions, U.S.-Mexican presiden
tia! surnrnits have all resulted in the announcernent of loans for Mex
ico. This was motive for sorne celebration in 1947; it would gradually 
tum into a cause for concem, and eventually into a nightrnare as 
Mexico's foreign debt rnounted uncontrollably. (This spiraling debt 
reflects a schizophrenic tendency in Mexico' s foreign policy: despite 
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all attempts to adopt an autonomous development model, the eco
nomic relationship with the United States has imposed a gradual in
tegration of the two national economies.) 

From a historical perspective, the summits were yet another indi
cation of the power asymmetry between the two nations. An entire 
chapter in Miguel Alemán's memoirs explores the significance of his 
visit to the United States (Alemán 1987: 263-72). Truman, on the other 
hand, considered his meetings with Alemán to be oi little import. De
spite the speeches and the crowds, Alemán's visit (or Alemán himself) 
is not mentioned in Truman's memoirs, while Truman's visit to Mex
ico is recalled in a single cold phrase (NYT, May 14, 194/). Truman's 
attitude was not unusual: except for Jimmy Carter, whose focus on 
Mexico intensified as a result of his bitterness toward José López 
Portillo, nota single U.S. president has penned more than a few lines 
concerning Mexico. 

The summit also illuminated sorne darker aspects of the relation
ship. Mayor O'Dwyer of New York, who had struck up a close rela
tionship with Alemán, was named ambassador to Mexico in 1950. 
Unfortunately (for O'Dwyer), his appointment coincided with the 
establishment in the U.S. Senate of the Special Committee to Investi
gate Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce, which concluded that 
"the problem of organized crime can be summed up in the parallel 
lives [ of gangster Frank Costello and Ambassador to Mexico William 
O'Dwyer]." According to the Committee's findings, Costello commit
ted crimes, and O'Dwyer then covered them up, thereby contributing 
"directly or indirectly to the spread of organized crime" (Dwight 
Smith 1975: 132).4 O'Dwyer resigned from his post in 1952, at the end 
of Alemán's six-year term. He stayed on in Mexico, however, where 
he established a prosperous law firm. 

Certain aspects of this facet of the relationship invite closer exami
nation. Por example, could there be a pattern in the not uncommon 
custom among diplomats of staying on todo business in Mexico? And 
could there be collaboration among members of the government elites 
in the creation of binational criminal organizations? During his stay in 
Mexico, for example, did O'Dwyer establish a relationship with Colo
nel Antonio Serrano, founder of the feared Federal Security Director
ate (Dirección Federal de Seguridad, or DFS) created by Miguel 
Alemán? According to the CIA, Serrano "abused his considerable 
power by tolerating, and even participating in, illegal activities in
cluding drug trafficking" (CIA 1953). Could O'Dwyer's links with the 
Mafia be the origins of sorne binational network to promote the trade 
of illegal narcotics between Mexico and the United Sta tes? 

'Every study of organized crime since 1950 mentions O'Dwyer (see Albini 1971; lanni 
1972; Talese 1971). 
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ENTHUSIASM OF MEXICAN POLITICIANS AND MEDIA 

The reaction of the Mexican press demonstrates the free rein that 
journalists have when it comes to laudatory coverage of the Mexican 
president-and the close ties between the media and the Mexican 
govemment. The Mexican media competed to see which could pro
duce the most flattering portrayal of Alemán. The following comes 
from a front-page article in Excélsior: 

ALEMÁN, TRUMAN ... such smiles of optimism! Smiles 
that augur a noble, firm, and sincere friendship between 
two people who understand and admire one another, who 
seem to see the road of their progressive futures growing 
broader and more luminous, a road which, premised on 
democracy, will follow a clear and magnificent course. 
Geographical destiny has determined that the lives of these 
nations will be forever closely joined (May 1, 1947). 

The following day, El Nacional reported on Alemán's speech be
fore the U.S. Congress under the headline, "SENSATIONAL SPEECH 
... LOUDLY ACCLAIMED." The opening sentences of the article 
blend readily with the political rhetoric of postrevolutionary Mexico: 
"The Mexican people's scheme of ideas [was] laid bare before Con
gress with transparency and frankness by the president, licenciado 
Miguel Alemán. In his gallant statement, we discem certain 'essential 
concepts"' (El Nacional, May 2, 1947). 

The special envoys who accompanied Alemán also waxed elo
quent. In a front-page story, legendary joumalist Luis Spota stated 
that "one of the greatest days in the life of Miguel Alemán [carne 
when] he spoke before the United States Congress, harvesting the 
greatest ovation ever heard in this hall of historie decisions." No-less
famous joumalist Carlos Denegrí added, "A few hours after a solemn 
session in Congress, the President of Mexico was brilliantly undergo
ing ... the test of a lifetime: facing the world's press, which bom
barded him with questions and flashbulbs, with no aid save his own 
inspiration" (Excélsior, May 2, 1947). 

Alemán retumed to a welcome that rivaled a national holiday. 
According to journalist Luis Ochoa, "people who know about our 
national fiestas cannot help but draw comparisons. And they feel that 
the welcome accorded to Francisco l. Madero in Mexico City, after the 
triumph of the Revolution in 1910, could not compare with the home
coming for President Alemán on his retum from an extremely fruitful 
trip to the United States" (Excélsior, May 8, 1947). Because Truman's 
aircraft (the Sacred Cow), in which Alemán had traveled, landed to 
this reception late at night, Mexico City authorities declared the fol-
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lowing day a holiday so that the many thousands who had poured 
out to greet Alemán could rest. 

Press coverage included Alemán's speeches in full, as well as 
countless articles exploring the most trivial aspects of the experience 
with saccharine obsequiousness. Although Alemán undoubtedly re
ceived an unparalleled reception in the United States, the excessive 
response among the Mexican media suggests a possible point of ori
gin for the delusions of omnipotence that frequently grip Mexican 
presidents. 

There was an almost total lack of even remotely serious analyses 
regarding the significance of the summit for both nations or for Mexi
can society. No one pointed out the patently superficial nature of 
Mexican nationalism: based merely on a warm U.S. welcome for its 
president, Mexico's traditional suspicions of its northem neighbor 
virtually melted away. This raises certain question-and leads to a 
closer examination of the myth of Mexican nationalism. 

THE CONTRASTING STYLE OF RUIZ CORTINES 

The discretion that characterized President Adolfo Ruiz Cortines's six 
years in power (1952-1958) was very much in evidence during his 
two summit meetings with President Dwight Eisenhower.5 These two 
leaders' first meeting was to inaugurate a dam on the U.S.-Mexico 
border. Eisenhower spoke about how agreeable it was to have a 
neighbor like Mexico and attacked "totalitarianism, its gaudy promise 
and grim practice." Ruiz Cortines replied by emphasizing the Mexi
can people's "inherent aversion to all injustice" as well as "their in
tense devotion to the cause of peace and, above all ... their great love 
of liberty." He defended the principie of self-determination, as well as 
the right of all peoples to choose a government and economic system 
to their own liking (NYT, Oct. 20, 1953). 

Ruiz Cortines's comments underscored the independent image of 
his nation's foreign policy--especially significant in view of the fact 
that only a few months earlier Eisenhower had approved the over
throw of Arbenz in Guatemala. If this was the subtext of Ruiz 
Cortines's speech, Eisenhower apparently remained unaware of it. 
His memoirs merely state that "a gratifying friendship" grew from his 
meeting "with the Mexican President, which allowed the establish
ment of effective lines of communication" to settle problems ap
proaching on the horizon (Eisenhower 1963: 240). 

At the second summit, held in West Virginia in 1956, Canadian 
prime minister Louis St. Laurent was also in attendance, making this 

'Alemán's summits merited 64 mentions in the Times, Ruiz Cortines's, 26; see figures 
54-57. 
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the first summit of heads of state from the three nations of North 
America. A confidential document reveals that Ruiz Cortines brought 
up the issues of migratory workers (which had already provoked con
frontations with Washington), cotton exports, anda fisheries dispute. 
Eisenhower, on the other hand, was more interested in halting Com
munist subversion and in obtaining landing rights in Mexican air
ports for U.S. airlines (WH 1956). The Times quoted the Mexican chief 
executive as stating that "the question of continental security had not 
been discussed" (NYT, Mar. 30, 1956). Minutes of these discussions 
confirm Ruiz Cortines's declaration. 

Thus Alemán and Ruiz Cortines sent similar messages to the peo
ple of the United States. They differed only in tone. Mexico wished to 
preserve the relationship within the framework of an understanding 
struck decades earlier: Mexico's presidents would support a prag
matic and functional relationship with their northem neighbor in or
der to guarantee the maneuvering space they needed to promote a 
mixed economy and keep themselves in power. The United States felt 
that, even if Mexico failed to endorse military agreements, open its oil 
industry to foreign investment, or openly oppose Arbenz, the prob
lem was not the president's lack of will; rather, it was a result of his 
need to maintain stability by pacifying nationalists and Communists 
(NYT 1956a). A 1958 Times editorial suggested that problems in the 
relationship were minor, and that "except among a few thousand pro
fessional Mexican Communists the old hatreds are dead" (NYT 
1958a). As we shall see, this view of Mexican reality was being en
couraged by events in other areas of the relationship. 
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Four Facets of the Relationship 

The relationship between Mexico and the United States encompasses 
several facets, all interconnected through the tacit understanding that 
the two governments would provide mutual support in times of need. 
In sorne areas of the relationship, the Mexican government has ac
ceded to Washington's dictates. In others it has established significant 
levels of autonomy and independence, a remarkable achievement in 
light of the marked power asymmetry between the two nations. This 
chapter explores several aspects of the bilateral relationship and be
gins to establish their connections with Mexico's political system. The 
chapter draws heavily on the findings of prior research. What is new 
is the approach, which attempts to bring together a broad array of 
materials, both published and unpublished within a theoretical 
framework that permits a more precise and integrated understanding. 

Mexico's foreign policy is not unusual. It tends to reflect the inter
ests of the nation or its goveming elite. In general terms, its goal is to 
extend Mexico's margins of autonomy as muchas possible within the 
shadow of a neighbor accustomed to having its own way. Sometimes 
Mexico has succeeded, sometimes not. But regardless of foreign pol
icy outcomes, Mexican discourse exalting the myth of independence 
has remained constant, preserving an image of a sovereign Mexico. 
The Mexican government has used such discourse to placate the na
tionalist Left as well as the progressive intemational sector, and in 
this it generally has succeeded. 

Results have varied by issue area. This chapter explores four of 
these areas, reflecting four facets of the relationship. They are the 
overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz in 1954; Mexico's refusal to enter into a 
military alliance with the United States; the petroleum industry's re
jection of foreign investment; and Mexican migration to the United 
States. These widely diverging issues reflect a kaleidoscopic relation-
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ship, founded upon a basic understanding between the two govem
ment elites. 

AN INDEPENDENT DIPLOMACY? 

Does the United States impose limits on Mexico's foreign policy? The 
answer, for revolutionary Mexico, is emphatically negative. An estab
lished myth holds that Mexico's foreign policy is guided by the prin
cipies of self-determination, nonintervention, and peaceful resolution 
of conflicts. The U.S. elite was never bothered by the independence of 
Mexican diplomacy. The reason for this is outlined in part in a mili
tary document from 1946: 

Mexican foreign policy has always evinced a clear under
standing of the weakness, in fact the indefensibility, of its 
position should the United States decide to use military 
force, or exert serious economic or political pressure over 
an extended period. Mexico seeks to consolidate its posi
tion as an independent power in international affairs, 
within the limits imposed by this understanding. In conse
quence, we can expect Mexico to frequently be at odds 
with the United States, in matters of secondary importance 
OIC 1946: 31, emphasis added). 

This view of Mexican foreign policy is complemented by the cer
tainty, cited earlier, that "in case of war ... [or in any other critica! 
situation] Mexico would be an ally of the United States" (DA 1949: 6). 
The Guatemalan revolution which took place in the 1950s will allow 
us to compare these notions with reality. 

When Jacobo Arbenz became president of Guatemala in 1950, he 
stepped up the pace of his country's reform process. Although the 
changes were fairly modest, by the summer of 1953 Washington had 
decided to oust Arbenz, arguing that his regime was dominated by 
Communists who posed a threat to U.S. security. This decision en
tailed the implementation of a complex strategy, combining instru
ments of hegemony and coercion (see, especially, Gleijeses 1991). 

The U.S. strategy also called for the diplomatic isolation of Guate
mala, which required the support of the hemisphere's other nations. 
During the tenth lnter-American Meeting of the Organization of 
American States in Caracas in March 1954, the United States pro
posed a resolution issuing a "simple, clear, and direct" warning for 
intemational Communism: stay out of the hemisphere. Clearly, this 
message was directed specifically at Arbenz's Guatemala. Through
out this meeting Mexico voiced support for Guatemala, defending the 
principies of nonintervention and self-determination, and suggesting 
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a series of amendments to Washington's resolution which, according 
to the Times, sought to "cripple" the American position {NYT, Mar. 
12, 1954). The U.S. government was so annoyed by these proposed 
amendments that it publicly labeled the Mexican position "vague, 
legalistic, unacceptable" (SRE 1958: 69-76). In any event, Mexico's 
diplomatic objections were no more than an irritant: the U.S.
proposed resolution passed, with seventeen votes in favor, one 
against (Guatemala), and two abstentions (Mexico and Argentina) 
(Pellicer and Mancilla 1978: 100). 

Ample documentary evidence indicates that Mexican diplomats 
gallantly defended the principies of their country's foreign policy. 
Mexico's minister of foreign affairs during this era, Luis Padilla 
Nervo, held a conversation with his counterpart in the United States, 
John Foster Dulles, in which he recalled "the days when Mexico was 
alone; the times when we were carrying out economic and social re
forms, the days of the Revolution. If a panel of American nations had 
sat in judgment upon Mexico during that era, surely they would not 
have found us to be free from foreígn influences." For Dulles, Padilla 
Nervo's point of view was not based on principies; it reflected "no 
less than a true Communist infiltration, or its equivalent, into the 
Mexican govemment" (in Whitehead 1991: 331). 

This statement reflects a prevalent idea among conservatives in 
the United States-that Mexico's Ministry of Foreign Affairs is a nest 
of leftists. The Ministry's activism has always been seen as part of a 
balancing act, which only rarely affects U.S. interests. For the Ameri
cans, what truly counts are the statements and actions of the presi
dent, because it is he who determines the course of Mexico's foreign 
policy. 

The apex in negative references to Mexican foreign policy appear
ing in the Times carne between 1953 and 1954, against the backdrop of 
a generally optimistic view of Mexico. Distrust of Mexico was com
mon during this period; Times correspondent Sidney Gruson openly 
labeled the Ruiz Cortines govemment "anti-Yankee" {NYT, May 17, 
1954). However, as the covert operation against Arbenz proceeded 
undeterred, U.S. annoyance with Mexico, as expressed in the Times, 
abated. The numbers speak for themselves: in 1953; the variable that 
registers bilateral relations contains 14 negative mentions but only 4 
for 1954 (figure 49). 

The reason behind this turnabout was that the Mexican president 
and administration had modified their position. According to the 
Times, Mexico executed "a complete reversal in its position on Gua
temala" on June 10, 1954, when Minister of Foreign Affairs José Gor
ostiza announced that Mexico favored a "new meeting of the Ameri
can republics, to discuss the question of Communism in Guatemala" 
{NYT, June 11, 14, 1954). Pellicer and Mancilla confirm that a few 
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days later, with the CIA-organized invasion of Guatemala well under 
way, the Mexican government "failed to live up to its vaunted sup
port for the principie of nonintervention"; on the contrary, it main
tained total silence, turning a deaf ear on Arbenz's increasingly des
perate pleas for assistance (1978: 102). 

Times correspondent Sidney Gruson's interpretation of this about
face confirms the pragmatic nature of Mexican foreign policy. The 
government abandoned Guatemala at this key juncture for three fun
damental reasons. First, President Ruiz Cortines hoped to "overcome 
the impression held by many foreign observers and Mexicans" that 
his was a "pro-Communist, anti-United States government." Second, 
the Mexican president was swayed by information received from the 
United States that established the existence of clase ties between the 
Guatemalan Communists and Moscow leaders. And third, the peso 
had suffered a recent devaluation (in April1954) and, as Gruson him
self was quick to point out, "Mexico's economic progress or economic 
stagnation might well depend on the quality of its official relations 
with the United States" (NYT, July 26 and Sept. 1, 1954). 

After Arbenz's overthrow, Mexico's collaboration with the United 
States proceeded apace. On June 27, 1954, Arbenz resigned the Gua
temalan presidency and sought asylum in the Mexican Embassy in 
Guatemala City. After seventy-three days, he and his family obtained 
a safe-conduct and traveled to Mexico City, where Arbenz vowed to 
continue the struggle against the new Guatemalan government. He 
then left for Europe, in December 1954. Although he had been offi
cially promised he could retum to Mexico (most likely by the Ministry 
of Government), once he reached Paris his application for a retum 
visa was rejected by the Mexican Embassy there, which stated that 
this was nota "suitable moment." Arbenz, who hoped to live out his 
remaining years clase to Guatemala, persisted in his application, 
which was consistently denied until 1970, when he was finally al
lowed to retum to Mexico. He died a few months later, in January 
1971 (Gleijeses 1991: 390-92).1 

The Guatemalan case exemplifies the changes that were taking 
place in Mexico's foreign policy. In Caracas, Mexico espoused a di
plomacy of principies. However, as soon as Mexico's relations with 
the United States began to fray, principies were abandoned. This ad
justment likely resulted from Mexico's official pragmatism, interact
ing with pressure that the United States brought to bear. Because this 
episode has not been subjected to detailed analysis, we cannot estab
lish the magnitude or intensity of U.S. pressure. We can state, how
ever, that Guatemala was a good example of the Mexican govem-

'These events, incidentally, reveal that the myth of Mexico as a country open to asylum 
seekers does not always prove true. 
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ment's ability to preserve the image of pursuing an independent for
eign policy even when such an image does not coincide with reality. 

THE PETROLEUM lNDUSTRY 

U.S. attitudes toward the Mexican petroleum industry reveal a great 
deal about the bilateral relationship. The history and evolution of this 
sector also reflect Mexico's capacity to resist pressure from the United 
States, whose interest in oil was even greater than its mistrust of state
managed enterprises.2 

A 1948 congressional report noted that the United States required 
"adequate supplies, especially of petroleum, for any threat to our se
curity" (in Krock 1948). The State Department, therefore, encouraged 
the U.S. oil industry to "expand operations into all areas where there 
were prospects of tapping additional oil sources for the purpose of 
aiding national defense." Evidently the development of Mexico's pe
troleum industry was an integral part of the "defense of the Western 
Hemisphere" (NYT, June 13, 1948; Sept. 14, 1954). In Mexico, how
ever, where the petroleum industry was entirely in the hands of a 
state-managed company created through the nationalization of for
eign-owned assets, foreign investments were prohibited by law. 

Washington abhorred all forms of nationalism-except, of course, 
American nationalism. The Department of State defined Latin Amer
ica's nationalism as "an emotional rationalization of [Latin Ameri
cans'] political, economic, and social failures" (DOS 1952: 9). The U.S. 
elite viewed nationalizations as identical to expropriations and, as 
pointed out in the Times, the "word 'expropriation' is like a red cape 
toa bull" for the U.S. oil community (NYT, Apr. 11, 1947). Americans' 
reactions to the "expropriation" of the Mexican oil industry were also 
reflected in their attitude toward Lázaro Cárdenas, the Times's least 
favorite president (figures 19-20). 

A 1951 Times editorial bemoaning Iran's nationalization of its pe
troleum industry asked whether "the Iranians took the trouble to 
study what oil nationalization has meant to Mexico," a nation that 
could have become an important producer of crude oil, but instead 
had "not turned up a single new rich field in thirteen years" (NYT 
1951a). A further editorial noted criticisms from "Communists and 
others who dislike us," who maintained that U.S. companies all too 
frequently exploited "the countries in which they do business," usu
ally leaving "nothing behind them but a hole in the ground." The 
Times countered these criticisms with examples like Venezuela's Cre
ole Petroleum which, the paper argued, "'exploits' Venezuelan oil, 

2For a broad overview, see L. Meyer 1973, 1978; Grayson 1980. 
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not its people or its government; it puts into Venezuela far more than 
it takes out" (NYT 1959a). 

Ideas like these led the United States to pressure Mexico and 
PEMEX (Petróleos Mexicanos, the state-run oil company) into increas
ing production and opening the petroleum sector to foreign invest
ment. Washington also refused to authorize loans or any other form 
of support for the Mexican oil company. However, these attitudes 
changed on par with changing circumstances. A U .S. Defense De
partment memorandum from 1950 considered that in "the develop
ment of Mexican oil production no strong military interest is evident 
at present or likely in the near future" (DOD 1950). But when lran 
nationalized its oil industry in 1951, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Os
ear Chapman visited Mexico, where he declared that the United 
States now wanted "new oil sources discovered and exploited in our 
hemisphere" (NYT, July 22, 26, 27, 1951). 

At this juncture, Mexico was hoping to obtain loans with which to 
purchase needed capital goods from the United States. Negotiations 
for these loans demonstrated once again the inconsistent nationalism 
of certain Mexican government officials and the U.S. elite's willing
ness to help them maintain their nationalistic image. A game now 
began in which a number of Mexicans made secret overtures to the 
United States, confirming their willingness to offer concessions (they 
immediately reversed themselves when their maneuverings became 
public). A U.S. State Department memorandum from 1952 explained 
the situation thus: "the conditions laid down by our government for 
an oil loan were received with understanding when expressed 
orally"; but "when the same conditions were explained in an aide
mémoire, the Mexicans felt obliged to react strongly for the record 
and to termina te the negotiations" (DOS 1952: 26). 

The U.S. elite accepted these inconsistencies, which were seen as a 
mechanism designed to calm Mexican nationalists and ensure stabil
ity. Nationalism, however, even that espoused by former president 
Lázaro Cárdenas, concerned them, although the reasons for such con
cern are not apparent in any available documents. 

This "image game" produced tangible results for both govem
ments. The Mexican elite was able to curtail U.S. ambition somewhat, 
while Washington earned a number of concessions. The first U.S. in
vestment in the Mexican oil sector dates from 1948, ten years after the 
oil"expropriation" (NYT, Mar. 23, 1948); it was followed by a number 
of small contracts in 1949, whose questionable legality, however, was 
a source of continuing unease in the United States. According to in
fluential columnist Arthur Krock, many of these contracts had to skirt 
Mexican law in order to avoid political problems (Krock 1949). Such 
comments serve to explain the increased coverage of Mexican cor
ruption during the 1940s and mid-1950s (figure 93). Of greater rele-



Facets of the Relationship 61 

vanee for the United States, however, was the fact that the Mexican 
president was willing to guarantee privately that, in any critica! cir
cumstance, the United States would have access to Mexican crude.3 

This state of affairs, while not completely satisfactory to the United 
States, was the only arrangement possible within the rules of the es
tablished understanding. The United States would have preferred an 
explicit alliance, or total financia! opening of the oil industry, rather 
than verbal commitments or concessions based on varying interpre
tations of the law. But they accepted Mexico's conditions, a clear coup 
for that government. 

THE MILITARY RELA TIONSHIP 

Within the framework of the bilateral relationship, Mexico's greatest 
level of independence was in the military arena. After World War 11, 
the United States began to incorporate the Latin American nations 
into the lnter-American Treaty of Reciproca! Assistance, comple
mented over time with bilateral military accords as part of a broader 
global strategy (B. Smith 1982: 262-300). The Mexican government 
disagreed with this strategy and suggested that security might better 
be enhanced by channeling economic aid to the region, given that 
"economically weak nations [are unable to act] decisively and effec
tively against aggressors" (NYT, Aug. 16, 1947). This was not the only 
difference; Mexico also refused to sign the Inter-American Treaty or 
any bilateral military accord with Washington. 

Mexico's new attitude contrasted sharply with the close military 
cooperation that had prevailed during the war. The United States had 
hoped to extend this cooperation into the postwar era, and there are 
signs that the Mexican army was amenable. A meeting of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff of both nations took place in Mexico in March 1945, for 
which Mexico's National Defense Ministry prepared a secret report 
documenting the Mexican military's willingness to play a more active 
intemational role-and to enter into a close relationship with the 
United States. The military stated that they were "prepared to assume 
any intemational obligations which may be agreed upon at the up
coming San Francisco Conference" (SON 1945: 5).4 

But Mexico's civilian leaders thought differently, and they pre
vailed, curtailing the relationship between the Mexican military and 
the United States. Nonetheless, for a number of years the Pentagon, 

3U.S. government documents reveal that in January 1947 President Miguel Alemán 
informed the U.S. ambassador that "in any emergency that might threaten the 
United States or this hemisphere, Mexico's oil resources will be at its immediate dis
posal" (in Whitehead 1991: 327). 

'It was at this conference that the United Nations was created. 
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hoping to establish a bilateral accord, continued to strive for a closer 
relationship with Mexico's armed forces.5 These efforts were doubled 
during Miguel Alemán's presidency (NSC 1949). 

At this point the Mexico-United States military relationship was 
the most important issue on the U.S. agenda, as reflected in the Times 
coverage. Its primacy was largely the result of the two nations' 
proximity and of the Korean War, which broke out in 1951. The 
United States sought to pressure Mexico into making a "concrete 
gesture of solidarity by sending a token force to fight in Korea" (NYT, 
Feb. 5, 1952). Mexico refused, despite the United States' continued 
insistence. In 1952, a U.S. military mission arrived in Mexico, hoping 
that newly installed President Adolfo Ruiz Cortines would display a 
different attitude. Their talks proved fruitless, and by mid-1953 the 
White House had "about given up hope of obtaining Mexico's agree
ment" (NYT, July 8, 1953). These events sorely vexed the U.S. elite, 
and 8 of the 9 negative references concerning the military relationship 
between Mexico and the United States that appeared over a span of 
four decades following World War 11 were published between 1953 
and 1954. The latter year also witnessed the greatest number of refer
ences to Mexico's nationalistic tendencies, which were equated with 
anti-American sentiment (figure 94). 

The Mexican government justified its stance in terms of a basic 
principle-the peaceful resolution of conflicts-which precluded their 
military intervention in foreign affairs. The Americans did not blame 
Ruiz Cortines; they blamed "the Communist Party and its left-wing 
allies, who played upon the anti-American feelings of many Mexi
cans" (NYT, Sept. 14, 1954). However, there is a more likely explana
tion: the Mexican civilian government's parade of principies also 
served, not coincidentally, to distance their military from the Penta
gon and from foreign ideas and doctrines, in line with the general 
objective of keeping Mexico isolated. This may well have been a wise 
move, because, as Laurence Whitehead noted, "subsequent events 
have shown that the price paid in the long term for [military support 
from] the Pentagon proved very steep for the political authority and 
the stability of the Latin American governments" (1991: 331). 

We should consider what motive prompted the United States to 
tolerate Mexico's continuing rejection of any form of military accord. 
There are two likely candidates. First, the Mexican expeditionary 
force that Washington hoped would travel to Korea had, in fact, no 
genuine military role to play and was merely a piece of political sym
bolism; exerting further pressure on Mexico in this matter might have 
threatened the country's internal political equilibrium, which was the 

'For an overview of the military affair, see Wager 1992. Mexican authors who have 
explored this issue include Piñeyro (1987) and Benítez (1994). 
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top priority. Second, any disaccord between Mexico's and the United 
States' respective armed forces did not extend to other security
related areas, where close cooperation was very much in evidence. 
The FBI maintained an office in Mexico, and U.S. intelligence services 
exchanged information with Mexico's Ministry of Governrnent and its 
Federal Security Directorate. 

In any case, Mexico was able to preserve a remarkable degree of 
autonomy in military affairs into the 1980s, at which point increasing 
contact between the U.S. and Mexican governrnents affected this and 
all aspects of the relationship. 

MEXICAN MIGRATION 

The phenomenon of Mexico-U.S. migration sheds light on the Ameri
can consciousness, on the Mexican governrnent's tight controls over 
the dissemination of information, and on the nature of coercion asan 
instrument of domination." In the eyes of the U.S. governrnent, mi
gration to the United States from Mexico is an interna!, domestic is
sue, to be dealt with unilaterally by the United States, without input 
from or consultation with Mexico. During the 1950s, migration was 
the only issue area in which the United States successfully employed 
coercion and Mexico was forced to accept the conditions set down by 
the United States. 

Mexican migration gained importance during World War 11, when 
the demand for military goods, along with a shortage of workers in 
the United States, led the two countries to sign the first "Bracero" ac
cord in 1942. After the war, migration persisted: the U.S. economy 
had come to depend on the Mexican workforce, and the Mexican 
economy was having increasing difficulty absorbing all of the would
be entrants into its labor market. During the Bracero period (1942-
1964), U.S. opinion was divided into two camps. The first camp, 
which included the great majority of Americans, had little interest in 
the Mexican workers who were employed, largely invisibly, in U.S. 
agriculture. Among the individuals who did care (the second camp) 
were those who were in favor, because they profited economically 
from Mexican labor; those opposed, beca use they felt they were being 
hurt by migration; and those who viewed migration as an issue of 
principies (such as public safety, national security, and/ or humanitar
ian considerations) and favored or opposed it on those grounds. 

Those who defended migration for economic reasons included the 
growers, who argued that they required large numbers of cheap, 
temporary workers because U.S. workers were insufficient and ex-

'This section benefited frorn the suggestions of Dr. Manuel García y Griego, of the 
University of California, lrvine. 
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pensive (NYT, Jan. 15, 1950). Migration, they suggested, benefited 
both societies: Mexicans obtained a better wage, and Americans paid 
less for agricultura! products. This sector proved sufficiently power
ful-in both economic and political terms-to keep the border open to 
migratory labor. The U.S. agricultura! sector flexed its muscle on 
other migration-related issues as well. In 1951, the state of Arizona 
proposed a sanitation code to improve working conditions for Mexi
can field laborers. The code was rejected after growers' associations 
claimed that it would force them into bankruptcy (NYT, July 16, 
1951). In Washington, farmers' organizations pressured Congress to 
reject "amendments"-such as fines on employers of migrant work
ers, or increased allocations for the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS)-designed to penalize or curtail the migratory flow 
(NYT, June 28, 1951). All the amendments were defeated by a signifi
cant margin (NYT, Feb. 14, 1952). Further, the Texas Proviso, adopted 
in March 1952, exempted all employers from any form of punishment 
for hiring undocumented workers. 

Foremost among those who opposed migration for economic rea
sons were U.S. labor unions, which argued that the problem was nota 
shortage of American labor, but rather the poor working conditions 
and low salaries that were on offer. They added that the Mexican mi
grant workers were exploited and that they took jobs from local day 
laborers, increased unemployment, and posed serious problems for 
the organization of agricultura! workers' unions (NYT, Oct. 17, 21, 26, 
1948; Aug. 13, 1950). Therefore, they called upon Congress to estab
lish "adequate sanctions" for those who hired Mexicans and to ap
prove additional resources for the INS (NYT, Feb. 7, 1947). 

Other sectors that opposed migration predicated their opposition 
on a variety of grounds, which changed over time. Sorne believed that 
migration led to an increase in crime (NYT, Mar. 26, 1951). Others 
linked migration to the opium and marijuana trade (NYT, Apr. 12, 
1951). And still others cited sanitary or racial arguments: Representa
tive Emanuel Celler, of New York, expressed concem for the mi
grants' working conditions, but he also suggested that their presence 
carried negative moral and sanitary implications. He criticized farm
ers for closing the border to diseased cattle while allowing "Mexican 
humans to come in without examination of their health and morals. 
What of the contagion of trachoma, leprosy and smallpox?" Con
vinced that Europeans were innately healthier, Celler suggested that 
Italian farmworkers be hired "as permanent residents, instead of 
temporary Mexican migrant workers" (NYT, Apr. 12, 1951; Jan. 29, 
1952). 

Finally, sorne opponents felt that migration threatened the United 
States' national security. In 1953, the "possibility that Communists 
[could be] infiltrating their agents" into the United States disguised as 
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Mexican peasants was taken quite seriously. Walter Reuther noted 
that "wetbacks" often participated in "fifth-column activities of sub
version and sabotage," and in 1954 a member of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service suggested that "approximately 100 present 
and past members of the Communist Party" were entering the United 
States from Mexico every day (NYT, Jan. 27, 1953; Feb. 9-10, 1954). 
This statement was patently tainted by the paranoia that typified the 
era. At the time, the Mexican Communist Party had sorne five thou
sand members; had the INS member's assertion been true, all would 
have found themselves in the United States in less than two months. 

THE TIMES, CONSCIOUSNESS, AND CONTENT ANALYSIS 

The information that the Times published concerning migration, as 
well as the preferential treatment the tapie received, are quite ex
traordinary (figure 58). The paper's editorial line was to oppose the 
presence of migrant workers but to support the migrants' right to re
ceive decent treatment. In an editorial from March 27, 1951, the paper 
supported tighter controls on migration, which, it claimed, was hav
ing a negative effect upon the labor market. However, it also called 
for an end to "the merciless exploitation" of the braceros. In another 
editorial from 1951, the Times backed the allocation of more resources 
for agencies charged with enforcing immigration regulations and the 
implementation of penalties against employers who hired migrant 
workers (respectively, NYT 1951b, 1951c, 1951d). 

One extraordinary aspect of the Times coverage of this phenome
non was its genuine effort to portray the many aspects of migration. 
By so doing, the paper contributed toa heightened awareness of this 
issue's inherent complexity. Gladwin Hill-the best journalist to cover 
Mexican affairs during this era and a pioneer of Mexico-United Sta tes 
migratory studies-provided extensive detail regarding the appalling 
conditions endured by the Mexican workers, the extortion to which 
they were subjected by Mexican functionaries, and the exploitation 
they suffered once in the United States. He also demonstrated that 
American labor unions had a sound basis for their criticisms of mi
gration.7 

One way to evaluate an individual's, group's, or society's progress 
in terms of consciousness is to observe what they do not discuss or 
take into consideration. During the Cold War, neither the causes of 
migration nor the Mexican government's viewpoint were taken into 
consideration in the United States. Nonetheless, sorne ideas that 
would later come to the fore-during the 1970s and 1980s-

'Of the many articles that Hill published on this issue, see especially the series that ran 

from March 24 to 29, 1951, which resulted in a number of congressional hearings. 
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occasionally surfaced, generated by individuals who were transcend
ing the boundaries of the group's maximum consciousness. In a 
lengthy article from 1950, for example, Albert Steinberg stated that 
"the sudden invasion [of braceros] stems from the serious depression 
and general inflation" prevailing in Mexico. His conclusion was re
markable, especially for the time: "whether the answer to the 
'wetbacks' can be found without a general solution to Mexico's eco
nomic ailments is hard to tell" (Steinberg 1950). 

Another early glimmer of an idea that would spread in later years 
appeared in an editorial which suggested that what motivated Mexi
cans to leave their country was "the low living standards and wages 
that can be found in Mexico."8 Yet another nascent concern was the 
idea that migration would cause the United States to lose control over 
its border. In 1953, a front-page article in the Times warned that "there 
is nothing to stop the entire Mexican nation from entering the United 
States" (NYT, May 10, 1953). 

lt is important at this point to note that content analysis is ex
tremely useful in establishing how often a specific idea or fact is men
tioned, but subtleties are sometimes lost. Por example, while negative 
references to migration outnumbered positive ones (figure 58), con
tent analysis fails to indicate the extent to which the Times also stood 
up for migrants' rights. Another limitation of content analysis is that 
it cannot measure a newspaper's oran article's true impact. We know 
that the U.S. elite reads the Times, but establishing the extent to which 
its articles influence their decisions is difficult. Por this, other tech
niques are needed-such as tallying the frequency with which the 
Times is quoted in the Congressional Record and then observing 
whether Congress's decisions coincide with the Times's recommenda
tions. 

FRICTION AND COERCION 

If we adopt a different perspective, we find that American indiffer
ence toward Mexico's views on migration was due partly to the fact 
that there were no Mexicans in a position ( or determined enough) to 
make themselves heard in U.S. debates. The migrants themselves 
were disorganized and without resources. Mexican academics were 
not studying migration-nor the broader field of U.S. affairs (an im
portant exception was Daniel Cosío Villegas). Although the Mexican 
Left criticized the aspects of Mexican society that underlay the exploi-. 
tation and discrimination that migratory workers suffered in the 
United States, its influence in Mexico was limited and its credibility in 

'For an article by Hill that includes the Mexican perspective, see NYT, Jan. 18, 1953. 
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the United States was nil. The Mexican press explored the issue only 
superficially, rarely straying from official guidelines. The Mexican 
government, meanwhile, had found in migration a perfect solution to 
the shortage of jobs in Mexico, as well as a source of income to sup
port the country's industrialization project and a captive population 
on which avaricious functionaries and politicians could feast (by us
ing a wide range of methods to systematically extort monies from 
peasants traveling to the United States). 

Although sorne in government (including President Ruiz Cortines) 
sought to protect migratory workers from exploitation, extortion, and 
discrimination, they made little headway. It seemed that the only way 
to improve working conditions for braceros in the United States, the 
only way to bring pressure to bear, was to cut off the flow of labor. 
Mexico's attempts to take this decisive step produced negligible re
sults, demonstrating both the weakness of Mexico's position and the 
United States' brazenness and unilateralism. 

In 1947, the Mexican government tried to hold up the legal migra
tion of braceros, hoping to secure better economic and working con
ditions for them through an accord then being negotiated. Washing
ton's response was swift. The El Paso office of the Border Patrol 
"[opened] the border to thousands of braceros, and tumed them over 
to ·[American agricultura! employers]" without prior authorization 
from Washington (NYT, Oct. 17, 1948). Angered Mexican authorities 
renounced the accord, but after they received a diplomatic apology 
from the Department of State, the accord went forward and was ap
proved less than ayear later. 

A much more serious situation arose a few years later, when the 
United States was obviously using coercive tactics. Negotiations relat
ing to labor migration had stalled, but U.S. employers desperately 
needed their Mexican workforce. At this juncture, in January 1954, the 
Departments of State, Labor, and Justice began hiring Mexicans uni
laterally. Because the executive branch had no legal authority to act in 
this way, hiring was interrupted for a few weeks until the House of 
Representatives passed legislation empowering employers to hire 
Mexican workers directly, "with or without the consent of the Mexi
can government" (NYT, Mar. 3, 1954)." 

An infuriated President Ruiz Cortines deployed Mexican immi
gration agents and army units along the border to prevent peasants 
from traveling to the United States. The only result was a series of 
embarrassing confrontations between angry peasants who wished to 
work in the United States and the confused soldiers who had been 
ordered to stop them (NYT, Jan. 24, 27, 28 and Feb. 2, 1954). 

'Antecedents can be found in NYT, Nov. 8 and Dec. 22, 1953. 
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These incidents clearly illustrate the Mexican authorities' tight grip 
on the dissemination of information. An analysis of the coverage of 
these events for January and February 1954 in three Mexico City dai
lies (Excélsior, El Nacional, and El Universal) revealed that all three 
painted reassuring pictures of events on the border, widely at odds 
with coverage in the U.S. press. The Mexican media's techniques (still 
in use today) included running as front-page headlines statements by 
key functionaries or celebrities favorable to the regime. For example, 
El Universal ran an eight-column front-page headline announcing that 
"The Bracero Problem Is Minor and Unimportant," quoting Gustavo 
Díaz Ordaz, then an upper-echelon government official under Ruiz 
Cortines and later president of Mexico (1964-1970). According to 
Díaz Ordaz, "a great deal of information conceming the braceros in 
northem Mexico has been exaggerated .... Truth has been sacrificed 
to sensationalism, magnifying a problem that is basically minor and 
unimportant. Such information is worthless" (El Universal, Jan. 30, 
1954). Of course, his opinion, though interesting, was not supported 
by the facts. 

Another editorial, this one from El Nacional, used a different tech
nique, also employed to downplay the confrontations taking place 
along the border. "The nation patriotically applauds and supports 
President Ruiz Cortines," it stated; according toan "official statement 
[it continued], hundreds of 'wetbacks' who had entered the United 
States illegally have now tumed back into Mexico, into the nation that 
values them and does not want to see them despised abroad, confirm
ing that the appeals of the authorities and the brotherly wishes of the 
Mexican people are being heeded by the would-be braceros" (El Na
cional1954). 

The Mexican press also abstained from publishing photographs 
(which did appear, however, in the Times) of the clashes taking place 
in Mexicali and other border areas. Another curious aspect of the cov
erage was that two dailies, Excélsior and El Universal, also published 
cables from intemational news agencies that belied the official decla
rations appearing on their front pages. Although these cables were 
buried in the back pages, the contradiction was immediately apparent 
to any careful reader (see, for example, Excélsior, Jan. 24-30, 1954). 

A few months later, economic and political considerations led 
Washington to reverse its policy, and all illegal workers were expelled 
from the United States in "Operation Wetback" in the summer of 
1954. This vast operation transported Mexicans via specially char
tered planes, trains, and buses to deep within Mexican territory {NYT, 
June 21 and Aug. 7, 1951). By this time, the Mexican government had 
also changed its mind, and it acquiesced to the repatriation of illegal 
migrants. In exchange, the United States agreed to hire greater num
bers of the legal braceros. 
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LA TER DEVELOPMENTS 

The migration of Mexican workers into the United States highlighted 
the weaknesses in the economic model adopted by the Mexican elite 
as well as the United States' dependency on imported labor, leading 
both parties to seek a structural solution. Proposals that failed to ad
dress both the problems characterizing Mexico's development and the 
United States' economic dependency upon Mexican workers proved 
hopelessly inadequate. 

The migration issue reemerged with sorne intensity during the 
early 1960s, when renewal of the Bracero agreement was being de
bated. The agreement was ultimately terminated, in December 1964, 
but migration did not stop; it simply became undocumented. Whether 
legal or illegal, according to the U.S. perspective, Mexican labor mi
gration remained purely an interna! matter. Lobbyists for the agricul
tura! sector continued to win important legislative victories in Con
gress (so much so that one secretary of labor referred to them as the 
toughest pressure group he had ever come across (NYT, July 29, 
1960), while other sectors became increasingly critical of the migrants' 
poor living and working conditions (letters to the editor, NYT, July 
21, 23, 1960). The Mexican government continued to call for respect 
for the migrants' human and workers' rights, although after 1954 it 
would never again directly oppose American will on this issue. 

The Times frequently criticized growers for their lack of respect for 
migrant workers' rights, although the paper did recognize that these 
migrants were competing with domestic workers for jobs during an 
economic recession, which, the Times maintained, was reason enough 
to tighten controls on their presence (NYT 1960a-c, 1961a, 1963a-b, 
1964a). In any case, the number of negative references to migration 
fell sharply, while the number of informative references rose (figures 
63-64), reflecting a growing awareness of migration's true nature. An 
article from 1961 (whose author surely took the Cuban Revolution 
into consideration) suggested that suspending the Bracero agreement 
would have "a serious impact upon Mexico" (NYT, Oct. 5, 1961). 

The realization that any changes in the migratory flow would af
fect both Mexico and the United States began to gain currency and 
was widespread by the 1970s. Although this was sorne acknowledg
ment of the two nations' interdependence, the United States would 
continue to act unilaterally in migration-related matters, using coer
cion "when necessary." 

CONCLUSION 

The four issue areas discussed in this chapter clearly speak to the 
complexity of the bilateral relationship. Although each case would 
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seem to be ruled by a different logic, all in fact pivot around an im
plicit accord to provide mutual support in times of need. 

Another aspect that comes through very clearly is the marked 
pragmatism of Mexico's foreign policy. The Mexican elite abandoned 
both Arbenz and the migrant workers, but they succeeding in isolat
ing the Mexican army from the United States and in preserving State 
control over the petroleum industry. Given the asymmetrical power 
relations between the two countries, the Mexican side carne out quite 
well. Their strategy may have been the best available for expanding 
Mexico's room for maneuver, especially in light of the unilateralism 
that characterized U.S. foreign policy throughout the Cold War, for, 
as the migration question demonstrates, when the United States de
cided to employ coercion, Mexico had little defense. 



7 
The Myth of Mexican Democracy 

Throughout the Cold War, most Americans believed that the Mexican 
system was (almost) a democracy. This was an exaggeration, a myth, 
brought about by !acunas in knowledge. Understanding this myth 
will help us comprehend how the U.S. elite managed information, 
molding it to fit preconceived ideas while simultaneously maintaining 
a self-image of objectivity. This chapter also explores the effects of 
U.S. perceptions on Mexican authoritarianism. 

THE INGREDIENTS OF MEXICAN AUTHORITARIANISM 

The Mexican political system reached maturity during the 1940s. The 
country was ruled by a group that govemed through an effective 
combination of coercion and hegemony, flexible enough to adapt to 
changing circumstances. It had created a convincing democratic fa
cade, holding elections and tolerating the existence of opposition par
ties-although these were rigorously controlled. The opposition was 
weak and disorganized, and intemational interest in Mexico was 
scant. Washington's priorities for Mexico were economic growth and 
political stability, along with a friendly relationship between the 
Mexican regime and the United States. The U.S. elite cared little about 
how these objectives were to be achieved. 

One reason for Mexico's political stability was the cohesiveness of 
the group in power, whose members shared a flexible worldview in
herited from the Mexican Revolution. They were a disciplined group, 
adhering unquestioningly to a set of ambiguous rules (interpreted by 
the president and his party) that frequently diverged from both the 
letter and the spirit of the law. This cohesion was also nourished by a 
more mundane element: the "Mexican Dream" -the belief that the 
elite ha ve an innate right to enrich themselves through public office. 
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The regime's solidity also derived from the (passive or active) 
support of organized sectors of the population that took part in the 
nation's public life. Economic growth enabled the government to dis
tribute benefits widely, silencing sorne of these organized groups' 
complaints. Although the distribution of power was profoundly une
qua!, the population as a whole looked forward to an ever brighter 
future, part of the mythology of the Mexican Revolution. The revolu
tionary governments of this era-which used repression with great 
caution (a lesson leamed from the Revolution) and relied more on 
hegemony-skillfully controlled the flow of information and knowl
edge. This was achieved through complex webs of legal and illegal 
mechanisms: these governments monopolized the production and 
sale of newsprint, awarded radio and television station concessions to 
individuals or groups close to the PRI, 1 and established an efficient 
system to co-opt and/or corrupt joumalists and intellectuals, thereby 
allowing the government to regulate which stories reached the public. 

Despite such controls, Mexico continued to beget its share of 
skeptics, including joumalists, intellectuals, and popular and peasant 
leaders. The government traditionally took sophisticated steps to re
strain such individuals and the groups that coalesced around them. 
When opposition opinions surfaced, the government's first reaction 
was calculated indifference, accompanied by close scrutiny of their 
proponents' intentions and capabilities. Individuals or groups who 
showed signs of becoming a potential threat were subjected to even 
closer scrutiny. The regime was known for studying its opponents 
with great care (the limits of what level of opposition is permissible 
varied by regime). The government's customary response was to meet 
sorne of a group's demands while quietly trying to co-opt its leader
ship, playing to any uncovered weaknesses. They enticed a leader 
with symbols of prestige or invited him to join in the "Mexican 
Dream" -that is, to feed at the public trough. If these enticements 
were ineffective, the government activated its strategy of suffocation 
and containment. It tríed to splinter the group and/ or to establish 
parallel groups with similar goals, thereby creating confusion. The 
media, tightly controlled by the regime, played a central role in this 
part of the strategy. 

If an opposition group continued to gain strength, the government 
deployed a wide variety of harassing tactics: tax audits, loss of em
ployment, incarceration, death threats, and so on. Pressure intensified 
in proportion to the threat's perceived magnitude until, in extreme 
cases, the govemment physically removed the threat, usually through 
murder or "disappearance" and, in sorne cases, through indiscrimi
nate repression. These stages varied from state to state. A comparison 

'These concessions are renewed periodically. 
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of sorne of the best known instances of state violence indicated that 
workers or peasants were more frequently repressed than were the 
professional, middle classes.2 

The government includes institutions that have specialized in co
ercion. Until the 1970s, the army was frequently used in rural areas 
and against large public demonstrations. Selective repression (rang
ing from harassment to murder) was carried out by the feared Federal 
Security Directorate created by Miguel Alemán in 1947 and dis
banded in 1985. The DFS was followed in importance by federal, 
state, and municipal police forces and a number of paramilitary 
groups. 

This combination of hegemony and coercion peaked in the 1950s 
and 1960s. In later years the government's efficacy in this area was 
curtailed as independent media and organizations gained strength 
and experience, and especially after the severe blow that the July 1997 
elections inflicted to the government' s structure of control.3 The 
United States has played a central role in the history of Mexican 
authoritarianism, as can be seen if we explore the U.S. elite's changing 
perceptions of Mexico between 1946 and 1960. 

THE UNITED STA TES' LOGIC 

The. U.S. State Department had clear goals for Latin America: it 
sought to "propel an orderly evolution toward democracy throughout 
the hemisphere," thus establishing a continent where "everybody ac
cepts and practices ... the same political, social, and economic prin
cipies [as the United States]" (DOS 1952: 24). Scholars and journalists 
agreed with this objective. Times editorials advised the U.S. govern
ment to guide Latin Americans, to help them acquire "as much in
sight as they can get into the 'political and philosophical' forces that 
the world's most fortunate nation relies on" {NYT 1956b). According 
to Robert Scott (1959) and others, the United States should serve as a 
"political prototype" for other nations. Democracy, it was argued, 
entailed adopting a "political system along the lines of the United 
States and the United Kingdom" (Lagos 1977: 27), the logic being that 
these Anglo-Saxon nations had developed the "institutions of partid-

'The cases examined include the repression in León (1946), Guerrero (1960 and 1967), 
and San Luis Potosí (1961), among others. Also studied were the rai!road workers' 
strike of 1958 and the physicians' movement of 1964-65. The single exception to this 
generalization was the student movement of 1968. 

'The increased openness that resulted is a dual phenomenon, which can be both eco
nomic and political: externa! groups' increased attention on Mexican affairs and an 
increased number of Mexican actors who are willing to establish contact with their 
foreign counterparts. This presupposes, of course, not only their willingness to es
tablish contact but also the existence of laws that allow them todo so. 
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pating" (such as voting) that make democracy work (Lemer 1958: 60). 
The enemies of democracy were readily identifiable: nationalists like 
Juan Domingo Perón, or the Communists who were, according to the 
State Department, exploiting "instabilities, deficiencies, and dema
gogy" (DOS 1952: 3). 

Proceeding from these ideas, Americans arrived at certain remark
able conclusions. As a Times correspondent noted in 1952, "very few, 
if any, are willing to pretend that democracy actually exists [in Mex
ico]" (NYT, Feb. 2, 1952). A 1958 editorial acknowledged that the 
Mexican political system "is not quite líke ours" (NYT 1958a). How
ever, such wamings went unheeded, and optimism prevailed. During 
this period, the "general política! balance" variable registered 107 
positive references, versus 24 negative; the "política! democratiza
tíon" variable received 65 approvals against 7 condemnations (figures 
35-37). In fact, Mexico was even paraded as a role model for other 
countries (NYT 1957a). 

Such optímism grew out of the U.S. elite's belief that Mexico was 
gradually coming to resemble the United States. Scott suggested that 
Mexico was becoming "systematized into a working politícal culture 
in the Westem sense";4 he concluded that even if Mexico did not yet 
"have a 'perfect' política! system," the country had nonetheless 
"fulfílled the most basic requirements for a Westem political system" 
(1959: 17, 32). His diagnosis was founded on a number of observa
tions. One was the existence of a Mexican middle class, which pro
vided the "broad basis required for moderate or center-weighted 
parties." The U.S. elite felt that class differences "would gradually 
diminish until, as is the case in the United States, almost everyone 
belongs emotionally, albeit not economically, to the middle classes." 5 

Enthusiasm for the middle classes and their social role grew, nour
ished by the notion that, as suggested by Seymour Lípset, a "large 
middle class [that] tempers conflíct by rewarding moderate and 
democratic partíes and penalízing extremist ones" could serve as a 
solid buffer against political radicalísm (1963: 51). 

The existence of politícal parties and elections also contributed to 
U.S. optimism. A Times correspondent felt that political partíes were 
"all to the good in the opinion [of those] interested in seeing the 
country evolve toward political democracy, as the term is understood 
in the United States" (NYT, Feb. 2, 1952). For Scott, the existence of 
elections made "Mexico's politícal process a great deal more like that 
of the United States than appears on the surface" (1959: 29). 

'That is, with a separation of powers, regular rotation of government officials via free 
and transparent elections, political parties, and so on. 

'American investors claimed at least partial credit for the expansion of Mexico's mid
dle class. Sears Roebuck, for example, was congratulated for helping to improve 
"social and economic conditions" in Mexico. 
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PRESIDENTS AND Ev ASIVE STRA TEGIES 

Neither Mexico's middle classes, nor its political parties, nor its elec
tions have the pivotal quality of the presidency, and Americans are 
well aware of this fact. During the four decades covered by the con
tent analysis, Mexican presidents were mentioned on 2,360 occasions, 
while members of the docile legislature were mentioned 348 times, 
and the judiciary only 80 times (figure 18). For the United States, the 
first and foremost concern regarding an incoming Mexican president 
ís his ideological orientation. With each succeeding PRI nomination, a 
question resurfaces that was posed as follows in 1946 by Times corre
spondent Milton Bracker: "Will Ávila Camacho's successor [Miguel 
Alemán] lead a return to the era of Cárdenas, sweeping the nation 
toward the left, or will his policies be center-oriented?" (see figure 19 
for the answer). Of Mexico's seven presidents in office between 1946 
and 1986, the four most praised-and least criticized-in the Times 
were Alemán, Ruiz Cortines, Díaz Ordaz, and López Mateas, in that 
arder. Together, these four administrations cover the years from 1946 
to 1970. 

From 1946 to 1960, Americans had the opportunity to evaluate 
three Mexican presidents.' Miguel Alemán they viewed as having 
"moderate right-wing tendencies." Adolfo Ruiz Cortines was be
lieved to be "a moderate ... who has always expressed an unequivo
cal friendship towards the United States" (NYT, Nov. 17, 1957). And 
López Mateas, "despite his clase trade union ties, personifies the ris
ing middle classes," according to Daniel James. James went on to 
predict that López Mateas would "probably keep to the Center al
ready well furrowed by Ruíz Cortines" (James 1958; see also NYT, 
Nov. 17, 1956). 

Based on these diagnoses, the U.S. elite treated these four presi
dents well, even though such treatment was not always deserved. 
When discrepancies appeared between the U.S. vision and events on 
the ground in Mexico, the American elites merely resorted to a num
ber of evasive mechanisms: disassociation, the manipulation of time 
distinctions, an enduring faith in the perfectibility of Mexican politi
cians, selective criticism, and silence about the role played by the 
United States. 

Disassociation carne into play in media coverage of electoral proc
esses. Mexico's official party has rarely hesitated to use fraud to win 
closely contested elections. In the 1946 and 1952 presidential elections, 
when the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party faced stiff competi
tion, the regime resorted to a variety of irregular practices in arder to 
ensure its candidates' success. Despite the electoral irregularities, the 

'For an analysis of this era, see Medina 1979. 



76 Chapter 7 

Times legitimated the winners. One way to smooth over this contra
diction was to disassociate the PRI candidates from the elections' 
more negative elements, blaming the long-vilified caciques for the 
irregularities. The United States has always condemned Mexico's ca
ciques (figures 40, 44), whom Paul Kennedy described as holding 
"life-and-death power, [ruling by] the power of their own pistols and 
those of their followers." Another correspondent stated that caciques 
had been "notably evil for centuries." By asserting that the caciques 
had no "particular loyalty toward the PRI or its candidate Alemán" 
and that if they appeared to support him, this was for purely 
"personal reasons" (NYT, Jan. 19, 1946; Oct. 26, 1958), the joumalists 
could isolate the candidate from certain of his supporters. This logic 
has been adapted to present-day circumstances by observers who 
viewed presidents from Echeverría to Zedillo as reformers struggling 
against political "dinosaurs" [entrenched old-timers], without realiz
ing that presidents and caciques, technocrats and dinosaurs, are all 
part of a single system, although they fulfill different functions within 
it. 

Another technique commonly employed to mitigate discrepancies 
between perception and reality has been to adjust time distinctions: 
the present is always better than the past, and there is always hope 
for the future. (When a commentator wishes to condemn something, 
the order is reversed.) During Mexico's 1946 presidential election, 
Virginia Lee Warren indignantly described the "tricks that have been 
used in the past in order to violate the will of the people" (emphasis 
added). She noted that there were "good reasons to believe" that the 
1946 elections would be different (NYT, June 30, 1946). 

In an editorial examining the 1952 election, the Times predicted 
that if Mexico did not swerve from its present course, it could become 
"even more democratic," and that "six or twelve years from now" 
Mexicans would ha ve "a real electoral choice to make for President" 
(NYT 1952a). Another editorial added the following: Mexico is on a 
"long, hard, and slow climb toward true democracy .... It would be 
naive to expect a nation that knew nothing but chaos, bloodshed and 
revolutions throughout a century, to become a democracy in Anglo
Saxon style ovemight" (NYT 1952b). This belief is premised on an 
almost religious faith in the perfectibility of Mexican politicians, who 
need only promise major reforms or carry out sorne symbolic action 
and they are believed, or at least granted the benefit of the doubt. The 
U.S. elite is notable for its willingness to believe official Mexican in
terpretations without running a reality check, as they would in their 
own public arena. 

One of the clearest examples of this can be seen in the media's ex
tremely selective coverage and treatment of corruption. Between 1946 
and 1947, there were 33 references in the Times to corruption in Mex-
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ico. Between 1948 and 1951 there were only 6, and in 1952 and 1953 
the number of references soared again, to a total of 36 (figures 91, 93). 
That is, during the peak of Miguel Alemán's power and influence 
(1948-1951), the Times maintained a discreet silence regarding the 
blatant corruption that characterized this regime. As Alemán's presi
dency drew to a close, this discretion vanished and criticism reap
peared. In an editorial from 1952, the Times declared that "it would be 
dishonest to tum a blind eye on the extraordinary degree of corrup
tion in high circles [in Mexico]" (NYT 1952c). Ayear later, correspon
dent Sidney Gruson explored the "former President's practice of en
riching his personal cronies" (Mar. 24, 1953). That same year, an 
editorial voiced the perception that would become widespread dur
ing the 1980s: "graft and corruption [have become] a part of the Mexi
can system" (NYT 1953). That is, corruption was a structural, and no 
longer an incidental, phenomenon. 

The differential treatment of corruption was also evident in the 
coverage of the Mexican presidents' periodic, though ineffectual, 
campaigns against it. When Ruiz Cortines initiated one such program, 
a Times correspondent announced the birth of "promising new era ... 
for Mexico," adding that Ruiz Cortines was a "wise man" carrying 
out a clean-up campaign "without recrimination for past regimes, and 
without trying to bring to justice all those guilty of bribery and cor
ruption." An in-depth cleanup of the system, he added, would have 
been "an impossible task [which) would have sent asunder the gov
eming party" (NYT, Dec. 29, 1952). A further editorial, which ac
knowledged that the Alemán regime had been guilty of "sorne cor
ruption and sorne abuses of power," nonetheless concluded with a 
call for patience, suggesting that the system would advance "toward 
liberal policies" of its own accord (NYT 1957b). Clearly the American 
elite deplored corruption-but only to the point where efforts to cur
tail it might threaten Mexico' s stability. 

These evasive strategies would come into play in the future to deal 
with a variety of problems, such as abstentionism, popular demon
strations, and so on (see figures 35-38, 40-44). Tracing how these 
variables evolved will allow us to detect changes in U.S. perceptions 
ofMexico. 

THREATS TO THE SYSTEM 

The manner in which U.S. elites responded to threats against the 
Mexican political system confirms their support for Mexican authori
tarianism and allows us to appreciate the relevance of observing how 
sources are handled. Given its worldview, it comes as no surprise that 
the United States has always firmly opposed leftist politics. Between 
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1940 and 1960, criticism of the Mexican Left rose very sharply: the 
Mexican Communist Party (PCM) had 154 negative and only 2 posi
tive references; the Popular Party (PP) had 57 references against and 
none in favor; and the left-wing opposition overall gamered 145 
negative references versus 4 positive. Cold War paranoia greatly 
magnified the Left's importance: between 1946 and 1960, the PCM 
received more mentions than any other party, including the PRI 
(figures 28-33). This level of attention was hardly justified; the num
ber of registered Communists in Mexico did not exceed 5,000 (Schmitt 
1965: 33), and their political presence was minimal, although the Left 
was undoubtedly seeking to expand its popular support. 

Attention to the Left was due to the extremely broad margins of 
security that the United States sought to establish. Although the Na
tional Security Council acknowledged that Communism in Latin 
America was "not seriously dangerous at the present time," in a more 
disquieting vein the State Department reasoned that Communism 
could become a "force which exploits and makes articulate national
istic aspirations and which supplies organizational and directive 
guidance to all [anti-U.S.] elements" (NSC 1948a: part 2; DOS 1952: 
10). 

Nebulous or potential threats can serve to justify all sorts of ex
cesses. During this era Communist conspiracies were seen at the root 
of an astonishingly broad range of ills (mirrored on the Left by a ten
dency to blame Yankee imperialism for most of the world's prob
lems). For example, after a screening in Mexico of a film about racism 
in the United States, a demonstration ensued outside the theater. Cor
respondent Paul Kennedy's (unsubstantiated) interpretation was that 
the event revealed an "organized plan ... to tum the showing of the 
film into political paths" (NYT, Oct. 20, 1958). He later added that it 
was "generally conceded" that Mexican criticism of the United States' 
racist policies was "the work of an organized dique" (NYT, Nov. 2, 
1958). 

The subtle nuances that can preserve objectivity dissipated in this 
extremist atmosphere, and this resulted in remarkably poor analytical 
treatment of certain Mexican opposition leaders. Vicente Lombardo 
Toledano was an archetypal nationalistic, leftist politician. As a union 
leader, he backed Miguel Alemán for the presidency. Later, after he 
was expelled from the official Confederation of Mexican W orkers 
{CTM), he founded the Popular Party upon a bizarre mix of Marxist 
and nationalist theses. Both the still-extant Popular Party and its heir, 
the Socialist Popular Party (PPS), viewed U.S. imperialism as the 
greatest threat to Mexico and elected, therefore, to support the party 
in power, which was nationalistic (and which was subsidizing them). 
Lombardo Toledano and the PPS symbolize a domesticated, beholden 
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Left, which is as much a part of the Mexican political system as are 
the caciques. 

Nonetheless, in 1947 U.S. intelligence services observed that even 
if Lombardo Toledano was not a self-avowed Communist, he was 
"regarded throughout the area as the Communists' spokesman in la
bor affairs" (CIG 1947: 4). The Times agreed, pointing out that Lom
bardo Toledano's distinction between Communism and Marxism was 
"a differentiation that hardly anyone in Mexican politics takes seri
ously." The Americans were convinced that he was the "mentor of 
organized labor in Guatemala," whose goal was "to organize a Latín 
American trade union federation tied to the Soviet leadership" (NYT, 
Feb. 17, 1952).7 Scott also considered Lombardo Toledano a Marxist 
(1959: 141). 

The absence of shadings in the U.S. elite's view of sorne Mexicans' 
political orientation also affected General Miguel Henríquez Guzmán, 
a member of the PRI who struck out on his own to challenge Ruiz 
Cortines in the 1952 presidential election (NYT, July 30, 1951). Hen
ríquez was a right-winger, described initially, and fairly accurately, 
by the Times as a "good bourgeois conservative." However, to win 
popular support for his candidacy-and demonstrating the ideologi
cal malleability that has characterized many Mexican politicians-he 

· began to maneuver for an alliance with the Left in a move which, ac
cording to a Times correspondent, "had been inspired by Comin
form." The Times's verdict continued to shift as Henríquez drifted 
through the political geometry in pursuit of the presidency, until he 
was ultimately classified as a leftist (NYT 1951e; Feb. 17, 1952). 

The U.S. elite's support for the established order was also reflected 
in Americans' poor opinion of labor movements-which received 62 
negative references and no positive mentions in the Times-and dem
onstrations, which were condemned on 25 occasions and approved in 
7 instances. Government repression was covered 88 times but was 
censored on only 13 occasions-11 times by correspondent Camille 
Cianfarra, who reported on the January 1946 massacre in León 
(figures 40-43). 

The govemment and media employed a number of techniques to 
condemn these independent movements. One, utilized in both Mexico 
and the United States, was to maintain silence regarding cases of re
pression. Another involved the handling of sources: official sources 
were quoted frequently, while opposition spokespersons were ig
nored or branded as Communists or instruments of Communists, 
usually without evidence. It would be absurd to deny the existence of 
a political Left in Mexico, or that it was hostile to the United States, or 
that it was present in certain opposition movements. However, this 

'On this subject, also see NYT, June 5, 1951; June 9, 1952; Jan. 1, 1953; Jan. 29, 1954. 
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does not justify the bias of U.S. journalists and academics who refused 
to recognize that popular discontent could also be a response to pov
erty, electoral fraud, or corruption.R 

The U.S. press either ignored the opposition or, in sorne cases, jus
tified its repression by the regime in power. The Times Mexico corre
spondent accepted the thesis that the Mexican oil workers who went 
on strike in 1947 were infiltrated by Communists, and he approved of 
Miguel Alemán's harsh handling of the situation. He considered that 
bringing the full weight of "the law down upon the problematic oil
workers' union" was a healthy move, and concluded that this could 
be "a culminating moment in Mexico's handling of its oil-based re
sources" (NYT, Dec. 22, 1946). Shortly thereafter, Mexican banker 
Juan Monasterio boasted in the United States that, long befare Tru
man's campaign against Communism, "the Mexican President had 
ejected all Communists from power" (NYT, Apr. 12, 1947). It is inter
esting to note that because Lombardo Toledano supported Alemán 
during the strike, criticism of him eased temporarily (NYT, Dec. 24-
25, 1946). 

Coverage of peasant movements followed a similar pattern. Be
cause the situation in the Mexican countryside was not a priority for 
the United States, and because foreign correspondents rarely left the 
capital, peasant movements received little attention during the 1940s 
and 1950s. Despite the correspondents' lack of knowledge about the 
rural sector, they nevertheless condemned the peasant movements 
outofhand. 

Most noteworthy was an article from 1954, which purported to 
cover Rubén Jaramillo, a peasant leader from the state of Morelos. 
Jaramillo had run for the state governorship during General Hen
ríquez's failed bid for the presidency, and he had organized a guer
rilla movement in Morelos during the 1950s. He was described by the 
Times as a "hard-riding pistol-packing bandit in the old style who had 
been terrorizing the state of Morelos." Jaramillo, stated the newspa
per, was the leader of "a group of about 80 desperadoes" who wan
dered through the countryside as though "Pancho Villa had burst out 
of a movie screen back on to the Mexican landscape." A "self-avowed 
revolutionary," he was on sorne occasions "disguised as a priest, on 
others as a Protestant pastor." He sometimes traveled on "amule cart 
loaded with produce," and at other times he "moved from place to 
place, along dusty lanes, in a long and shining Cadillac" (NYT, Mar. 
13, 1954). This article, dense in adjectives and unfounded attacks, was 
completely lacking in objectivity though replete with historical inac
curacies. It perpetuated sorne of the most time-worn cowboy-thriller 

'For an examination of how sorne of these movements were reported, see NYT, May 
17, Dec. 13, 1950; Oct. 1, 1954; Apr. 1, 18, 1956. 
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stereotypes of Mexican peasants as malevolent, violent, dirty, shabby, 
and dishonest, spending their days in lascivious contemplation of 
blond-haired, blue-eyed American beauties.9 Given the close collabo
ration between the CIA and the American press during this era, this 
may well ha ve been a case of propaganda masquerading as news. 

Fifteen years later, in 1969, as the anti-Communist hysteria that 
had gripped the United States was abating, a U.S. writer published a 
piece in the Times stating that "in 1962, a popular peasant leader, 
Rubén Jaramillo, his wife, and his three foster children were brutally 
slaughtered by the authorities" (Jellinek 1969). Such dissimilar treat
ments of a single individual foreshadow sorne of the changes in store 
regarding Mexico's place within the consciousness of the U.S. elite. 

THE WORKERS' PROTESTS OF 1958-1959 

Given such antecedents, the meager and rarely objective coverage of 
the popular and union movements of 1958-59 should come as no sur
prise. Protests were sparked by the telegraph workers in 1958. They 
were soon followed by a group of railroad workers, headed by De
metrio Vallejo, whose legitimacy the Times summarily dismissed. 
Toeing official guidelines, the Times declared that the agitators were 
leftists disowned by "the majority of workers," that their strike was 
illegal, and that Vallejo was "close to Communist-infiltrated labor 
sectors."10 

The specter of conspiracy, nourished through a skillful, engineered 
handling of sources, was a constant in Times dispatches. "Leftist ele
ments," it suggested, "are following the classic pattem of capitalizing 
on the culmination of unrest that has been boiling beneath the surface 
for years" (curiously, the Times had never noted or reported on this 
"boiling unrest"). As the movement gathered momentum among oil 
workers, professors, and students, the Times went on to affirm that 
this was "a coordinated action," part of "a Leftist offensive" seeking 
to control the communications and transport sectors. The paper also 
criticized President López Mateos for capitulating to "the demands of 
the dissident forces led by Leftist organizers." 

One month after the railroad workers went on strike, the govem
ment, invoking national security, jailed the movement's leaders and 
thousands of workers, filling their jobs with army recruits. Times cor
respondent Paul Kennedy applauded this move, stating that "the 

"This kind of stereotype has been examined in at least three doctoral dissertations: W. 
Anderson 1977, Paredes 1973, and Zelman 1969. 

10The discussion of the railroad workers' rnovement is based on articles appearing in 
the Times on Aug. 3-7, 26, 31, Sept. 2, 3, 7, 11, 19, and Nov. 11, 1958; and Apr. 2, 4, 7, 
10, 12, 14, Oct. 4, and Nov. 8,1959. 
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wildcat strike was a Communist plot," that Vallejo was linked to the 
Soviets (the Mexican goverrunent proceeded to expel a number of 
Soviet diplomats in a move designed to give credence to the conspir
acy theory), and that the railroad leaders had attacked federal com
munication lines, corrupted authorities, hurt the national economy, 
and, in general, betrayed the nation. 

After hundreds of workers had been incarcerated, Kennedy finally 
acknowledged that perhaps they had 11[rebelled] against their leaders 
... after the nationalleadership announced that it would defer wage 
raise demands," that there was 11 serious contention among the rank 
and file union members over the legality" of the goverrunent-imposed 
Directive Committee, and that there were 11indications that the gov
errunent received unreliable information regarding the loyalty of the 
rank and file toward the leadership." Media efforts to describe these 
movements with sorne measure of objectivity were too little too late. 
In total, the railroad movement received 36 negative references in the 
Times, 17 informative references, and no positive ones (figure 41). The 
Mexican press employed similar tactics, although in a more overt 
manner, to undermine the workers and their movement (see Stevens 
1974). 

Robert Scott condemned the 1958 railroad movement as well, 
though from a different angle, stating that 11the majority of Mexicans 
approve the apparent harshness of the President's relationship" with 
the railroad workers (Scott 1971: 304, emphasis added). Karl Schmitt 
also minimized the protests' legitimacy, stating that the strike had 
failed because of Vallejos's 11Senseless demands," which merely llled 
to political conflict, and his own downfall" (1965: 164). Scott pro
duced no evidence for his affirmation that the llmajority" of Mexicans 
approved of the goverrunent's policy. He may have consulted the 
Mexican media-Schmitt did so-but the Mexican papers carried 
only the official story. It is astonishing that these two serious academ
ics could have been so naive as to trust the Mexican media. Further
more, the harshness that Scott mentions was more than just 11 appar
ent"; the army occupied workplaces, fired thousands of laborers, and 
jailed hundreds more, including the leadership, who would remain in 

. f 11 pnson or years. 
In the epilogue to the 1971 edition of his Mexican Government in 

Transition, Scott mentions that, after 11being detained for a number of 
years, these men [the twenty-five leaders who were still incarcerated] 
went on trial. In 1963, they were found guilty of 'social dissolution', 
and condemned." This epilogue suffers from a lack of specifics. Scott 
fails to point out that the 1941 Law of Social Dissolution blatantly 

"Stevens provides an excellent reconstruction of the railroad workers' strikes; see Ste
vens 1974, especially chapter 4. 
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violated the most fundamental rights. Article 145 of this law estab
lished prison sentences for any foreigner or Mexican who "verbally, 
in writing, or through any other medium disseminates political 
propaganda . . . containing ideas, programs, or forms of action . . . 
that might alter public order, or the sovereignty of the Mexican state" 
(in Stevens 1974: 253). 

The Times also minimized the true nature of Mexican authoritari
anism by quoting official sources almost exclusively. Between 1946 
and 1960, the paper quoted 1,035 Mexican government officials and 
only 149 members of the opposition (figures 8-11). These data also 
contradict a prevalent American myth conceming Mexico. Although 
Vincent Padgett claimed that Mexicans were reticent about speaking 
to "foreigners, especially from the United States [and that] a good 
relationship with Mexican politicians ís not easily established" (L.V. 
Padgett 1966: vii-viii), the figures attest to the fact that there was an 
ongoing dialogue between the two elites. This was confirmed by an 
anecdote from Miguel Alemán's trip to the United States. In New 
York, Alemán convinced Alejandro Carrillo (a Mexican politician and 
publisher of El Popular newspaper, and known in the United States as 
a Communist) to declare in a statement to the U.S. media that he was 
not, and never had been, a member of the Communist Party (NYT, 
May 4, 1947). Carrillo agreed to explain his political convictions to the 
American press, in the process demonstrating the open dialogue be
tween national elites, the discipline among Mexican politicians, and 
the high degree of presidential control over the flow of ideas (and 
over the dignity of individual politicians). 

The customary practice of ignoring protests and overlooking re
pression had a number of significant exceptions. Center or right-wing 
movements did gamer attention. When sorne fifty peasants from the 
right-wing National Sinarchist Union (UNS) were murdered while 
protesting electoral fraud in León, Guanajuato, in 1946, a Times corre
spondent traveled to León and produced a fairly objective story, in 
sharp contrast to the coverage of Jaramillo's rebellion in Morelos. 

The civic movement led by Dr. Salvador Nava in San Luis Potosí 
was also covered extensively and solicitously (see, for example, NYT, 
Dec. 8-9, 1958). A now somewhat more sympathetic Robert Scott 
pointed out that Nava's movement included "broad sectors of the 
population, who had joined in order to expel deeply entrenched po
litical leaders. . . . Social development has finally reached the point 
where the general citizenry is no longer willing to tolerate the kind of 
strong government that is still in place in certain local units, when 
government on the nationallevel is evolving into a more responsible 
authority" (1959: 303). That is, the local leadership was condemned 
and the national leadership was praised, despite the fact that both 
formed part of a single, cohesive political system. 
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CONCLUSION 

In summary, the U.S. elite was well disposed toward the Mexican 
governrnent during the 1940s and 1950s, at the same time that it ig
nored, and sometimes reviled, the opposition. Overall, the importance 
of the opposition was minimized. However, among the opposition, 
center-right groups tended to be somewhat favored, while nationalis
tic or left-wing groups carne in for the worst kind of prejudicial cov
erage. Evidently, Americans were unwilling to expand their potential 
consciousness through events that conflicted with their interests or 
worldview. To preserve their outmoded perceptions without losing 
the semblance of objectivity, Americans employed a number of 
mechanisms that would resurface repeatedly in subsequent years. 

These incomplete or tainted assessments raise an obvious ques
tion: how did this situation affect the Mexican political system? Al
though many of these movements have been defunct for decades, one 
cannot help but wonder where more objectivity in reporting might 
have led. Clearly, independent or opposition movements stagnate 
without media coverage. In 1957, when Herbert Matthews inter
viewed Fidel Castro in the Sierra Maestra for the Times, he breathed 
life into Castro's movement, which had been suffocating behind a 
wall of silence imposed by Cuba's authoritarian regime (Matthews 
1969). Mexico's Rubén Jaramillo never caught the attention of the U.S. 
media. The thread of American indifference toward the struggles of 
Mexican society will reappear throughout this volume because it was 
one of the factors that sustained the myth of a well-consolidated 
Mexican regime in full control of a passive, resigned Mexican popu
lation. 

The result was that the United States, the supposed champion of 
democracy and openness, became a jealous defender of an authoritar
ian regime, closed off from the outside world behind a barrier of na
tionalism. In exchange for its support of the Mexican regime, Wash
ington gained a stable border on its southem flank. Thanks to a 
paucity of information, this situation prevailed in the United States 
throughout the 1940s and 1950s, but it would ultimately give way in 
the turbulent 1960s. 



8 
Economic Optimism 

There have been three main stages in the evolution of U.S. thinking 
about economic development since 1945. Following World War JI, it 
was generally agreed that the private sector should play the lead role 
in economic growth and that the best way for the U.S. govemment to 
stimulate development abroad was through its investors. During the 
turbulent 1960s, these assumptions underwent sorne modification, 
influenced by liberal thinkers who accepted the State's participation 
in the promotion of growth. At this point, Washington began channel
ing aid for economic development to a number of countries. Attitudes 
had come full circle by the 1980s, when the private sector was once 
again viewed as the central player, although with two permutations: 
heightened aggressiveness in pursuing economic development poli
des, and the use of international financia! organizations as agents to 
impose the "policies of structural adjustment." 

THE UNITED STA TES' DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL 

During the early years of the Cold War, the U.S. proposal for eco
nomic development rested on an overwhelming consensus: govern
ment officials who developed the "doctrines," academics who postu
lated the "theories," and the press were all united in viewing 
underdevelopment as a serious threat, and they were in accord about 
the formulas that would generate prosperity (Packenham 1973: xi). 
Their notion of development was deeply influenced by the Cold W ar 
(Pratt 1973: 100). Capitalists and Communists were then competing in 
and for the Third World, and one arena in which they waged battle 
centered on their alternative proposals for development. On one side 
was the Soviet Union's state-dominated, centralized model; on the 
other was the United States and free market capitalism. In between 



86 Chapter 8 

were a number of experiments, such as Mexico and Yugoslavia, that 
combined elements from both models. 

According to Cold War logic, the prosperity of a number of na
tions, including Mexico, was fundamental to the security of the 
United States because, should underdevelopment not be addressed, 
these countries could fall "into the hands of the Communists" (DOS 
1948: 4). To promote development, the United States endorsed a for
mula that had proved its worth in the mature capitalist nations: re
spect for private property and market forces, industrialization, mod
ernized agriculture, and the creation of a broad middle class, the basic 
instrument for the establishment of a liberal democracy (Sunkel1977: 
4, 10). Other nations' advances were also "defined in terms of growth 
of per capita product and other conventional measures" (Packenham 
1973: 4). 

Although Latin America's governments agreed with the U.S. pro
posa!, at least in general terms, there was disagreement as to how it 
might be implemented. Washington asserted that development 
should be driven by the business sector rather than by government 
funds, and that each nation's government was responsible for creat
ing attractive conditions for private investors (Packenham 1973:4, 11). 
Latin Americans, however, influenced by ideas propounded by the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America, maintained 
that state intervention was necessary to stimulate industrialization 
through import substitution (ISI), and they clamored for government 
aid. 

ÜPTIMISM ABOUT THE MEXICAN ECONOMY 

This was the backdrop against which the United States viewed the 
Mexican economy. Although Mexico's mixed economy diverged from 
U.S. prescriptions, the Times (and consequently the U.S. elite) had a 
very positive opinion of the Mexican economy between 1946 and the 
early 1960s. Between 1946 and 1959, the variable identified as "Mex
ico's general economic situation" had 115 positive references, versus 9 
negative (figures 67-68), while the "general overview of industry" 
variable contained 69 positive and only 2 negative references.1 In 
1948, Anita Brenner awarded President Alemán "an 'A' for achieve
ment" in economic policies (Brenner 1948). In 1951, Herbert Gastan, 
president of EXIMBANK, confessed that he was "frankly bullish on 
Mexico" (NYT, Jan. 3, 1951). Toward the end of Alemán's regime, 
Sidney Gruson insisted that, thanks to the Mexican president, this 

'In sorne cases data deriving from content analysis techniques are presented without 
reference to specific figures. Space considerations make it impossible to provide the 
full set of figures, although the discussion draws on all of them. 
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nation was now "well launched in the development of a modem 
economy" (NYT, Nov. 25, 1952). And finally, in 1953, columnist Flora 
Lewis concluded that Mexico's portrait "should be removed from the 
section of the world gallery devoted to backwards areas and rehung 
in the middle, developing group" (F. Lewis 1953). 

American optimism was in no way dispelled by certain features of 
the Mexican economy that contradicted the view held by U.S. elites, 
although the latter frequently criticized the Mexican state's excessive 
intrusion into the economy (figure 72) and the protectionism with 
which the Mexican govemment fostered industrialization. The Times 
dismissed the ejído-the traditional, semi-communalland-ownership 
system-as a "disappointment," incapable of "producing enough," 
and worse, as a "Socialist concept that was the basis of the Mexican 
Revolution" (respectively, NYT, Dec. 13, 1952; Mar. 19, 1954). Not 
surprisingly, the paper concluded that Mexico needed to "replace 
wasteful primitive cultivation methods with modem techniques" 
(NYT, Dec. 13, 1952; Jan. 7, 17, 1953). 

A number of factors help explain why the U.S. elite continued to 
hold an overwhelmingly positive view of the Mexican economy. One 
was the basic moderation of the Mexican proposals. Despite the 
country's mixed economy, private enterprise had plenty of space to 
develop, and the regime kept a tight rein on the working sectors' ten
dencies toward economic or political radicalism. Furthermore, it was 
clear that the govemment was investing in areas where private capital 
had been "either reluctant or inadequate" (NYT, Jan. 7, 1953). How
ever, the most conclusive factor arguing in favor of leaving Mexico 
alone was success through numbers; the steady rate of economic 
growth represented a "Mexican miracle" (NYT, Jan. 8, 1958). 

Mexico' s economic planners faced a long-term dilemma: all agreed 
that the axis of their country's economic policy was industrialization, 
which required capital goods, credit, and investment that could only 
come from the United States. But as economic links between the two 
nations tightened, Mexico was drawn into an increasingly dependent 
and subordinate relationship that would, in the long run, erode its 
thesis of economic nationalism (F. Cardoso 1973: 149-57). An uneasy 
balance held until the mid-1980s. Washington remained respectful of 
the Mexican experiment-as long as U.S. investments were not 
threatened. In fact, one of the most important variables for gauging 
U.S. opinion in this area is Mexico's policy toward foreign investment 
(Spengler 1965: 204-06). 

According to a U.S. State Department document from 1952, 
American private investment develops, produces, and makes "strate
gic material" available to the United States. It also contributes to the 
"economic development of the Latin American nations" and pro
motes "American power and influence" (DOS 1952: 25). To achieve 
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these aims, the United States had to persuade the govemments of 
Latin America that it was in their best interest to create a "climate to 
attract private investment" (as the National Security Council advised; 
see NSC 1953a: 5). 

As a point of departure, these ideas motivated Americans to be 
unusually careful to differentiate rhetoric from fact: the Times called, 
not for "kind words about foreign capital and private enterprise," but 
rather for "actions" (NYT, Sept. 20, 1954). Presidents Alemán and 
Ruiz Cortines were highly praised for supporting measures that fa
vored U.S. investment which, in the paper's opinion, were helping to 
overcome the "psychology created by events of the Cárdenas regime" 
(a tacit reference to the expropriation of the oil industry, an event that 
still obsessed the American public) (NYT, Apr. 11, 1947). 

This praise for the Mexican economy---centered on that nation's 
favorable climate for foreign investment (figures 77-78)-was some
what unwarranted. Foreign investment was still regulated by a 1946 
law that had a marked nationalist orientation. The implied contradic
tion was resolved through formulas introduced within the 
"understanding" reached between Ambassador Morrow and Presi
dent Calles in 1927; accordmg to a high-ranking official from the 
Truman administration, the Mexican legislation was "not followed in 
practice" during Alemán's administration because it comprised 
"merely protective devices to be used if needed" (NYT, June 11, 
1947). The same appeared to be true of Ruiz Cortines's govemment, 
which continued the pattem of "flexibility" in "granting exemptions 
to the law" (NYT, Jan. 7, 1953; Jan. 4, 1954; Jan. 5, 1955; Jan. 5, 1956; 
Jan. 8, 1958). 

FORMULAS TO FORESTALL PROBLEMS 

A further reason for U.S. optimism was the fact that certain aspects of 
reality were simply ignored, possibly because they lay beyond the 
limits of consciousness. A key tenet of the worldview prevailing in the 
United States is that the private sector, the motor of development, is 
enterprising, inventive, and adventuresome. The Mexican private 
sector of the time, however, did not share these features; in fact, with 
few exceptions, it tended to be inefficient, corrupt, and highly de
pendent on the regime. The U.S. elite never submitted the Mexican 
business community to close scrutiny, and consequently they lacked 
insight into its failings. 

The most interesting aspect of this apparent oversight is that it was 
deliberate; the shortcomings of the Mexican business community 
were certainly not overlooked when conflicts arose between U.S. and 
Mexican businesses (figures 72-76). For example, in 1959 a Times ar-
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ticle quoted Mexican businessmen who were calling for the nationali
zation of U.S.-owned mining concems. The article went on to chastise 
them, asserting that Mexicans were reluctant to invest because they 
had become accustomed "to a far swifter profit" than was usual in 
foreign concems (NYT, Oct. 13, 1959). 

Americans ignored or minimized other aspects of the Mexican 
economy as well. In 1953, a report by the Intemational Bank forRe
construction and Development alluded to the "poor distribution of 
the Mexican national income and the habit of those who got the in
come to spend it on luxury goods." The report concluded that this 
tendency needed to be "curbed in order to induce capital to go into 
development itself and to spread the national income" (NYT, Mar. 19, 
1953).2 

Marginalization and poverty, in urban and rural areas alike, were 
also ignored (figures 86-90). These problems only became a cause for 
concem during the 1960s; throughout the 1950s the emphasis was on 
industrialization and the need for steady capital accumulation in or
der to encourage the economy's rapid expansion. Por example, Flora 
Lewis published an article in which she acknowledged that there 
were social costs in the Mexican model, but she argued that they were 
not a priority, adding that they were the "inevitable result of indus
trialization, more intense competition, and a larger and more de
manding market." These conclusions reflected Lewis's conviction that 
"in the long run" this process would generate "better productivity 
and higher quality, and better distribution" (NYT, Jan. 6, 1954). 

The U.S. attitude regarding Mexico's inflation rate was similar. 
Toward the end of a lengthy article from 1956, the Times noted Mexi
cans' "increasing resentment against rising living costs." However, 
this pronouncement did not fit with the basic thesis of the article as a 
whole, expressed in the opening paragraph: 1956 was an "exceptional 
year, which in many ways transcended anything in Mexico's past" 
(NYT, Jan. 5, 1956). 

In summary, during the Cold War only a few aspects of Mexico's 
economic model posed any serious concem for U.S. elites, and their 
opinion of Mexico remained overwhelmingly positive. The Mexican 
economy was growing, and U.S. interests were not threatened. These 
were the golden years of the "Mexican miracle." Problems and short
comings were ignored, downplayed, or presented as transitory, the 
inevitable toll that nations must pay on the road to development. 

By juxtaposing these ideas with U.S. opinions regarding Mexico's 
political system, the diverse facets of the relationship, and the presi
dential summits, we begin to gain a panoramic view of the United 

'Such observations were rare: from 1946 to 1959 the distribution of national income 
was mentioned on only twelve occasions, less than once a year; see figures 82-83. 
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States' consciousness, the Mexican political system, and the relation
ships of domination between the two countries. Having laid these 
foundations, we can move to the next stage, the 1960s, a decade of 
transition, of shake-ups, and of readjustments. 



9 
The United States in Transition 

In both the United States and Mexico, the 1960s are associated irrevo
cably with the Cuban Revolution, the Vietnam War, assassinations of 
public figures, and student protests. These dramatic events were the 
outgrowth of intertwined circumstances and ideas, sorne of which 
were first apparent in the preceding decade. 

During the Cold War, American society truly was convinced of its 
own exceptional character and the importance of remaining united 
around the established order and authorities. Cracks in this serene 
image as portrayed in the media-especially television-first ap
peared in the mid-1950s. In 1954, a landmark Supreme Court deci
sion (Brown v. Board of Education) legitimated the African American 
community's battle against discrimination and marginalization. A 
segment of the white community responded with violence, and tele
vision cameras transmitted images around the world of whites blocking 
school entrances to keep out black children, in one blow fracturing the 
idyllic facade of U.S. society. The civil rights movement transformed the 
United States with an intensity unparalleled since the Civil War. 

The ranks of civil rights protesters were swelled by members of 
other minorities and the women's rights movement. Broad sectors of 
America's affluent and well-educated youth also lashed out against 
the system's ills, both real and imagined. Distrust in authority spread 
like wildfire, and the consensus that had long sustained U.S. foreign 
policy crumbled. A perceptive chronicler described the 1960s as 

an explosive time. The old order was being challenged in 
every sense, racially, morally, culturally, spiritually .... It 
was as if all the social currents that had been bottled up for 
two or three decades ... were exploding, and every ele
ment of the existing structure of authority was on the de
fensive (Halberstam 1980: 400). 
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The intemational system also underwent extensive transformation. 
In the Soviet Union, Stalin's intransigence was supplanted by 
Malenkov's and Khruschev's more conciliatory stance intemationally 
as they focused on reducing Soviet military expenditures and resolv
ing a growing number of domestic problems. Khruschev's "secret 
speech" before the XX Comm'unist Party Congress in 1956, in which 
he denounced the "excesses" of Stalinism, coincided with a number of 
intemational initiatives. With the Soviet Union's cooperation, Austria 
was neutralized in 1955, the conciliatory "spirit of Geneva" was bom, 
and an era of peaceful coexistence was inaugurated. Conflict did not 
disappear; it merely underwent a change of venue-to Africa and 
Latin America, and to Asia, where France's defeat in lndochina paved 
the way for the U.S. intervention in Vietnam. 

By 1960, when John Kennedy, exemplar of the style and image of 
the 1960s, defeated Richard Nixon in the presidential race, the Cold 
War was abating. In the arena of ideas, Kennedy's victory allowed 
liberal theses to retake ground that had been lost to conservative ide
ologies. These were the early days of a golden age for a brand of lib
eralism shot through with an optimistic and messianic activism and 
unaccepting of any limitations, whether in the United States, around 
the world, or in space. Imbued with this spirit, the Kennedy admini
stration set out to face threats-both concrete and fanciful-to the 
national security of the United States. 

Not everything had changed. U.S. elites still held that both Com
munism and the Soviet Union were aggressive by nature. They also 
believed in the importance of exporting their political and economic 
system around the world. Kennedy-perturbed by the Soviets' ap
parent lead in the space race and their incursions into Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America (Vietnam, the Congo, and Cuba, respectively)
sought to revitalize the policies of containment. Under Kennedy, 
these policies took on extended breadth and force; and they were de
ployed with marked intensity. Recognizing that the old recipes no 
longer worked and had to be replaced, Americans were forced to ex
tend the margins of their potential consciousness. Although this re
sulted from a vast array of shifting factors, the present discussion fo
cuses on a select few: the conflict in Vietnam, the Cuban Revolution, 
inter-American relations, and the revolution of ideas. 

THE VIETNAM WAR 

Following Communism's triumph in China in 1949 and the outbreak 
of the Korean War, the Truman Doctrine-originally elaborated in 
1947 and intended for Europe-was expanded to include Southeast 
Asia. In fact, the inclusion of Indochina was largely strategic and 
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symbolic; Eisenhower never agreed to send troops into this region, 
even though the Pentagon had clairned in 1955 that a military solution 
to the conflict could be achieved with as few as sixteen military divi
sions. 

When Kennedy assumed the presidency, he sent the United States 
into the conflict, justifying U.S. intervention on the following grounds: 
Vietnam had to remain part of the free world in order to safeguard 
Asia as a whole Gohn Foster Dulles's "domino theory"); and only by 
fully supporting the government of South Vietnam could the United 
States demonstrate to other nations the strength of its intemational 
commitments. (The latter argument and variations on it were the 
most frequently offered.) 

As David Halberstam noted, Vietnam signaled "the end of an era, 
the end of a kind of innocence. No wonder the Vietnam War cut more 
sharply to the inner soul of American culture than anything else in 
this century. No wonder it has spawned an entire generation of revi
sionist film-making and historiography." He also noted that for the 
United States, perhaps the most irnportant consequence of the war 
was that "it raised questions of who we were," thus signaling "the 
end of the myth that we were different, that we were better" (1980: 
490-91). 

The United States' defeat in Vietnam was not only military; it was 
also a political and moral upset. Vietnam became a central issue for 
civil rights activists, rebelling minorities, and America's youth, with 
devastating consequences. The very legitirnacy of institutions was 
called into question, and the society's self-esteem was crushed. The 
1960s shattered the country's dreams and battered the foundations of 
its worldview, deflating this superpower's robust ego-at least for a 
while. Another irnportant consequence was that society became an 
active participant in the discussion and formulation of American for
eign policy, permanently transforming the policy-making process. 

The legitimation for society's incursion into foreign policy arose 
out of an intellectual current far removed from the traditional con
ceptions of analysts like George Kennan or Samuel Flagg Bemmis, 
who maintained that U.S. foreign policy was guided by morality and 
idealism. The new current comprised academics advocating a revi
sion of the full range of American mythology. Critical revisionism 
was not new; William Appleman Williams published The Tragedy of 
American Diplomacy in the 1950s (although it had little impact at the 
time because it transcended the limits of social consciousness). How
ever, during the 1960s and 1970s, the revisionist tendency, also 
known as the New Left, became widely influential. Its assault on 
America's most venerated myths coincided with an era of searching 
and social rebellion. The policies and motivations of Woodrow Wil
son, Franklin Roosevelt, and Harry Truman all carne into question. 
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Further-and the utmost sacrilege-revisionists concluded that the 
United States, having betrayed the guiding principies of its world
view, was largely to blame for the Cold War, the interventions in 
Vietnam and Chile, anda host of other tragedies. To avoid such disas
ters in the future, society would have to become an active participant 
in formulating and implementing foreign policy. 

Although the revisionists' charges were extremely harsh, they 
were narrowly targeted; only a limited number of government offi
cials and institutions were charged with betraying American tradi
tions. Only individuals and particular laws-not the system's funda
mentals-were condemned. This fact, and the absence of any political 
movement that could offer an altemative worldview, explains the 
system's permanence and the way it reappeared, redeemed itself, and 
reformed after the traumatic events of the 1960s and 1970s. 

A METAMORPHOSIS IN U.S. }OURNALISM AND ACADEME 

The media inevitably reflect society. During these years the media 
mirrored the social spirit of the time, serving as a forum for critical 
opinions and reasserting an autonomy that had been surrendered to 
the govemment in the name of national security. The press, in all its 
ideological diversity, was once again a vigilant watchdog monitoring 
the authorities and a representative of society's interests. Two con
trasting events faithfully reflect this metamorphosis. 

In 1961, the Miami Herald, U.S. News and World Report, and the New 
Republic, acceding to a govemment request, abstained from publish
ing reports on CIA operations against Cuba, which included prepara
tions for the island's imminent invasion. The Times also dropped key 
paragraphs from an article by Tad Szulc on the same subject. One of 
the few publications to hold an independent and critical editorialline, 
in this instance and during the overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz, was the 
weekly The Nation.1 Most dailies agreed to collaborate with Washing
ton because they accepted the official interpretation of national secu
rity. But only a decade later, the script had changed completely. The 
New York Times published the "Pentagon papers," detailing exactly 
how the govemment had deceived the American people over Viet
nam. The Times drafted its story without consulting the White House; 
and the Nixon administration responded by seeking a legal injunction 
to halt publication. During these events, the press not only enjoyed 
the support of the judiciary, it also reclaimed its capacity to determine 
independently what constitutes a matter of "national interest'' 

'Different aspects of this episode appear in Wyden 1979: 45-46, 142-43 ff.; Halberstam 
1980: 447-48; Cohen 1963: 44-45; Talese 1969: 462-64. 
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(Abrams 1981). From that moment forward, the automatic consensus 
between the government and the media was in ruins. 

Underlying this metamorphosis was the media's new level of con
sciousness, heightened by a number of factors. One was the changing 
profile of the joumalist. Joumalism called for a new professionalism 
and was no longer a field dominated by self-taught adventurers. Al
though its legendary aura suffered, its rigor gained. This critical jour
nalistic spirit reestablished the investigative tradition for which the 
U.S. press was famed (Gottlieb and Wolf 1977: 327). The media were 
able to challenge government because American society was redis
covering and exerting a critical attitude. To be wary of government 
officials and their statements was no longer considered treason; it 
had, in fact, become a sign of individual responsibility and a symp
tom of public well-being. 

For individual joumalists to be able to express critical views meant 
that the papers' editorial policies had to tum away from conservatism 
and toward the liberal center, mirroring broader transformations on 
every level of society (Halberstam 1980: 599). When Otis Chandler 
took over as publisher of the Los Angeles Times in 1960, he trans
formed this previously conservative paper into a liberal publication. 
In 1961 it went so far as to publish a series of articles criticizing the 
right-wing, Orange County-based John Birch Society (Gottlieb and 
Wolf 1977: 335, 337). Media watchers agree that the New York Times, 
Newsweek, Time magazine, and the CBS and ABC television networks 
all underwent similar transformations, each at its own tempo. 

A second factor was a growing public interest in intemational af
fairs. The U.S. media now covered events in other countries in greater 
detail and with a new and critical attitude, leading the public to 
question sorne government interpretations of "national interest." A 
chronicler of the era commented that "for the first time carne a growth 
in our willingness to perceive different dimensions and gradations in 
our national interest'' (Halberstam 1980: 244). Henry Giniger, Times 
correspondent in Mexico during the late 1960s, suggested that the 
American press had become far more "wary, questioning, and suspi
cious of government" (author interview, 1983). 

The Vietnam conflict, in which thousands of joumalists experi
enced the trauma of front-line warfare, was an important factor in this 
transformation. David Halberstam noted the irony of the situation: 
joumalists arriving in Vietnam were upbeat, convinced that the 
United States could save the Vietnamese and that the latter would be 
forever grateful. During a second stage, generally about three months 
into their stay, they realized that the conflict was more complex than 
they had imagined. Six to nine months in, they blamed the Vietnam
ese (never the Americans) for every problem. Next carne the realiza
tion that the United States was losing (or at least not winning) the 
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war. And finally the joumalists would accept that "it isn't working at 
all, we shouldn't be here, and we are doing more harm than good" 
(1980: 490-91). 

The govemment had grown comfortably accustomed to an uncen
sorious press during the Cold War. When the media tumed critical, 
the media-govemment relationship tumed contentious, as during the 
administrations of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon (the latter was 
well known for his inability to relate to the press). Nixon's vice presi
dent, Spiro Agnew, even suggested that the print media had fanned 
social protests during the 1960s and this made them "fellow travelers 
of the counterculture" (Halberstam 1980: 599). (During the Cold War, 
"fellow traveler" was synonymous with "Communist ally.") 

The media's new-found independence reflected transformations 
under way in the American public. It also mirrored an increasingly 
critical attitude among certain govemment officials. It was Defense 
Department analyst Daniel Ellsberg who leaked the Pentagon papers 
to the press; and the anonymous "Deep Throat" supplied information 
to investigative reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bemstein of the 
Washington Post from within the administration during the Watergate 
scandal. 

As noted earlier, the Times was one of the few newspapers to 
maintain its liberal principies almost intact throughout the dark days 
of the Cold War. In combination with its inherent flexibility, this fact 
allowed the Times to adapt to changing circumstances. During the 
1960s it featured the writings of a new generation of joumalists. Tad 
Szulc and H.J. Maindenberg in Latin America, and David Halberstam 
in Vietnam covered intemational affairs with the open spirit of the 
1960s (Talese 1969: 466-69), renewing a liberal tradition whose adher
ents in the 1950s had included Herbert Matthews, Harrison Salisbury, 
John Oakes, and James Reston. 

Even though liberal ideologies permeated the media in the 1960s, 
certain conservative ideas lingered on. The result was a new equilib
rium, based on the principies underlying the U.S. worldview, even as 
ideas about development, democracy, the role of the State, and hemi
spheric relations were changing. 

LATIN AMERICA ANO CUBA IN THE UNITED STA TES 

U.S. perceptions of Latin America and the nature of relationships of 
domination changed during the 1960s. One reason for this was that 
social networks took shape that would have important impacts on 
developments in the hemisphere. Consciousness began to expand 
during the 1950s, especially after then-vice president Richard Nixon's 
eventful trip to Latin America in 1958. The hostility he encountered 
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caught Washington's attention. President Eisenhower soon dis
patched his brother Milton to report on the situation, and in 1959 the 
latter recommended an in-depth review of the inter-American system. 
That same year, the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on 
Foreign Relations embarked on a similar process; its report filled 
seven volumes (USC 1959a). 

Confirming changing perceptions and growing interest regarding 
Latin American affairs, in 1959 the Joint Chiefs of Staff prepared a 
memorandum criticizing the secretary of defense for perpetuating the 
United States' "negative perspective" toward the "Communist prob
lem" and for "being against Communism for the sole reason that the 
United States has stated that Communism is evil." The Joint Chiefs 
suggested that the time was ripe for a "positive attitude" (JCS 1959). 
Clearly they were not speaking out in favor of Communism; they 
simply sought to redefine the strategies being used to combat it. 

No twentieth-century event has irritated the U.S. government and 
affected its perceptions of and policies toward Latin America more 
profoundly than the Cuban Revolution. Washington's hostility to
ward Cuba runs deep: by 1995 the United States was ready to re
establish relations with Vietnam, yet its economic, political, and dip
lomatic blockade of Cuba is still in effect. Perhaps U.S. sentiments on 
this issue can be illustrated through a comparison of the Cuban and 
Mexican revolutions. Mexico's revolutionaries realized, as early as the 
1920s, that sorne pragmatic agreement with the United States was 
both necessary and inevitable, and that the degrees of freedom for the 
Mexican experiment's independence were determined by the interests 
of the United States. Even Cárdenas accepted this. The Cubans, how
ever, followed the reverse strategy, supporting guerrilla movements 
in a number of Latin American nations (though never in Mexico), 
sending troops to Africa to back anti-American groups, and doing so 
blatantly, without regard for U.S. sensibilities. 

Cuba's chances for success were limited by the fact that it lay 
within a basically conservative hemisphere. A U.S. Information 
Agency poll taken in Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, and 
Caracas in 1964 indicated that "the friendly regard which large ma
jorities [held] for the United States stood in marked contrast to the 
antipathy [expressed toward] the Soviet Union, Communist China, 
and Castro's Cuba." These results were "broadly consistent with 
those of earlier Latin American surveys" (USIA 1964a: 1). Further
more the Defense Department concluded that the Latin American 
military "as a whole" were "probably the least anti-American of any 
political group" in the region (DOD 1965: 35). 

Even such positive polling results could not completely allay U.S. 
fears. In 1964, the CIA conceded that Cuba was "being watched 
closely" and that any signs that it was extending its revolution "could 



98 Chapter 9 

have an extensive impact on the statist trend elsewhere in the area" 
(CIA 1964: 7-8). In 1980, President Jimm.y Carter confirmed that the 
real threat was that Cuba provided an altemative model that might be 
emulated by populations dissatisfied with the established order 
(Carter 1980). 

To vanquish this threat, Washington resorted to the strategy it had 
used to good effect against Jacobo Arbenz's Guatemala; it made ready 
to crush the Cuban Revolution. The United States used economic 
blockades and diplomatic isolation against Cuba, encouraged Cubans 
to flee the island, organized an invasion, and plotted extensively 
against Castro (Wyden 1979; USC 1975: 71-198).2 Cuba resisted, rein
ing in American arrogance, but at an enormous cost. In order to sur
vive, Cuba's system became excessively rigid and dependent on a 
single leader. 

REFORMISM AND REVOLUTION 

The United States-determined to rule out the possibility of "another 
Cuba" in the hemisphere and to curb the spread of Communism more 
generally-formulated two main strategies. The more conventional 
one was to reinforce Latin American security structures by increasing 
military aid and personnel in the region. To justify this new policy, 
the United States redefined the doctrine of national security, identify
ing intemal subversion as the priority menace. 

The second strategy was characteristic of the turbulent 1960s. Em
phasizing social transformation, it was intended to preempt extrem
ists from the Right (landed oligarchy and the milítary) or the Left 
(radicals and Communists). Its most sophisticated expression was an 
ambitious program for política! and economic reform known as the 
Alliance for Progress, which sought to bring about in Latin America a 
"middle class revolution, where the processes of economic moderniza
tion carry the new urban middle class to power," as James Schles
inger, Jr. noted in a 1961 memorandum to President Kennedy (WH 
1961: 1; emphasis added). 

Economic development was the program's top priority. In fact, 
Kennedy called it "today's most critica! challenge." To promote de
velopment, Kennedy proposed a "serious and long-term program" of 
govemment loans for productive activities in underdeveloped regions 
(in Schlesinger 1965: 590-92). Both the language and ideas surround
ing política! and economic development had changed, as reflected in 
an increased awareness of the unequal distribution of income in the 

'Regarding the United States' migratory policy, see Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo 1989: 
chap. 7. 
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region, an acknowledgment of the role played by the State, and a new 
desire for change (Huntington 1971: 283). 

This newly broadened consciousness found multiple expressions. 
A 1961 Times editorial acknowledged that only after "many years, a 
frightening revolution in Cuba, and the entrance of the Cold W ar into 
the Western Hemisphere" did the United States realize that 
"economic growth without social progress keeps the great majority of 
the people in poverty, while a privileged few reap the benefits of 
growing abundance." The Times also noted that U.S. "policies for 150 
years ha ve been with the ruling classes, and not for the people of Latin 
America"-a mistake that had to be corrected (NYT 1961b). 

The revisionist spirit became so widespread that sorne govemment 
officials even admitted that perhaps the United States was not the 
ideal role model for the region after aH. In 1961, James Schlesinger, Jr. 
prepared a lengthy memorandum for President Kennedy in which he 
argued that the United States should no longer seek "to remake the 
other nations of the hemisphere in our own image" (WH 1961: 7). The 
Defense Department also considered that "although the traditional 
order [appeared to be] destined to disappear" from Latin America, 
there was "no warrant that constitutional democracy on the Anglo 
Saxon model will take its place, either in the short or long run" (DOD 
1965: 10). 

The fact that such opinions surfaced among high-ranking govern
ment officials and conservative institutions demonstrates how far
reaching the revision of old assumptions rea11y was, as we11 as how 
far Washington was willing to go in order to avoid another Cuba. For 
Washington to make concessions was not easy; Under Secretary of 
State for Inter-American Affairs Chester Bowles noted that an in
creased level of independence "might be tougher to swa11ow in Latin 
America than elsewhere because of our tradition of relative unques
tioned U.S.leadership" (DOS 1961a: 3). 

Reformulating U.S. policy toward Latin America ca1led for a new 
combination of coercion and hegemony. The Kennedy administration 
showed a preference for hegemony and made every effort to per
suade the dominated nations of Latin America that the new U.S. pro
posa! was both viable and desirable. For example, the State Depart
ment suggested that its diplomats present the U.S. viewpoint as "the 
fruit of our own experience, offered by usas background for consid
eration by the host govemment in its own interests/' rather than as an 
attempt to intervene in anoi:her nation's interna! affairs (DOS 1965a: 2; 
emphasis added). Nevertheless, the United States never renounced 
the use of coercion; an interna! State Department communiqué em
phasized that, according to President Kennedy, "the principie of 
noninterference in the affairs of other nations" did not bind the 
United States to non-action in instances where U.S. national interests 
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called for action (DOS 1961b: 1). The attitude pioneered by Dwight 
Morrow in Mexico in 1927 had now permeated the United States and 
become the conventional wisdom of the era. 

Kennedy's confident reformism suffered from an inherent weak
ness: the United States' allies, Latin America's ruling cadres, did not 
share his liberal fervor. In fact, they tended to favor repression, their 
mechanism of choice to keep malcontents in line. Reformism lan
guished after Kennedy's assassination in 1963. Lyndon Johnson was 
more concemed with domestic issues and the war in Vietnam; the 
Alliance for Progress was relegated to the dusty files of forgotten 
projects. Not everything retumed to the status quo ante, however; 
local power groups in Latin America were now better armed and 
provided with a security doctrine that viewed interna! subversion as 
a fundamental threat. Guerrilla groups continued to arise; in combi
nation with a steady deterioration in the region's economies, this re
sulted in a wave of qualitatively different coups d'état. Latin Amer
ica's military now saw itself fulfilling a new mission: to reorganize 
whole societies (see Crahan 1982; Corradi, Fagen, and Garretón 1992; 
Schoultz 1987). And in pursuing this mission, they had full support 
from the U.S. elite who, by that time, were primarily concerned with 
stability at any price, and had consequently reactivated coercion. 

Part of the United States' academic community fell in line behind 
their govemment and those of Latin America in their struggles 
against insurgency-including giving their support to the notable 
"project Camelot," funded by the U.S. army to detect potential revo
lutionary movements in Latin America. Of course, not everybody was 
willing to collaborate with Washington, and many academics fought 
to maintain the autonomy of their research (Horowitz 1967). This split 
within the intellectual community has since become a permanent 
feature in U .S. interpretations of Latin America. 

UNEXPECTED CONSEQUENCES 

Historical analyses all too frequently overemphasize the role played 
by elites, while ignoring that played by societies. In order to under
stand the nature of inter-American relations from the 1960s forward, 
our analyses must include the social networks created by three 
groups. The first was the Peace Corps, established by President Ken
nedy to encourage economic and social reforms abroad. It was made 
up of young volunteers who, according to Peace Corps director Derek 
Singer, sought to reverse "the feelings of uselessness and impotence 
among the masses of many underdeveloped nations." These volun
teers hoped to instill "a consciousness of [the people's] own capacity 
to improve their lives" (DOS 1961b: 7). Tens of thousands of young 
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Americans volunteered to revolutionize the consciousness of the 
Third World's impoverished populations. 

The second group was the academic community. Because knowl
edge is central in the culture of the United States, issues on the na
tional agenda are generally accompanied by funds for research and 
education. The Cuban Revolution released a flood of resources-both 
private and public-for regional studies, leading to an important rise 
in the number of students and scholars working on Latin America, 
within the context of a generalized resurgence in intemational studies 
(Coatsworth 1987: 17). Because both university students and Peace 
Corps volunteers were exempt from military conscription, there was 
no shortage of candidates for the Peace Corps or graduate study pro
grams. 

The third group comprised the large numbers of Catholic mission
aries who traveled to Latin America during the 1960s in what has 
been called a "twentieth-century crusade" to fight the three enemies 
of Catholicism there: the Protestant church, Marxism, and spiritism.3 

Mexico played a quiet role in this crusade as a waystation for linguis
tic and cultural training, primarily ata diocese in Cuemavaca, More
los, home to the Intercultural Center for Documentation (CIDOC). 
Here, Americans and Europeans were trained in the languages and 
realities they would soon encounter in Latin America. 

In combination, these three initiatives-unleashed, or at least ac
celerated, by the Cuban Revolution-motivated tens of thousands of 
young people, academics, and Christian missionaries to spend rela
tively long periods of time in Latin America. Their early enthusiasm 
had its roots in their belief in their own ability to shape society 
through faith, organization, and material resources; but they were 
also sensitized by the civil rights movement, antiwar protests, and the 
prevailing atmosphere of intellectual searching. 

Unfortunately, what they found in Latin America had little corre
spondence with their expectations. Gerald Costello, writing about the 
Catholic experience, documented his growing awareness of the 
"specter of oppression," the tragic effects of rural-to-urban migration, 
and the rigidity of local power structures and their resistance to 
change (Costello 1979: ix, 5, 16). These groups were also in a position 
to observe the role Washington played in the intervention in the Do
minican Republic and in the coups in Chile and Brazil, and they soon 
voiced open criticism of their govemment's actions. 

'This crusade was born in 1961 as a result of Monsignor Agostino Casaroli's address, in 
the name of Pope John XXIII, before the Second Religious Congress of the United 
States at the University of Notre Dame. Casaroli called upon American Catholics to 
send 10 percent-a tithe--of their 225,000 priests, brothers, and sisters, as missionar
ies to Latin America (Casaroli 1961). 
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It is an accident of history that the Americans arrived in Latin 
America ata time of intellectual effervescence, when two important 
Latin American contributions to Westem thought-dependency the
ory and liberation theology-were emerging. Notions of fair play and 
the free exchange of ideas-important in U.S. culture-meant that the 
Americans who had come to study and transform the region felt im
pelled to recognize and respond to Latin American viewpoints. Many 
of these tens of thousands of Americans established a dialogue with 
their Latin American counterparts, the first time in history that such 
balanced exchanges had taken place. As a result, many who had come 
to teach became students. In a parallel process, many Latin Americans 
modified their views of the United States: their consciousness was 
broadened, and this enabled them to distinguish between American 
govemment and American society. 

Although the paths that ideas travel are not easily reconstructed, 
the evidence confirms that the Americans' sojoum in Latin America, 
as well as the Latin Americans' own intellectual contributions, af
fected the United States' worldview. Even a swift perusal of the dis
sertations and bibliographies produced by the revisionists who rein
terpreted American history reveals that they were influenced by Latin 
American ideas, and in particular by dependency theory. One of the 
harshest-and most prestigious-critics of the dependency school of 
thought, Robert Packenham, pointed out in 1978 that during the 1960s 
dependency theory became "one of the most influential in analyses of 
Latin America and of development in the Third World [at American 
research centers]" (1978: 1). 

This south-to-north flow of ideas was apparent in another area. 
For the first time, the New York Times published editorials written by 
Latin Americans, including Felipe Herrera and Jacques Chonchol, the 
latter a minister in Salvador Allende's Popular Unity govemment in 
Chile (NYT, Jan. 22, 1968; Jan. 5, 1971). This openness was not limited 
to the Times. The thirst for change was so strong among the U.S. elite 
that in 1961 a State Department memorandum recommended that a 
"positive effort [be made] to include 'leftist' intellectuals in exchange 
programs." The recommendation was highly unusual in view of the 
fact that, as acknowledged in this same document, the United States 
had "been very reluctant todo so in the past" (DOS 1961c: 6.) 

Latin America also influenced Christian thinking in the United 
States. At least 70,000 copies of Gustavo Gutiérrez's A Theology of Lib
eration were sold in the United States, and the Christian Weekly chose it 
from more than 15,000 volumes as one of the twelve most important 
theological works to be published during the 1970s (Time, Nov. 26, 
1979; author interview with John Eagleson, 1984). 

In brief, a nucleus of bilingual, bicultural Americans formed dur
ing the 1960s. Its members understood Latin American complexities 
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and broadened the margins of the United States' consciousness. They 
also formulated a more refined and less ethnocentric vision of Latín 
America that was clearly different from those that preceded it. This 
new vision gradually acquired political weight as the young volun
teers, missionaries, and scholars retumed to the United States and 
entered into politics, govemment, universities, foundations, or eccle
siastical hierarchies. Because many of them maintained their ties with 
individuals and groups in Latin America, they became channels for 
communication, as well as an important influence on the formulation 
of U.S. foreign policy.4 A full understanding of the history of the 
Westem Hemisphere over the last thirty years must, therefore, in
elude the social networks that influenced the United States' world
view, the formulation of its foreign policy, and the nature of hemi
spheric relationships of domination. 

U.S. VIEWSOFMEXICOINTHE 19605 

Mexico was nota Washington priority dm;ing the 1960s. Mexico was 
stable, its economy was growing, and it supported the United States 
when needed. Nonetheless, Mexico's increasing intemational activism 
did cause sorne tension, and its economic and political problems 
prompted many scholars to modify the parameters they used to ana
lyze the country, in the process laying the foundations for a shift in 
perceptions of Mexico. It is no coincidence that three seminal texts 
which appeared in the first half of the decade broke with the existing 
consensus.5 Despite these changes, U.S. attention shifted away from 
Mexico, at least in quantitative terms. Our barometer, the New York 
Times, indicates that the low point for articles on Mexican affairs was 
between 1965 and 1973; there was no significant increase in front
page stories, editorials, opinion pieces, and so on (figures 1, 4, 6, 7). 

A similar pattem appears in the military literature. Although 
views on Latín America were evolving rapidly, Mexico merited no 
more than historical essays or articles praising its low cost of living. 
Two such articles penned by military spouses-one in 1960, the sec
ond in 1969-share the frivolous, patemalistic tone toward "the 
Mexican" which is characteristic of a certain facet of U .S. perceptions. 
Both authors aimed to demonstrate that Guadalajara was a veritable 

'This was reflected in the publication of the first North American Congress on Latin 
America (NACLA) Report in 1967. This publication-founded by American Christians, 
activists, and scholars-has since become a forum for leftist and progressive view
points on Latín America. 

;Frank Brandenburg's The Making of Modern Mexico (1964), Raymond Vemon's The 
Dilemma of Mexico's Deve/opment (1964), and Osear Lewis's The Children of Sanchez 
(1961). 
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Shangri-la for retired military personnel, dueto its good communica
tions, agreeable climate, beautiful surroundings, and, most of all, low 
prices. In Guadalajara, they stated, the cost of "room and board was a 
third ora fourth of what they are in the United States." The inconven
iences-bad water, dubious hygiene, and the "horses, donkeys and 
cows" that roamed the streets and by-ways-were offset by the na
tives' inherent good nature. The Mexicans were "friendly, honest and 
courteous," and their culture, although diverse, had certain aspects
such as the siesta-that could be emulated (J. Douglas 1960; Brown 
1969). The authors' enthusiasm is as evident as is their ignorance of 
Mexican history. Their mistakes "Yere extensive. They suggested, for 
example, that "the Aztecs carried out millions of human sacrifices at 
the Temple of Quetzalcoatl" in Teotihuacan. In fact, the Aztecs in
habited Tenochtitlan, not Teotihuacan, and there is little evidence that 
"millions of sacrifices" were carried out at the latter site in any case. 

Yet even though the United States did not notice, problems were 
brewing in Mexico. Rather than address them, the Mexican govern
ment postponed reforms and repressed all opposition. The results 
were acute stress for the economic model and a steady decline for the 
political regime. Although this was not apparent at the time, the 
problems that ailed Mexico in 1996 had their roots in the 1960s, a dec
ade that witnessed the emergence of an active social resistance against 
authoritarianism which evolved along two main lines: a peaceful so
cial and party-based opposition, and an armed opposition of small 
guerrilla movements. 

CONCLUSION 

Thus, although the United States paid Mexico scant attention during 
this period, there were fundamental changes in how it viewed its 
neighbor country. A review of written material produced in the Un
tied States during the 1960s uncovers an apparent willingness to ac
knowledge problems that previously had been ignored. Mexico's 
unequal distribution of income received only 10 negative references 
between 1946 and 1959; the number rose to 21 during the 1960s. Un
employment had a single negative reference during the earlier period, 
and 9 during the latter. Poverty went from 12 to 21 (figures 83, 84, 87-
90). New problems, such as Mexico's population explosion, also be
carne apparent during the 1960s (figure 81). 

This subtle transformation emerged within the academic com
munity, catalyzed by the Cuban Revolution. In 1966, historian Stanley 
Ross recognized that "when America's journalists and politicians 
were faced with the disagreeable alternative of a Castro-style upris
ing, they began presenting the Mexican Revolution as the preferred 
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revolution" (1966: 5). They reinterpreted and reevaluated the system 
inherited from the Mexican Revolution; during the 1920s they had 
tolerated it reluctantly, but during the 1960s they praised it. lf the 
Latin American nations would not follow the example set by the 
United States, Washington hoped that at least they might emulate 
Mexico, whose political cadres were outspoken yet disinclined to rock 
the boa t. Following chapters explore these paradoxes of history. 





10 
Mexico's Two-Dimensional 

Foreign Policy 

The 1960s are replete with clues for anyone seeking to understand 
Mexican foreign policy. During that decade, President Adolfo López 
Mateos (1958-1964) reoriented Mexican diplomacy through a major 
but controlled opening to the outside, coinciding with changes that 
were under way in inter-American and international relations. The 
understanding between Mexico and the United States was subjected 
to unusual tensions, yet these did not damage the cordiality underly
ing the relationship. The most noteworthy feature of this period was 
that priorities on the bilateral agenda shifted, making more evident 
than before the two-dimensional, even schizoid, nature of Mexico's 
relations with the rest of the world: independence and progressive
ness on sorne matters, but conservatism and close alliance with 
Washington on others. 

RELATIONS WITH CUBA 

Observers who claim that Mexico's foreign policy traditionally has 
been based on principies often point to the Mexican government's 
decision to maintain relations with revolutionary Cuba and to sup
port Cuba against the United States. Mexico's fortitude on this issue is 
unquestioned, as is the importance of its stance for Fidel Castro's 
Cuba. However, Mexico's position was always a mutually agreed 
part of the country's understanding with Washington. Explaining this 
seeming paradox will illuminate certain aspects of the relationship, as 
well as the dynamics of consciousness in the United States. 

The Mexican government expressed its empathy with Cuba in 
many ways during the early days of that country's revolution. On a 
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visit to Mexico in June 1960, Cuban president Osvaldo Dorticós re
ceived "the warmest welcome in many years [for] a visiting head of 
state," with crowds chanting "Cuba sí, Yankees no." In July 1960, 
López Mateos declared that his government would veer to the 
"extreme left within constitutionallimits," a statement whose mean
ing was very clear given the hemispheric context. That same month, 
Emilio Sánchez Piedra, president of the Permanent Commission of the 
Mexican Congress, stated that Mexico was squarely "on Cuba's side" 
in the growing confrontation between the United States and Cuba 
(Pellicer 1972; NYT, June 10 and July 8, 10, 13, 1960; Apr. 19, 1961). 

As relations between Cuba and the United States deteriorated, 
Sánchez Piedra went on the warpath, declaring in September 1960 
that "the Cuban people are engaged in a revolution tofree themselves 
from foreign influences, such as Nazism, Fascism, and Franco-ism." 
His statement particularly annoyed a parliamentary delegation from 
the United States, which suspected that Sánchez was implying that 
the foreign influence in the Cuban case was the United States. Even 
the slightest such hint infuriated the Americans because, as emphati
cally reported in the Times, "all freedom-loving people [know], of 
course, that this is not true" (NYT, Sept. 16, 1960). In 1962, Mexico's · 
ambassador to the Organization of American States, Vicente Sánchez 
Gavito, declared that the Americans were guided by a cowboy movie 
psychology, in which the fair-haired protagonist is "the good guy," 
and all the evil deeds are attributable to foreigners (NYT, June 9, 
1962). 

Mexico's decision to maintain relations with Cuba riled public 
opinion in the United States. Between 1959 and 1970, the variable for 
opinions on Mexico's relationship with Cuba had 28 negative refer
ences in the Times, against a single positive one. Interestingly, neither 
the Mexican declarations nor the U.S. responses merited more than 
brief articles in the paper's inner pages. Given U.S. belligerence to
ward Cuba, why did the Times consider the relationship between 
Mexico and Cuba to be of such little importance, and why did W ash
ington tolerate the friendliness between these two nations? Although 
the United States was vexed by Mexico's statements and actions, ex
cept for a brief period in the late 1970s the United States was not un
duly concerned, because Mexican policies were not considered to be a 
threat to the security of the United States. (This key aspect of the rela
tionship's internal mechanisms is examined in greater detail in the 
following chapter.) 

During the Cuban Revolution's early years, Washington was cer
tainly concerned regarding its possible effects on Mexican stability. 
James Reston went so far asto suggest that "Mexico, and not Cuba, is 
undoubtedly the main objective of Communist activity in the Hemi
sphere." Although Mexico was at peace, its "immense problems" 
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(which were only then being acknowledged) might threaten its pre
cious stability (Restan 1962). This concem was transitory, and the 
United States soon formulated a different interpretation: that the aim 
of Mexico's policy toward Cuba was not to harass or annoy the 
United States; it was to appease the Mexican Left. Mexico's progres
sive foreign policies were, in fact, an aid in maintaining the country's 
established authoritarian arder. 

The United States would refer frequently to this nexus between 
stability and diplomacy. In a 1962 memorandum, Ambassador Tho
mas Mann pondered why Mexico adopted such apparently incom
prehensible policies and attitudes. He then stated that in his 
"attempts to analyze the sometimes unexplainable policies of the 
Mexican govemment," he had "concluded that the 'intemational and 
national' actions of the govemment were based on the overriding ob
jective of holding the PRI together" (DOS 1962a: 1). According to a 
State Department document, "the policy of the Mexican govemment, 
on both the Cuban and Dominican issues [was intended to erode 
Mexican] leftist propaganda on these issues" (DOS 1965a: 3; see also 
CIA 1964: 3-4). These ideas informed U.S. policy toward Mexico as 
expressed in an intemal White House communiqué from 1961: "we 
should not demand that Mexico take an out-and-out United States 
line on Cuba [because Mexico's] political stability is worth preserving 
in a world of ferment" (NYT, Dec. 2, 1964). 

THE F ACTS OF MEXICO'S CUBA POLICY 

The U.S. elite had good reason to be at ease regarding Mexico's for
eign policy. Extensive evidence confirms that the Mexican leadership 
frequently disavowed in private the radicalism it espoused in public. 
On February 18, 1959, weeks after Castro's entrance into Havana, 
Presidents Eisenhower and López Mateas met in Acapulco. In his 
memoirs, Eisenhower recalled the "spirit of friendship" that prevailed 
at the meeting, as well as his satisfaction when 

López Mateas suggested to me that we maintain the rela
tionship, using my brother Milton as a traveling intermedi
ary. This agreement proved very useful. When "Project 
Mercury" [the United States' man-in-space program] re
quired a control station in Guaymas, Mexico, for its suc
cess, my brother carried out the delicate negotiations with 
President López Mateas. In the end, we obtained total 
Mexican cooperation (Eisenhower 1965: 344). 

Around August 1960, the State Department was informed, 
"through informal channels, that Mexico feared Communist influence 
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in Cuba more than did the United States" (NYT, Aug. 14, 1960). Re
garding Sánchez Piedra's declarations, the Times noted, just one day 
after these statements were made, that visiting U.S. representatives 
received an "unusually warm welcome" from López Mateos. More
over, the U.S. contingent at the parade commemorating Mexican In
dependence received a "warm ovation"; Washington declared itself 
to be "completely satisfied" (NYT, Sept. 18, 1960). And finally, 
Manuel Moreno Sánchez and Minister Manuel Tello reassured offi
cials from the U.S. embassy that Sánchez Gavito's statements to the 
OAS were no more than "personal opinions" (NYT, July 10, 1960). 

In November 1964, a month before being swom in as president, 
Gustavo Díaz Ordaz stated-in a private conversation with Lyndon 
Johnson-that the United States could "rest assured that, in the mo
ment of truth, Mexico will unequivocally be on the American side." 
He added that "there will be a considerable advantage [for both na
tions] if Mexico is able to continue demonstrating its political inde
pendence, disagreeing with the United States on relatively minor af
fairs." Although this might entail "temporary tensions, it will also 
prove that the United States of America is in favor of independence" 
(DOS 1964a). 

Mexico's actions accorded with such statements. During the U.S. 
invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs, Mexican authorities maintained a 
low profile; the only prominent member of the ruling elite to speak 
out in Cuba's favor was former president Lázaro Cárdenas (NYT, Oct. 
28, 1962). The government, carefully distancing itself from Cárdenas's 
position, tightened controls over what was published in Mexico re
garding Cuba. By July 5, 1961, the Times was able to suggest that 
López Mateos had shifted "from the left toward a middle-of-the-road 
policy." 

President John Kennedy's visit to Mexico in July 1962 confirmed 
the sincerity of Mexico's expressions of goodwill. The Times rated the 
event as a total success (figures 55-57). Approximately one million 
Mexicans accorded Kennedy a "tumultuous reception," thought to be 
"the largest and most enthusiastic ever given to a visiting chief of 
state in Mexico's history." It may not have been the largest, but it al
most certainly equaled Truman's welcome in 1947 and far exceeded 
the recent welcome for the Cuban president. According to the Times, 
the most widely accepted explanation for this rapturous welcome was 
that President and Mrs. Kennedy had "captured the imagination of 
the Mexicans" (NYT, June 30, 1962; 1962a}. (While the Kennedys' 
charisma was undeniable, one must remember that enthusiastic 
throngs to welcome foreign dignitaries rarely gather spontaneously in 
Mexico. Such multitudes have traditionally been one of the instru
ments that the ruling elite employs in order to eam the goodwill of 
visiting notables.) 
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Kennedy appreciated Mexico's warm welcome, especially since it 
carne close on the heels of his failed invasion of Cuba, which Kennedy 
himself called the "worst defeat of his career" (Wyden 1979: 310). He 
reciprocated in the usual manner, with lofty speeches reflecting the 
attitudes in vogue in Washington and with the traditionalloan. Ken
nedy stated that the Mexican Revolution was a model to be emulated, 
and he acknowledged that government should play "an essential role 
in stimulating and supplementing the efforts of prívate enterprise" 
(NYT 1962b). However, this encounter, like most presidential sum
mits, merits only a passing reference in the history of the Kennedy 
administration. Mexico was, after all, a low priority for the Kennedy 
White House.1 

Nonetheless, the United States was pleased with the demonstra
tions of Mexican support. During Kennedy's visit, for example, López 
Mateos first expressed support for the Alliance for Progress. "The 
terms of his approval," according to a Times editorial, "were sound 
and encouraging." Of course, López Mateos also took advantage of 
the occasion to reaffirm that Mexico would pursue an independent 
policy direction and that it would maintain its relations with Cuba 
(NYT, July 1, 1962). That a Mexican president felt free to deviate pub
licly from Washington's view on so delicate a matter confirms that on 
this issue Mexico and the United States had "agreed to disagree" 
(NYT, Oct. 28, 1962). 

Despite this divergence, Mexico stood squarely behind the United 
States throughout the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962. The Mexi
can government firmly supported "President Kennedy's determina
tion to dislodge Soviet missile bases from Cuba"; the missile bases 
were considered to be "a threat to the peace and security of the Hemi
sphere" (NYT, Oct. 21, 1962). Although López Mateos was in the 
Philippines at the time, he declared-employing a prudent euphe
mism-that "Mexico would stand by the Organization of American 
States in meeting the Cuban situation" (NYT, Oct. 23, 1962). Sorne 
months later, in Punta del Este, Uruguay, Mexico's minister of foreign 
affairs, Manuel Tello, was more direct, attacking "the regime of Pre
mier Fidel Castro" and stating that Cuba's actions were "totally di
vorced from the policies which have been the common denominator 
of institutions of all peoples of the New World" (NYT, Jan. 25, 1963). 

By 1964, this combination of prívate reassurances and overt back
ing at key moments led the CIA to conclude that "Mexico will proba
bly pursue its brand of 'independent' foreign policy on issues such as 
Cuba, disarmament, and intemational trade, which at times will be at 
odds with those of the United States." Even so, there was no need for 

1Kennedy's untimely death precluded any memoirs. A closely equivalent source is the 
text by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (1965: 768). 
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concern: the Mexican government was "at heart pro-Westem, friendly 
toward the United States, and fully aware that its economic and po
litical interests are closely tied to this country" (CIA 1964: 152). Thus, 
despite the dynamics surrounding the Cuban Revolution, Washington 
was able to corroborate once again that in critical situations Mexico 
would always stand as an ally (see, for example, NYT, Nov. 18, 1962; 
Apr. 8, 1963; Sept. 2, 1963). 

Because the appearance of cooperation with the United States 
conflicted with "Mexican nationalism," mechanisms were set in mo
tion to shore up the Mexican government's image. One was the two 
governments' "agreement to disagree," which was open to any num
ber of interpretations. It led many Mexicans to believe that their 
country differed with the United States on matters of substance, while 
in truth the disagreements were over issues of secondary importance. 
The White House tolerated Mexico's pronouncements, because it rec
ognized that these statements helped the Mexican government to 
maintain stability, preempt the opposition on the Left, and curb 
Cuba's revolutionaries who, in exchange for Mexico's support in the 
intemational arena, refrained from intervening in Mexican affairs. 

Both at its core and on the surface, the U.S.-Mexico relationship 
was still regulated by the informal understanding reached during the 
1920s. The Mexican government continued to invoke principies as the 
basis of its policy decisions and often was at odds with Washington. 
In certain crucial areas, however, it never overstepped the boundaries 
that the United States marked out to protect its interests, even when 
these boundaries shifted in line with changes in the U.S. worldview. 

No evidence has yet come to light that the two govemments ever 
explicitly discussed or agreed to the rules of this understanding. 
Based on available documents, interviews with govemment officials 
from both nations, and actions taken by the two governments, one can 
deduce that the understanding is implemented on a case-by-case ba
sis, and that it has proved flexible enough to adapt to changing cir
cumstances. It has remained in force because it brings continuing 
benefits to both governments. The United States has benefited from 
having a stable, supportive neighbor, and Mexico has gained maneu
vering space for its experiment in self-determination and the latitude 
for maintaining a vise-like grip on society.2 

One probably inevitable consequence was that the U.S. elite sorne
times failed to take seriously the independence of Mexico's foreign 
policy. Carl Sulzberger, a member of the family that owns the Times, 
penned a column in which he stated that, had the Bay of Pigs invasion 
succeeded, Mexico would likely ha ve felt "a wave of simulated in-

'The problems that would la ter plague the Mexican economic model would transform 
all of this. 
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dignation, accompanied by vast relief" (Sulzberger 1961). This view is 
seconded by Daniel James, who noted that if American troops had 
invaded Cuba, Mexico's official reaction would have been to de
nounce the action, but only for about a week, after which time the 
Mexicans would have "applauded [the United States] for being ma
cho" (James 1963). And, according to a Times editorial: "many Mexi
can politicians of recent decades have managed to accumulate for
tunes; they are men of substance who talk revolution, but do not 
practice it or encourage it, either at home or in Cuba" (NYT 1964b). 

It is certainly true that many Mexican government officials firmly 
believed that Mexico's defense of a sovereign foreign policy, based on 
principie and under constant siege from the United States, was a no
ble and patriotic pursuit. Unfortunately, both for these officials and 
for Mexico, the facts indicate that all pivotal foreign policy decisions 
were made in Los Pinos (the president's residence) and in the Minis
try of Government, and were guided by crassly pragmatic considera
tions, the uppermost being to keep the ruling elite in power. Princi
pies, though frequently invoked, were rarely a factor in fact. 3 

CHINA, TITO, AND DE GAULLE 

There are many aspects of Adolfo López Mateos's intense intema
tional activities that confirm the arguments outlined above, including 
the establishment of trade relations between Mexico and the People's 
Republic of China and state visits to Mexico by Marshal Tito of 
Yugoslavia and President Charles de Gaulle of France. 

The triumph of Mao Tse-tung and the Chinese Communists in 
October 1949 and the creation of the People's Republic of China dis
tressed conservative sectors in the United States. A campaign to casti
gate those responsible for having "lost China" was soon under way. 
By the 1960s, feelings had cooled somewhat, although there was still 
opposition to the idea of normalized relations between Mexico and 
the People's Republic. When a Chinese exhibition hall was established 
in Mexico, the Times called it a "propaganda center" (NYT, Nov. 17, 
1963). Although the State Department quietly acquiesced to 
"expanded Mexican trade in nonstrategic commodities with the 
China mainland," it emphasized the need to "urge the Mexican gov-

'Interestingly, such pragmatism finds a parallel in the strategy of the Cuban revolu
tionaries vis-a-vis Mexico. Their top priority was always to preserve an image of af
finity with the Mexican government, and to this end they turned a blind eye to the 
regime's authoritarian nature. Paradoxically, over recent decades the most consistent 
point of agreement between Washington and Havana has been their shared indiffer
ence regarding Mexico's interna! affairs and their tolerance of its authoritarian gov
ernment. 
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ernment to insist on strict reciprocity" in the nurnber of cornrnercial 
attachés exchanged (DOS 1964b: 2-3). This exarnple of U.S. flexibility 
toward Mexico's independent stand was largely dueto an expanding 
potential consciousness: as the United States' worries eased, China 
and Cornrnunisrn were perceived with greater objectivity and less 
paranoia. 

In 1963, Yugoslav leader Marshal Tito traveled to Mexico, where 
he received a "warrn, at times turnultuous welcorne" (approxirnately 
750,000 people turned out to greet hirn) (NYT, Oct. 5, 1963). Bearing 
in rnind Mexico City's recent welcorne for President Kennedy, one 
cannot but rnarvel at the regirne's capacity for rnobilization. It is hard 
to imagine that the city's inhabitants could be genuinely gripped by 
sudden enthusiasrn for such dissirnilar heads of state. Washington 
was not unduly concerned by Tito's visit because, as noted in a State 
Departrnent rnernorandurn, the United States did not "regard the 
presence of Tito's representatives and rnissions as a threat comparable 
to that presented by other Cornrnunist regirnes" (DOS 1962a: 3), re
flecting an increasingly relaxed attitude with which certain U.S. sec
tors viewed Cornrnunisrn. 

In 1964, however, serious concerns did arise in Washington, 
brought on by the visit to Mexico of a U.S. ally, President Charles de 
Gaulle. This event produced 4 negative references to Mexico's foreign 
policy in the Times, more than any other visit by a foreign head of 
state (figure 46). De Gaulle's visit was considered a threat because he 
"represented a policy of independence ... an old drearn for Mexico 
and rnany other Latin Arnericans" (NYT, Mar. 15, 1964). When the 
visit was announced, the Times editorialized that the United States 
would perceive it as a "challenge," although a lirnited one, beca use, 
"just like the Cornrnunist bloc, the West has never ceased to be uni
fied" (NYT 1964c). In fact, both the Times and Washington had under
estirnated the irnpórtance that Mexico attached to de Gaulle's visit. 
The clirnax carne when the French president addressed an audience of 
sorne 225,000 people frorn the balcony of the National Palace. De 
Gaulle was the first, and still the only, visiting head of state to have 
been granted the use of this highly syrnbolic space (NYT, Mar. 17, 
1964). Furtherrnore, allliving forrner presidents of Mexico attended 
the banquet hosted in his honor, a tribute not extended to President 
Kennedy (DOS 1964c). Such signs of esteern expressed Mexico's 
drearns of becorning a rnidsized power with broad rnargins of auton
orny, very rnuch in the rnold of de Gaulle's France. 

Washington reacted like a spurned mentor, jealous with the reali
zation that a devoted and subrnissive pupil had in fact a will of his 
own and could potentially change allegiance. After de Gaulle visited 
Mexico's National Autonornous University, correspondent Paul Ken
nedy noted that "there was not even a srnall dernonstration," even 
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though the university was 11known as a center for demonstrations 
over remote as well as immediate causes" (NYT, Mar. 19, 1964). 
Commenting on the throngs that welcomed de Gaulle, the U.S. corre
spondent stated that the crowd 11 did not approach in size or enthusi
asm the reception for President and Mrs. Kennedy in 1962" (NYT, 
Mar. 17, 1964). 

The United States' jealousy was expressed more explicitly in pri
vate. A U.S. diplomat's report to Washington deplored the Mexican 
tradition of carting crowds of people downtown to applaud and 
wave, adding that de Gaulle's reception lacked the 11Spontaneity" of 
the Kennedy welcome (DOS 1964c: 1). These observations on the 
custom of hauling impoverished Mexicans to public events were in
tended to minimize the attentions paid to de Gaulle; no official docu
ment made note of the fact that the welcomes for American dignitar
ies were orchestrated in the very same way. Consciousness can be 
selective. 

Both the French and the Mexicans carne to realize that the visit had 
upset Washington. Toward the end of de Gaulle's sojoum in Mexico, 
they tried to lldispel the persistent feeling that the de Gaulle visit [was 
a] challenge to the United States' supremacy in Mexico, and in all 
Latin America" (NYT, Mar. 15, 1964). A confidential State Depart
ment report reached a similar conclusion (DOS 1964d). A corollary 
carne from James Reston, who called the visit 11Symbolic" and sug
gested that it had been 11 a pleasant ceremonial success, but ... a side 
show" (1964). 

In brief, the independent diplomacy of López Mateos was no more 
than a minor irritant in Washington and had little effect on the cor
diality of the bilateral relationship. Meanwhile, it contributed to 
Mexico's stability, satisfied nationalist and leftist sectors, and en
hanced the nation's prestige in an intemational community that was 
willing seemingly to ignore the absence of democracy in Mexico and 
the country's long list of human rights violations. 

López Mateos's successor, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-1970), nar
rowed the govemment's focus to Mexico's domestic problems and its 
relationship with the United States, rather than trying to diversify 
Mexico's relations in the intemational arena. The discourse of inter
national independence would not resume until1970, when Luis Ech
everría once again sought to pursue the old dream of Mexico as a 
widely involved and active player on the world stage. 

CLOSE, CORDIAL RELATIONS BREED NEW PROBLEMS 

Cordial relations between Mexico and the United States continued 
throughout most of Gustavo Díaz Ordaz's six-year term. It was Díaz 
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Ordaz who ratified the understanding for mutual support with Lyn
don Johnson in November 1964. Throughout the 1960s, the "general 
overview of the relationship" variable garnered 122 positive and only 
10 negative references (figures 48-49). However, by the end of the 
decade problems began to surface as priorities shifted on the bilateral 
agenda. Issues that receded in importance include the oil industry 
(which had 81 mentions between 1946 and 1959, and only 6 during 
the 1960s) and military relations (78 references during the first period, 
18 during the second). Variables that acquired a higher priority were 
border relations and drug trafficking, and these two were beginning 
to meld into a single concern. The former had 46 references from 1946 
to 1959, rising to 149 during the 1960s; references to drugs rose from 
10 to 41 over the same period (figures 58-66). 

The continuing cordiality can be attributed to events such as Lyn
don Johnson's trip to Mexico in April 1966. His visit carne at an im
portant moment; Johnson had recently ordered the invasion of the 
Dominican Republic, and the United States was rocked by protests 
against the war in Vietnam. Johnson's visit, initially intended to be 
purely ceremonial, ended up providing Johnson with tangible bene
fits. The U.S. president-who hoped to demonstrate his "concern for 
Latin America without undertaking a trip to a country where his re
ception might be cool or even hostile" -chose Mexico for a "brief and 
informal" visit and met with a "popular welcome as great as was 
possible on such short notice" (NYT, Apr. 16, 1966). Although Mexi
can officials condemned the U.S. intervention in the Dominican Re
public, this did not preclude them from showering Johnson with 
hospitality. The "wild, surging, and genuinely affectionate welcome 
[was] like a spring tonic for Johnson," who considered this the warm
est reception he had ever been accorded (NYT, Apr. 16, 1966). His 
press secretary told a journalist, "to suggest that Johnson was 
pleased" fell far short of the mark (NYT 1966a). Ayear later, Johnson 
still fondly recalled "his triumphant visit" (NYT, May 12, 1967).4 

While in Mexico, LBJ posed two rhetorical questions: "Who said we 
could not go to Latin America? Who said the Dominican Republic 
disgraced us?" (NYT, Apr. 16, 1966). At the end of the day, it was the 
Dominicans who were disgraced, not the Americans. 

According to Times editorials, LBJ's trip had been "a great suc
cess." Johnson received an "affectionate and gracious welcome by 
Latin America's most prosperous nation" (NYT 1966a). Media cover
age was overwhel.IDingly positive (figures 54-57). An internal docu
ment from the U.S. Embassy in Mexico emphasized the "enthusiastic 
welcome accorded to the President" (DOS 1966a). The encounter's 

4Despite his cordial reception, Johnson spared little thought to this visit in his memoirs 
(1971: 348). Most American presidents seem to have taken Mexican hospitality for 
granted. 
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success was due in no small measure to the two presidents' decision, 
documented in the minutes of their meeting, to make no reference to 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, or the Organization of American 
States (DOS 1966b). 

Johnson showed his gratitude in two ways. First, he delivered a 
bouquet of political rhetoric, describing Mexico as "great" and 
"beautiful" (NYT, Apr. 16, 1966).5 Second, he announced a loan, the 
traditional follow-on to a reasonably successful summit. On this oc
casion, it was a loan from EXIMBANK to PEMEX which, incidentally, 
broke a long-standing Washington taboo against loans to nationalized 
oil companies (DOS 1966b). 

The warmth of the relationship facilitated the United States' deci
sion to return to Mexico a small strip of territory, "El Chamiza!," that 
Mexico had lost when the Rio Grande changed its course early in the 
century. The Times had argued in 1963 that it was time to correct "the 
error" the United States had made when it decided to ignore an inter
national arbitration award in 1911 that granted the area to Mexico 
(NYT 1963c). Kennedy and López Mateas had hoped to settle this 
matter, but it was Johnson and Díaz Ordaz who carne up with a final 
resolution in 1967 (NYT, Feb. 20, 1963; Oct. 28, 1967). Of course, the 
two national media interpreted the settlement differently. The Mexi
can media reported that El Chamizal was recovered thanks to the ef
forts of the Mexican government, the inherent validity of Mexico's 
claim, and the firmness of the nation's principies. The Times, however, 
stated that the agreements on El Chamizal andona scheme "to con
trol the salinity of the Colorado River water ... were made possible 
by American concessions" (NYT 1965). 

The meeting between Johnson and Díaz Ordaz in 1967 was the 
final event in an era of extraordinarily untroubled relations and 
friendly presidential summits between the two nations. For different 
reasons, both nations were soon engulfed by internal turmoil. In 1968, 
bowing to widespread protests over his escalation of the U.S. pres
ence in Vietnam, Johnson opted not to run for a second term in office. 
The Mexican government, meanwhile, was facing a host of problems 
that stemmed from its bloody repression of the democratic student 
movement at Tlatelolco in 1968. These interna! conflicts were soon 
exacerbated by tensions in the bilateral relationship. In 1969, the U.S. 
government carried out "Operation Intercept" to halt drug trafficking 
in Mexico, in the process demonstrating sorne of the less obvious as
pects of the prevailing relationship of domination. 

'He managed to weave the term "great" into his brief speech no fewer than eleven 
times. 
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DRUGS, NATIONALISM, ANO RELATIONSHIPS OF DOMINATION 

The illegal drug trade erupted suddenly and violently in 1969. This 
phenomenon had the potential to affect the security of both nations as 
well as the bilateral relationship as a whole. The drug trade provides 
a good window on the nature of the United States' worldview, con
firms the weak and malleable nature of Mexico's official nationalism, 
and reflects the role and importance of coercion among the mecha
nisms that dictate the relationship of domination between Mexico and 
the United States. It also illuminates a perverse facet of the relation
ship: Washington sometimes overlooked or downplayed the narco
trafficking problem so as not to annoy the Mexican govemment. 

There were three peaks in the Times' s interest in drug trafficking 
within the Mexico-U.S. relationship: 1969-1970, 1976-1977, and 1985-
1986 (figures 65-66). Also noteworthy was the rapid and intense 
fluctuation between positive and negative references. There were 12 
negative references in 1969, and no positive ones. Only a year later, 
there were 10 positive and 2 negative. The two interrelated aspects to 
the problem of drug trafficking go far toward explaining these fluc
tuations in interest. The first is the enormous demand for narcotics 
within the United States, and the second is Mexico's demonstrated 
proficiency as a narcotics producer and middleman. 

Narcotics production and distribution had become firmly estab
lished in Mexico long before the 1960s crisis, but Mexico's role in the 
drug trade had not previously been a cause for concem in Washing
ton. In 1952, for example, the CIA noted that Colonel Antonio Ser
rano-one of President Alemán's closest advisers and the founder of 
the powerful Federal Security Directorate-"tolerates, and in fact 
carries out, illegal activities such as the smuggling of narcotics" (CIA 
1951: 58). Although Washington was certainly aware of Serrano's in
volvement, this was not considered important. A former regional di
rector for the Drug Enforcement Agency, Edward Allen Heath, ac
knowledged in 1981 that the United States "ignored the growing 
problem in Mexico, and seriously underestimated this nation's po
tential as a heroin producer" (Heath 1981: 4). 

During the 1960s, however, this attitude-and the policies associ
ated with it-changed, as the U.S. govemment began to hold the 
drug-producing nations responsible for the country's drug problem 
and posited that they should collaborate, by choice or by force, with 
the United States in finding a solution. In 1962, the sheriff of Yuma, 
Arizona, testified befo re Congress tha t there was a growing traffic in 
drugs cultivated by "ignorant Indians and Mexican farmers," and 
that this activity was being "financed, organized and directed by a 
small group of wealthy, intelligent, ruthless and dangerous Mexi
cans" (NYT, May 10, 1962). This testimony foreshadows what would 
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become the central thesis in the United States until the mid-1980s: the 
problems caused by drug use and the drug trade within the United 
States resulted directly from the existence of an available supply, and 
the point of supply was where these problems should be solved. 

These ideas were congruent with one of the fundamental under
pinnings of Americans' worldview: because they believed in their 
own exceptional character, the responsibility for drug consumption 
must perforce lie with those who produced and sold narcotics. How
ever, this view eventually evolved, and Americans carne to acknowl
edge the importance of demand and to accept that drug users were 
part of the problem, although it took years for the United States to 
own up to its share of responsibility. During the 1960s marijuana and 
heroin trafficking increased in Mexico (although Mexico had not yet 
become a major transit corridor for South American cocaine), and the 
United States predictably laid the blame on Mexico. In August 1969, 
the Pentagon declared Tijuana off limits for all U.S. military person
nel, in a two-pronged strategy designed to stop the troops from buy
ing drugs and to pressure the Mexican government to take stronger 
steps against drug trafficking (NYT, Aug. 29, Sept. 6, 1969). 

During a presidential summit in September 1969, Nixon informed 
Díaz Ordaz that his administration intended to do something about 
the drug problem (NYT, Sept. 9, 1969). Almost simultaneously, a 
special task force created by Nixon concluded that "the fundamental 
responsibility for the eradication of production and processing of 
opium and marijuana in Mexico" should be borne by the Mexican 
government and its enforcement agencies, and that "nothing should 
be done to lift this responsibility from it" (WH 1969). Later that 
month, without informing or consulting the Mexican government, 
Washington set "Operation Intercept" in motion, enforcing a detailed 
security check on every person and vehicle entering the United States 
from Mexico. At least for the period covered in this study, this was 
the first occasion on which the United States used coercion so openly 
and so forcefully. 

Operation Intercept was in fact intended to apply "limited eco
nomic sanctions against Mexico" and to pressure the Mexican gov
ernment to cooperate more fully in the war on drugs. Its success was 
undeniable, as trade and tourism ground "slowly to a halt" {NYT, 
Sept. 25, 1969). A U.S. Customs supervisor neatly summed up Wash
ington's opinion: "Mexico was paying dearly for its failure this far to 
move against major marijuana suppliers." This individual went on to 
add that, in his nation's view, drug-related graft and corruption 
among Mexico's "police and politicians becomes United States busi
ness." Further, if Mexico refused to cooperate, Phase 2 of Operation 
Intercept would go into effect, in which Washington would publish 
"the names of about 20 Mexican major offenders" {NYT, Oct. 2, 1969). 
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Sorne sectors within the American elite opposed Washington's 
coercive measures. The Times, for example, was of the opinion that 
"from every conceivable standpoint [Operation Intercept was a] mas
sive political blunder" [and further reduced] the Nixon Administra
tion's meager store of political capital with the rest of Latin America." 
Coercive strategies attracted criticism primarily because they only 
addressed domestic concems within the United States and ignored all 
intemational implications. According to the Times, Operation Inter
cept's true mission was to fulfill "in spectacular fashion the Presi
dent's campaign promise on the 'law-and-order' theme" (NYT, Sept. 
30, 1969; 1969a, 1969b). 

Mexican authorities reacted with extraordinary (rhetorical) en
ergy. An indignant Díaz Ordaz stated that Washington's actions "had 
raised a wall of suspicion in Mexico's relations with the United 
States" (NYT, Sept. 30, 1969). Mexican govemment officials, who pre
ferred to remain anonymous, pointed out that Operation Intercept 
reinforced "the characterization of Mexico as the source of the U.S. 
drug problem" (NYT, Oct. 5, 1969), while in Mexico the opposite view 
has always prevailed: Mexico's problems with drug traffickers are 
driven virtually in their entirety by U.S. demand. 

The United States was also criticized for trying to force third par
ties to adopt the policies that Washington wanted to see deployed 
against the illegal drug trade. For example, Washington wanted 
Mexico to bombard its fields of marijuana and opium poppies with 
chemical products (NYT, Oct. 3, 1969). Mexican authorities were dis
turbed by the unilateral nature of the U.S. policies, continuing the 
"old story of United States policy decisions that affect a Latin Ameri
can country profoundly being taken for domestic political reasons 
without consultations or consideration" (NYT, Oct. 8, 1969). One ele
ment of Mexico's response was "Operation Dignity," organized by 
Francisco Cano Escalante, then head of the Federation of National 
Chambers of Commerce (CONCANACO). Operation Dignity proposed 
a Mexican boycott of U.S. commodities; it was openly supported by 
the president of Mexico (author interview with Cano Escalante, Feb
ruary 1996). 

The two govemments soon began to negotiate. In a "dramatic 
overnight reversal of opinion," Washington suspended Operation 
Intercept and shelved its threat to disclose the names of majar Mexi
can offenders (NYT, Oct. 11, 1969). In retum, Mexico signed several 
anti-narcotics accords with the United States, which were presented 
to public opinion as "Operation Cooperate." According to a Times 
editorial, "Mexico promised to intensify its campaign against the pro
duction and exportation of narcotics" (NYT 1970a). 

Mexico was forced to accept greater DEA involvement in its do
mestic anti-drug campaign. It agreed to spray marijuana and opium 
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plantations, and to intensify activities against producers, dealers, and 
users. A "permanentcampaign" against drugs was established, which 
relied heavily on Mexico's intemal security forces, including the army 
(Treverton 1988: 214). (It is worth noting that the U.S. armed forces 
refused for decades to participate in the war on drugs.) 

In effect, the Mexican govemment was forced to acquiesce to the 
will of the United States. This interpretation is confirmed in the 
memoirs of G. Gordon Liddy, one of the individuals responsible for 
the new operation (and later jailed for his role in the Watergate af
fair). Liddy states that the operation was "intended to bend Mexico to 
our will. We figured Mexico could hold out for a month; in fact, they 
caved in after two weeks, and we got what we wanted." He also 
noted that it was an "exercise in intemational extortion, pure and 
simple and effective" (Del Villar 1988: 200). Washington confirmed 
the effectiveness of coercion: in 1970 Under Secretary of State Elliot 
Richardson declared that "the greatest success so far in [the United 
States'] bilateral efforts [to halt the flow of drugs] has been with 
Mexico" (NYT, Apr. 3, 1970). 

Even a glimpse at the issue of drug trafficking reveals that coer
cion is an important element in Mexico-U.S. relations and that the 
general design of Mexico's anti-narcotics policy is decided in Wash
ington. In retum, the United States has done much to help perpetuate 
the impression that Mexico's foreign policy is guided by principies. 





11 
Economy, Consciousness, Nationalism, 

and Hegemony 

AN AMBIVALENT BUT PRAGMA TIC VIEW 

The attitude of the U.S. elite regarding Mexico's economic situation 
began to change in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Although opinions 
were still predominantly favorable, the Mexican government was be
coming the object of increasing, and often critica!, scrutiny.1 On the 
one hand, Mexico was viewed as a country offering "important les
sons" for other "underdeveloped nations seeking to propel their stag
nant societies into the twentieth century" (NYT 1959b). On the other, 
there was a new willingness to acknowledge Mexico's shortcomings 
and problems. A study prepared in 1959 by the Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations noted that Mexico needed to "enhance the lifestyles 
of millions of peasants, and diminish illiteracy" (USC 1959b: 20). 

The increasingly critica! scrutiny of Mexican reality was a logical 
outgrowth of the openness that characterized this era, when previ
ously ignored aspects of development-such as income disparities, 
poverty, and illiteracy-were gradually acknowledged.2 In effect, the 
United Sta tes' concept of development was changing. 

The U.S. elite never lost faith in private-sector initiatives and indus
trialization as the shortest route to development and democracy. How
ever, they also called for measures to counter Communist attempts to 
exploit the Latin American econornic crisis (DOS 1961d: 10). Their 

'We should bear in mind that what the critics of the era sought was not a complete 
transformation of Mexico's development model, but just a more efficient mixed 
economy. A steady growth rate, it was felt, was the Mexican experiment's best de

fense. 
'For examples of this new perspective, see Packenham 1973: 70-71; Pratt 1973: 89; 

Whines 1974: 89-107; Seers 1973. 
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stance fostered a willingness to entertain new ideas (Packenham 1973: 
70-71) in an atmosphere that eventually produced the Kennedy ad
ministration's vision of "total development" which, among other things, 
called for a "reform of the Latín American nations" (WH 1961: 3). 

This new concept of development led James Schlesinger, adviser 
to President Kennedy, to suggest that "life would be enormously 
complicated" if the U.S. government persisted in its view that prívate 
investment was "the only motor for economic development." He 
wamed that "doctrinaire attitudes should be abandoned," including 
the beliefs that precluded "loans for State-owned companies" (WH 
1961: 3). 

Allowing the State to play an enhanced role required revising a 
key assumption of the prevailing liberal mind-set. In 1962, Carl Sulz
berger wondered whether "socialism or a free-enterprise regime" 
would lead to swifter development. He argued that the answer was a 
combination of both and that the United States might be forced to 
"swallow many of its ideological preferences, and acknowledge that a 
modified version of socialism could be the most effective form of gov
ernment for Latín Americans" (Sulzberger 1962; see also Sachs 1972: 
37). 

Acceptíng that socialism held any merit was an enormous ideo
logical concession, and it could only have occurred during this turbu
lent era, shaped by a sense of emergency and the apparent collapse of 
the United States' prevalent assumptions and beliefs (Sandbrook 
1976). Nonetheless, this shift was typically American in its pragma
tism: socialism, it was now acknowledged, might be attractive to un
derdeveloped nations but only because capitalism had yet to fully 
resolve certain inherent problems. Consequently, the American sys
tem not only had to contain Communism; it now also had to compete 
with it by providing facts to confirm its own superiority. As the Times 
presented it, the West had to prove that its "democratic and free
enterprise system was better than any version of socialism" (1961b). 
Kennedy, meanwhile, was pointing out that the "as yet unfulfilled 
goal" of the United States was to "demonstrate, befare the entire 
world, that it is easier to achieve human aspirations, such as economic 
progress and social justice, with free workers, within a framework of 
democratic institutions" (NYT 1961c). 

A CRITICAL ÜPTIMISM 

Many of the variables used to evaluate the Mexican economy contin
ued to register positive throughout the 1960s. The Times mentioned 
"the general state of the economy" on 75 occasions: 63 positive, only 2 
negative, and 10 informative. There were 23 positive references to 
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Mexico's financia! situation, against a single negative reference. Mex
ico's industry was mentioned on 34 occasions, with but a single nega
tive reference. This optimism reflected reality: Mexico still enjoyed 
significant economic growth and was well on the road to industriali
zation, then considered to be the "only answer to too many people on 
too little land" (NYT, May 5, 1966). Mexico, it seemed, was at the 
point of "transition from a static, largely primitive agricultura! econ
omy into modem industrialization" (NYT, Dec. 2, 1964). The Times 
suggested that the country was at a "take-off point toward self
sustained growth" (June 8, 1966). 

The Mexican experience seemed particularly attractive when re
evaluated vis-a-vis the Cuban Revolution. In 1962, Daniel James 
wrote that Argentina was in a "permanent crisis," Brazil was "a 
sleeping giant, incapable of awakening," Castro was "ruining Cuba's 
possibilities for becoming a glowing example," and only Mexico 
seemed able to "lead the way" (James 1962). Twenty-four positive 
references to the "model created by the Mexican Revolution" ap
peared during the 1960s (figure 71; see also figure 13). 

U.S. perceptions changed so dramatically that Mexico's mixed 
property system carne to be seen in a generally positive light. Senator 
Jacob Javits suggested that Mexico could now "provide leadership 
and guidance in the means of successfully applying prívate and state 
sector activity for the promotion of national economic development" 
(NYT, Oct. 19, 1963). Even the CIA acknowledged that "the [Mexican] 
prívate sector had certain insufficiencies [such as] its unwillingness to 
risk serious capital, its low volume of production, and its persistent 
search for high profits"(CIA 1965a: 5). These views were clearly re
flected in the media: criticism of protectionist attitudes and State in
tervention in the economy dropped sharply (figure 73). 

Foreign investment was still welcome in Mexico, of course, and 
U.S. opinion remained strongly in favor of such investment: 46 of 48 
references in the Times to the role played by foreign investment in 
Mexico were positive (figures 74-76). References to Mexican policies 
on foreign investment and to the general climate for U.S. investors 
were mostly favorable as well (figures 77-79). A CIA document from 
the mid-1960s concluded that Mexico remained attractive for foreign 
investment (1964: 6). 

Mexico's position on foreign investment carne into question on 
only three occasions during the 1960s. The first was when Mexican 
businessman Bruno Pagliai declared that many investors were reluc
tant to invest in Mexico because of the Mexican govemment's Cuba 
policy (NYT, Dec. 18, 1961; Jan. 11, 1962). This reluctance diminished 
over time as the Mexican govemment demonstrated its loyalty to the 
United States (NYT, Apr. 8, 1963). 
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The second occasion was in 1962, after the Mexican Congress 
passed legislation requiring Mexican and foreign businessmen to 
share profits with workers, a move that foreign investors criticized 
swiftly and harshly (NYT, Sept. 13, Nov. 18, and Dec. 22, 1962). This 
controversy soon resolved itself because, as Mexican banker Aníbal 
Iturbide noted, "after deductions, workers will receive a yearly pay
out of only about two weeks' wages under profit sharing" (NYT, Aug. 
9, 1964). Iturbide's statement reflects the prívate sector's ability to 
erect obstacles to govemment decisions.3 

The third occasion resulted when the Díaz Ordaz administration 
decided to encourage the Mexicanization of foreign investment. The 
government' s aim was to convince foreign investors to sell sorne of 
their shares to Mexicans (NYT, Feb. 8, 1966). General Electric, for ex
ample, agreed to sell 10 percent of its shares to Mexican nationals 
(NYT, July 5, 1968). This expression of Mexican economic nationalism 
was short-lived, however, and it did not make Mexico any less attrac
tive to foreign investors. 

U .S. CONCERNS ABOUT MEXICO 

The truly original aspect of U.S. analyses during the 1960s was the 
way in which the problems inherent in Mexico's economic model 
were perceived. Raymond Vemon's The Dilemma of Mexico's Develop
ment, departing from schematic comparisons with the United States, 
concluded that severa! potential bottlenecks lay along Mexico's de
velopment path, including a "recent drop in growth, which could re
flect structural deficiencies, and serve as a warning for the future" 
(1963: 27). The Times added that Mexico's import substitution strategy 
"had reached a point where the most promising and reasonable pos
sibilities were covered" (Jan. 1, 1964). These passages illustrate the 
beginning of an extremely important consensus: the Mexican econ
omy was in serious need of reform. 

Suggestions for reform were aimed at very specific problems. In
come distribution was one area of concem (it was mentioned on 12 
occasions between 1946 and 1959, and on 23 during the 1960s), as 
were unemployment (10 mentions during the former period, 16 dur
ing the latter), marginalization (which rose from 2 to 11 references), 
and the poverty that afflicted most of the rural population (mentioned 
on 19 occasions during the earlier period, and 39 times during the 
1960s; figures 82-90). In contrast, references to corruption dropped 
during the 1960s (figure 93). Although many of the references to cor-

'In 1965, the CIA noted this adjustment in the distribution of power among Mexican 
actors and wamed that an aggressive private sector now existed that could put the 
brake on official policies (CIA 1965a: 9). 
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ruption appeared prominently-including in editorials-they tended 
to be dismissed as anecdotes and were not taken as signs of a serious 
problem. 

Concem over Mexico's social problems was voiced in a variety of 
ways. One example is Osear Lewis's popular The Children of Sanchez 
(1963), a raw description of the "culture of poverty" that dominated 
the lives of millions of Mexicans excluded from the country's 
"economic miracle." Washington's concem is visible in a 1962 memo
randum in which the U.S. Embassy in Mexico noted that "over half of 
the [Mexican] population still lives in semi-primitive conditions" 
(DOS 1962a). 

A Times editorial from 1961 illustrates this new, critical attitude, 
asserting that the Mexican Revolution was nothing but "rhetoric pro
duced by politicalleaders," because "in 1960, over 60% of the popu
lation are still ill fed, ill clothed, and ill housed; over 40% are illiterate, 
and sorne 45% of the nation's children are not being schooled. The 
national wealth has greatly increased since 1940, but the gap between 
rich and poor is even more striking than before, despite sorne rise in 
the general standard of living" (1961c). 

Another problem that awakened concem during the 1960s was 
Mexico's demographic growth. References to the population issue 
began to appear during this decade, when columnist James Reston 
articulated America's fears. He was not alone. The president of the 
World Bank stated that Mexico's uncontrolled population growth 
threatened to "nullify all our efforts to raise living standards in many 
of the poorer countries" (NYT, Feb. 27, 1963). In 1964, the CIA af
firmed that the uncontrolled growth of the Mexican population was at 
the root of the country's problems (CIA 1964: 5). 

The United States felt that finding a solution to the population 
problem lay squarely with the Mexican govemment. In 1967, Henry 
Giniger wrote that "ordinary Mexicans" were far more "ready to ac
cept a birth-control program than their govemment [ was prepared to 
implement it]" (NYT, Apr. 30, 1967). Juan de Onis added that this had 
become "a serious obstacle for the improvement of the quality of life 
of Mexico's poor majorities" (NYT, Oct. 9, 1969). U.S. attention was 
focused especially on rural Mexico, which was considered to be the 
arena where political unrest was most likely to arise. 

RURAL MEXICO AS A U.S. PRIORITY 

Because the insurgencies in both Vietnam and Cuba gamered exten
sive support from rural populations, an influential school of thought 
held that impoverished agricultura! populations were potential 
breeding grounds for revolution. In 1961, Under Secretary of State 
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Chester Bowles urged the Foreign Service to "pay special attention to 
the rural areas which in Latin America offer both explosive dangers 
and great opportunities" (DOS 1961b: 6) (figure 88). 

During the 1960s, for the first time since 1946, the Times took an 
interest in Mexico's rural milieu. What its reporters found was 
alarming. After visiting Sonora in the mid-1960s, Giniger stated that 
the Mexican countryside had "retumed to the old pre-Revolutionary 
system of vast properties, in which a tiny minority controlled the na
tion's agricultura! wealth" (May 17, 1966). Following the publication 
of an extensive series of Giniger's articles, a Times editorial applauded 
"Mexico's achievements" but wamed that "most of her population, 
uneducated peasants and still very poor, [had to work] their land by 
primitive, traditional methods" (1966b). 

Such comments reflected the United States' long-standing and 
persisting uneasiness regarding Mexico's stability. Paul Kennedy 
suggested that "the nation's landless peasants represented its greatest 
problem" (NYT, Sept. 2, 1964). In a later article, he stated that they 
were "a constant threat to national equilibrium" (NYT, Jan. 22, 1965). 
In 1966 Giniger wondered "how long [Mexico] will be able to keep 
the peace" (NYT, June 11, 1966). These concems were shared by the 
CIA. In 1964, the intelligence agency noted that Mexico's agricultura! 
sector had "lagged behind" (CIA 1964: 154-55), and a year later the 
CIA concluded that "poverty and unrest among peasants [were] a 
latent threat to the stability" on which the Mexican leadership rested 
(CIA 1965a: 0-1; see also CIA 1967a: 1-2). 

The underlying message, of course, was that the "extreme left" 
could be preparing to "make use of the plight of the campesino or 
peasant, who has been caught in the grinding process of industriali
zation" (NYT Book Review, Sept. 22, 1963). The U.S. State Depart
ment was in accord, having suggested in 1963 that the "harder line" 
adopted by Mexican Communists had "evident potential for mischief 
if agrarian discontent should continue to grow" (DOS 1963a: 3). The 
arguments were extended to apply to impoverished countries else
where in Latin America. Tad Szulc argued that "conditions for a 
revolutionary situation ... were increasingly evident throughout the 
vast Brazilian North East, pervaded with poverty and afflicted by 
drought" (in Page 1972: 12-13). 

When U.S. strategists detecta problem, they tend immediately to 
initiate a search for its solution. The CIA soon identified "economic 
and social reform" as the solution to the problem of potential political 
unrest in rural Mexico (CIA 1966a: 4). James Schlesinger made a 
similar observation in a 1961 memorandum to President Kennedy: 
"small scale agriculturists [can] achieve a social transformation" in 
Latin America (WH 1961: 2). The Times also shared this opinion and 
suggested that Mexico should favor the "small landowners, who, 
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benefiting from far larger tracts of land, ha ve shown greater efficiency 
than the ejido farmers" (June 9, 1966). Such reforms were not imple
mented, however, even though Mexico's ambassador to the United 
States concurred with the Americans' proposal. 

Following the 1960s, the U.S. elite's view of the evolving Mexican 
economy became increasingly informed and sophisticated. They carne 
to acknowledge that the public sector played a positive role, and they 
limited their suggestions to adjustments that they felt would ensure 
the permanence of the Mexican miracle. At the time, conditions ·in 
Mexico were propitious for implementing adjustments to the eco
nomic model and controlling the pace of change. However, the inher
ent rigidity of the Mexican system, especially the concentration of ex
tensive powers in the hands of the president, ultimately choked off all 
attempted reforms, precipitating a series of periodic economic crises 
with catastrophic social costs, and increasing Mexico's vulnerability 
vis-a-vis the United States. 

NATIONALISM, LOYALTY, ANO HEGEMONY 

The United States has always been a reference point for Mexican na
tionalism. In Mexico's postrevolutionary worldview, there is the be
lief-amply supported by historical fact-that U.S. interventionism is 
the foremost threat to Mexico's sovereignty. In light of this belief, the 
Mexican government, portraying itself as the staunch defender of na
tional sovereignty, cast aspersions on anyone who sought dialogue 
with the United States. For example, Miguel Alemán's allies took 
steps to discredit opposition candidate Ezequiel Padilla after the latter 
agreed toan interview with the New York Times in 1946. The Mexican 
opposition used a similar strategy to discredit the govemment in 
1952, when General Henríquez's followers accused Adolfo Ruiz 
Cortines of collaborating with U.S. forces during their occupation of 
Veracruz in 1914. 

Such accusations have obscured the real picture. History and a 
number of opinion polls reveal a very different panorama. Many 
Mexicans admire everything American; others reject anything that 
appears to originate in the United States or reflect U.S. influences. 
And there is a full range of positions b.etween these extremes. If we 
are to determine which, if any, of these positions represent actual in
stances of disloyalty, we must review events using a critica! and rig
orous approach, such as is applied below to examine the actions of 
Ambassador Antonio Carrillo Flores of Mexico. 

Walter Rostow-an academic specializing in development-related 
issues who ventured into public life-traveled to Mexico in 1963 as 
head of the State Department's Policy Planning Council. When he 
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retumed to Washington, he drafted a master plan for reforming rural 
Mexico~ Rostow suggested that the key challenge was to 11Widen the 
market and modemize the backward rural areas.11 By so doing, Mex
ico could expect to become 1/the Sweden of Latin Americau within a 
decade. Rostow' s recipe for transforming Mexicans into Swedes had 
to have been known to and approved by President López Mateos 
(DOS 1963b). 

The way in which Rostow introduced his ideas to the Mexican 
president vividly demonstrates the nature of hegemonic relationships 
of domination (in which the dominated party readily accepts the 
dominator's suggestions as the wisest course of action), and the mal
leability of the nationalism espoused by many Mexican govemment 
officials. In a second memorandum that Rostow prepared for Presi
dent Kennedy, he appended a letter from Ambassador Carrillo Flores 
to President López Mateos in which the ambassador praised Rostow's 
intelligence and expertise and outlined his proposal for Mexico to the 
Mexican president. (Carrillo Flores himself had sent a copy of his let
ter to Rostow.) This letter, Rostow stated, 11delineates the strategies 
that 1 have developed . . . and suggests that they be considered by 
Mexico's incoming administration11 (EMW 1963; DOS 1963c). 

Rostow put no pressure upon Carrillo Flores (who would later 
serve as minister of foreign affairs under President Gustavo Díaz Or
daz). The Mexican ambassador voluntarily adopted ideas and policies 
developed by an American govemment representative and presented 
them as his own. How can we best understand his actions? First, we 
must recognize that foreign diplomats in the United States have to 
reconcile· their respective govemments' nationalism with the impor
tant objective of gaining access to Washington's power circles. To this 
end, they may appear to be convinced of American views as part of a 
diplomatic simulation designed to eam the trust of the U.S. govem
ment. Of course, they may also be sincerely convinced of the rightness 
of the U.S. position. 

Other historical moments adhere to this pattem. Porfirio Díaz, de
scribed as 1/rabidly anti-clerical, a radical liberal, a xenophobic anti
imperialist11 (Cosío Villegas 1956: 11), issued a number of decrees 
during his years in power that impacted heavily on U.S. interests, re
quiring sorne complex diplomatic maneuvering. In 1877, for example, 
José María Mata and John W. Foster met to 11discuss the former's 
mission to Washington, and the latter's activities in Mexico.11 During 
this intimate meeting, Mata 1/disclosed that he had suggested to Un
der Secretary [William] Seward that Mexico should accede toa recip
roca! military interchange accord.11 He also agreed with the U.S. in
terpretation of Article 29 of the Mexican Constitution, which Foster 
believed upheld U.S. claims that forced loans (funds that the Mexican 
govemment compelled Americans and other foreigners to contribute 
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to the Mexican treasury) were unconstitutional (Cosío Villegas 1956: 
196). 

There are other instances in which Mexican diplomats have agreed 
wholeheartedly with their U.S. counterparts. Three days after the 
Mexican government's expropriation of the petroleum industry in 
March 1938, Ambassador Francisco Castillo Najera informed U.S. 
Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles that, in his opinion, "the ex
propriation should be rescinded, in favor of a general modification of 
Cárdenas's policies" (L. Meyer 1972: 381). 

Alexander Haig, secretary of state under President Reagan, de
scribed another such incident. In 1981 he found himself seated next to 
Ambassador Hugo Margáin of Mexico during the annual Alfalfa Club 
dinner. The Mexican ambassador queried whether Washington might 
be interested in opening a discreet line of communication with the 
rebels in El Salvador. Haig recalls: "1 exploded: 'no longer,' 1 said, 
'would Washington deal secretly with insurgents who were attempt
ing to overthrow legal governments in the Westem Hemisphere."' 
Haig states that the Mexican ambassador displayed enormous relief, 
and "gripped my hand warmly. 'For years' he said fervently, '1 have 
been waiting for an American to speak words such as these. Tonight 1 
will go home and sleep well!"' (Haig 1984: 99). 

There seems to be a pattem here that merits closer examination. 
These incidents may represent no more than a diplomatic stratagem, 
or they may reflect a genuine willingness on the part of many Mexi
cans to collaborate with the United States, whether out of conviction 
or self-interest. A stunning example occurred during the United 
States' invasion of Mexico in 1846-1848, when General Winfield Scott 
had under his command a "company of 2,000 Mexican spies, who 
served so faithfully throughout the war that many received a reward 
of 20 dollars anda trip to Texas" (Phillip Smith 1971: 23). 

The motives that guided the many Mexicans who have established 
close ties with the United States-people like Carrillo Flores, Miguel 
Alemán, and Carlos Salinas de Gortari-are hard to gauge. The only 
sensible procedure is to document each instance in order to under
stand the dynamics that govem the clashes between nationalism and 
Mexico's relationship with the United States. In the case of Ambassa
dor Carrillo Flores, documents indicate that he adopted ideas put 
forward by a U.S. official as his own and used them to influence offi
cial Mexican policy. This was not necessarily an act of disloyalty or 
treason; rather, it may be an example of hegemonic domination. 
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Reappraising Mexico's Political System 

During the 1960s, newly developed methodological tools enabled 
scholars to embark on a detailed analysis of the Mexican political 
system, and this, in tum, produced a heightened and increasingly 
sophisticated awareness of Mexican affairs. Although the PRI was still 
generally considered to be the country's best political option, sugges
tions for reform were beginning to circulate and individuals in Mex
ico who had suffered under the regime were advised to be patient
change would come. 

This outlook rested on the underlying assumption, shared by the 
U.S. elite, that a peaceful and gradual reform of the political system 
was by far the best altemative, both for Mexico and for the United 
States. This view prevailed despite the elite's awareness of the Mexi
can regime's frequent spells of brutality, and its inherent contradic
tions found expression in a classic analysis of the Mexican political 
system. Frank Brandenburg dedicated his work to the "revolutionary 
family," which, he asserted, "transformed Mexico into a glowing ex
ample for the Latin American nations," but he also criticized the 
"fainily's authoritarian attitudes and failures" (1964: xii). This and 
similar judgments have significantly influenced the academic litera
ture on Mexican affairs and contributed to the glacial pace of political 
transition in Mexico. 

REASSESSING MEXICO 

In general terms, the United States' assessment of political events in 
Mexico in the 1960s was positive. Except for 1968, the varia,bles meas
uring Mexico's political behavior as reported in the Times ("general 
political overview," "orientation of the federal govemment," and 
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"democratization") received more positive than negative references 
during this decade (figures 16-17, 36-37). 

As noted earlier, Cuba provided a critical point of comparison in 
the U.S. elite's appreciation for Mexico's stability, to the extent that 
they were willing to overlook the means that were often employed to 
preserve it. In the early years of the Cuban Revolution, Washington 
feared that Mexico might become the next target of intemational 
Communism (Reston 1962). When it became clear that the Cuban 
revolutionaries would not intervene to encourage opposition groups 
in Mexico, the U.S. govemment began to advance the Mexican system 
as the model to emulate (Womack 1969). 

Brandenburg acknowledged that "in order to gain any influence 
upon the popular movements [in Latín America], we must present 
viable altematives to Marxism-Leninism-and the example set by the 
United States has proved not to be applicable." Brandenburg believed 
that Mexico embodied "what we need to know in order to inject new 
life into our global policies" (1964: 2). The State Department agreed, 
stating that the Mexican Revolution was an "example of the great 
revolutionary transformation in Latín America" free from Communist 
solutions (DOS 1961d: 7). To summarize, "thanks to Cuba," the 
United States now understood the advantages of a "stable, demo
cratic and prosperous Mexico, closely linked to the United States in 
economic terms, friendly and yet entirely sovereign" (NYT 1963d, 
1960d; Dec. 5, 1965). 

Although the U.S. elite had denounced the Mexican Revolution 
throughout the 1920s, during the 1960s they praised it, even suggest
ing that Mexico could take pride in the fact that it had eradicated any 
"leanings toward Communism." In a fairly macabre metaphor
considering the bloodshed of the Revolution-Mexico was compared 
toa "fortunate person, who has suffered a disease and subsequently 
acquired immunity" (NYT 1963d). One result was that stability and 
the PRI were defined as one, and the official party was legitimized 
because it incorporated the full gamut of Mexican political tendencies 
(Vemon 1963: 189; Brandenburg 1964: 3, 341). 

The notion that only the PRI shielded Mexico from total catastro
phe became consolidated. In 1962, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico 
suggested that "the destruction of the PRI will bring chaos" (DOS 
1962a). Raymond Vemon agreed with many "intelligent and discreet 
Mexicans, who feared the possibility of a break with the PRI's hegem
ony [and who suspected that] a multi-party system could result in a 
bloody spectacle of force and repression" (1963: 192). This myth has 
been crucial for the development of Mexican politics, because if we 
accept that there can be no substitute for the PRI, then any altemation 
in power is extremely risky. The resulting outcome for the domestic 
política! situation has been to invest the Mexican government with 
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extensive powers, exacerbating its authoritarian tendencies and cur
tailing viable arenas for the opposition forces that began to take shape 
during the 1960s. 

MEXICAN PRESIDENTS OF THE 19605 

An intense and unique relationship exists between Mexico's presi
dents and the U.S. elite. The elite concentrate their attention on the 
Mexican presidents because they are the most important players in 
the political system. Mexico's presidents, for their part, focus on the 
U.S. elite in hopes of identifying their hopes, fears, and weaknesses, 
and they exploit this knowledge for an extremely interesting form of 
blackmail. Although this peculiar interaction reached its apex during 
the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari, many of its essential fea
tures were already apparent during the 1960s. 

Adolfo López Mateos is perhaps the Mexican president who best 
exemplifies the intricacies of the Mexico-United States relationship. 
Although he voiced support for the extreme Left and defended Cuba 
and its intemational activism, he was the least criticized of the Mexi
can presidents in power between 1946 and 1986.1 Only 2 of the 246 
Times references to López Mateos were negative (figures 19-27}. Ac
cording to Paul Kennedy, despite López Mateos's radical declara
tions, Washington considered him to be "more conservative than left
wing" (NYT, Sept. 5, 1963}. The U.S. elite believed that Mexico's radi
calism was merely an exercise in rhetoric, basing their belief on pri
vate guarantees given by the presidents themselves (NYT, Jan. 10, 
1962).2 

Gustavo Díaz Ordaz also received very little criticism in the U.S. 
media, and his ideological orientation was rarely questioned (figure 
19}. According to the Times, foreign investors were awash in a "sea of 
euphoria" when they leamed of Díaz Ordaz's nomination as the PRI's 
presidential candidate (NYT, Jan. 22, 1965). Under Díaz Ordaz, Mex
ico was expected to "inch a little further right of center" (NYT 1963e}. 
The CIA offices in Mexico concurred with this assessment: "the fi
nancia! and business community reacted favorably" to Díaz Ordaz's 
candidacy, because they hoped that his govemment would be "more 
conservative than that of his predecessor" (CIA 1964: 4). Enthusiasm 
intensified as the new president-who formerly, as head of the Minis
try of Govemment, had dealt "harshly with pro-Communist demon
strations"-appointed a cabinet with a "pro-Westem, and in particu
lar pro-American" orientation (NYT, Oct. 10, Dec. 2, 1963). 

'Alemán was the most highly praised. 
'This view was shared by the Department of State. An official document noted that 

"López Mateos has adopted a middle-of-the-road position" (DOS 1962a). 
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The coverage that Lázaro Cárdenas received in the 1960s confirms 
the raising of U.S. consciousness. Although Cárdenas was still vilified 
in sorne circles, there was a growing number of positive assessments 
of his presidency, in clear contrast with reports in earlier decades 
(figure 19). In 1962, a Times editorial affirmed that, despite "wide
spread belief in the United States, Cárdenas was never anti-American, 
and certainly never was, or is, a Communist. His place in history is 
that of a patriotic Mexican, a defender of his people" (NYT 1961e). 

This generalized approbation of Mexico's presidents required dis
associating them from the darker aspects of the country's political 
system. For example, Vemon suggested that the president was con
strained by a "political strait-jacket: against growing obstacles, he 
seeks to gain the loyalty of each power source in the country" (1963: 
189). As long as the president could be seen as engineering political 
equilibrium in Mexico, the American elite could mentally separate 
him from the system. It seems very probable that sorne of Mexico's 
presidents spied new possibilities in these mental sleights of hand 
and made use of them, portraying themselves as warriors trying to 
reform a corrupt system. Simply by proclaiming democratic ideals, 
they could eam the goodwill of the United States-and broaden their 
maneuvering space for authoritarian action. 

A NEW REALISM 

Although the U.S. elite supported authoritarianism and embraced 
unsubstantiated assumptions such as the supposition that Mexico's 
presidents were democratically inclined, they were also open to more 
detailed and realistic analyses of the Mexican situation, so that even
tually the antiquated and discredited notion of Mexico as a democ
racy was abandoned. For example, Brandenburg provided a clear and 
perceptive description of the mechanisms that govemed the Mexican 
political system. His ideas would ultimately form part of a collective 
consciousness: Mexico was "ruled by an elite" centered around the 
executive, a "political sun" that rose and set in six-year cycles 
(Brandenburg 1964: 3, 141; see also Womack 1969). 

The CIA's level of awareness was on the rise as well. In 1964, this 
agency suggested that Mexico had a "patemalistic ... one party re
gime" that defied "conventional definition." And although the Mexi
can govemment was "speaking and spending vast sums in the devel
opment of the socialist principies of the Revolution," it was "in 
essence pragmatic" (CIA 1964: 152), maintaining only the "facade of 
adherence to the principie of multi-party, representative govemment" 
(CIA 1967a: 1). 
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The Times was also making efforts to come to terms with this unor
thodox system. One columnist noted that Mexico was politically 
"fairly distant from our notion of democracy" (Sulzberger 1962). 
Mexico's 1964 elections were described as a "pretense of a Western 
Democracy," because the deciding factor was the candidate's 
"selection" by the president (NYT, Dec. 2, 1964). Unknowingly, aca
demics, government officials, and joumalists were laying the intellec
tual foundations that would, a few years hence, support a definitive 
break with the image of Mexico's political system that had prevailed 
in the 1940s and 1950s. 

Not all components of this image were cast aside, however. Cer
tain elements (such as the United States' endorsement of Mexico's 
rejection of Communism) were retained (NYT, Dec. 14, 1962). Even 
so, how the U.S. elite viewed the Mexican Left changed dramatically. 
During the 1950s, Mexican leftists were labeled "Reds"; by the 1960s 
they were "left-wingers." The Times's attention shifted from tradi
tionalleft-wing parties to independent leftist movements, such as the 
Independent Peasant Central (CCI) or the National Liberation Move
ment (figure 33). 

This moderation of views resulted from an acknowledgment that 
the Mexican Left did not pose even the faintest threat to the estab
lished system. The U.S. Embassy in Mexico noted that the "extreme 
left is extremely divided, and incapable of competing effectively 
against the PRI's organization, might, and ideology." Moreover, this 
situation was deemed unlikely to change in the "near future" (DOS 
1965b: 2). The CIA added that Mexican labor leader Vicente Lom
bardo Toledano had an agreement with the government, which 
"partially subsidized" him to "gather information on Communist ac
tivities, creating divisions among Communist groups" (CIA 1964: 
153). Curiously, in other documents the CIA persevered in viewing 
Toledano as a "long-standing collaborator" with Communist organi
zations (CIA 1967b: 2). Both views were probably true. Many in 
Mexico in the 1960s harbored leftist views along with an allegiance to 
the revolutionary family. 

SociAL REBELUON, STA TE COEROON,INDIFFERENCE TO VIOLENCE 

For the U.S. elite, the greatest concems regarding Mexico during the 
1960s were the pervasive poverty in rural areas, possible divisions 
within the "revolutionary family," and middle-class revolts, including 
the physicians' and students' movements. Reflecting the elite's priori
ties, both the number and prominence of articles on Mexico's rural 
population increased. Concem was growing because Mexico was a 
largely rural nation and Americans considered that the "country's 
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peace and well-being are stilllargely based on conditions in the rural 
areas" (NYT, Jan. 17, 1964).3 

The Independent Peasant Central, founded in 1963, was immedi
ately described in the Times as 11politically left-wing, and fundamen
tally opposed to the United States and the Mexican government" 
(NYT, Jan. 8, 1963). The Times never covered the origins or objectives 
of the new Central, and most references to it were negative. The CCI 
was frequently criticized for its links to former president Lázaro 
Cárdenas. Although, as noted above, U.S. opinion on Cárdenas had 
softened, Americans still worried that Cárdenas might head up sorne 
11 anti-Yankee" organization, with 11 economic and political ideals of a 
radical nature, that would conflict with American policies and ideals" 
(NYT 1961d). Cárdenas was considered a potential risk precisely be
cause he had "a broad following among the peasant and Indian 
populations," whom he could have used to "steer his political actions 
along extremely problematic channels" (NYT, June 11, 1961). Exacer
bating this worry was the fact that Cárdenas was strongly sympa
thetic toward the Cubart Revolution. 

One important aspect of the bilateral relationship has always been 
the U.S. elite's position on and reactions to the use of force. A pattem 
was set during the 1960s in which the media and academic communi
ties in the United States completely ignored signs of serious popular 
discontent in Mexico and the Mexican government's brutal suppres
sion of dissidents.4 It was not uncommon for violations of human 
rights to be covered by the Mexico City press yet totally ignored by 
the U.S. media. For example, it appears that neither the Times nor any 
U.S. academic publication made reference to the slaughter of thirteen 
peasants in Chilpancingo, Guerrero, on December 30, 1960, despite 
the fact that this event made the front page of every Mexican news
paper (see Excélsior, El Nacional, andEl Universal editions for Decem
ber 31, 1960). 

In another example of differential coverage, in 1961, in gubemato
rial elections in San Luis Potosí, the PRI falsified the vote count to 
steal the election from popular civic leader Salvador Nava. Dr. Nava's 
supporters rallied to protest the fraud on September 15, 1961, but the 
demonstrators were soon violently dispersed by the army. Reports of 
these events in the Mexican press were aimed generally at discredit
ing the Navista movement. For example, an editorial in El Universal 
accused Nava of assuming 11histrionic attitudes at odds with the deco
rum demanded of anyone in public life," and having "no other aim 
but to occupy, by any means possible, the chair of command." Nava's, 

'The terms used by the Times correspondent were almost identical to those used by the 
CIA. See Kennedy 1963. 

'This confirms an important caveat regarding methodology: content analysis must be 
complemented with unpublished information. 
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behavior, continued this Mexican daily, "contrasts sharply with the 
ever-rich and ever-enriching program of a revolution in progress, 
implemented through legal institutions" (El Universal1968). What is 
important here is not the bias of the coverage but the fact that these 
events were reported on the front pages of most Mexican newspapers; 
they were completely disregarded by the Times correspondent in 
Mexico. 

In May 1962, the assassination of peasant leader Rubén Jaramillo 
and his family was covered by the Mexico City press, though only on 
inside pages. It received no mention at all in the Times, even though 
this same paper had published an article on Jaramillo during the 
1950s (NYT, Mar. 13, 1954).5 Then in 1967 more peasants were 
slaughtered in Guerrero. On May 17 of that year, Excélsior published a 
brief note, on an inside page, stating that "nine people were killed 
and more than twenty wounded during a skirmish between police 
and householders in Atoyac de Álvarez, on the Costa Grande." This 
assault sparked an armed movement in Guerrero, which-together 
with guerrilla movements in several other states--constitutes one di
mension of Mexico's political evolution over the last thirty years.6 

The physicians' movement of 1964-1965 is another case that re
ceived no attention in the United States but gamered extensive media 
coverage in Mexico, most of which was directed at discrediting it. 

The National Action Party (PAN), meanwhile, continued to par
ticipate in elections. On June 2, 1968, the PAN won the mayoral and 
state congressional elections in Baja California, but the seated state 
congress overtumed the results in an electoral fraud documented in 
the national media but ignored by the Times (Sauer 1974: 131-33). 

The swelling wave of dissent in Mexico encompassed diverse 
populations and regions. Its adherents ranged from radical peasants 
in impoverished rural communities to conservative urban profes
sionals. Their protests were either ignored or de-emphasized by the 
U.S. elite, although there was little doubt that the regime in Mexico 
was poised to stifle all forros of opposition through a combination of 
coercion and persuasion. This indifference was not uncalculated; 
Washington was well aware of the methods employed by the Mexi
can ruling classes. One CIA document explored the entrenched gov
emment's capacity to "suppress" threats to its stability (CIA 196Sb: 0-
1). Another report wryly noted that Mexico's security agencies carried 
out "missions" when "so ordered ... without overmuch regard for 
legalities" (CIA 1966b: 2). 

'It was extremely negative and poorly researched, far and away the worst piece of 
coverage on Mexico to appear in the Times over the period considered in this study. 

'The history of Mexican guerrilla movements is explored in Montemayor 1991; Hirales 
1982; Hodges 1995; Tello 1995. 
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During the 1960s, each negative reference in the Times to acts of 
repression carried out by the Mexican government was offset by three 
inforrnative references (figures 40, 43). Yet as the decade wore on, 
there was a growing trend toward objective coverage of the abuses 
committed by the Mexican government. Washington' s decision to 
turn a blind eye to certain practices in the Mexican political system 
probably expanded the maneuvering space for the Mexican govem
ment to act repressively/ using violence against its detractors and 
opponents while simultaneously denying them a platforrn from 
which to object. This lack of interest was not limited to the United 
States; Mexico was also ignored by Third World and socialist nations, 
which for one reason or another decided to neither criticize the Mexi
can government nor support its opponents. It seems likely that the 
stance these nations adopted significantly slowed the growth and 
consolidation of a viable opposition, contributing to the exasperat
ingly slow pace of political transition in Mexico. 

THE STUDENT MOVEMENT OF 1968 

The 1968 student movement was a watershed in Mexican history, 
marking the starting point of a long-awaited transition. The U.S. 
elite' s reaction combined an improved understanding of Mexican 
reality with solid support for the established regime and an obsession 
for peaceable and controlled change. It has been suggested that the 
uprisings in 1968 surprised most analysts of Mexican political affairs. 
This is only partly true; the CIA had already sounded an alarrn in 
1967 when it pointed out that the success of Mexico's educational 
system had allowed the middle classes to achieve a "level of sophisti
cation that can bring them into conflict with the Mexican system of 
patemalistic government" (CIA 1967a: 1). 

Many Americans were clearly able to take the student movement 
in stride, a remarkable improvement over their response to the rail
road workers' movement in 1958. Two-thirds of all Times references 
to the 1958 movement were negative; in 1968 only one-fourth of all 
references were critica! of the Mexican students. The government was 
criticized only twice for its repressive tactics in 1958 but 16 times in 
1968 (figure 43). The Times's outlook regarding the opposition had 
also changed. The paper quoted 9 opposition members by name in 
1958; this number rose to 20 in 1968. There were no quotes from un
named members of the opposition published during 1958; in 1968, 20 
anonymous sources were quoted on the student movement. Evidently 
the regime's detractors and opponents were finally gaining a voice. 

'This supposition is based on subsequent events and comparisons with other nations. 
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One preeminent joumalist of this new era of greater openness was 
the Times's Henry Ginigero Despite his own disapproval of university
based radicalism, he provided excellent coverage of the 1968 student 
movement. His disceming analyses contrasted sharply with the re
ports filed by other intemational news agencies or the Mexican press, 8 

and they eamed him a National Press Club awardo Giniger pointed 
out the Mexican govemment's tendency to portray "student violence 
as part of a subversive plot, abetted by foreign and Communist agita
tors" (NYf, Augo 4, 1968)0 He believed that problems arose because 
"the police had overstepped the mark," a detail that received incom
plete and biased coverage in the Mexican presso He emphasized the 
modest scope of the students' demands: to defend constitutional re
forms, root out corruption, and encourage the development of de
mocracy (NYf, Sept. 9, 1968}0 Sorne years later, he commented that 
although the Mexican students "sometimes exaggerated or made un
founded accusations," he considered that theirs had been "a liberal 
movement, whose aim was to open up the system" (author interview, 
1983)0 Giniger's efforts to understand this movement led him to con
elude that the reforms the students advocated were necessary in order 
to put Mexico on the path toward democracy, and that such an out
come would benefit both Mexico and the United Stateso9 

Then on October 2, 1968, carne the event that would forever sym
bolize the Mexican govemment's repression of dissidents: the brutal 
massacre at Tlatelolcoo The official version of that day's events influ
enced an editorial appearing in the daily Novedades: 

Upon arriving in the square, the army was met with gun
fire from snipers shooting from nearly buildingso o o o The 
aggressive insurgents, whose lack of patriotism was clearly 
evident, especially in light of Mexico's imminent intema
tional obligations [Mexico was about to host the 1968 
Olympic Games], launched a premeditated attack on the 
army, whose toll was an as-yet-unknown number of dead 
soldiers, plus the wounds sustained by General José 
Hemández Toledo (Novedades 1968)0 

All of the blame for this horrendous event was laid on the studentso 
The story by Paul Montgomery, who was standing in for Giniger 

while the latter covered a coup in Panama, differed radically from the 
Novedades versiono According to Montgomery, "Federal troops 
opened fire against the students o o o killing at least 20, and wounding 

'See NYT, Augo 1, 19680 An excellent joumalistic anthology on the role played by the 
Mexican media is Cano 19930 

'We should bear in mind that Giniger was able to publish his views thanks to the sup
port of his publishers in New York, reflecting the growing predominance of liberal 
ideologies throughout the 1960so 
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over 100" (NYT, Oct. 3, 1968). He later provided a detailed descrip
tion of events, and this account was substantiated by a number of 
other Times correspondents (NYT, Oct. 5, 1968; see also NYT, Oct. 13, 
1968). 

Curiously, the Times also published articles that adhered to press 
releases from the Mexican government. Openly contradicting Mont
gomery, Sidney Thomas Wise suggested that the students were con
trolled by a "group of left-wing agitators and would-be politicians 
[whose strategy] seems more concemed with ridiculing the govem
ment and creating chaos, than with finding a solution for student 
problems." Practically all their demands, Wise added, were "negative 
and destructive" (NYT, Jan. 9, 1969). 

1'HE BILATERAL UNDERSTANDING'S CONTINUED RELEVANCE 

The 1968 student movement demonstrated that the implicit pact of 
mutual support between Mexican and U.S. elites remained in force. 
When Mexicans close to the regime suggested that the student mobi
lization was the result of an intemational conspiracy fostered in part 
by the FBI and the CIA, 10 Washington maintained a discreet silence 
which, in political terms, constituted no less than full support for the 
Mexican regime. 11 The U.S. Embassy in Mexico, meanwhile, accepted 
the official version of events and criticized Giniger's coverage (author 
interview with Giniger, 1983). 

Not everyone in the U.S. government thought the same way. A 
State Department study group on student unrest, created to look at 
student uprisings around the world, eventually accepted the Mexican 
government's assertion that the Tlatelolco massacre was the result of 
a ''bloody confrontation" (DOS 1969a: 1-2). However, the study 
group disagreed with the Mexican government's theory regarding the 
involvement of foreign elements. The State Department believed that 
"even with the aid of foreigners [the Mexican students] would never 
have maintained their strike for such a long period of time, unless 
their dissatisfaction were extremely extended and widespread." It 
was also noted that the Communists' role within the student move
ment was mentioned "far more frequently than it is confirmed." The 
students, this document concluded, could simply have been "the 

10Such claims appeared in Veraza 1968 and informed Alberto Beltrán's popular cartoon 
for El Día, Aug. 25, 1968. See Cano 1993 and also the coverage in Excélsior andEl Día, 
Aug. 10, 1968. 

"Washington's response is reminiscent of its reaction to the accusations of treason 
levied by the followers of Miguel Alemán against Ezequiel Padilla following his in
terview with the Times. 
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detonator of events that would have taken place anyway" (DOS 
1969a, 1969b: 8). 

Despite such differences of opinion, the U.S. elite (government, 
media, and intellectuals) persevered in their support for Mexico's 
ruling party, but they also began to suggest gradual and peaceful re
forms, to be implemented from the top down (a position they hold to 
this day). According to the State Department study group's final re
port, "despite the PRI's profound dishonesty, the students had to be 
convinced that the party still is, or can again become, a vital force for 
political and social change, as well as economic development"(DOS 
1969a). It is very revealing that it was the victims of authoritarianism 
who were charged with developing a more sensible and mature out
look in the future, a view that also still prevails. 

The Times followed a similar editorial line: "if the [PRI] aims to 
maintain its position as the instrument of a permanent revolution, it 
must open spaces for the younger generations [and prove its] concern 
for social inequalities and corruption in Mexican life." The Times 
stated that "repression cannot [lead to] the revolutionary renovation 
that [the PRI] claims to represent" (NYT 1968).12 The Times was, in 
effect, politely suggesting that the regime embark upon a peaceful, 
gradual, and voluntary reform process. 

In summary, although the U.S. elite now hadan improved grasp 
on Mexican reality, the majority of them simply adapted their con
sciousness to the point where they could countenance the support 
being provided to this repressive, corrupt, and antidemocratic gov
ernment because, they argued, it was still capable of maintaining a 
much-valued stability and it was friendly toward the United States. 
Their stance seemed justified in light of Mexico' s continued economic 
growth and the regime's apparent impregnability. The Americans 
continued to hope that the system would reform itself, gradually. 
Although we cannot divine what might have ensued if perceptions 
had been different, we can suggest that the elite's expectations may 
explain the wide latitude given to President Luis Echeverría (1970-
1976) when he embarked upon a reform of the Mexican political sys
tem with all the grace and delicacy of a hurricane. 

"Two years later, the Times's interpretation remained the same. See NYT 1970b. 





13 
Journalists, Academics, 
and Graduate Students 

GROWING lNTEREST, CHANGING ATTITUDES 

After the benchmark year of 1968, the U.S. goverrunent, media, and 
academic communities demonstrated growing interest in Mexico. A 
parallel increase in articles on Mexican affairs published by the Times 
demonstrated that, indeed, Mexico was now a higher priority. Over 
the forty-ones years covered in the content analysis, the Times pub
lished 441 articles measuring between 60 and 121 cm. in length. Of 
these, 344 (78 percent) appeared between 1970 and 1986. A third of all 
front-page articles appeared between 1980 and 1986. A similar pat
tem can be detected in correspondents' dispatches, editorials, op-ed 
pieces, and letters to the editor. Four hundred and fifty-six of the 
1,328 articles by the Times Mexico correspondents appeared between 
1980 and 1986 (figures 6-7). Not only did articles on Mexico become 
more numerous; they also became longer. Of the 158 stories on Mex
ico published after 1946 that ran toa half-page or more, 118 (75 per
cent) were published after 1970. 

U.S. law prohibits the release of certain recent official memoran
dums or reports. However, one document that is publicly available 
attests unequivocally to Mexico's growing importance for Washing
ton. In 1978, President Jimmy Carter ordered the first-ever presiden
tia! review memorandum (PRM) to evaluate the relationship between 
Mexico and the United States: Presidential Review Memorandum 41. 

In the academic literature, approximately 80 percent of ninety
three texts on Mexican affairs published in the United States after 
World War 11 were published after 19701 and were written for a gen-

1Based on an excellent literature review conducted by Roderic Camp (1990a). 



146 Chapter 13 

eration deeply influenced by the spirit of the 1960s and 1970s.2 The 
authors of these works were not alone in their interest in Mexico. 
Over a thousand doctoral theses on Mexican affairs were submitted to 
U.S. universities between 1975 and 1984. The National Directory of 
Latín Americanists published by the Library of Congress in 1985 lists 
4,915 researchers, 1,400 of whom specialize in Mexico; 518 of the 2,600 
members of the Latin American Studies Association (LASA) identify 
themselves as "Mexico specialists"; and there are 227 members of the 
Committee on Mexican Studies within the Conference on Latin 
American History (Coatsworth 1987: 17-18). 

Discussion of Mexican affairs also surged in U.S. military maga
zines. Although there was no large numerical increase ( of 35 articles 
published between 1949 and 1988, 15 appeared between 1949 and 
1969, and 20 between 1970 and 1988), there was a significant shift in 
subject matter-as attention tumed toward the problems of contem
porary Mexico-and in the treatment of certain subjects that had been 
issues of contention in the past, such as the Mexican War. The United 
States had consistently blamed Mexico for the war, but by the 1960s 
there was also a realization that it may well ha ve been "one of the 
most unjust wars waged by a stronger against a weaker nation" 
(Taylor 1982: 67). In contrast to the 1950s and 1960s articles in military 
magazines that touted the merits of Guadalajara and Chapala as re
tirement spots for military veterans, Fred Reed suggested in a 1979 
article in the Air Force Times that Guadalajara was not an earthly 
paradise after all and, further, that Americans were not necessarily an 
exceptional people. In Guadalajara, he pointed out, officers could re
tire comfortably on ample pensions that allowed them to live with 
"distinctiveness, charm, elegance and servants." The pensions of 
those who had served only as enlisted men, however, would restrict 
them to the city's poor barrios. 

In describing Guadalajara's community of approximately 7,000 
American retirees, Reed noted that a portion pursued at least sorne 
form of productive activity, but others were dedicated to drink. 
"Night after night, in place after place," Reed recounts, "we ran into 
boisterous drunks, maudlin drunks, tearful drunks." The community 
was separated into "widows" and "soon-to-be-widows," for this was 
a "geriatric community, and the old die." Reed criticized the Ameri
cans' "remarkable ability for living in a country without really being 
in it, for spending three years in Germany without leaming German. 
And now, in retirement, for being in Mexico, without really living in 
Mexico." Relationships with the Mexican community were not poor; 
they were nonexistent. "The Mexicans seem to tolerate the Americans 

'This was a common thread that emerged in the author's interviews with John Bailey, 
Wayne Cornelius, and David Ronfeldt. 
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as being more silly than obnoxious." The American women obses
sively recited mantras such as "keep your hand on your wallet, your legs 
crossed, and for God's sake don't-drink-the-water." Their fear of preying 
and malevolent Mexicans, Reed reported, bordered on paranoia 
(Reed 1979: 4-10). 

Like the "lost generation" of early-twentieth-century writers
John Dos Pasos, Lincoln Stephens, and John Reed-Fred Reed used 
Mexico as a pretext for his critica! reflection on American culture. 
What is extraordinary is that a publication produced by and for the 
military would print such a severe self-analysis. But in the 1970s, every
thing was suspect and anything was possible. 

JüURNALISTS 

During this period, the people responsible for producing and dis
seminating ideas in the United States stopped blindly accepting offi
cial declarations as fact and recovered their role of watchdog over 
government actions. This spirit touched joumalists as well. Howard 
Bray suggested that "social mobilizations and protest politics" re
sulted in a "new and revolutionary attitude towards government and 
authority in general" (1980: 112). David Halberstam pointed out that 
"a generation [of joumalists] who covered Vietnam would never 
again place much confidence in their government" (1980: 567), in a 
twist that clearly altered Washington's relationship with the media. In 
February 1976, George Bush, then director of the CIA, issued a direc
tive to limit the occasions on which the intelligence agency would 
collaborate with the press (Loch Johnson 1989: 5). 

The new government-media relationship was not overtly antago
nistic. The media were still willing to defend the United States' na
tional security and other interests, but the government now had to 
prove that national security was at risk and the media had to agree 
with this evaluation. Such was the case in 1977, a year after the "Bush 
directive," when the CIA managed to convince a number of newspa
pers to postpone reporting on the recovery of a Soviet submarine lost 
in the Pacific (Bray 1980: 148ff). To this day the press remains willing 
to collaborate with the government, as long as there is consensus that 
a genuine threat to national security exists or that there is a need to 
protect U.S. interests (Armstrong 1983: 23). In most instances, how
ever, government and the press each goes its own way, fulfilling the 
functions each is assigned in the social contract. 

Over the course of the 1970s, U.S. society shifted toward the center 
of the ideological spectrum. An increasingly educated and critica! 
readership was forcing many newspapers to revise their often con
spicuously conservative bent. The owner of the Los Angeles Times 
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grudgingly conceded that "newspapers can only survive by adapting 
to their new readership," and this adjustment called for a new gen
eration of knowledgeable, discerning joumalists, willing to formulate 
"relevant questions" and able to "interpret and analyze, and not 
merely to 'report."' These requisites were reflected in a professional 
code that demands objectivity, condemns ideological bias, and pro
hibits the deliberate defense of vested interests.3 Analysts of the U.S. 
media agree that these transformations had their strongest impact on 
newspapers' intemational coverage (Gottlieb and Wolf 1977: 530,438, 
454-55, respectively). 

ACADEMICS 

Both the quantity and quality of research on Mexican affairs rose sig
nificantly beginning in the 1970s, building on a foundation laid down 
by a group of young U.S. scholars who conducted their dissertation 
research in Mexico during the 1960s. William O' Antonio and William 
Form studied the National Action Party and its supporters in Ciudad 
Juárez; Lawrence Graham analyzed political conditions in Guana
juato; Richard Fagen and William Tuohy conducted similar studies in 
Jalapa, Veracruz; and David Ronfeldt produced a sophisticated inter
pretation of authoritarian control mechanisms in Mexico's rural mi
lieu. In addition, established scholar Karl Schmitt researched the 
Mexican Communist Party (O' Antonio and Form 1965; Graham 1968; 
Fagen and Tuohy 1972; Ronfeldt 1973; Schmitt 1965). 

The range of research topics has continued to expand to include 
the burgeoning technocracy, the role of the business sector, the rela
tionship between politics and the economy, the opposition, the bu
reaucracy, peasants, the armed forces, student politics, labor unions, 
urban movements, nongovemmental organizations; the list goes on.4 

Other topics were largely ignored, however, and many students of 
Mexico eventually abandoned the field. Nonetheless, the foundation 
laid down in the 1960s held firm for a new generation of Mexico spe
cialists. 

Of course, not all the new research was creditable. For example, 
James Dalessandro erroneously affirmed that the 1968 student 
movement sought to "overthrow or destroy the govemment" (1977-

'Of course, ideological preferences or defense of the media's own interests did not 
disappear. But when they influenced joumalists' reporting, it was with much greater 
subtlety. 

'On these topics, see Grindle 1977a; Camp 1980, 1982; Derossi 1971; Shafer 1973; Max
field and Anzaldúa 1987; Bennett and Sharpe 1985; Stevens 1974; Bailey 1988; Peter 
Smith 1979; Steven Sanderson 1981; Ronfeldt 1973, 1984; Tuohy and Ames 1970; 
Mabry 1982; Roxborough 1986; Thorup and Ayres 1982. 
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78: 52-53). Rex Applegate offered another extraordinarily short
sighted analysis when he suggested that in 1985 Mexico "fulfilled 
most of the necessary conditions and elements for a Communist
inspired power take-over" because the Mexican economy was 
"virtually socialized" (1985: 85). This may be the kind of research that 
prompted Sol Sanders to suggest that in the United States the field of 
Latin American studies had become a refuge for "third-rate academ
ics" (1987: 52). 

In any case, the new generation of Mexico scholars generally 
brought with them a fresh and more open attitude. One important 
result was the gradual disappearance of unflattering, even insulting, 
comparisons of Mexico with the United States. These began to fade 
after Brandenburg noted the "insuperable differences" between the 
two nations and recommended that Mexico be analyzed as it was; any 
other approach would result in a "victory for irrationality, for partial 
truths and falsehoods" (1964: 142). Osear Lewis also noted that when 
writing The Children of Sanchez, he had no desire to view Mexico 
through "the mental fabric of the American middle classes" (1963: xi). 
Those comparisons that remained, which were invariably flattering to 
the United States, were much toned down from portraits sketched out 
in earlier decades. 

The Mexicanists' methodology also changed. Previous generations 
had relied largely on secondary sources. They rarely ventured outside 
of Mexico City, and they often seemed more interested in anecdotes 
than in rigorous analysis. But the 1968 student movement and the 
government's violent reaction to it forced observers of Mexican affairs 
to formulate new questions and pursue new research findings (author 
interview with Wayne Comelius, February 1996).5 

This new attitude also informed Evelyn Stevens's pioneering work 
on social protest in Mexico and the mechanisms the regime developed 
in order to control it beginning in 1965.6 One of the myths shattered 
by Stevens's research was the idea that Mexicans will not open up to 
foreigners. Vincent Padgett, for example, held that "Mexican politi
cians are not easily cultivated. The Mexican politician must know the 
observer very well before silence is broken." Padgett suggested that 
"the large number of unknown aspects in Mexican politics" was a 
result of this fact (1966: viii). Padgett's observations date from 1965, 
the same year that Stevens began interviewing 203 "communicative" 
participants in social movements. According to Stevens, these indi
viduals "seemed to be waiting for someone willing to share their ex
periences," and her status as a foreign academic proved to be of little 

'This applied to both U.S. and Mexican researchers. Pablo González Casanova's influ
ential Democracy in Mexico, for example, was published in its original Spanish
language version in 1965. 

'The publication process delayed the appearance of her work until1974. 
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or no irnportance (1974: 17). Susan Eckstein reported similar experi
ences when working with irnpoverished urban populations in Mexico 
(1977). Henry Giniger also found students involved in the 1968 
movement to be cooperative and willing to talk.7 

In brief, the Mexican population's traditional mistrust of foreign
ers was shown not to exist. Most Mexicans were (and are) more than 
willing to share their experiences. What had been missing were re
searchers and joumalists able to formulate relevant questions and 
willing to listen to the answers. 

In his Mexican Democracy: A Critica[ View, Kenneth Johnson states 
from the outset that his text is substantially based "on a type of litera
ture which is not well represented in the annals of American acade
mia, which is to say, clandestine protest literature" from both the 
Right and the Left.R Although his research is not universally ap
plauded, Johnson made a number of irnportant observations. One 
was that the Mexican govemment frequently went to great lengths to 
court U.S. scholars. Openly criticizing his teacher, Vincent Padgett, 
Johnson wrote that "much about Mexican politics goes unknown 
sirnply because scholars [prefer taking] the safe route of a 'sweetheart 
contract' with the PRI." "The Mexican political system," Johnson 
mused, "has a curious anomaly. It is that once the researcher is wel
comed into the official family, he is not likely to be free to mingle 
openly with the unofficial congeries of 'out groups' that do not enjoy 
the PRI's favor" (1971: 3-4). 

U.S. scholars on the Left also began to pay more attention to Mex
ico; one of the most prolific and rigorous was James Cockcroft (see, 
especially, 1983). Others convened to establish the North American 
Congress on Latin America (NACLA) in 1967. Although many or
ganizations bom during the 1960s disappeared once their founders' 
long hair thinned and rebellious spirits calmed, this group continues 
to produce its bimonthly periodical, NACLA Report on the Americas, 
which presents solid research from a leftist perspective. NACLA's 
thirty-year history traces the evolution of leftist ideas in the United 
States: the strident radicalism of the 1960s and 1970s (which led sorne 
of NACLA's founders to posit that "revolution was around the comer 
and so was repression") gradually gave way to increasingly reflective 
viewpoints, though NACLA members have not lost their critica! 
edge.9 

Mexico was not always a priority for NACLA members. They first 
focused on U.S. policies toward Latin America in general, and later on 

'The results of the content analysis also demonstrate that the number of opposition 
members who spoke with Times correspondents increased between 1970 and 1986. 

'Among other things, Johnson's groundbreaking research resulted in his deportation 
from Mexico a year after his book was published. 

'For an overview of the first fifteen years of NACLA, see Shapiro 1981: 48. 
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Chile's Popular Unity government, the coup that ousted Allende, and 
the military regimes that soon took power in South America. During 
the 1980s, NACLA's attention tumed to the conflicts in Central 
America. But despite the fact that Mexico received scant early atten
tion from NACLA, this organization's few observations were re
markably original. For example, the NACLA Report published an in
terview with a Mexican guerrilla fighter and an analysis of American 
"colonies" in Mexico (NACLA 1972; Baird and McCaughan 1974). 

Improved understanding of Mexico's political system, founded on 
refinements in political theory, was also apparent in mainstream re
search. In 1964, Spanish theorist Juan Linz shattered the dichotomy of 
democratic and totalitarian regimes by establishing a third category, 
authoritarian regimes. Susan Kaufman Purcell later drew on Linz's 
work to classify Mexico as an authoritarian regime, a usage that has 
become widespread (Purcell1973). 

Interestingly, the pace at which ideas changed differed from area 
to area within the field of Mexican studies in the United States. Al
though ideas about Mexico's economy were evolving rapidly, atti
tudes toward its political system proved more resistant to change. 
Regarding the former, Raymond Vemon offered sorne cautious sug
gestions for improving Mexico's economic model in the 1960s. In 
1971, Roger Hansen upped the ante with an extremely critica! analy
sis of Mexican development. During the 1980s, with the rise of neo
liberal thinking, critiques of Mexico's economic structure became 
positively harsh, with Washington openly advocating a fundamental 
transformation in the country's development model. U.S. academics' 
stance regarding the Mexican political system, on the other hand, has 
been largely uncritical, tending toward excusing the regime's multiple 
flaws. 

We should take note here of the gaps in knowledge about Mexico 
that signal the limits of possible or potential consciousness. Despite 
sorne exceptions, such as Roderic Camp's research on the relationship 
between businessmen and politicians in Mexico (Camp 1989; see also 
Maxfield and Anzaldúa 1987), U.S. perceptions of certain Mexican 
issues-the private sector, particular aspects of the political system, 
the state's use of coercion, and the negative impacts of U.S. policies
suffered from surprising and serious lacunas. The imperfect knowl
edge that resulted, and which was occasionally hard to understand, 
affected the work of Alan Riding, who wrote for the Times from Mex
ico between 1979 and 1983. The Times published 434 pieces by Riding, 
and these accounted for a third of all articles produced by eleven cor
respondents working in Mexico over the nearly five decades consid
ered in the content analysis (figure 6). Soon after leaving Mexico, 
Riding published a well-researched and insightful best-seller on 
Mexican affairs (Riding 1985). While living in Mexico, Riding had 
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enjoyed access to practically all levels of Mexican life. Nevertheless, 
his book mysteriously overlooks, or scarc~ly mentions, a number of 
important topics. Was this a conscious decision, or were these gaps in 
consciousness over which he had no control? 

ACADEMICS ANO SOCIETIES 

One of the most interesting but least studied aspects of the bilateral 
relationship is the manner in which a dialogue has gradually been 
established between the two societies. This section describes the basic 
elements in this process, in which the U.S. and Mexican academic 
communities played a central role. This raises a difficult question: to 
what extent should outsiders take responsibility for understanding 
Mexico, and what is Mexico's own responsibility in this area? 

Preceding discussions of the transformation of ideas included the 
suggestion that a number of events in Mexico received little attention 
from the United States largely because the Mexican government was 
able to redirect attention toward Mexico's independent stance in the 
foreign policy arena. Another contributing factor was Mexicans' ap
parent limited capacity to articulate an altemative vision orto present 
such a vision to other societies. This long-lived isolation has gradually 
given way to an increasing openness, nourishing a new relationship 
between the two societies. Neither inter-American relations nor the 
last thirty years of Mexico's history can be fully understood without 
getting a grasp on this little-understood social dialogue.10 

As noted earlier, throughout the 1960s academics, missionaries, 
and Peace Corps volunteers played an active role in building social 
networks between the United States and the countries of Latin Amer
ica. But Mexico, intent on isolating itself from extemal impacts, dis
couraged most missionary groups and refused entry to the Peace 
Corps. This meant that only the academic community was in a posi
tion to bridge the gap that had long existed between Mexico and the 
United States (and which had been exacerbated by Mexico's loss of 
territory to the United States during the first half of the nineteenth 
century). The ill will between the countries had also undermined 
Mexican interest in the United States as a focus of academic research. 

After World War 11, there was a resurgence of academic interest in 
the United States among pioneering Mexican academics such as 
Daniel Cosío Villegas, Josefina Vázquez, and José Luis Orozco, a 
trend that gathered momentum throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 
Consistent with Mexico's new intemational opening, intemational 
studies centers were created at Mexico's National Autonomous Uni-

"For recent studies of social networks, see Aguayo 1993a; Frederick 1993; Ronfeldt 
1993; Thorup 1993. 
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versity (UNAM) and the Colegio de México, where Mario Ojeda, 
Olga Pellicer, and Lorenzo Meyer, among others, were advocating 
more research on the United States and U.S. affairs. This coincided 
with the American academic community's growing interest in Mex-
• 11 
lCO. 

Dialogue increased slowly but steadily. One indicator of this was 
the practice of including both Mexican and U.S. authors in edited 
volumes, an apparent acknowledgment of the two groups' academic 
parity.12 This initiative began in the United States in 1966 when Stan
ley Ross published Is the Mexican Revolution Dead?, which included 
contributions by Mexican authors. This project met with the Mexican 
govemment's approval, and in 1972 the Ministry of Education (SEP) 
published the book in Spanish translation, incorporating additional 
Mexican authors including, significantly, then president Luis Eche
verría (Ross 1966, 1972). 

Binational collaboration spread. In 1977 the first book coedited by 
a Mexican andan American appeared (Reyna and Weinert). By 1994, 
nineteen such coeditions had appeared. Other publications were 
written jointly by a Mexican and a U.S. academic, such as Daniel Levy 
and Gabriel Székely's Mexico, Paradoxes of Stability and Change (1983). 
Robert Pastor and Jorge Castañeda appeared as coauthors of Limits to 
Friendship (1988) (although most of its chapters were written by one or 
the other; only the preface and conclusion were written jointly).13 

The increased level of communication between the two societies 
was reflected in the Times coverage of Mexican affairs and events. 
One aspect was the rising number of Mexican opposition members 
and U.S. officials willing to be interviewed (figures 10-11). In October 
1986 the Times published a week-long series of highly critical articles 
on Mexico, prompting Mario Moya Palencia, Mexico's ambassador to 
the United Nations, to dub it a "week of infamy." The series quoted 
fifteen Americans by name: eight government officials, seven academ
ics, and one businessman. The articles also quoted unnamed infor
mants from the CIA, the army, the State Department, the U.S. Em
bassy in Mexico, the DEA, Customs, and the Census Bureau. Many 
Mexicans were quoted as well, all by name; they included eight gov-

11The Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies at the University of California, San Diego has 
played a fundamental role in the evolution of research and the establishment of a bi
national dialogue. 

12For sorne of the Mexican authors, this also entailed sorne political risk; Mexican na
tionals with a research focus on the United States were viewed with suspicion until 
fairly recently and were often accused of being CIA informants. 

1'This new era of collaborative research presented new questions. Whichauthor should 
appear first in texts where both contributed equally? In 1990, Sergio Aguayo and 
Bruce Bagley developed a simple formula that has become the standard: in the 
Spanish-language edition, the Mexican author appears first; in the English edition, 
the American researcher takes precedence. 
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ernment officials, five academics, five businessmen, and one com
munist leader. Although approximately as many Mexicans as Ameri
cans were quoted, the two groups differed in terms of their rank 
within their respective national hierarchies, reflecting the power 
asymmetry that exists between the two nations. The Mexicans quoted 
in the series included Mexico's secretary of defense, attomey general, 
minister of foreign affairs, high-ranking members of the PRI, presi
dential advisers, and the like. Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, then a member of 
the Democratic Current of the PRI, Amoldo Martínez Verdugo, from 
the Mexican Left, members of the PAN, and a sprinkling of academics 
also provided information for the series. 

MEXICAN GRADUATE STUDENTS IN THE UNITED STA TES 

The heightened level of dialogue was facilitated by an increase in the 
number of Mexican institutions and scholars interested in the United 
States. President Echeverría nurtured this development, probably 
without anticipating the wide-ranging consequences of the dynamic 
he had unleashed. In the early 1970s, a U.S. studies program was 
created at the Center for Economic Research and Teaching (CIDE) in 
Mexico City. Similar programs were set up at the Colegio de México, 
the UNAM, the Universidad de las Américas, and elsewhere in Mex
ico. Academic personnel to staff these programs were recruited from 
among the thousands of Mexicans who had done graduate studies in 
the United States with scholarship support from Mexico's National 
Council for Science and Technology (CONACYT), created by Eche
verría in 1970. These students not only increased dialogue between 
the two academic communities; they also constituted the axis around 
which a new elite would form that would eventually replace the old 
political cadres. 

About 66,950 Mexican students-some 5,500 per year-were en
rolled at U.S. universities between 1975 and 1986 (Coatsworth 1987).14 

Sorne of them would go on to change the profile of Mexico's ruling 
elite in the 1980s. Both Carlos Salinas and Ernesto Zedillo, for exam
ple, studied economics as graduate students in the United States 
during the 1970s. Upon their retum to Mexico, they were able to im
plement their economic model for Mexico, rooted in a further revolu
tion in economic thinking. Something that went unnoticed, however, 
was that these sophisticated "technocrats" still retained the authori
tarian disposition they had inherited from their populist predecessors. 

"For the 1985-86 academic year, over half of the Mexican students were pursuing a 
bachelor's degree; nearly a third were graduate students; and the rest were in Eng
lish language programs. 
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Luis Echeverría: Hope, Then Crisis 

Despite the glacial rate of transformation in Mexico's political system 
from 1968 onward, the country has undergone substantial changes, 
most of which fall into three categories:1 

• The ruling group's capacity for maintaining its authoritarian re
lationships of domination has diminished. That is, the old blend 
of hegemony and coercion is no longer as effective as it once was. 
Evidence in support of this observation includes the dissolution 
of the main political police (the DFS) in 1985 and the exhaustion 
of the economic model inherited from the Mexican Revolution. 

• Independent social forces have emerged or become consolidated 
and now operate across Mexico's entire sociopolitical spectrum. 
These include opposition parties, independent news media, social 
movements, and nongovernmental organizations. 

• The importance of extemal factors-particularly the United 
States-for national affairs has increased. Although Washington's 
support for the established leadership continues unabated, new 
constraints on the Mexican state's use of coercion have hastened 
the regime's decline and the appearance and evolution of alter
native forces. 

For our examination of the importance of these variables and the 
interactions among them, rather than continue the analysis by divid
ing the study period into two main eras, from this point forward in
formation will be organized chronologically by presidential admini
stration, though the same subject areas will be examined: foreign 

'These categories are adapted from Skocpol1979. 
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policy, the economy, and politics. The thread that weaves the analysis 
together is also the same: U.S. perceptions of Mexico and the United 
States' importance for Mexico's way of life, and especially for its po
litical system. 

The first presidential administration that made a serious effort to 
correct the inherent flaws in Mexico's political regime-flaws that 
became painfully apparent in the govemment's response to the 1968 
student movement-was that of Luis Echeverría Álvarez (1970-
1976).2 Echeverría displayed a tremendous zeal for reform, rarely 
hesitating to exploit the full force of presidential power to implement 
his ideas. Although sorne of the changes he introduced had important 
positive consequences, the balance on the whole was negative, and he 
ended his term in the midst of Mexico' s first severe financia! crisis of 
the modem era. The United States' support for the Mexican govem
ment did not waiver, however, establishing a pattem that would be 
repeated on numerous occasions in the future. 

Once the United States detected weaknesses in the Mexican sys
tem in the late 1960s, the U.S. elite began cajoling the Mexican gov
emment into a gradual and peaceful process of reform, administered 
from the top. Successive Mexican presidents often tumed this situa
tion to their advantage by portraying themselves as "reformists," 
thereby establishing their pro-democratic credentials and winning an 
automatic entitlement to solid support from Washington. Echeverría 
was the first president to consciously-and successfully--exploit this 
self-image. In June 1971, Times correspondent Alan Riding stated that 
Echeverría had, in "a short time, from being an obscure bureaucrat ... 
become the brightest political hope for Mexico in generations" be
cause, despite all obstacles, he seemed willing to reform the Mexican 
system (NYT, June 20, 1971). 3 

A PRESIDENT OF HOPE 

An expert on the U.S. intelligence community has suggested that the 
1968 student movement and the emergence of guerrilla organizations 
in many parts of Mexico were deeply disturbing to the American 

'Authors such as Whitehead (1980: 845) argue that Echeverría's whole strategy stems 
from the events of 1968. 

'Of course, the same sentiments were repeated a quarter-century la ter regarding Presi
dent Ernesto Zedillo. A Times editorial asserted that President Zedillo "has shown a 
greater commitment with political reform than any other recent Mexican leader" 
(NYT 1995). This suggests that with each new Mexican administration, the United 
Sta tes places great faith in the incoming president-and is ultimately proved wrong, 
over and over again. If democratic change consolidates following the July 1997 elec
tions and if President Zedillo continues to support democratic change at crucial 
moments, the pattem will be broken. 
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elite. It was not so much the guerrillas' military or operational capa
bilities that caused concem as the fact that these groups had appeared 
in response to Mexico's increasingly harsh socioeconomic reality. If 
not addressed, the country's problems had the potential to spiral out 
of control, undermining stability and threatening the interests of the 
United States. 

Both conservatives and liberals in the United States believed that 
Mexico needed to pursue a thorough-going reform process and rec
ommended that the United States encourage the Mexican govemment 
to take steps in this direction-always with the caveat that such an 
undertaking would have to be conducted with great caution to avoid 
threatening system stability, still the United States' number one pri
ority for Mexico. In Echeverría the Americans thought they had found 
their system reformer, although nothing in his past suggested a pas
sion for democracy. In fact, he had been minister of govemment in 
1968 and in this post had participated in the decision to violently 
suppress the student demonstrators. 

Even so, the United States showered Echeverría with praise dur
ing his first three years in office. The Times published 40 positive ref
erences, and only 6 negative ones, to Echeverría between 1970 and 
1973 (figures 24-25). This response carne in reaction to Echeverría's 
surprising espousal of a strict reform program to revitalize the system 
created by the Mexican Revolution. The positive reaction also re
flected a number of important parallels between Echeverría and the 
U.S. elite: although both were convinced that change was the key to 
the Mexican system's survival (NYT, Jan. 12, 1975), neither wanted 
anarchic change. To the contrary, both sought to modemize the exist
ing system 11Írom within" (NYT, June 29, 1971). 

According to the Times, Echeverría stood for a lltype of democracy 
. . . that accommodates the peculiarities of the system" -in other 
words, a gradual and peaceful process of reform, guided and con
trolled from the highest levels of power (NYT, Aug. 1, 1971). The 
Americans were satisfied because Echeverría, having concluded that 
it would be impossible to rule 11 a country of this dimension and com
plexity through authoritarian means11 (NYT, June 23, 1974}, appeared 
committed to maintaining stability without recourse to repression 
(Financial Times, Oct. 26, 1971; July 14, 1972). The United States wel
comed the Mexican president's promises of democratization and ap
plauded his calls for an open discussion of problems affecting Mexico 
and for constructive criticism of the govemment. The Times frequently 
reported on the fact that the Mexico City newspaper Excélsior, headed 
by Julio Scherer, encouraged its reporters to lldenounce corruption 
and injustice11 and gave its 11 columnists and editorial writers unlim
ited freedom to criticize" (NYT, June 23, 1974). This was ground
breaking in a nation where llfor decades, dialogue between the gov-
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ernment and the people" was "virtually non-existent" (NYT, Aug. 1, 
1971). Alan Riding found even more to praise when Echeverría 
"showed his good faith" by releasing most of the political prisoners 
taken during the 1968 student uprising (Financia[ Times, Oct. 26, 1971; 
July 14, 1972). 

The United States resuscitated its old tactic of disassociating a re
form-minded president from Mexico's authoritarian political struc
ture and applied it to Echeverría. In a representative article from 
1971, Alan Riding suggested that the PRI had become "a monolithic 
and corrupt bureaucracy, largely unresponsive to the aspirations of 
the Mexican people." He simultaneously described Echeverría as a 
president "involved in a daring and difficult attempt to modemize his 
country" (NYT, Oct. 3, 1971). When progressives within the Catholic 
Church in Mexico published a document criticizing Echeverría's ad
ministration and its policies, Riding sided with the government and 
wrote that the Right was exploiting the "church controversy as a way 
of attacking [Echeverría's] progressive policies" {NYT, Oct. 31, 1971). 
The same pattem emerged in the Times coverage of events on June 10, 
1971, when student marchers were violently attacked by a paramili
tary group known as the Halcones. Riding argued that the attack had 
been orchestrated by the president's "conservative opponents," in
cluding Mexico City mayor Alfonso Martínez Domínguez, an in
terpretation supposedly confirmed by anonymous "government 
sources" {NYT, June 14, 1971). The paper gave little coverage to op
posing points of view, although such perspectives did receive visibil
ity through other outlets. For example, NACLA published a long in
terview with a Mexican guerrilla fighter who pointed out that the 
leader of the Halcones lived in Los Pinos, the presidential residence 
(NACLA 1972: 7). 

The United States applauded Echeverría's attempts at liberaliza
tion and overlooked the iron fist with which he quelled sorne sectors 
of the opposition. They also believed him when he outlined in his 
fourth State of the Nation Address his government's policy to contain 
the guerrilla uprisings: "we shall respond to their provocations, al
ways maintaining the peace, within the procedures and limitations 
laid down by the law" (Echeverría 1974: 17). There was little desire, at 
least during the early years of the Echeverría regime, to seek out ac
curate information on political events in Mexico. The only intema
tional organization to carry out an independent investigation was 
Amnesty Intemational. 

The U.S. media's treatment of the guerrilla movements in Mexico 
exemplified the United States' general attitude toward violence in 
that country. The armed opposition was rarely mentioned, and what 
few references appeared were usually critica! rather than explanatory 
or analytical (figure 34). An exception was correspondent Richard 
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Severo, who made an effort to research the underlying causes of the 
guerrilla uprisings and to listen to a range of opinions. In his first dis
patch from Mexico he quoted "observers outside the government" to 
the effect that "there has been a political basis in the turmoil in Guer
rero" (NYT, Nov. 29, 1971). His stance changed, however, after a 
guerrilla group kidnapped the U.S. consul in Guadalajara in 1973, at 
which point he, too, accepted the official view of the guerrillas as 
"bank robbers and political terrorists" (NYT, May 7-8, 1973}. 

At the time, Riding was well into his crusade in support of Eche
verría. The guerrillas, he suggested, were playing into the hands of 
"conservatives and the army," who were using this "adventurism of 
the extreme left" as an excuse to derail Echeverría's "experiment in 
democracy" (NYT, Oct. 3, 1971). Riding also suggested that the Left 
was resorting to violence out of fear that Echeverría's efforts "to de
mocratize Mexico may win popular support for his administration" 
(NYT, Aug. 7, 1971). These portrayals enabled Echeverría to ignore 
both the causes for the guerrillas' appearance and the tactics his ad
ministration was using to suppress them.4 

A closely parallel attitude prevailed among U.S. experts on Mex
ico. In 1975, Susan Kaufman Purcell concluded that the Mexican re
gime was an example of "an inclusive and essentially non-repressive 
political authoritarianism" (Purcell 1975: 8). The most interesting as
pect about this statement is that there is no evidence substantiating 
Purcell's appraisal of the Mexican government as "non-repressive." In 
fact, her article was published during a peak in violent repression. 
The U.S. government, media, and intellectuals were clearly predis
posed to accept official versions of events in Mexico, and the Mexican 
government encouraged this tendency by deliberately cultivating its 
image among foreign joumalists and academics. Echeverría was the 
first Mexican president to implement a systematic policy to this end;5 

his success can be measured in the rising numbers of Mexican gov
ernment officials quoted in the Times (figure 10}. 

F AILED ATTEMPTS AT ECONOMIC REFORM UNDER ECHEVERRÍA 

For Echeverría, economic reform was the most pressing priority. 
Convinced that the Mexican Revolution had "brought nothing but 
poverty and unemployment to most Mexicans" and that its legacy 
now posed a threat to the viability of the political system (NYT, June 
20, 1971}, Echeverría proposed fiscal reform to prevent social revolu
tion. He announced his chosen procedure-taxing the most affluent 

'The seven references to repression published during 1971 concemed the Halcones' 
attack on student marchers on June 10 of that year. 

'Miguel Alemán's prior efforts were more spontaneous and sporadic. 
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sectors of society to achieve a "greater equality of income"-in his 
inaugural address (NYT, Dec. 2, 1970). His plan to impose a 10 per
cent luxury tax and a new capital gains tax, and to implement addi
tional fiscal reforms in the future in order to increase resources for 
social spending without steeping the nation in debt, did much to es
tablish Echeverría's image as a fiscally responsible reformer.6 

Echeverría's projects for income redistribution accorded with the 
liberal prescriptions for development prevailing among academics 
and joumalists at the time. In 1970, a Times editorial suggested that 
"what is critically needed [in Mexico] is a better distribution of the 
country's expanding wealth."7 U.S. media attention shifted to other 
variables such as "marginalization," which was mentioned on 12 oc
casions between 1946 and 1969 and 47 times between 1970 and 1979 
(figure 89). During the 1970s, both Severo and Riding produced ex
tensive and detailed articles on urban poverty in Mexico. Their atten
tion was drawn to the intersection of poverty and consumerism, 
which combined "the worst aspects of overindustrialization and un
derdevelopment."fl They also collected abundant information on rural 
poverty in Mexico, for which they largely blamed the traditional ejido 
system of collective land ownership (NYT, Dec. 13, 1977). 

In certain issue areas, Echeverría embraced U.S. priorities. For ex
ample, although candidate Echeverría had favored a vigorous and 
expanding Mexican population, he later reversed himself to line up 
with Washington in viewing "the population explosion" as "Mexico's 
basic long-term problem" (NYT 1976a; see also Hansen 1971: 209; 
NYT, May 13, 1973; Reston 1975a; Sulzberger 1973), a problem that 
resulted in increased migration to the United States (figures 63-64) 
(Reston 1975b). By 1972, Echeverría was suggesting that "many of the 
nation's problems stem from an increase in population" (NYT, June 
22, 1972), and the Times was describing sorne of his policies as a 
"valuable example of techniques for limiting the population explo
sion" (NYT 1972). 

The private sector, meanwhile, was resisting "government efforts 
to reform the antiquated tax system" (NYT, Aug. 2, 1974). Character
istically, the Times sided with Echeverría in his struggle against Mex
ico's business sector which, the Times noted, enjoyed one of the 
"lowest tax rates in the world" (NYT, Jan. 28, 1972). In a surprising 
and unique, though short lived, turn of events, the Times even began 
underscoring the gross inefficiencies and widespread corruption 
within Mexico's private sector (this sector received 43 negative refer-

'NYT, Jan. 1, Dec. 20,1970. See also Comercio Exterior 1971: 219. 
7NYT 1970b. Correspondent Juan de Onis shared this opinion (NYT, Dec. 2, 1970). See 

also Hansen 1971: 71. 
"For articles by Severo, see NYT, June 5, 1972; Feb. 19, 1973; Mar. 31, 1973. For Riding, 

see NYT, Aug. 22, 1971; July 1, 1976; Jan. 30, 1977, and Mar. 6, 1978. 
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ences between 1946 and 1986, 13 of them published between 1970 and 
1974; figure 74). 

According to Alan Riding, Mexico's business and landowning 
communities-accustomed to "privileged status"-were the "groups 
feeling most threatened by the reformist zeal of Echeverría" (NYT, 
June 20, 1971). However, such opinions did not extend to foreign 
business interests in Mexico (primarily because of limits to conscious
ness), and only 5 references critica! of foreign business interests ap
peared between 1946 and 1979, out of a total of 140 (figures 72, 76).9 

This explains the U.S. elite's reaction to Echeverría's efforts to control 
foreign investment in Mexico. When, in September 1972, Echeverría 
drafted a number of legislative initiatives to regulate transfers of for
eign technology and investment and to encourage domestic invest
ment, U.S. Ambassador to Mexico Robert McBride queried publicly 
whether "the rules of the game had changed" for American compa
nies (NYT, Oct. 13, 1971). American businessmen saw this as a threat 
not only to themselves but also to their Mexican partners and clients, 
whom they firmly believed were benefited by U.S. investments. 

The business community's fears were soon allayed. Echeverría 
reversed his position, reflecting the fact (amply noted by the Times 
correspondent) that he was nota "doctrinaire left-winger but rather a 
pragmatic politician who does what he must to maintain his country" 
(NYT, Jan. 28, 1973). The private sector had flexed its muscle, in the 
process proving that it was able to halt reforms and defend its privi
leges. Nevertheless, Echeverría was not deflected from his determi
nation to right a broad series of what he saw as blatant national injus
tices. He consequently increased the state's role in various economic 
activities, including the banking sector which, he argued, was 
plagued by "conservative" loans policies (NYT, Sept. 20, 1971; Feb. 
15, 1976). One direct result of his activities was a sharp rise in federal 
deficit spending and public foreign debt. 

A DIPLOMA TIC FRENZY 

Echeverría's early ambitions did not extend beyond Mexico's domes
tic sphere. But around 1972, when it became clear that he was either 
unable or unwilling to solve Mexico's interna! problems, he turned to 
the international stage, embarking upon a meteoric (but pointless) 
career as a champion against imperialism-especially Yankee impe
rialism-and international injustice. He never managed to cure the 

•only certain leftist sectors, whose influence was very circumscribed, condemned the 
activities of multinational corporations from within the United Sta tes (see Baird and 
McCaughan 1975; McCaughan and Baird 1976). 
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world's ills but he did succeed in currying left-wing favor both in 
Mexico and around the world (NYT, Dec. 1, 1976). 

Echeverría shook up Mexico's foreign policy. An active reformism 
placed Mexico in the lead among progressive Third World nations.10 

In 1972, he began drumming up support for "the position of develop
ing countries on such matters as natural resources and control over 
multinational corporations" (NYT, Oct. 20, 1974). He fought for a 200-
mile limit for Mexico's territorial waters (NYT, July 1, 1976). And in 
conjunction with his Venezuelan counterpart, Carlos Andrés Pérez, 
he promoted initiatives such as the creation of the Latin American 
Economic System (SELA) "to defend the price of raw materials and 
strengthen Latin America's hand with the United States" (NYT, Apr. 
21, 1975). 

Adding insult to injury, Washington's least favorite Latin Ameri
can nation (Cuba) was invited to join SELA, and in 1974 Echeverría 
visited seven nations in the region in an effort to convince their gov
ernments to lift their economic blockade against Cuba (NYT, Aug. 30, 
1975). A year later he visited that country, praising the "success" of 
the Cuban Revolution and its triumphs over "threats and pressures 
from abroad," a less-than-subtle dig at the United States (NYT, Aug. 
18, 1975). 

Echeverría also expressed support for the socialist government in 
Chile and "frequently reminded Washington of its role in the over
throw of the late President Salvador Allende." On Panama, Echever
ría declared that "Latin America was impatient" for the United States 
to recognize Panamanian sovereignty over the canal (NYT, June 6, 
1975). He also used political asylum policies as an "active instrument 
of foreign policy," enabling the Mexican govemment to cast its pro
gressive and liberal stance against the contrasting backdrop of the 
brutal authoritarianism of many South American regimes (NYT, Apr. 
28, 1976). 

Ultimately, Latin America proved too small a stage for Echeverría, 
and he began traveling around the world, signing agreements and 
promoting initiatives, including the "new intemational economic ar
der," which he saw both as an alternative to war andas a useful in
strument for denouncing the unethical practices of multinational cor
porations (NYT, Jan. 25, 1976). 

We should note that Echeverría's ideas coincided generally with 
prevailing liberal viewpoints. During the 1970s, the call for greater 
economic justice at the intemationallevel was widespread. In 1974, 
the Club of Rome reported that a global catastrophe could only be 

"This provoked extremely interesting reactions from the United States. Mexican di
plomacy received more criticism than ever befare: over 50 percent of the negative 
references to Mexico's foreign policy that appeared in the Times after 1946 appeared 
over the 1975-1976 period (figure 46). 
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avoided by "narrowing the gap between rich and poor lands" (NYT, 
Oct. 17, 1974). Suggestions for tighter controls over multinational cor
porations were aired in many nations, and Echeverría's proposals 
were not viewed as radical or extravagant despite the frivolous and 
headlong, hence costly and inefficient, manner in which they were 
advanced. 

ENTHUSIASM COOLS 

Sentiments regarding Echeverría's policies suffered a downtum be
tween 1975 and 1977, with 49 negative and 6 positive references in the 
Times during this period (figures 24-25). Even Alan Riding partici
pated in this shift from praise to condemnation. His articles for the 
London Financial Times11 show him gradually cooling toward Eche
verría's administration. His disenchantment arose from Echeverría's 
incongruities and the fact that "the govemment's economic policy" 
was riddled with contradictions (author interview with Riding, 1983). 
In an article that was deeply upsetting for the regime, Riding stated 
that although the president's "public declarations point in one direc
tion, his actions are oriented towards another" and that Echeverría 
"must take much of the blame for the present uncertainty."12 As the 
regime's six-year term wore on, Riding's disenchantment grew. 

Riding was not the only observer to disagree with Echeverría's 
policies. James Reston suggested that the Charter for Economic Rights 
and Duties being promoted by Mexico was unbalanced and that the 
United Sta tes correctly "opposed its terms on expropriation and 
commodity prices and its support of the producer cartels." Reston 
added that Echeverría's proposals were "one-sided in favor of the 
Soviet Union and the Third World" and that, should they be imple
mented, they would lead toan "economic revolution" (Reston 1975c). 
He also suggested that the president was less than candid about his 
motives, and that his role as a "traveling missionary" out to change 
the world was nothing but a thinly disguised campaign to position 
himself as a viable candidate for secretary general of the United Na
tions (Reston 1975a, 1975b). 

When in 1975 General Franco of Spain executed five members of 
the Republican opposition, Echeverría urged the United Nations to 
impose a "political, diplomatic, economic, and communications boy
cott on Spain" (NYT, Sept. 30, 1975). The UN Security Council refused 
even to discuss his petition. This, according to the Times, was the right 
decision because Echeverría's radicalism was, in fact, only a thin ve-

11Riding only published two articles in the Times during 1972 and 1973 (figure 6). 
"After 1972 these ideas became a central feature in Riding's articles; see NYT, Aug. 16, 

1972, Dec. 4, 1974; Financia/ Times, May 30, 1973. 
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neer on his maneuverings to succeed UN Secretary General Kurt 
Waldheim (NYT 1975a). Incidentally, the Times also revisited Ech
everría's role as minister of government during the 1968 Tlatelolco 
massacre, in effect admitting that it had always known about the 
Mexican government's human rights violations. 

In 1975 as well, Echeverría ordered the Mexican delegation to the 
United Nations to support a General Assembly resolution defining 
Zionism as "a form of racism and racial discrimination" (NYT, Nov. 
11, 1975). The Times described the resolution as a "defection from mo
rality which dishonored the UN, reducing the General Assembly's 
authority to zero" (NYT 1975b). Mexico's support for it clearly an
gered the U.S. elite. 

Alan Riding noted that Washington was incensed by Echeverría's 
"demagoguery" and irritated by his constant travels, on which he was 
surrounded "by sycophantic party officials" (NYT, Sept. 6, Oct. 6, 
Nov. 21, 1976). Another irritant was Echeverría's rhetoric, in which 
the United States was "the implicit target of the many ... attacks on 
industrialized nations" (NYT, June 14, 1976; also, June 20, 1976). Ac
cording to U.S. diplomats, Echeverría was stirring up "antagonisms 
toward the United States" (Nov. 20, 1975). 

As on previous occasions, however, these criticisms of the Mexican 
president reflected annoyance but no real worry. The U.S. elite did 
not take either Echeverría or Mexico's official nationalism all that se
riously. A 1976 Times editorial contains a very revealing phrase: Eche
verría "rode the stormy waves of Mexican politicallife by appropriat
ing as his own the symbols of radicalism" (NYT 1976a). 

The shallowness of Echeverría's radicalism was evident on a num
ber of occasions. Richard Nixon's memoirs briefly describe a visit by 
Echeverría in June 1972: "we had a long chat on the water-salinity 
problems, ending with an intense though friendly discussion on the 
treatment received by American companies in Latin America. He 
ended by stating that he believed that my reelection was of vital impor
tance for the planet" (Nixon 1978: 624; emphasis added). There was 
Echeverría, radical reformer, heaping praise on a conservative. In 
1976, Alan Riding recalled that in private conversations with corre
spondents, Echeverría sometimes suggested that they should inter
pret his radicalism as a "political necessity, exclusively for domestic 
consumption" (NYT, Sept. 6, 1976). 

The facts continued to belie Mexico's "official" nationalism. Poli
des toward foreign investment, which had given Ambassador 
McBride pause, had been resolved satisfactorily by December 1974, 
and Mexico was once again wooing foreign investors. Riding noted 
that legislation on foreign direct investment had tumed out to be "less 
hostile than was foreseen" and that, in practice, the Mexican govem
ment seemed "more willing to make exceptions" to the rule which, in 
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theory, limited foreign holders to a ceiling of 49 percent ownership in 
a Mexican company. Of 103 requests for exemptions, 74 had been ap
proved (figures 78-79) (NYT, Dec. 26, 1974). 

Mexico's support for the UN resolution denouncing Zionism as 
racism provoked a boycott by Jewish organizations, which called on 
travelers to cancel trips to Mexico (NYT, Nov. 23, 1975). Echeverría, in 
the pose of "I'd rather die than apologize" (NYT, Dec. 1, 1975), never 
did retract his statements personally. Instead, he deputed a member 
of his cabinet. Minister of Foreign Affairs Emilio Rabasa, upon arriv
ing in Israel, referred to the "land of Zion ... created for a people who 
deserve our respect and admiration." Just so there could be no doubt 
about the purpose of his visit, he laid a wreath on "the tomb in Jerusa
lem of Dr. Theodore Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement" 
(NYT, Dec. 6, 1975). Ten days after Rabasa's trip, Mexico declared in 
the United Nations that "Zionism and racism" were not comparable 
(NYT, Dec. 16, 1975). Rabasa resigned at the end of December 1975. A 
few months later Echeverría altered his Middle East policies 180 de
grees and joined "the United States and its traditional allies" in op
posing a General Assembly resolution that charged Israel, the United 
States, and other powers with collaborating with South Africa (NYT, 
Nov. 10, 1976). 

COOPERATION IN THE WAR ON DRUGS 

Drug-related issues took an unexpected tum during the 1970s. As 
U.S.-Mexico collaboration on the drug front become more routinized, 
Washington began to press Mexico on two related items: the arrest of 
U.S. citizens on drug-linked charges and their detention in Mexican 
jails, and the use of the herbicide paraquat on marijuana plantings, 
which was affecting the health of people who smoked marijuana. 

In July 1970, correspondent Juan de Onis published the first in a 
series of articles on the fate of Americans in Mexican jails. He ex
pressed indignation at the fact that U.S. citizens were forced to share 
with "Mexican criminals the personal insecurity, sexual abuse and 
corruption that characterize prison life here" (NYT, July 19, 1970).13 

The Mexican govemment was predictably displeased with the criti
cism of their prison system, in which growing numbers of foreigners 

13lt should be noted that Riding did not concur. In December 1977 he stated that con
ditions inside a prison in Hermosillo, Sonora, were "relatively good, and infinitely 
better than those experienced in state and county jails in the United States" (NYT, 
Dec. 4, 1977). However, few correspondents or analysts shared Riding's viewpoint. 
Por opposing viewpoints, see NYT, Jan. 25, 1972; July 12, Oct. 21, 1974; Nov. 18, 
1975; May 23,1976. 
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were being incarcerated as a direct result of the anti-drug policies 
being imposed by Washington (NYT, July 19, 1970). 

The altercation over the Mexican justice system climaxed when Dr. 
Sterling Blake Davis, a wealthy Texan, bankrolled a group of merce
naries to free fourteen U.S. citizens being held in a jail in northern 
Mexico, after "he had exhausted all other options of the Mexican ex
tortion system." Despite Mexico's protests, U.S. authorities in Texas 
freed the fugitives, and State Department officials declared that 
"extradition in such a case is unlikely" (NYT, May 10, 1976). To avoid 
future incidents of this kind, Mexico and the United States explored 
the possibility of prisoner exchanges; they signed an accord on No
vember 5, 1976, whose "almost exclusive objective was to address the 
problem posed by the Americans" (NYT, Nov. 3, 6, 1976). The follow
ing year, Mexico extradited sixty-one U.S. citizens, who arrived in San 
Diego to "banners, balloons, and cheers" (NYT, Dec. 10, 1977). The 
U.S. government contributed by "decking out the convicts in new uni
forms of red, white and blue" (NYT, Dec. 11, 1977). The Times sup
ported the prisoner exchanges, calling this a "humane treaty that al
lows this country to repatriate imprisoned" U.S. citizens and allow 
them to serve their sentences in their own country (NYT 1979a}. In 
fact, very few exchanged prisoners served their full sentences; by 
1979 the vast majority had been paroled (NYT, Nov. 11, 1979). This 
prisoner exchange issue would fade into the background until 1985, 
when it reemerged with unprecedented vigor. · 

TOWARD ECONOMIC CATASTROPHE 

Echeverría's last two years in power proved to be extremely difficult 
for his administration, for the nation, for Mexico's relationship with 
the United States, and for Echeverría's own image. By 1975, Riding 
was reporting that Mexico's rural areas were rife with "repression as 
well as a steady loss of communal lands," that ejidatarios had no ac
cess to "credit, seeds, fertilizer and machinery," and that farmers and 
peasants were being repressed. He asserted that the Ministry of 
Agrarian Reform controlled the rural sector by means of a "strategy 
of rhetoric and repression" implemented by "a corrupt and confusing 
bureaucracy" that was a "monument to the [peasants'] patient::e." 
Their lot continued to be one of hopeless poverty, despite "the verbal 
commitments undertaken by successive governments." Riding added 
that "the assassination of peasants [was] routine" (NYT, Dec. 26, 1975; 
Dec. 13, 1977; Dec. 1, 1975, respectively). This was not a new situation 
in Mexico; what was new was the willingness of the media to report 
on it, after having ignored it since the 1960s. 
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As coverage of Mexican affairs become more independent and 
more critica! of the government, Riding began to explore hitherto 
untouched subjects, such as what had motivated the emergence of 
guerrilla movements. After the death of Lucio Cabañas, Riding noted 
that the armed movement Cabañas had headed had been "an out
growth of the extreme poverty and repression that have long existed 
in Guerrero, the most backward state in Mexico." The urban guerril
las, Riding wrote, arose from "the frustration and resentment bred 
among the middle class youth by the army's annihilation of anti
government protests in 1968" (NYT, Dec. 16, Dec. 4, 1974, respec
tively).14 This was the first time that anyone had attempted to explain 
these movements, and the attempt at explanation hints at the manner 
in which liberal America would cover the upcoming wars in Central 
America (the Nicaraguan insurrection broke out in 1977). 

And overshadowing even these severe social concems was a 
growing uneasiness about Mexico's economic situation, which by the 
latter years of Echeverría's term had deteriorated to a level that 
would have been unimaginable in 1970. Although the factors underly
ing the crisis were multiple and complex, Americans held that the 
president bore the heaviest responsibility. He had seriously miscalcu
lated when he ignored building pressures to devalue the currency 
and instead kept to the prevailing peso/dollar exchange rate. In 1973, 
Richard Severo reported that many Mexican government officials ac
knowledged privately that the peso was "overvalued in relation to 
the dollar" but that Echeverría had decided not to devalue (NYT, 
Nov. 20, 1973). 

By August 1975 the question no longer was whether, but when, a 
devaluation would occur. Sorne analysts predicted that it would come 
before the July 1976 presidential elections (NYT, Aug. 23, 1975), and 
Riding wrote about the "persistent speculation" regarding the likeli
hood of a devaluation "during the next 12 to 18 months" (NYT, Jan. 
25, 1976; Aug. 23, 1975). Throughout 1976, Echeverría doggedly sus
tained the peso at its old level, while the Times continued to assert 
that "a devaluation may be inevitable" (NYT, June 20, 1976). 

In July 1976, in the midst of this economic upheaval, the govem
ment orchestrated a campaign to oust Julio Scherer García, editor of 
the Mexico City daily Excélsior, in an action that demonstrated the 
fragile nature of the regime's aspirations to democracy and elicited a 
response from the U.S. elite that is representative of their opinion of 
Echeverría and the Mexican political system (NYT, July 9, 1976). The 
Times noted that "the bully boys of Lenin in 1917 or of Hitler in 1933 

"Despite such criticisms, the U.S. elite continued to support the cause of Mexican sta
bility. In 1975 Riding himself acknowledged that Echeverría's reformism was the key 
to the survival of a system that, despite sorne flaws, preserved a reasonable leve) of 
political stability and encouraged economic development (NYT, Jan. 12, 1975). 
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could not have done a more efficient job of enslaving a once proud 
and free newspaper." It added that such an "act of totalitarian re
pression discredits those who now boast of Mexico's stability and 
democracy" (NYT 1976b). 

During Echeverría's final weeks as president, there was no sympa
thy or respect for him in the United States. It was undeniably clear 
that he had stalled Mexico's democratization, failed to redistribute 
income or wealth, reduced the margins for national independence, 
and floundered in his efforts to bring about a new intemational eco
nomic order. The legacy of his administration was massive economic 
and political crisis, which could only be reversed by reestablishing a 
"climate for business expansion and capital investment." Mexico also 
now found herself at the merey of the "willingness of the Intema
tional Monetary Fund and the foreign bankers to continue making 
unconditionalloans to sustain the Mexican economy" (NYT 1976c). 

This outcome is not Echeverría's responsibility alone. Washington 
was clearly aware of his administration's rampant corruption, 
authoritarianism, and hypocrisy, yet it raised no outcry. In fact, the 
United States protected and nurtured the Mexican regime; as long as 
there was stability in Mexico, the United States would reap the asso
ciated benefits. Even so, Americans seem to have looked forward to 
the transfer of power. The Times ran an editorial welcoming José 
López Portillo to the Mexican presidency and urging him to reflect on 
the following: "I can defend myself against my enemies, but God 
protect me from my friends" (NYT 1976c). John Oakes noted that 
Echeverría had done "everything possible with his frenetic activity 
and Third World rhetoric to increase the traditional American mis
trust of our southem neighbor as a turbulent land of revolution" 
(Oakes 1977). 

The economic crisis that befell Mexico during Echeverría's presi
dency altered U.S. perceptions of corruption in that country. In prior 
Mexican administrations, U.S. references to corruption increased 
during the first year, as incoming presidents announced their respec
tive anti-corruption campaigns, and in the last year, as their pro
grams' failures became apparent, immediately prior to the next cam
paign (figure 93). But at the end of Echeverría's term the Times 
suggested that corruption was "ingrained ... in Mexican life" (NYT, 
June 20, 1976). This was an important shift; corruption was now 
viewed as a way of life in Mexico, which would be almost impossible 
to eradicate (NYT, Dec. 22, 1974). This raised the corruption issue toa 
new level, as Americans became increasingly aware of its potentially 
negative effects on stability in Mexico and on the expanding illegal 
drug trade, with its concomitant and direct impacts on the United 
Sta tes. 
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A VIEW FROM WITHIN 

The devaluation of the peso in 1976 by outgoing President Echeverría 
marked the Mexican economy's most difficult moment in decades. 
The United States, in an effort to protect U.S. investments in Mexico 
and to restore that country's economic and political stability, began 
firming up its support for its neighbor.15 One of the central reasons for 
increased support from the U.S. Treasury and Federal Reserve was to 
demonstrate the United States' political interest in Mexico.16 That is, 
the United States anticipated that the Mexican government would 
soon come under "intense intemal political pressure," and aid would 
help maintain stability by calming the Mexican markets (ST 1976). 

In a Federal Reserve Executive Council meeting on November 16, 
1976, Federal Reserve chairman Arthur Bums laid out a number of 
additional reasons.17 He began by acknowledging that a previous loan 
of U.S.$360 million to Mexico was not issued "with all due care and 
deliberation. We acted somewhat mechanically .... They asked for 
the money, we asked a few questions, grunted a little and accepted .... 
Mexico was close to bankruptcy, which could have entailed a mora
torium .... This would have been extremely unfortunate, because our 
banks are heavily involved in Mexico and because, of course, this 
could unleash a global moratorium" (Mexico's debt to the U.S. prívate 
banking sector stood at $9 billion in November 1976). Bums added 
that the Federal Reserve did not wish to be held responsible for a de
fault of such magnitude. He believed that the problem could be han
dled, although he did accept that his "faith in the operations of the 
Banco de México was somewhat limited" (FR 1976a: 1, 3, 17). 

These were the motivations behind the United States' decision to 
increase the flow of funds sustaining the Mexican government, a de
cision necessarily premised on agreement with the lntemational 
Monetary Fund. (Such an agreement was a prerequisite for all loans 
to Mexico from the Treasury, the Federal Reserve, or U.S. prívate 
banks.) The agreement with the IMF stipulated a number of financia! 
and commercial constraints to which Mexico had to adhere (such as 
maintaining a minimum amount in reserves and limiting public
sector extemal debt and deficit spending). The IMF displayed ex
traordinary flexibility in working with Mexico. For example, although 

"As recorded in classified information from the document collection of Arthur Bums. 
This collection is exceptional because the documents have not been as heavily cen
sored as others from the same year (criteria on what to expunge appear to be influ
enced by individuallibrarians). The documents were provided by Ka te Doyle, of the 
National Security Archives in Washington, D.C., who obtained them from the Ger
ald R. Ford Library. 

''This was recorded in a memorandum from Secretary of the Treasury William E. Si
mon to President Gerald Ford. 

17This discussion is based on minutes from that meeting. 
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the IMF signed its accord with Mexico in October 1976, this did not go 
into full force until January 1, 1977, allowing Echeverría to assume 
responsibility for the peso devaluation but to avoid blame for the new 
IMF-imposed austerity policies (see FR 1976b; DOS 1976). 

Classified documents from the Federal Reserve and coverage in 
the Times concur generally on the origins of Mexico's economic prob
lems, the need for a peso devaluation, and the logic behind the ac
cords between the Mexican and U.S. governments. The only relevant 
differences lie in the naming of sources and in the level of detail about 
events in Mexico. While the Times employed conventions such as "a 
well-informed source," the Federal Reserve documents contain fre
quent references to interviews with Mexico's president and cabinet 
ministers and with the director of the Banco de México. And the in
formation the Federal Reserve collected went beyond what was rele
vant for loan purposes. For example, the source cited in a secret CIA 
document from October 1976 was "López Portillo's private secretary, 
who insisted that his chief had no influence on Echeverría's economic 
policies" during the months of rumor, uncertainty, and devaluation 
(CIA 1976a: 2). 

Another CIA cable from the same month gives precise details 
about López Portillo's forthcoming government program. Thirty-four 
days before López Portillo was swom into office, the U.S. government 
already knew that his priority would be to "restore trust in the private 
sector and in the government" and that he was willing to control 
workers' demands "with all necessary force." They also knew that he 
would redirect the priorities of "Mexican foreign policy toward the 
United States and Latin America" and that Mexico's three most im
portant embassies would be "the United States, Guatemala, and 
Cuba." The first two were important neighbors; López Portillo 
wanted to ensure that the third, Cuba, "did not meddle in Mexico" 
(CIA 1976b: 4-5). Clearly the Americans had all the information they 
needed to formulate adequate policies, and a great deal of this infor
mation carne from Mexican govemment officials. 

The contrast with the paucity of information supplied to the Mexi
can people could not be starker, a fact that did not escape the United 
States' attention. In October 1976, a Federal Reserve analyst acknowl
edged that "the total scope of the program, and the magnitude of the 
required adjustments, have not yet been explained to the general 
public" (FR 1976c: 3). Also in October 1976 the CIA's director of op
erations predicted that López Portillo's government would 
"centralize information, using it most of all for the promotion of its 
economic objectives" (CIA 1976b: 3). Clearly the Mexican government 
was providing far better information to a foreign government than to 
its own people. 
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None of these documents explicitly acknowledged the regime's 
authoritarian nature. Rather, the United States accepted Mexico's es
tablished order and identified as its own foremost priority the need to 
protect U.S. interests, which, in tum, were inexorably linked to the 
PRI's hold on power. The tacit understanding worked, and it estab
lished a pattem that would be repeated in the financia! crises of 1982, 
1985-86, and 1994-95. But although the basic policy remained un
changed over these various economic upheavals, the conditions that 
the United States imposed on Mexico varied from one crisis to the 
next. 

FINDING A BALANCE 

In a sense, Echeverría's frenzied reformism worked. He was able to 
bring many of the student leaders from 1968 into his govemment, 
while he simultaneously used coercion and repression to silence 
armed opposition to his regime, along with any media (such as Ex
célsior) that had shaken free of govemment controls. Although Eche
verría did not always see eye to eye with Washington, at critical mo
ments the United States did all in its power to protect the Mexican 
political system.18 

On the other hand, Echeverría unleashed social forces whose ulti
mate impacts even he could not have foreseen. For example, he 
founded the National Council for Science and Technology. CONA
CYT grants allowed thousands of Mexican students to study abroad, 
and many of these foreign-educated Mexicans would eventually 
constitute the new cadres of the Mexican ruling elite, displacing tra
ditional politicians from Echeverría's era. By the time of Miguel de la 
Madrid's administration (1982-1988), 63 percent of Mexico's cabinet 
members had studied at foreign universities (Peter Smith 1986: 109). 
The importance of the govemment elite's renovation is even more 
visible if we consider the following: Carlos Salinas studied at Har
vard, Ernesto Zedillo at Yale, Pedro Aspe at MIT, and Manuel 
Camacho at Princeton. These academic institutions nurtured the neo
liberal ideas that would transform Mexico's history. 

"Despite the importance this support had for the bilateral relationship, it was rarely 
considered in U.S. analyses. Peter Smith, for example, ignores externa! influences as 
a factor in his discussion of Mexico's crisis. Sketching a general outline of Echever
ría's regime, Smith stated that "in overcoming the problem of Presidential succes
sion, and surviving the peculiar crisis of late 1976, the authoritarian Mexican system 
has once again proved its ability to adapt and change" (1979: 313). Smith makes no 
mention of the role played by the United States. 
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José López Portillo: Renewed Hope 

U.S. perceptions of the José López Portillo presidency evolved along 
the same lines traced during the administration of Luis Echeverría. 
The U.S. media initially accorded López Portillo the by now tradi
tional favorable coverage. Over the course of Mexico's 1976 elections, 
the Times published 30 positive and no negative references to Eche
verría's designated successor. Six years later, in 1982, the order was 
reversed: the paper ran 31 negative and zero positive references 
(figures 22-23). These two years frame one of the most frustrating 
periods in Mexican history. 

Discoveries of major oil fields during this administration offered 
the Mexican government an opportunity to carry out economic and 
political reforms that might have salvaged the country's ailing ex
periment in development. However, the administration was pre
cluded from taking advantage of this opportunity by the system's 
inherent distortions (especially presidentialism), and by the end of 
López Portillo's presidency in 1982 the government faced a major fi
nancia! debacle. 

The United States carne to Mexico's aid, despite the fact that the 
López Portillo administration had proved to be unlike any other in 
the history of the bilateral relationship. Thanks to its newly discov
ered oil deposits and the global context, Mexico had acquired un
precedented clout in its relationship with the United States, which it 
used to amend certain key aspects of the understanding. Even so, the 
Mexican president's failure to wield his power effectively and his al
most total failure to understand the magnitude of the transformations 
that were taking place canceled out all possibility of shifting the rela
tionship in Mexico's favor. For Mexico, these were the beginnings of 
an era of growing pressure from Washington to modify the country' s 
economic model and of the stealthy ascent of a new technocracy that 
would gradually replace the established elite-and rewrite history. 
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The United States' interest in Mexico rose sharply after discovery 
of the petroleum deposits. In 1979, the Times published more than 250 
Mexico-related articles, of which a high percentage were features 
(figures 1, 4, 6-7). The United States' understanding of Mexican reali
ties was generally improved, although there were still trace misun
derstandings to be resolved. 

lNITIAL ÜPTIMISM 

López Portillo's predecessor-Luis Echeverría-had at one point been 
identified by the media as Mexico's "best hope in generations" be
cause he sought to revitalize the system. The media presented his suc
cessor as the "president of hope," whose main task would be to re
store the confidence that Echeverría had destroyed. The Times noted 
that what Mexico most desperately needed was trust. Only trust in 
the system would stabilize the peso and attract foreign investment 
and more tourism (NYT, Dec. 14, 1976). 

Repeating the pattem of six years earlier, the U.S. elite hoped to 
find in the new president someone able to maintain Mexico's domes
tic stability while leading the country toward economic recovery. 
Early media assessments of López Portillo found him to be "more 
intellectual, less rhetorical, more pragmatic, less of a dreamer ... and 
more pro-business" than Echeverría (NYT, Nov. 21, 1976; Nov. 14, 
1975). Although Alan Riding had not fully overcome his disappoint
ment with Echeverría, he was willing to place his trust in the new 
president, a man concemed with "efficiency, organization and pro
ductivity," aman with a "sense of humor" who "enjoyed good food 
and drink" and a good cigar-not unlike Riding himself. López Porti
llo, he predicted, would give only "secondary importance to cultivat
ing his image through expensive publicity either in Mexico or else
where"; the new president represented the end of a "populist .era" 
(NYT, Dec. 2, 1976). Riding's portrayal was to prove wildly off the 
mar k. 

Enthusiasm for López Portillo was intensified by the fact 
(mentioned in the preceding chapter) that he made his administra
tion's program available to the United States a full month before his 
inauguration. True to his word, López Portillo departed from the 
previous govemment's rhetoric. His inaugural address contained no 
references to the Third World, and López Portillo's later pronounce
ments called for a "reasonable world order" (NYT, Feb. 16, 1977). 
Other measures that met with approval in Washington were the ap
pointments of Santiago Roelas minister of foreign affairs and Hugo 
Margáin as ambassador to the United States; both were viewed as 
"admirers of America" (NYT, Feb. 14, 1977; Dec. 26, 1976). 
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Then in 1977 Mexico announced that it would not join the Organi
zation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), an important step 
for this fledgling oil power (NYT, Nov. 13, 1977). This was followed 
in 1978 by the administration's pledge to "supply Israel, on short no
tice, with all the oil it might need in an emergency" (NYT, Mar. 11, 
1978). By this time, the new Mexican president was being hailed as 
"essen-tially pro-American" (NYT, Feb. 14, 1977; also Dec. 26, 1976). 

These gestures were probably unavoidable; in the wake of the cri
sis left by Echeverría, Mexico's options were few. The incoming ad
ministration was initially almost wholly dependent on the "goodwill 
of the Intemational Monetary Fund and the foreign banks," the only 
agencies able to provide the loan funds that could stave off collapse of 
the Mexican economy (NYT, Dec. 1, 1976). Not without irony, Riding 
noted that Mexico's "calls for independence [have been] replaced by 
calls for interdependence, a euphemism ... for Mexican dependency 
on the United States" (NYT, Feb. 18, 1977). 

Interestingly, the Mexican govemment's dependence on the 
United States, which Riding noted in passing, seems to have been 
overlooked by most members of the academic community. The ap
proach taken by Peter Smith is representative: "in overcoming the 
problems of Presidential succession, and surviving the peculiar crisis 
of late 1976, the authoritarian Mexican system has once again proved 
its capacity to adapt and change" (1979: 313). Academics' general dis
regard for the role played by Washington distorted their analyses and 
exaggerated the prowess of the Mexican elite, whose survival was 
credited to their innate adaptability and resourcefulness. The fact that 
the Mexican elite's capacity for action was made possible by the 
United States was rarely taken into consideration. 

Another facet of Mexico's political system that tended to be over
looked during the early days of the López Portillo administration was 
the gradual tumover in high-level positions. Top govemment jobs 
were going to younger politicians who had studied abroad, usually in 
the United States. This new elite was edging out Mexico's first gen
eration of "técnicos" (defined by Peter Smith [1979: 298-313] as 
economists with a nationalist education) along with the old estab
lished cadres. 

REFORMISM DURING THE EARLY MONTHS 

During his first year in office López Portillo pushed through a num
ber of modera te reforms, which were controlled from the highest tiers 
of govemment. On the political front, he granted amnesty to political 
prisoners and enacted a fairly limited electoral reform law. These 
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steps, however modest, sufficed to establish his pro-democratic cre
dentials with the United States. 

On the economic front, López Portillo's foremost priority was to 
win the trust of "the conservative business community, alienated by 
Echeverría's reformist government" (NYT, Sept. 25, 1975; June 29, 
1976). To this end, he carried out a number of reforms, sorne of which 
reflected commitments made to the Intemational Monetary Fund 
(which have not yet been made public). One of ·his early measures 
was to support a federal judge's decision to retum to "their rightful 
owners" lands that Echeverría had expropriated toward the end of 
his administration (NYT, Dec. 12, 1976). López Portillo also an
nounced that he would encourage competitiveness and combat 
"corruption," which he labeled a cancer in Mexican society. To dem
onstrate his determination to hold all in public office to the highest 
moral standards, he had a former cabinet minister arrested on cor
ruption charges (NYT, Sept. 25, 1975; June 29, 1976). 

During his early days in power, López Portillo also pursued a plan 
to distribute wealth more evenly. His chosen mechanism, like Eche
verría's, was fiscal reform. The outcome was also the same: a year 
later, the president "abruptly postponed" these reforms without ex
planation (NYT, Dec. 3, 1977; Feb. 5, 1978). The reason for their de
railment was almost certainly opposition from Mexico's powerful 
prívate sector, which wielded massive, though veiled, political clout. 
Although he continued supportive of the prívate sector, Alan Riding 
condemned the "ultraconservative businessmen" who ignored "the 
problems of a real Mexico which exists outside their palaces," slowed 
the progress of the Mexican economy through "rapaciousness and 
greed," and were opposed toa "sorely needed fiscal reform to put an 
end to sorne of the mechanisms that lead to a concentration of riches" 
(NYT, Jan. 30, 1977; Nov. 29, 1978). 

Despite such criticism of Mexico's private sector, the Times's views 
on foreign investment in Mexico remained unaltered (figures 75-76). 
However, the paper did publish a few negative opinions, reflecting 
the spread of liberal ideas in the media. In 1978, for example, the 
Times ran an opinion piece by Philip Russell of NACLA, criticizing 
the negative impacts of foreign investment on countries like Mexico 
(Russell1978). The paper also published a letter from the director of 
the American Friends Service Committee suggesting that "an inter
national caste system" was creating "an unequal distribution of 
wealth" between Mexico and the United States (NYT, Nov. 15, 1979). 

López Portillo, meanwhile, hoping to encourage competitiveness 
in Mexico's business community, ordered the country's protectionist 
trade barriers lowered (NYT, Jan. 30, Mar. 24, 1977). His government 
was also considering the possibility of joining the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). In fact, in February 1979 Clyde Fams-
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worth reported from Washington that Mexico had indeed agreed to 
enter the GATT, after "decades of protectionist commercial policies" 
and following "exhortations from Washington." But although López 
Portillo was close to deciding in favor of GATT membership, in the 
end he backed down, a move explained in the United States as reflect
ing an unusual alliance between "left-wing economists and right
wing businessmen" (NYT, Feb. 2, 1979). The Times reported on the 
disappointment of the U.S. business community, which viewed Mex
ico's entry into the GATT as a prerequisite for improved trade rela
tions between the two nations and as a potential stimulant to the eco
nomic reforms so needed in Mexico (NYT, Mar. 24, 1980). Ultimately 
Mexico opted to rely instead on its newly discovered petroleum de
posits to meet all these objectives (NYT, Oct. 19, 1978). 

THE EARLY DAYS OF THE ÜIL BOOM 

In October 1974, in the middle years of the Echeverría presidency, the 
Washington Post reported the discovery of vast oil fields in Mexico.1 

This announcement ushered in an era in which oil dominated U.S. 
perceptions of Mexico: Daniel Yergin (1978) wrote that "the most ad
dictive drug coming out of Mexico is no longer marijuana: it is oil." 
U.S. enthusiasm was driven by the country's recollection of the 1973 
oil embargo, when oil supplies dried up and prices skyrocketed-and 
the Arab oil-producing nations demonstrated their independence 
from the United States. This shakeup also boosted theories of interde
pendence and global visions of the intemational system (Keohane and 
Nye 1977; Wallerstein 1974). In light of this globalization, geographic 
proximity greatly enhanced the importance of Mexican crude for the 
United States' grand security strategy, a fact reflected in the rising 
number of articles published by the Times (figure 1). 

Another indicator of the growing interest in Mexican affairs was 
Presidential Review Memorandum 41, prepared for Jimmy Carter in 
1978. It identified Mexico as an "emerging energy power," with the 
potential to help reduce the United States' dependence on the Middle 
East (NSC 1978: 2).2 Although PRM-41 was a classified document, 
once it was declassified it became apparent that the ideas it contained 
did not differ significantly from those that were circulating publicly at 
the time. For example, U.S. govemment officials had already con
firmed that Mexico's vast oil reserves would allow them to drive 
OPEC's inflated prices from the market (NYT, Oct. 12, 1974; also Oct. 

1The news had been leaked by a major U.S. oil company in hopes of eroding OPEC 
solidarity (NYT, Oct. 20, 1974). 

'This idea was not new; it had been suggested by the secretary of the treasury in 1976 
(ST 1976). 
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20, 1970; Mar. 21, 1977). There was also talk about ending dependence 
on Middle East-supplied oil. Richard Fagen (1978), Secretary of En
ergy James Schlesinger (NYT, Oct. 29, 1978), and the Times editors all 
agreed that Mexico had "enough oil to supply the United States by 
short and safe routes for 40 years" (NYT 1978). Had these estimates of 
Mexico's reserves been accurate, Mexican oil and gas would certainly 
have been the easiest and cheapest solution to the problem of supply 
in the United States.3 

Private and public opinion in the United States was based on a 
central assumption: Mexico would not fail the United States because, 
under the tacit understanding that regulated the bilateral relationship, 
the two countries were pledged to provide mutual assistance in times 
of need. Americans were doubly disconcerted, therefore, when López 
Portillo failed to behave as expected, setting in motion a fascinating 
period in the bilateral relationship, one that brought to the surface 
many of its previously submerged tensions. Oil would illustrate the 
depths of anti-American sentiment in Mexico and the pragmatism 
that guided U.S. policy along lines that protected U .S. interests. Sadly, 
although the Mexican leadership was willing to exploit the new 
power that the oil discoveries conferred on the country, the admini
stration lacked the know-how to take full advantage of the moment. 

Echeverría had already hinted that an empowered Mexico could 
amend the rules of the bilateral understanding. Just prior to meeting 
with Gerald Ford in Nogales, Sonora, in 1974, Echeverría had de
clared that Mexico would exploit its oil "in a nationalist and pro
foundly anti-imperialist manner" and that he would request 
"observer" status in OPEC (NYT, Oct. 15-16, 1974). In his meeting 
with Ford, Echeverría acknowledged that "substantial amounts of oil 
have been discovered." He added, maliciously, that "they would be 
sold on the world market." He was willing, however, to make a con
cession to the United States: Mexico would abstain from joining 
OPEC if President Ford would support Echeverría's proposed new 
economic charter for resolving the world's problems (NYT, Oct. 21, 
1974). Ford capitulated, despite Washington's avowed dislike for 
Echeverría's world diplomacy campaigns (NYT 1974). In any case, the 
Americans were not seriously worried; Echeverría continued to give 
U.S. officials private guarantees and reassurances. In a confidential 
letter the U.S. secretary of the treasury informed Ford that Echeverría 
had decided not to join OPEC although he would declare the opposite 
in public (ST 1976: 5). 

The U.S. elite remained calm and did not demand oil concessions 
in exchange for the financia! support extended to Mexico in 1976. 

'PRM-41 suggested that Mexico could be in a position to "satisfy 30% of the United 
States' importation needs by the mid-eighties" (NYT, Feb. 13, 1979). 
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They were confident that, one way or another, Mexico would supply 
the needed oil and ata reasonable price. However, it was also clear 
that the time had cometo pay closer attention to Mexico, and Wash
ington included the bilateral relationship among "its highest priori
ties" (NYT 1978). 

This desire for a closer relationship was widespread. During the 
presidential campaigns of 1979, four candidates (including Jimmy 
Carter and Ronald Reagan) supported the idea of a North American 
common market. Carter was very candid about his reasons: the es
tablishment of a common market would allow the United States to 
end its "dependency on Middle Eastem oil" (Hill1979).4 Interestingly, 
this did not seem to displease the Mexican leadership. James Reston 
quoted López Portillo as saying that "it was possible to think of a 
common market" (Reston 1979a}, and this is fully consistent with the 
tenor of the relationship as expressed in confidential documents. 

Americans are a pragmatic people, able to admit their mistakes. 
Consequently, there soon followed expressions of regret for having 
treated Mexico as a "minor power" and having taken it for granted 
(NYT, Feb. 11, 1979). Reston suggested that Carter did not visit Mex
ico in February 1979 so much to "address the price of Mexican gas" as 
to "address the price of [past U.S.] indifference" (Reston 1979b). 

The need to defend U.S. interests, the population's inherent prag
matism, and broadening consciousness all encouraged Americans to 
reinterpret contentious chapters in the two nations' shared history, 
such as Mexico's "expropriation" of its oil industry in 1938. Historian 
Karl Meyer agreed with U.S. Ambassador to Mexico Josephus Daniels 
that "Mexicans had a legitimate grievance, and they had a [legal jus
tification] for the expropriation." Meyer acknowledged that Lázaro 
Cárdenas had offered generous compensation to foreign oil compa
nies, and he concluded, with a certain sadness, that if the United 
Sta tes "had accepted, toda y Mexico would be [its] partner" (K. Meyer 
1979). At this same time, negative references to Cárdenas vanished 
from the Times, and a few positive references appeared (figure 20). 

THE ARROGANT YEARS 

Despite the United States' efforts to improve the relationship, Mexico 
pursued a path of independence. Mexico's sudden oil wealth pro
vided an opportunity to promote development and to fulfill at least 
sorne of the dreams of intemational independence and social justice 
inherited from the Mexican Revolution. López Portillo embarked, 
therefore, on what he haughtily termed an "administration of abun-

'One view opposing the common market was that of Aaron Sega! (1979). 
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dance," whose consequences were as immediate as they were unex
pected. 

Tensions soon appeared in the bilateral relationship, and they 
would not ease for several years. In August 1977, Mexico signed an 
agreement to supply natural gasto six U.S. oil companies. Based on 
this agreement, the Mexican government immediately began con
struction of a U.S.$1.2 billion pipeline, without awaiting U.S. govem
ment approval of the contract. Robert Pastor, then Latin American 
staff director at the National Security Council, noted that the Mexi
cans were clearly wamed that the contract might not be approved 
and that initiating construction of the pipeline was both premature 
and risky (author interview with Pastor, 1985). Nonetheless, the 
López Portillo government proceeded with construction, for reasons 
that are still unclear. 

In December 1977, Secretary of Energy James Schlesinger proved 
the truth of the wamings: the United States would not approve the 
price set for the Mexican gas. Schlesinger somewhat arrogantly as
serted that "sooner or later" Mexico would "sell its gasto the United 
States" and at prices set by the United States.5 The pipeline was left 
unfinished, and PEMEX director Jorge Díaz Serrano claimed that 
Mexico was willing to wait "two or three years to sell natural gas" 
(NYT, Jan. 6, 1978). Yet just two years later Mexico capitulated and 
began to supply gas under conditions set by the United States (NYT, 
Dec. 30, 1979). 

A disgusted López Portillo vented his anger at a meeting with 
President Carter in Mexico City in February 1979, in what was the 
most contentious presidential summit in history. Carter arrived with 
the hope of repairing "a growing rift between our two nations," and 
he reiterated that mending the relationship was a priority issue for the 
hemisphere (NYT, Feb. 11, 1979). López Portillo, somber to the point 
of rudeness, refused to cross the tarmac to greet the deplaning Carter 
at the official airport welcome. Instead, he waited for Carter to come 
to him where he stood waiting (Levy and Székely 1983: 183). López 
Portillo also refused to organize the usual welcoming parade. No 
multitudes greeted Carter, as they had Truman, de Gaulle, Tito, John
son, Kennedy, and so many others. No flags, no mariachis, only a 
sullen López Portillo who, over a grim official dinner, stated that "our 
peoples need definitive accords, and not circumstantial concessions." 
He added that Mexico "resented [the United States'] mistrust, hostil
ity and disdain" and that Mexico had become the center of the United 
States' attention only as a result of its new-found oil wealth (NYT, 
Feb. 15, 1979). 

'On the evolution of this affair, see NYT, Aug. 5 and 16, Sept. 24, and Dec. 17, 24, 30, 
1977. 
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Carter, not anticipating such open and public hostility, erred in 
keeping to his prepared script. His speech, presented in a tense at
mosphere punctuated with nervous titters, began with sorne light 
humor about Carter's stomach upsets during his honeymoon in Mex
ico, hardly an auspicious opening, given the general mood. 

It is highly revealing of U.S. culture that, rather than rebut López 
Portillo's statements, Americans accepted them as "harsh realities." 
Por years, noted Alan Riding, "Mexico has been perhaps too well
mannered, and certainly too weak, to state them" (NYT 1979b). No 
previous encounter between the U.S. and Mexican heads of state had 
produced such extensive criticism of a U.S. president in the Times. A 
number of joumalists interpreted López Portillo's words as a "public 
chastisement of the United States." Carter's weakness was never for-

• 6 gtven. 
The relationship between Carter and López Portillo, already se

verely strained, was further tested when the shah of Iran, who had 
been deposed a month before the Carter-López Portillo summit, was 
granted political asylum in Mexico. The shah, elderly and in poor 
health, left his luxurious residence in Cuemavaca in November 1979 
to travel to New York for medica! treatment, with Mexico promising 
to readmit him when the treatment ended. While the shah was in the 
United States, "students" seized the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, took 
hostages, and demanded that the shah be retumed to Iran. Mexico 
then reneged on its promise to readmit the shah, stating simply that a 
retum visa could not be provided. The United States was forced to 
allow the shah to remain on American soil and endure a prolonged 
and ugly hostage situation in the Middle East. 

In response to Mexico's refusal to honor the rule of providing 
mutual support in times of need, Senator Lloyd Bentsen of Texas ac
cused Mexico of "egoism and cowardice" (Levy and Székely 1983: 
188-91). Secretary of State Cyrus Vanee wrote later that the U.S. gov
emment never understood why "López Portillo reneged on his 
commitments" (Vanee 1983: 382). In his memoirs, Carter recalled that 
he was "furious .... We were guaranteed that the Shah would be wel
come .... López Portillo's word was not to be trusted" (1983: 468). 
This was the only time during the period under study that a Mexican 
president failed the United States. The incident also produced the 
most extended reference to a Mexican president to be found in any 
U.S. president's memoirs. 

Carter's failure to deal decisively and successfully with the hos
tage crisis in Iran was largely responsible for his loss to Ronald Rea
gan in November 1980. Never before had Mexico exerted such influ
ence on a U.S. presidential election. It was an exceptional moment, 

•one Carter critic was Tom Wicker; see, for example, Wicker 1979. 
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and it also demonstrated the U.S. elite's broad tolerance for the Mexi
can leadership. This was not the result of any respect on the part of 
the United States for the principies of Mexican foreign policy since, as 
mentioned above, Washington has never taken Mexican nationalism 
very seriously. What underlies this tolerance are the issues of stability 
and proximity: events in Mexico can have immediate repercussions 
on U.S. territory. When Eisenhower wrote that "we have an over 
2,000-mile, undefended border'' (1965: 515), he was voicing one of the 
United States' chronic anxieties. 

The U.S. elite tolerated López Portillo's discourtesies because it 
was in their interest to do so: they wanted access to Mexico' s oil bo
nanza. In 1979, despite the ill-fated Carter-López Portillo summit, the 
U.S. media's references to the Mexican economy were typically op
timistic (figures 67-68). Riding, for example, suggested that López 
Portillo was "betting heavily on industrial expansion," which would 
lead to "less inflation and more jobs." By the year 2000, Riding pre
dicted, the Mexican economy would be completely transformed 
(NYT, Dec. 9, 1979). 

A TEMPORARIL Y INDEPENDENT DIPLOMACY 

López Portillo felt that the time was ripe for a foreign policy more 
suitable to a nation with rich oil resources. For the first and only time 
in the four decades examined in the content analysis, Mexico's inde
pendence went beyond rhetorical, ceremonial radicalism to address 
more concrete issues such as political events in Central America. 
Predictably, this new configuration provoked "conflict with the 
United States on a growing number of issues" (NYT, Apr. 24, 1980). 

Conflicts did not surface immediately. In fact, during the Sandinis
ta insurrection in Nicaragua (1977-1979), there was relative agree
ment between Carter and López Portillo. Carter had already de
nounced Anastasia Somoza for his human rights violations. López 
Portillo, eager to flex Mexico's new oil-based muscle in the intema
tional arena, was happy to back the Nicaraguan guerrillas, to the 
point of stating that Mexico would "defend the cause of Nicaragua as 
its own" (NYT, May 8, 1981). 

López Portillo became one of the Sandinistas' staunchest support
ers. According to Cheryl Eschbach (1991), Mexico funneled over 
U.S.$1 billion to the Sandinistas, due in large part to the fact that they 
appealed to something deep within López Portillo-in the oft
repeated pattem of a Mexican president with a revolutionary's soul.7 

'Carlos Salinas, for example, professed deep admiration for Emiliano Zapata, although 
his govemment program would scarcely ha ve pleased the late revolutionary. 
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In 1981 López Portillo, when asked whether he was a socialist, re
sponded, "no, but I am a converted revolutionary. The Mexican 
Revolution of 1910 offers a third path between the two great currents 
that are now vying for world hegemony" (NYT, Aug. 29, 1981). The 
Sandinistas reaped the benefits of the president's empathy; a San
dinista leader recalled that, in meetings with López Portillo, the latter 
would "sometimes slap the table and say, 'Well, muchachos, what do 
you need?"' (NYT, May 8, 1981). 

Mexico' s new vigor in foreign policy found other outlets as well. 
One was Mexico's recognition, along with France, of the Farabundo 
Martí National Liberation Front as a "representative political force" in 
El Salvador (NYT, Aug. 29, 1981). Another was Mexico's support for 
Cuba; López Portillo identified Cuba as the Latín American nation 
"best loved" by Mexico and as an example for "our region, the conti
nent, and the world" (NYT, Feb. 21, 1981). 

Although Mexico's activism was made possible by oil revenues, it 
was also nourished by an increasingly acrimonious debate on Central 
America taking place in the United States. New ideas were opening 
unexplored areas and challenging the rules that govemed relation
ships of domination in the hemisphere. There were widespread feel
ings of solidarity with Central America. Documents from the era re
veal that Mexico's policies toward Central America enjoyed 
substantial support from liberal and progressive sectors in the United 
Sta tes. A Times editorial urged Washington to allow Mexico and 
France to assume "the risks of promoting a political accord" in El Sal
vador (NYT 1981). Richard Fagen (1981) suggested that Mexico's 
proposals, informed by a "historically conditioned understanding of 
the forces at work in Central America and the Caribbean" could be 
useful. In the spring of 1981, one hundred U.S. congressmen called 
upon the State Department to "consider the Franco-Mexican initia
tive, which supported the Frente Farabundo Martí de Liberación Na
cional and the Frente Democrático Revolucionario as legitimate actors 
in El Salvador" (Hannon 1984: 5). 

U.S. conservatives, of course, were highly critical of Mexico's po
sition, calling it a mistake due either to naiveté or bad faith. The Re
publicans-who carne to power with Ronald Reagan in January 
1981-felt that Mexico was tuming a blind eye to Cuban and Soviet 
involvement in Nicaragua and support for the Salvadoran guerrillas 
(see Menges 1988; Hannon 1984). 

U.S. explanations for Mexico's new foreign policy direction were 
many and diverse. Sorne analysts saw López Portillo's stance in the 
intemational arena as intended, as in the past, "to appease Mexican 
leftists who frequently criticize his conservative domestic economic 
policies" (NYT, Apr. 25, 1980). Others suggested that Mexico's new 
diplomatic posture was an appropriate one for a midsized, emerging 
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power that sought to establish "politicalleadership in Central Amer
ica and the Caribbean to offset the traditional influence of both the 
United States and Cuba." Still others noted that Mexico could not af
ford to see the region become a focus of "East-West tensions" (NYT, 
Aug. 20, 1980). It is very revealing that nota single U.S. analyst even 
considered the possibility that López Portillo's foreign policies might 
be guided by the traditional principies of Mexican diplomacy
despite the fact that this message was repeated over and over again in 
official Mexican discourse. 

The situation in Central America also hastened Mexico's opening 
to the outside. During this era, Mexican intellectuals like Carlos 
Fuentes and Jorge Castañeda began defending Mexico's foreign pol
icy in the U.S. press (Fuentes 1980; Castañeda 1982a, 1982b). Their 
efforts were seen as one more step in the intemationalization of Mexi
can diplomacy, which would eventually transform the bilateral rela
tionship and generate feedback effects on Mexico's political system. 
Traditional Mexican definitions of sovereignty and nationalism gave 
way as key Mexican actors maneuvered for influence or alliances with 
U.S. sectors concemed with Mexico. 

PROLOGUE TO CRISIS 

Policy differences regarding Central America faded into the back
ground and economic considerations assumed center stage as the 
López Portillo administration wore on. In order to open its oil fields 
for exploration-and thereby reinvigorate the nation's stalled econ
omy-Mexico needed money. To get it, the govemment decided to 
borrow, increasing its extemal debt burden and consigning fiscal re
form to the dustbin. Foreign bankers, eager to share in Mexico's oil 
boom, were happy to oblige. They competed among themselves to 
finance a $117 billion, six-year expansion program to develop Mex
ico's oil industry and economy (NYT, Jan. 10, 1979). For Mexico, this 
meant an enormous and sudden influx of financia! resources-from 
oil sales, foreign investment, and foreign loans. Mexico's foreign debt 
skyrocketed from $20 billion in 1976 to $80 billion in 1982. 

By 1980, Mexico's economy was showing serious signs of strain. In 
August of that year, Alan Riding noted that the "feeling is growing 
that President José López Portillo will pass along an economic crisis in 
1982" (NYT, Aug. 22, 1980). Riding's comment mirrors the frustration 
with Mexico that was gaining ground in the United Sta tes and coming 
from a variety of sources, both obvious and obscure. One incident 
that clearly detracted from Mexico's reputation in the United States 
was the blowout of the Ixtoc 1 oil well in the Gulf of Mexico in sum
mer 1979. Mexico refused to accept liability for the spill's damage to 
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the U.S. coastline, despite numerous protests from Washington. This 
incident, in which U.S. interests were directly affected, provoked a 
stream of criticism of Mexico's oil policies as a whole. These included 
accusations of corruption, sorne directly targeted against PEMEX direc
tor Jorge Díaz Serrano (NYT, Aug. 22, 1979). 

The disillusionment of U.S. participants in this debate also derived 
in part from guarded reappraisals of Mexico's real, rather than pro
claimed, oil wealth (author interviews). During the early days of the 
oil boom, the Mexican government trumpeted the news of vast re
serves. Even normally cautious U.S. government officials seem to 
have accepted Mexico's claims, and U.S. official documents, including 
PRM-41, report that Mexico had proven reserves totaling sorne 57 
billion barreis of crude and an additional 220 billion barreis in prob
able future discoveries, a supply for which Washington was clearly 
willing todo almost anything (NSC 1978). 

In 1980, David Ronfeldt, Richard Nehring, and Arturo Gándara of 
the Rand Corporation concluded that in fact Mexico had no more 
than 18.9 billion barreis in proven reserves and only 19 billion barreis 
in probable reserves (Ronfeldt, Nehring, and Gándara 1980: v, ix-x). 
The disappointing downward adjustment in estimates of Mexican oil 
had serious repercussions in Washington and prompted thorough
going revisions to U.S. oil strategies. U.S. interest in Mexican oil di-

.. minished, and the Mexican leadership's margins for maneuver nar
rowed. Washington's long-standing mistrust of Mexican government 
data appeared to have been validated. 

Reports of endemic corruption in Mexico were soon widespread. 
They included details about the first family's expenditures and 
"persistent reports of numerous high officials with interests in priva te 
companies that win government contracts" (NYT, Sept. 6, 1981). Ref
erences to Mexican corruption reached their highest point in forty-one 
years in 1982, the last year of the López Portillo administration (figure 
93). Interestingly, although corruption received substantial, though 
intermittent, attention in the United States, there were no serious or 
systematic analyses of it. The first text dedicated to this topic did not 
appear until1991 (Morris 1991). Nor were there any Mexican studies 
on corruption, which may explain sorne of the relative indifference 
regarding this topic in the United States. 

What is undeniably clear is that in the latter years of his term, 
López Portillo's image suffered. Between 1976 and 1981, Times refer
ences to him were overwhelmingly favorable. This pattem reversed 
itself when the Mexican economy went into a tailspin, and López 
Portillo's image sustained further injury as a result of later media 
coverage of corruption in high places in Mexico (figures 22-23). 
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The 1982 Crisis and Its Consequences 

PROM REFORMISM TOA CONSERVATIVE REVOLUTION 

Although the devaluation of the peso in 1982 followed the pattem set 
by the preceding devaluation in 1976, it differed in the details. During 
the earlier period, the United States, in fact the entire global economy, 
was undergoing important transformations, which must be included 
in any analysis of this critical moment in Mexico's recent history. At
testing to the viability and adaptability of the American system, many 
of the changes incubating in the United States throughout the turbu
lent 1960s were being institutionalized: Congress imposed new limits 
on executive power, placed stricter controls on intelligence agencies, 
and strengthened protections for individual rights. The Freedom of 
Information Act (which permitted the release to the public of many of 
the documents quoted in this volume) dates from this period. 

Meanwhile, the enormous power the United States had amassed 
since the end of World War II began to wane (though only in relative 
terms; it would rebound spectacularly a few years later). As U.S. 
power lessened, Washington had to make corresponding adjustments 
to the nation's foreign policy. The balance of world power was also 
affected by the dramatic economic recovery of Japan and the coun
tries of Westem Europe, intersecting with a downtum in U.S. pro
ductivity and a surge in the United States' rate of inflation, federal 
budget deficit, and trade deficit. This process was exacerbated by the 
crushing costs-human, political, and economic-of the Vietnam W ar 
(Brittan 1983; Garten 1985; Hormats 1986). Not surprisingly, a rea
lignment of world power became a charged issue during the 1970s. 

Congressional hearings convened by Representative Donald 
Fraser in 1973 reflected another important change. The hearings fo
cused on how the United States could, through the implementation of 
foreign policy, encourage repressive regimes to improve their human 
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rights record. One outcome of this new linkage was the Intemational 
Security Assistance and Arms Export Control Act of 1976-77, which 
prohibits the granting of "security assistance to a govemment which 
has a consistent pattem of gross violations [of human rights]"(B. 
Smith 1982: 279).1 

The implementation of these revamped U.S. foreign policy priori
ties fell to a new generation of congressional politicians. Following in 
the wake of the Watergate scandal, the 1974 midterm elections gave 
Democrats an overwhelming majority in the U.S. Congress.2 The elec
tions also opened congressional doors to a new school of politicians 
(including Fraser) who had been sensitized by personal experience in 
Latin America, Africa, and Asia, usually as academics or Peace Corps 
volunteers. These new politicians had witnessed first-hand the grim
mest aspects of oppression and the direct impacts of U .S. foreign 
policies. They enjoyed the support-and felt the pressure-of a num
ber of nongovemmental human rights organizations and religious 
groups with links to counterpart groups in Latin America. 

Jimmy Carter's election in 1976 transformed U.S. discourse and 
policies toward Latin America. Inspired by recommendations put 
forth in the Linowitz Reports of 1975 and 1976, which called for in
creased respect for national sovereignty and human rights, Carter cut 
back, and sometimes suspended, military aid to Argentina, Chile, 
Brazil, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Uruguay. Further, to 
demonstrate Washington's determination on the human rights front, 
Carter decided to make an example of Nicaraguan dictator Anastasia 
Somoza, incidentally facilitating the triumph of the country' s left
wing Sandinista Front for National Liberation (FSLN). And yet U.S. 
attitudes toward human rights abuses in Mexico remained un
changed: indifference and silence continued to prevail. 

Republicans retook the White House four years later, putting an 
end to Carter' s activist policies. The upswell that carried Ronald Rea
gan to the presidency in 1980 reflected a realignment of social forces 
in the United States and the appearance of new political strategies. 
This movement-the New Right-evolved in California and other 
southwestem states and drew its strength from the growing com
munity of religious fundamentalists. It arose in direct response to the 
country's socioeconomic problems and the general malaise stemming 
from the United States' diminished global status. And it fed on a 

'For a general overview of the role of human rights in U.S. foreign policy, see P. Fagen 
1980. A series of yearly State Department reports on the global human rights situa
tion, commissioned by Congress in 1976, provides valuable insight into the nature 
and evolution of the United States' policies toward Mexico. 

'There were 243 Democrats in the House, versus 188 Republicans (four seats were 
vacant at the beginning of the session). The tally in the Sena te was 57 Democrats, 41 
Republicans, and 2 Independents. 
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swelling undercurrent of anger and prejudice kindled by the activism 
of racial and sexual minorities and antiwar protesters (Wolfe 1981). 

Another important factor in the Right's ascent was that its ideo
logical pronouncements rested on a well-articulated theoretical foun
dation, developed in generously financed conservative research cen
ters. This foundation included, among other elements, the theory of 
supply-side economics (Laffer and Seymour 1979; Wanniski 1978; 
Gilder 1981). The international-level counterpart of this intellectual 
and political revolution was "structural adjustment policies"-or 
neoliberalism. Throughout this period, liberal and progressive sectors 
failed to generate new ideas to counter those of the conservative 
camp, underscoring once again the fundamental role that ideas play 
in political action. 

The conservatives, pledged to a thoroughgoing reorientation of 
U.S. foreign policy, aimed to reimplement containment measures and 
return to a period in which the will of the United States prevailed 
worldwide and "anti-Communism" was a magical incantation used 
to reduce and simplify realities that were in fact enormously complex. 
Not only had Carter been naive, conservative arguments ran; he had 
put the security of the United States at risk, and the clearest example 
of this was Central America. The Sandinistas in Nicaragua and the 
guerrillas in El Salvador had to be stopped. As Reagan put it, the 
stakes were no less than "the security of America as a whole." The 
conservatives were absolutely convinced that the Communists saw 
Mexico as their next target and the prize jewel in their hemispheric 
sphere of influence. 

This view served only to aggravate-and probably prolong-the 
conflict in Central America. Conservative Washington proved unable 
to impose its will absolutely; it could eradicate neither the Sandinistas 
nor the Salvadoran guerrillas. It succeeded only in debilitating and 
destabilizing both forces, in the process contributing significantly to 
the devastation and human suffering in both countries. The conser
vatives' failure to prevail was due in large part to opposition within 
the United States. This is remarkable, especially when contrasted with 
the broad freedom that Eisenhower, also a Republican, enjoyed in his 
actions against Jacobo Arbenz in 1954. 

The U.S. movement for solidarity with progressive forces in Cen
tral America was to become one of the most expansive in the history 
of the United States. It grew out of the social networks established in 
the 1960s and owed its existence, first, toa higher level of awareness 
regarding Central American affairs and, second, to the appearance of 
new actors (Europe, Cuba, and Mexico) with both the will and the 
margins for maneuver needed to oppose regional policies advocated 
by the United States. Developments in Central America attest to the 
profound transformations that had taken place, in both the United 
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States and the world: despite the rise of conservatism and the might 
of the United States, a Republican administration ultimately had been 
unable to impose its will on even the smallest of nations. 

This outcome reflects the deeper forces that were at work within 
the intemational system. The globalization of economic and political 
activity introduced new actors onto the world stage who were un
dermining the great powers' entrenched hegemony. Large corpora
tions were creating economic networks that were relatively autono
mous from any nation-state. Meanwhile, independent social 
organizations proliferated and linked up in new global networks with 
counterpart organizations in other countries. Acting jointly on issues 
such as the defense of human rights or the environment, these groups 
have succeeded in severely hindering govemment action and have 
themselves become an important new force. 

Over the course of the 1980s, the way in which relationships of 
domination operated underwent significant change. Although it fol
lowed traditional lines in its intervention in Central America, the 
United States was simultaneously working to reorient its economic 
policies and the manner in which it implemented these policies, both 
regionally and globally. One individual's evolution illustrates these 
changes. Robert McNamara, a hawkish secretary of defense under 
President Kennedy, became a converted liberal; as president of the 
World Bank (1968-1982), McNamara announced his intention to serve 
the basic human needs of the poorest populations by reorienting de
velopment policies toward addressing the root of the problem
inequality. What is remarkable about McNamara's metamorphosis is 
the fact that, in the new environment produced by the profound 
transformations in U.S. worldview, society was easily able to take it in 
stride; such personal evolution was, in effect, socially acceptable. 

A World Bank report issued in 1981 suggests that, by that year, 
McNamara's era and its accompanying notion of development with 
equality had cometo an end (World Bank 1981). The pattem had re
verted, once again, to the North imposing its will on the South 
through the establishment of adjustment programs tailored to 
"liberalize trade regimes, privatize state enterprises, cut govemment 
expenditures, raise interest rates, and generally become 'market
friendly"' (Mkandawire 1995: 1). These were the beginnings of a neo
liberal revolution that would redefine development and the arsenal of 
mechanisms with which to promote it, generally via intemational fi
nancia! institutions. 

In Mexico, the now exhausted economic model inherited from the 
revolution and the equally exhausted leadership entrenched around 
it-along with the rapid rise of a new group of "technocrats"3 through 

'Headed by Carlos Salinas de Gortari and José Córdoba Montoya. 
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the ranks of the de la Madrid administration-allowed this neoliberal 
revolution to gain a firm foothold in Mexico. The fortunes of the new 
technocrats rose ata rate on par with the rate of the peso's decline in 
1982; following the devaluation this group appeared to be the only 
one with a seemingly viable plan for economic recovery and the 
know-how to conduct negotiations with the U.S. government and in
ternational institutions. 

These extensive transformations forced a redefinition of concepts 
previously thought to be immutable, such as "border," "sovereignty," 
and "intervention," to name a few. This process of redefinition can 
even be seen as almost imperceptibly laying the foundations for a 
new universal culture, whose complexity stems in part from the fact 
that it brings together ideas and assumptions traditionally considered 
to be mutually exclusive. The ramifications of these new definitions 
have touched the United States, Mexico, the bilateral relationship, and 
the Mexican political system, but not in equal measure. 

THE RITE OF DEVALUATION 

The U.S. elite was acutely aware of the deterioration of the Mexican 
economy. The Times began publishing reports critical of the country's 
financia! situation, inflation, unemployment, and declining living 
standards as early as 1981. Most analysts were convinced that the 
peso was overvalued vis-a-vis the dollar (figures 69-70) (NYT, Apr. 6, 
1981). Repeating the pattem of events in 1976, the Times's first refer
ence was to a "possible devaluation in the future" (NYT, Jan. 8, 1981), 
with the author noting that "business executives and senior Govern
ment officials, reveling in the fruits of record company profits, exorbi
tant salaries, and endemic corruption," were becoming visibly nerv
ous (NYT, Jan. 11, 1981). The Times also suggested that "more than 
half of the capital which enters as foreign investment exits the country 
as profits or royalties" (NYT, Mar. 24, 1979). Meanwhile, high
ranking members of the López Portillo administration continued to 
cater to the fantasies of this president who seemed to have lost touch 
with reality; they dismissed wamings of approaching economic crisis 
as the pessimistic prognostications of traitors, malcontents, or "ene
mies of the president." 

López Portillo's unreal universe-the product of a political system 
in which there are no restraints on presidential power-was at the 
root of an incident reported widely in the U.S. media. In mid-1981, 
with the international oil market glutted with oversupply, PEMEX di
rector Jorge Díaz Serrano cut the price of Mexican crude. An indig
nant López Portillo summarily fired Díaz Serrano and in June 1981 
declared that Mexico would not be coerced by forces in the interna-
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tional market. He reimposed the higher price for Mexican crude and 
wamed clients that if they refused to pay his price they could forget 
about Mexico asan energy source in the future (NYT, June 17, 1981). 
When France refused to pay the price, the Mexican govemment can
celed severa! French purchase contracts. López Portillo' s feud with 
the intemational oil market was short-lived; after only two months 
PEMEX lowered its price to the level Díaz Serrano had proposed (NYT, 
Aug. 5, 1981). 

The media continued to allude to a possible devaluation of the 
peso, whose parity with the dollar depended on Mexico's oil reve
nues. López Portillo blustered along, even declaring that he would 
defend the peso "like a dog" (NYT, July 18, 1981). While the president 
rehearsed his memorable one-liners, the Times published the facts on 
Mexico's foreign debt, which would exceed $10 billion in 1981. And 
the situation would get worse in light of the fact that intemational 
banks were continuing to make loans to Mexico (NYT, July 6, 1981). 

Despite Mexico's rapidly deteriorating economic situation, Wash
ington remained supportive of López Portillo and his govemment. In 
August 1981, the United States signed a five-year purchase contract 
under which Mexico would supply oil for the U.S. strategic reserves 
at a price that slightly exceeded expectations (NYT, Aug. 21, 1981). 
The agreement was remarkable in many respects, not least of which 
was the way in which the Mexican govemment manipulated how it 
was presented to the public. By changing the way it categorized the 
types of exported oil, "Mexico's leadership was able to create the im
pression that a small price increase had been won" (NYT, Sept. 2, 
1981), although the government's official releases stated simply that 
sales would be made "at current official prices" (El Nacional, Aug. 21, 
1981). 

In late 1981 and early 1982, the Times began alerting its readership 
to the massive amounts of capital fleeing Mexico and predicting that 
"a repetition of the large devaluation in August 1976" was imminent 
(NYT, Dec. 24, 1981). The first devaluation in 1982, on February 19, 
shattered López Portillo's image; henceforth he would be "a devalued 
President" (NYT, May 23, 1982). In May 1982, López Portillo ap
pointed Jesús Silva Herzog as minister of finance, and Mexico's econ
omy began to show sorne signs of improvement, though these were 
transitory. The temporary upswing was due largely to the U.S. gov
emment's raised expectations, which grew out of its respect and ad
miration for Silva Herzog. The new minister was praised for display
ing "a frankness rare among those responsible for the Mexican 
economy" and described as a "scrupulously honest man," high dis
tinction indeed at a moment when references to Mexico's endemic 
corruption were atan all-time high (NYT, Aug. 21, 1982). 
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However, respect for Silva Herzog alone could not prevent an
other devaluation, which occurred in August 1982 and required yet 
another U.S. rescue operation. Although interna! government docu
ments from this period have not yet been released, events seem to 
have followed lines very similar to those of 1976, and U.S. aid to 
Mexico was conditional on Mexico' s agreement to significant conces
sions. For example, the Times quoted a confidential State Department 
memorandum to the effect that, because of the crisis, Mexico would 
sell "more oil and gas [to the United States] at better prices," might be 
forced to reduce restrictions on foreign investment, would cooperate 
in reducing illegal migration, and would negotiate a trade agreement 
with the United States (NYT, Aug. 14, 1982). 

An enraged Mexican govemment stridently denied making any 
such concessions. These denials were almost simultaneous with 
López Portillo's discussions with IMF experts regarding the condi
tions for yet another loan (NYT, Aug. 17, 1982). No agreement was 
reached, and as the summer of 1982 wore on, Mexico' s foreign cur
rency reserves diminished to next to nothing. Silva Herzog had no 
option but to travel to Washington where, in one weekend, he was 
able to negotiate a multi-million-dollar loan. Eventually it carne to 
light that in his negotiations Silva Herzog had been forced to accept 
many of the concessions predicted in the leaked State Department 
memorandum {NYT, Aug. 21, 1982). Once again, the avowed na
tionalism of government officials aside, it is clear that Mexico's sov
ereignty and independence are often infringed upon by foreign inter
ests as long as these interests are willing to remain in the background. 

The concessions were significant. Mexico would increase its oil 
and gas exports to the United States, and a price ceiling of $35 dol
lars/barrel was set for Mexican crude, to remain in effect even if it 
was overtaken by prices on the world market. A energy specialist 
writing for the Times noted that "the United States, so far as is known, 
never before has been able to obtain price protection." Furthermore, 
Mexico promised to increase the quality of its crude. It is revealing 
that the U.S. elite saw these extraordinary concessions as their due; 
the Times noted that Mexico could now be accepted as a friend and 
"ally" of the United States (NYT, Aug. 21, 1982). 

Yet despite these significant concessions, Mexico was not yet out 
of the woods. As a condition for Silva Herzog's "jumbo" loan, the 
Mexican govemment would have to institute an IMF-approved eco
nomic program. To this end, the World Bank and the U.S. Federal 
Reserve set up a committee to "analyze Mexico's total debt picture 
and ... establish a realistic fiscal and monetary program" (NYT, Aug. 
21, 1982). Mexico's ambassador to Washington during this period, 
Bernardo Sepúlveda, conceded that these accords were "the bitter 
medicine we will have to swallow" (NYT, Aug. 31, 1982). Of course, 
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what was really being negotiated in Washington was no more and no 
less than the economic model created by the Mexican Revolution. In 
1982, unlike 1976, there was a conservative in the White House and 
the basic attitude of intemational financia! institutions was com
pletely changed. Coercion was no longer carried out by govemment 
agencies but by impersonal multilateral financia! institutions. 

THE NATIONALIZED BANKS ANO THE IMF ACCORDS 

Obstinately refusing to accept the conditions laid down by the IMF, 
an entrenched López Portillo hunkered down in Los Pinos to prepare 
his final State of the Nation Address, to contain the surprising an
nouncement that he had nationalized the Mexican banking system.4 

Interestingly, U.S. banks reacted favorably to the address, at least ini
tially, believing that nationalization was the only measure that could 
"save the private banks from insolvency." After this surprising first 
reaction, the U.S. elite switched position and united in vociferously 
condemning the nationalization, interpreted as a blow against private 
enterprise, the desperate act of a president seeking to "shift sorne of 
the blame for Mexico's severe economic problems away from his 
administration" (NYT, Sept. 2, 1982; also Apr. 4, 1982). Mexican poli
ticians, on the other hand, applauded López Portillo. Alan Riding in
terviewed one anonymous "influential Govemment politician" who 
believed that the nationalization of the banking system was destined 
to become "a political symbol that no future President would dare 
touch" (NYT, Sept. 3, 1982).5 But even this spectacular initiative did 
not derail negotiations between Mexico and the Intemational Mone
tary Fund. Apparently hoping for a miracle, López Portillo continued 
to reject the IMF' s conditions. 6 When no mira ele was forthcoming and 
Miguel de la Madrid was only days away from being inaugurated as 
Mexico's next president, López Portillo finally agreed to the IMF's 
"austerity program" in November 1982 and signed a confidential 
memorandum of understanding that included "details of how Mex
ico's public sector deficit would be reduced," such as doubling do
mestic gasoline prices and the value-added tax, cutting food subsi
dies, and imposing a govemment hiring freeze (NYT, Nov. 19, 1982). 
Throughout this process, Washington continued to support Mexico's 

'Only a week prior to the announcement, the international banks had warned Mexico 
that it "must affirm its support of the priva te banks or ... be cut off from all credit" 
(NYT, Sept. 2, 1982). 

'It is likely that this same politician was among the congressmen who later willingly 
reprivatized the banking system when ordered to do so by Carlos Salinas de Gortari. 

'The Times noted that López Portillo wished to avoid creating the "impression that he 
had allowed the IMF to dictate Mexico's economic policies." 
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established arder, repairing somewhat the damage to the nationalistic 
image of Mexico's government officials. 

The full significance of the IMF accord was not immediately ap
parent. Clearly, the economic model inherited from the Mexican 
Revolution was failing-largely because of the mistakes of admini
strations that had been either unable or unwilling to make needed 
adjustments to it. But in jettisoning the economic model, Mexico was 
also abandoning its long-standing myths, its "collective dreams" of 
social justice and a development path independent of the United 
States. And here we must not forget that, in Mexico, democracy had 
been largely sacrificed in the pursuit of these objectives. 

Further, the impacts of the IMF accord were not limited to the 
economic sphere. Mexico's insolvency had serious repercussions on 
its foreign policy. U.S. analysts noted that Mexico's activism in Cen
tral America waned as the crisis deepened. In September 1981, the 
Times noted that "Mexico's self-assurance has suddenly been shaken 
by the drop in world oil prices" (NYT, Sept. 13, 1981). The flood of 
tens of thousands of Guatemalan refugees into Chiapas in the early 
1980s allowed Mexico to experience first-hand sorne of the conse
quences of the Central American conflict and provoked a response 
that clearly demonstrated the shallowness of the Mexican govem
ment's commitment to the cause. Invoking national security-and in 
direct contradiction to Mexico's traditional hospitality to asylum
seekers-the government strongly resisted admitting the refugees 
encamped just beyond Mexico's southem border (NYT, Nov. 23, 1980, 
Mar. 21, 1982). Tens of thousands were eventually admitted but only 
after the intemational community and scores of independent organi
zations brought pressure to bear. 

Moving out of its role as activist for change in Central America, 
Mexico began to take up the relatively lighter mantle of mediator. In 
November 1981, the Times reported that Mexico had offered its serv
ices as an "intermediary" between Nicaragua and the United States 
(NYT, Nov. 27, 29, 1981). U.S. strategists were relieved to see Mexico 
retum to its traditional-and more familiar and less irritating
diplomatic principies. In fact, Mexico had no choice. This was the 
only option open to a nation whose dreams of vast oil wealth had 
rapidly devolved into nightmares of crisis, debt, and devaluation. 

Thus 1982 marked the end of the only period in recent history in 
which Mexico attained real independence in its foreign policy and 
could challenge the U.S. government on matters of substance in which 
Mexico had a direct interest. President Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado, 
inaugurated in late 1982, redirected Mexican diplomacy along a path 
of pragmatic moderation, although defending Mexican government 
interests remained an important consideration. De la Madrid also 
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continued to uphold the traditional myth that Mexico's foreign policy 
is based on principies rather than self-interest. 

SEARCHING FOR SCAPEGOATS 

The U.S. elite certainly believed that it was responsible for saving 
Mexico from insolvency-and thereby keeping the PRI in power, al
though the media tended to remain silent on the issue out of courtesy. 
Nevertheless, a few joumalists, including conservative columnist 
William Safire, did state publicly what many held privately. Safire 
noted that, until recently, 11Mexican politicians delighted in denounc
ing the United States; ... during the worst of the oil squeeze of the 
70's [they] rejected our requests for oil and gas ... thumbing their 
noses at the needs of the 'colossus of the north."' But now that Mexico 
was bankrupt, he added, those very 11 oligarchs tumed for help to the 
ally of last resort, 11 the United States (Safire 1982). What Safire did not 
mention is that this 11 ally of last resort" supported the Mexican oligar
chy only beca use it was in its best interest to do so. 

The U.S. elite also began assigning culpability for the devaluation. 
The consensus was that responsibility lay with goveming officials in 
Mexico. However, a few observers with a fuller knowledge of Mexico 
suggested that blame should probably be dispersed more broadly. 
For example, Susan Kaufman Purcell noted that although the de
valuation was largely a llresult of serious miscalculation and incau
tious economic conduct," it was due in part to 11foreign banks' will
ingness to keep pouring money into the country" (Purcell 1982). 
Other analysts blamed U.S. companies for encouraging corruption by 
funneling bribes to officials in Mexico, such as the millions of dollars 
that went to PEMEX officials (NYT, May 5, 1982). At least sorne seg
ment of the U.S. elite was willing to accept that the United States had 
contributed, in part, to the Mexican debacle. 

Alan Riding explored an interesting vein when he placed a share 
of the responsibility on Mexico's "prosperous businessmen" and gov
emment officials.7 According to Riding's calculations, private busi
nessmen and politicians had spirited at least U.S.$14 billion out of 
Mexico and invested apprqximately $30 billion in U.S. real estate. He 
noted that "even clase members of the President's family are reported 
to have acquired homes in Miami and Seville, Spain" (NYT, Sept. 4, 
1982). Riding later quoted an anonymous govemment official, who 
suggested that the business community 11Was given such generous 
subsidies and tax incentives. It eamed such incredible profits. And 

7Mexico's business sector was criticized more frequently in 1982 than in any year since 
1946 (figure 76). 
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now it won't make any sacrifices" (NYT, Apr. 12, 1982). Such criticism 
of the business sector was rare, however. 

Also mentioned in discussions of what lay behind the peso de
valuation was "the consumer frenzy of the upper classes" (NYT, Jan. 
11, 1981). The Times reported the case of a rich Mexican who went to 
Houston to buy "silk sheets, at $1,400 a pair, for his 9-year-old girl" 
(NYT, Oct. 7, 1982). Examples along these same lines raised U.S. 
awareness regarding what such extravagance on the part of politi
cians and businessmen might mean for those on the lower rungs of 
Mexican society. Reporters also noted in passing that "one result of 
the boom was an even greater concentration of income in a country 
where 10% of the population has traditionally controlled 50% of the 
wealth" (NYT, Aug. 23, 1982). 

THE EMBODIMENTS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

Perceptions of Mexico during the López Portillo administration 
tended to follow one of two lines. The traditional (and predominant) 
inclination was to view Mexico through the rose-colored glasses of 
self-interest, always accentuating the positive. The second and more 
critical tendency was to see Mexico's flaws as well as its strong points. 
Both viewpoints were based on an improved, though still imperfect, 
understanding of Mexico. 

The most revealing window on the predominant and more opti
mistic tendency is what its proponents deliberately did not say. Por 
example, the U.S. government was well aware of the excesses of 
Mexico's security police and security agencies, but it decided not to 
speak out. The U.S. government's appreciation of the true situation in 
Mexico is confirmed in Presidential Review Memorandum-41. This 
document, prepared in 1978, notes that "Mexico's domestic human 
rights record leaves room for significant improvement." However, it 
continued, "it would be ill-advised and counter-productive for us to 
take Mexico to task publicly for its violations of human rights." PRM-
41 went on to conclude that the most advisable course of action was 
"to continue our multilateral cooperation, manage a quiet and rea
sonable dialogue, and encourage human rights improvement on both 
sides without undue cost to our other interests" (NSC 1978: 1, 3). The 
United States' decision to overlook the human rights abuses commit
ted by the authoritarian Mexican regime also appears in the annual 
reports on the human rights situation worldwide that the U.S. State 
Department has prepared since 1976. A clear pattem emerges in these 
documents: they consistently minimize the seriousness of the problem 
and thus avoid criticizing the Mexican government. 
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This pattem has held true across administrations, sorne liberal, 
others conservative. Its durability can be attributed to the fact that the 
U.S. govemment, although fully apprised of the true nature of the 
PRI, also recognized that it needed the PRI in order to guarantee its 
own interests. Thus, on the one hand the media reported that even 
though the Mexican govemment made concessions in order to main
tain its "democratic image," these concessions did not apply to 
"lndians and peasants, striking workers or squatter organizers" and, 
further, that "the heirs of the Zapatistas are still impoverished, many 
lacking lands or the means to maintain themselves." The Mexican 
regime was no longer portrayed as democratic; "authoritarian" and 
"a combination of authoritarianism and democracy" became the new 
descriptors (NYT, July 31, 1979; Feb. 17, 1980; Jan. 11, 1981). On the 
other hand, however, the media credited the PRI with preserving 
Mexico's cherished stability, even though it now did so through "a 
complex network of loyalties, favors, and influences." 

Alan Riding sometimes criticized corruption in Mexico while at 
other times he praised the PRI as "one of the world's most efficient 
political machines," admired by "many govemments that would like 
to perpetuate themselves in power" (NYT, Mar. 4, 1979). Peter Smith 
also expressed admiration for the system's capacity to overcome cri
ses. Thus the U.S. elite remained (and remains) ambivalent toward 
Mexican authoritarianism. They do not respect it; but because they 
need it they are willing to support and solidify it. 

Despite their ability to entertain this fundamental contradiction, 
the U.S. elite had overcome many entrenched misportrayals of Mex
ico and amplified their potential consciousness. Thus, although Mex
ico's Communist Party received no positive references during the 
1980s, the Times published only 6 negative ones; the overwhelming 
majority (42) were informative (figure 33). The Left no longer received 
more attention than the PRI, as it had during the Cold War, though 
apparently it did still cause sorne uneasiness, as reflected in the fact 
that there were twice as many references to the Mexican Communist 
Party asto the center-right National Action Party (figures 31-33). 

In 1977, for the first time since 1946, a leader of Mexico's Com
munist Party consented to an interview with the Times. Amoldo 
Martínez Verdugo outlined to Alan Riding the transformations his 
party had undergone (NYT, Dec. 27, 1977). Other Riding articles re
ported on Heberto Castillo and the Mexican Workers' Party (PMT) 
(NYT, Nov. 23, 1979). Although the media's general disapproval of 
the Left persisted, it was now tempered by an increasingly realistic 
awareness of the Left's strengths and weaknesses. Riding provided 
very accurate portrayals of left-wing organizations which, he noted, 
were no more than a "domesticated left ... incapable of exploiting the 
country's worst domestic crisis in 40 years" (NYT, Oct. 1, 1978). He 
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also emphasized a "persistent problem that has long plagued the 
Mexican left: its leaders prefer control over small factions, and are 
unwilling to accept positions of lesser authority in larger organiza
tions" (NYT, Nov. 9, 1981). Media attitudes had come a long way 
since 1944, when Ambassador George Messersmith chastised Times 
correspondent Camille Cianfarra for interviewing "people of the ex
treme left" (DOS 1944). 

Another indicator of the media's search for a better understanding 
of Mexican affairs was a new interest in previously ignored issues 
and actors. The middle classes, intellectuals, students, and the Church 
were sorne of the new tapies covered in the pages of the Times (figure 
39). Fascinating new subjects included the artists of CLET A, an inde
pendent theater group in Monterrey (referred to as a "Maoist com
mune"); Mexico City's marginalized underclasses, described as "a 
vast though as-yet silent urban proletariat"; feminists and dissident 
intellectuals; the political desaparecidos; pepenadores (squatters in city 
dumps who scavenge items for resale), all within a strictly controlled, 
hierarchical organization.8 

Such coverage was not limited to the front section. The Times' s 
travel section published an emotional article on the 1968 student 
movement, in which the reporter recalled "beatings in the night . . . 
firing squads and tanks and the rights of the people ... union be
tween the students, workers, and peasants ... land and bread" (NYT, 
Oct. 13, 1974). The paper's opinion section also rana story on the life 
of a Mexican exile in the United States (NYT, Apr. 1, 1979) and re
viewed a novel by Carlos Fuentes about "a group of men enriched 
through corruption" who betrayed the Mexican Revolution (Shorris 
1985). 

At about this time, a group of Mexicanists began publishing inter
pretations of Mexican reality that broke with earlier, more optimistic 
viewpoints. Two books that appeared about midway through the 
López Portillo administration characterize this new perspective: Peter 
Smith' s Labyrinths of Power: Political Recruitment in Twentieth-Century 
Mexico, published in 1979, was based on more than six thousand 
Mexican political biographies. This rigorous piece of work dissected 
the Mexican political scene and distilled from it twenty-two rules that 
a would-be politician in Mexico should follow in arder to succeed. 
The absence of principies and prevalence of blatant opportunism that 
Smith describes are depressingly realistic. lf this is how the U.S. elite 
perceives the Mexican leadership, it is not surprising that they should 

'For a sampling of these tapies, see NYT, Sept. 25, 1976; Oct. 23 and Dec. 28, 1977; May 
3, Aug. 17, Dec. 2, and Dec. 31, 1979; Aug. 15, 1980; Mar. 19 and 21, Apr. 18, and 
Dec. 26, 1981; and June 22, 1982. This material also served as a basis for Riding's very 
successful Distant Neighbors. 
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have been skeptical about Mexican politicians' claims that they were 
motivated by principies. 

Another superb piece of research was Judith Adler Hellman's 
Mexico in Crisis, published in 1978/ which includes an excellent de
scription of the mechanisms of co-optation, opposition, and repres
sion employed in Mexico. 10 In her preface, Hellman states that "much 
of what has been written by Americans regarding contemporary 
Mexico consists of praise centered on the political stability and eco
nomic growth assured by a one-party system" (pp. xii-xiii), while her 
objective is to present a critical, sophisticated analysis, an objective 
she fully achieves. 

No Mexicanist has ever evaluated or even considered the impact 
that the United States has on developments in Mexico. When the U.S. 
government rescued Mexico after the peso devaluation in 1982, it was 
motivated by the need to defend its own interests. One has to wonder 
what would ha ve been the outcome had the United Sta tes decided not 
to bail Mexico out of its financia! crisis. Although there are no easy 
answers, Mexico's political crisis might well have deepened. In 1983 
discontent had built to the point that the opposition National Action 
Party was able to score significant electoral victories. The resources 
that the United States provided gave the Mexican government-and 
Mexican authoritarianism-a powerful boost. Even so, the Intema
tional Monetary Fund and the World Bank were able to impose ex
tremely harsh economic guidelines on the government of Miguel de la 
Madrid, ushering in an era of economic adjustment and a changing of 
the guard in Mexico's goveming elite. 

'According to the Social Sciences Citation Index, Hellman's volume is among the most 
frequently cited analyses of the Mexican political system. Between 1985 and 1995, 
her book was quoted thirty-four times; Smith's, fourteen. 

'"lhese mechanisms are very similar to the concepts of hegemony and coercion as used 
in the present volume. 
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The Technocrats Arrive 

For Mexico, the years 1982 to 1986 mark an extraordinary period. The 
ruling elite's capacity to govem continued to deteriorate, and the im
pact of extemal factors on events within the country intensified, to the 
point that Washington was able in 1986 to dictate a series of key 
changes to Mexico's economic model. But because these changes were 
implemented with the utmost sensitivity, the Mexican leadership was 
able to preserve its nationalistic rhetoric-and remain in power. Thus, 
by executing a delicate balancing act the two nations were able to 
sustain their long-term understanding. At the same time, new inde
pendent social forces and political actors were appearing and gaining 
strength in Mexico, although they were not yet able to influence the 
country's economic policies or liberalize its political system. 

THE EARLY DAYS OF THE DE LA MADRID PRESIDENCY 

Miguel de la Madrid's administration was characterized by its incor
poration of technocrats into the upper echelons of govemment; 63 
percent of his cabinet members had studied abroad (Peter Smith 1986: 
103, 109). One of the first Americans to realize the full import of this 
transformation was Alan Riding. In 1981, while de la Madrid was still 
campaigning, Riding reported, "over the last four years, politicians 
have lost ground to the technocrats who now dominate the admini
stration" {NYT, Jan. 11, 1981). Riding also noted that the goveming 
elite itself had failed to perceive the trend: "long accustomed to savor
ing the past, improvising the present and ignoring the future, the 
Mexicans woke up one day to find that they were govemed by eco
nomic planners" {NYT, Apr. 4, 1980). 

After missing the mark so widely in his early assessments of Eche
verría and López Portillo, Riding was very cautious in his statements 
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about de la Madrid. Although Riding had always stressed the posi
tive aspects of Mexico' s presidents, his coverage of de la Madrid 
tended to be very reserved. He called him a "política! moderate ... 
popular among the prívate sector" and someone inclined "to favor 
good relations with the United States" (NYT, Sept. 26, 1981). Riding 
later noted that "the only untested aspect [of the new president was] 
the nature of his response to the extraordinary powers he is beginning 
to acquire." An experienced observer of política! habits and customs 
in Mexico, Riding recalled that "Mexican Presidents invariably sur
round themselves with sycophants and eventually lose touch with the 
country" (NYT, Dec. 2, 1982). 

Despite Riding's wamings, the U.S. media continued to perceive 
the evolution of Mexico's política! system as it had since 1946. The 
Times proclaimed that Mexico was making progress on the road to 
democracy, and the 1982 elections were described on several occa
sions as "an important step in Mexico's cautious move away from a 
one-party state towards a more democratic society" (NYT, June 29, 
1982). As evidence of the prevailing optimism regarding Mexico, of 
the 12 references to democratization printed in the Times in 1982, 8 
were informative and 4 were positive; there were no negative refer
ences (figures 35-38). 

However, there were sorne new elements in the media coverage, 
such as unprecedented realism. While praising Mexico' s progress to
ward democracy, Riding also faithfully described the "vast propa
ganda apparatus set in motion" during the 1982 presidential cam
paign (estimated to have cost close to U.S.$300 million) and the 
diversion of govemment funds into the coffers of the PRI. Riding ob
served, for example, that during his campaign de la Madrid traveled 
in "aircraft from such state entities as the Bank of Mexico, the Federal 
Electricity Commission and Petróleos Mexicanos" (NYT, May 25, July 
4, 1982). Another novel element was the overall pattem in the media's 
assessment of the new administration. During the Echeverría and 
López Portillo presidencies, media coverage had followed a progres
sion from praise early on in the administration to severe criticism by 
its end. In contrast, during de la Madrid's term, the media combined 
positive and negative references throughout the administration 
(figures 22-27). 

RESPITE, BUT WITH A SOCIAL COST 

When Miguel de la Madrid became president of Mexico on December 
1, 1982, the country's economy was in crisis and the regime's room for 
maneuver was severely constricted. It carne as no surprise, therefore, 
that in his inaugural address de la Madrid outlined a new austerity 
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program, inspired by neo liberal proposals and López Portillo' s 
pledges to the Intemational Monetary Fund (NYT, Jan. 1, 1983). The 
pay-off carne on December 23, when the IMF granted final approval 
for a U.S.$3.9 billion loan, with a further $2 billion to be provided by 
ten industrialized nations (NYT, Dec. 24, 1982). Although it is not 
known exactly what Mexico promised in exchange for this loan, it 
seems highly probable that one outcome was the govemment's deci
sion-announced a week later-to sell 34 percent of the shares in 
Mexico's nationalized banks. The dismantling of the old economic 
model proceeded apace, and in May 1983 Citibank's vice president, 
William Rhodes, was able to report that Mexico's economic behavior 
during the year's initial trimester was "in line with targets set in its 
agreement with the IMF" (NYT, May 18, 1983). This entailed a "realis
tic" devaluation of the peso, a reduction in the budget deficit, and the 
sale (already under way) of "non-essential" state-owned companies. 

As part of this process, Mexico enhanced its support to foreign 
investment. For example, the Mexican government agreed to pay the 
total construction costs (U.S.$23 million) for a gas pipeline to supply a 
new Ford manufacturing plant in Hermosillo-prompting varied re
actions from Mexican politicians. Although Minister of Trade Héctor 
Hemández emphasized that "the government was not loosening its 
regulations on foreign investment," sorne of his colleagues suggested 
that "the government would now allow certain foreign companies to 
acquire majority ownership." In an act charged with historical sym
bolism, the govemment allowed IBM to hold total ownership of a 
new plant in Mexico, even though under Mexican law the computer 
sector is reserved for domestic producers only (NYT, Sept. 26, 1983; 
Jan. 11, Feb. 17, May 22, 1984; July 24, 1985). 

The Mexican govemment also remained committed to repaying 
the country's foreign debt, even as other Latin American nations were 
debating whether to declare a joint debt moratorium. Washington 
clearly applauded de la Madrid's decision not to ally with these na
tions in a united debtors' front, something the United States (faithful 
to old-style hegemonic domination) claimed would "do grave harm" 
to Mexico (NYT, Sept. 21, 1984). When in 1984 Mexico successfully 
renegotiated the terms of its debt with intemational banks, U.S. praise 
for the regime rose still further. 

De la Madrid's actions in 1983 and 1984 eamed him high marks 
from bankers and intemational financial institutions (NYT, July 17, 
1983). According to World Bank Vice President Emest Stem, it was 
"fair to say that the way the people and Govemment of Mexico have 
managed their crisis has filled the whole world with admiration" 
(NYT, Aug. 23, 1983). In "recognition of Mexico's progress in accept
ing and sticking to a rigid austerity program," the intemational 
banking system decided to extend new loans to Mexico toward the 
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end of 1983 {NYT, Dec. 31, 1983). Peaks of improvement in the Mexi
can economy and the additional loan funds that these peaks elicited 
explain the positive references that appeared in the Times between 
1982 and 1984 regarding the general situation of the country's econ
omy and finances (figures 67-70). There was a similar pattem in me
dia assessments of Mexican policies toward foreign investment 
(figures 77-78). 

But austerity policies carried social costs, and there was a rising 
number of references to issues such as the unequal distribution of in- · 
come, under- and unemployment, low wages, high prices, inflation, 
and low living standards in both urban and rural areas (figures 82-
90). Barbara Crossette observed that budget cuts were "making health 
care in Mexico more precarious than ever" {NYT, June 17, 1983), and 
Richard Meislin noted the "drama tic plunge in the standard of living 
of workers" {NYT, June 29, 1983). These comments appeared despite 
Mexican govemment efforts to downplay the deleterious side effects 
of the new economic model. Sorne officials tried to persuade a Times 
correspondent that there were no more "vendors than usual despite 
the sharp economic downtum" (NYT, Apr. 16, 1984). 

Although U.S. interest in the social costs of austerity was increas
ing, this was not yet a priority issue. For example, income distribution 
received only 100 mentions between 1946 and 1986 (79 of them nega
tive). In another revealing comparison, over the same 41-year period, 
poverty was mentioned only 211 times, compared to 596 mentions for 
tourism and 649 for transportation. 

ÜN THE ROAD TO MORAL RENEWAL 

The cronyism and corruption that pervaded the administration of 
President López Portillo were so blatant that one of de la Madrid' s 
first acts in office was to initiate a campaign of "moral renewal." This 
is the period when corruption in Mexico finally took center stage in 
the U.S. consciousness, and the idea spread that corruption was an 
integral aspect of Mexican reality. In just four years-1982 to 1986-
there were 183 references to corruption, approximately 40 percent of 
the total of 451 such references in the 41-year period between 1946 
and 1986 (figures 91, 93). 

De la Madrid's proclamation of an era of moral renewal sparked 
an enthusiastic response in the United States. The arrest of former 
PEMEX director Jorge Díaz Serrano was viewed asan important step 
along this path; more such steps were expected, given that "many top 
politicians were believed to have enriched themselves illicitly" under 
López Portillo. However, this morality campaign had limits; the Times 
explained that "a decision had been reached at the highest level" not 
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to prosecute López Portillo for corruption, despite the "widespread 
belief among Mexicans that he profited greatly" during his incum
bency (NYT, }une 30, July 6, 1983). 

Another welcome announcement was de la Madrid's promise to 
end the government's unhealthy influence over media coverage, al
though it was soon reported that "sorne ministries are beginning to 
pay off joumalists again" (NYT, Apr. 10, 1983). Corruption in the oil 
workers' union was another target of government attention, but it 
ultimately became clear that the regime had no intention of taking 
decisive action against the union. The Times resignedly concluded 
that "the corruption campaign has taken second place to the need to 
keep Mexican oil-and the foreign dollars it brings-flowing" (NYT, 
Jan. 18, 1984). 

In 1983, disparities within the regime's morality campaign pro
voked an unprecedented and realistic note in the Times: despite the 
good intentions that each new Mexican administration expressed 
during its early stages, these tended to "wane in intensity" with each 
president's "exposure to the system" (NYT, July 27, 1983). This phrase 
also recalls the United States' usual practice of disassociating Mexican 
presidents from the negative aspects of the system that sustains and 
supports them. 

Acknowledging the organic relationship between corruption and 
the political system created an additional problem: how to justify the 
extensive support given to the Mexican leadership. The solution that 
was settled on runs as follows: corruption was "essential to the op
eration and survival of the country's complex and peculiar form of 
government. The political system has never existed without it, and 
may well disintegrate if it tries to do so" (NYT, Dec. 16, 1984). That is, 
corruption-organically linked to the very essence of the regime
was seen as a useful mechanism for maintaining stability. 

THE DISPUTE OVER CENTRAL AMERICA 

Central America was the primary source of tension in the bilateral 
relationship between 1982 and 1984. Conservatives in Washington 
hoped that Mexico's economic crisis would compel de la Madrid to 
terminate his country's support for leftist forces in Central America. 
They were to be disappointed; Mexico merely reduced the level of its 
aid. The National Security Council concluded that Mexico "main
tained its public and covert support for the extreme left" in Central 
America, adding that only "the tone, and not the substance," of its 
policy had changed (NYT, Apr. 17, 1982). Washington's strong criti
cism of the Mexican government's activism in Central America 
stemmed from Ronald Reagan's obsession with Communism. Reagan 



206 Chapter 17 

believed that the goal of the guerrilla movements was both simple 
and sinister: to destabilize all of Central America, from the Panama 
Canal to Mexico.1 The idea of "losing" Mexico-which could affect 
the United States' status on a globallevel-was inconceivable.2 

Convinced that the Mexican government was playing with fire, 
Washington blamed that country's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, envi
sioned as a nest of intransigent leftist nationalists (author interview 
with Elliott Abrams, 1991). Against this backdrop a theory developed 
regarding Mexico's border with Guatemala: this region of impover
ished peasants and refugees was a weak point through which the vi
rus of revolution could escape from Central America and spread 
northward. That is, the domino theory could be applied to this hemi
sphere (see Russo 1985; E. Williams 1986; Hannon 1984; Applegate 
1985). Sorne authors were outright alarmists. For example, although 
he did make certain important points, including the observation that 
the U.S. government had a "vested interest in viewing the Mexican 
situation with rose-colored glasses," Sol Sanders nevertheless gave his 
book the less-than-subtle title Mexico: Chaos on our Doorstep (Sanders 
1986: 193). 

Meanwhile, the de la Madrid administration was transforming the 
activism developed by López Portillo into a policy of mediation 
through the Contadora Group. How could an economically conserva
tive government such as de la Madrid's diverge so dramatically from 
prevailing world opinion and, in the process, put itself at odds with 
U.S. policy toward Central America? First, it was in Mexico's interest 
to support a negotiated settlement of the conflict. Hundreds of thou
sands of impoverished refugees were amassing along Mexico's south
em border; there were frictions between the Mexican military and 
their Guatemalan counterparts; and the stability of southem Mexico 
was at risk of being upset by events in neighboring countries. Further, 
it was important to preserve the image of independence that had 
served for decades to pacify the domestic Left and co-opt foreign lib
eral and progressive sectors. 

A second reason was outlined in the preceding chapter: Mexico 
was able to diverge from the U.S. policy line because U.S. society was 
deeply divided over their country's aggressive position on Central 
America. In 1983, an interna! National Security Council document 
acknowledged that Reagan was having "serious difficulties with 
public opinion and Congress," and that this was undermining U.S. 
policies in Central America (NYT, Apr. 7, 1983). Mexico's policy of 

'Constantine Menges, of the National Security Council, also believed that Mexico's 
destiny was in play in Central America (Menges 1988: 27-28). 

'There are many references to the importance of Mexican stability for the United Sta tes 
and the costs that its absence would imply. See Schoultz 1987; Jordan and Taylor 
1984; Hannon 1984, 1986, 1987; Linn 1984; Sanders 1987; Wilson 1989. 
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mediation drew support from, and was seconded by, U.S. sectors op
posed to Reagan's conservative ideas. 

In a June 1, 1983, memorandum, Representative Bill Alexander, a 
Democrat, called on his fellow members of Congress to support the 
Contadora Group. Sol Linowitz described Contadora as "the only 
promising path towards peace in the region" (NYT, Mar. 20, 1984). 
The Washington Post concurred, noting that Contadora was the only 
mechanism able to "reduce the war's escalation" (NYT, Mar. 2, 1984). 
Democrat Robert Kastenmeier, representative for Wisconsin, de
fended Mexico's policies from the attacks of Republican Senator Rob
ert Kasten.3 The Times also lined up behind the Contadora Group, 
which the paper called "the only plausible altemative toa brutal, ille
gal and unwinnable war" (NYT 1986b, 1986c). 

Divisions within the U.S. elite mirrored those that had emerged 
during the Vietnam War, but now they were intensified by highly 
successful solidarity actions that Central American revolutionaries 
were carrying out in the United States.4 These activities won the 
revolutionaries broad-based support, reinforced through the Ameri
can and Latin American networks that had formed during the 1960s. 

U.S. conservatives' criticisms of Mexico were balanced by the 
praise and support coming from liberal sectors in the United States. 
Mexico's independent stance in foreign policy making was always 
understood as an exercise in pragmatism (not an expression of prin
cipies), intended to enhance the govemment's prestige on the home 
front: "independence from the United States is a concept Mexicans 
hold dear" (NYT, Apr. 14, 1984). Holding to this perspective enabled 
the United States to tolerate de la Madrid's emphasis on the policy 
differences between Mexico City and Washington-as was the case, 
for example, when de la Madrid and Reagan met in May 1984 and the 
former publicly expressed his "disagreement over Central America" 
(NYT, May 16, 1984). 

Paradoxically, among the elements underpinning the Mexican 
govemment's prestige was its record of maintaining a cordial rela
tionship with the Latin American Left while simultaneously control
ling its own domestic Left. That is, Mexico's progressive foreign poli
des attracted admiration in the United States because they had 
proven their worth as mechanisms for controlling leftist sectors, not 
because they encouraged greater social freedom. This was part of the 
old game of simulations: Mexico pretended to be independent, and 
the United States pretended to respect its independence. 

'For both sides of the debate, see NYT, June 17, July 4, 1985. 
'Well-informed sources noted that at one point during the 1980s Central American 

organizations affiliated with the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front had 
sorne two hundred full-time activists promoting solidarity with their movement. 



208 Chapter 17 

R:EDEFINING THE RELATIONSHIP 

During the 1982-1984 period, the Mexican government undertook a 
fundamental modification in its policy toward the United States: it 
began searching for long-term, permanent mechanisms through 
which it could influence U.S. decision-making processes. Its first ef
forts were oblique and would certainly not classify as interventionist. 
In May 1983, for example, Minister of Foreign Affairs Bernardo 
Sepúlveda met with a delegation of Democrats opposed to Washing
ton's conservative polices. And the Mexican government applauded 
writers who carne out in the U.S. press in support of Mexico's poli
des, criticizing Reagan and praising de la Madrid (see, for example, 
Fuentes 1984, 1985). Not since Plutarco Elías Calles had a Mexican 
president penned an essay for Foreign Affairs, the establishment's 
magazine on U.S. foreign policy.5 Yet in the Fall1984 issue, de laMa
drid contributed an article in which he insisted that ignoring "the 
Central American conflict would entail an abandonment of Mexico' s 
historie responsibility," a renunciation of "the defense of our own na
tional interest and security." Although this was not explicit lobbying, 
this kind of action laid the foundations for Mexican society to accept 
the legitimacy of actively promoting Mexico's interests and ideas in 
the United States. 

It is possible that this gradual modification in the bilateral under
standing arose as a reaction to the Republicans' decision to pressure 
Mexico more overtly and consistently, making dissent in Mexico in
creasingly expensive. In February 1984, Paul Gorman, chief of the 
United States' Southem Command, declared that Mexico could be
come "the No. 1 security problem for the United States" over the next 
ten years "unless it drastically transformed" its policies. He added 
that Mexico was a "center for subversion," a nation following "a pol
icy of accommodation with its own left and intemationalleftist inter
ests." He concluded that Mexico was characterized by the "most cor
rupt Government and society in Central America," which-according 
to the NYT-was "in line with the views that have been expressed by 
sorne intelligence officials" (NYT, Feb. 26, 1984). 

Such comments reveal that the margins of tolerance toward the 
Mexican regime were narrowing in sorne sectors. In its April2, 1984, 
issue, Newsweek reported that, despite objections from the State De
partment and Ambassador John Gavin, President Reagan had signed 
National Security Directive 124, ordering the creation of a "master 
plan in communications and diplomacy" to persuade de la Madrid 
and his key advisers of "the virtues of the struggle ... against Com
munism in Central America." 

'Calles published an article in Foreign Affairs in October 1926. 
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In May 1984, de la Madrid traveled to Washington, justas the U.S. 
bureaucracy was discussing how to address the Mexican situation. 
The mood was contentious; that same month, the CIA's foremost 
analyst on Latin American affairs, John Horton, had resigned in pro
test when CIA director William Casey asked him to prepare a report 
exaggerating Mexico's economic and political problems. This was 
prior to the Mexican president's upcoming visit, and the CIA hoped 
to use the report to persuade the White House to authorize increasing 
the pressure on Mexico (NYT, Sept. 28, 1984). 

Such pressure tactics appear to have worked; in 1983 the Mexican 
government had begun to reevaluate the merits and disadvantages of 
its policy on Central America and had made sorne changes. The Times 
reported that, after heated debate, the Ministries of Finance and Gov
ernment-despite opposition from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
had determined that oil shipments to Nicaragua would be suspended 
if that country remained unable to pay for the oil it received. The 
United States had been urging Mexico to take this step for sorne time; 
one U.S. diplomat frankly admitted, "we have pressured Mexico be
cause we feel that Nicaragua is not the type of government which de
serves this kind of financing" (NYT, Aug. 11, 1983). In 1984, according 
to the Times, "Salvadoran rebels living in Mexico" admitted that they 
were "feeling pressure from the Mexican Government of President 
Miguel De la Madrid to curtail their public activities" (NYT, July 19, 
1984).6 And in August 1983, Susan Kaufman Purcell noted that 
"Mexico finally seems willing to take the United States' security con
cems more seriously" (Purcell1983). 

Outside pressures were perhaps not the only reason for the 
changes. The economic crisis and the conservatism of many Mexican 
government officials were probably also factors. Whatever the reason, 
by 1984 Mexico's foreign policy direction had changed; an analyst 
from the conservative Heritage Foundation was able to state that 
Mexico was moving toward "a less ideological position, and a more 
pragmatic foreign policy" (Hannon 1984). After 1984 Mexico's atten
tion necessarily shifted from Central America to the country' s own 
economic and political system, and to its relationship with the United 
States; and tensions between the two countries over Central America 
eased rapidly. 

THE EMERGENCE OF NEW SOCIAL FORCES 

The 1980s witnessed the appearance and consolidation of new social 
actors in Mexico who would acquire a great deal of importance in 

6After this point, positive references to Mexico's foreign policy in the Times multiplied 
(figure 45). 
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subsequent years, and whose presence confirmed the continuing ero
sion of the government's control mechanisms. The National Action 
Party, founded in 1939, gained an increased following during this 
period. The center-right PAN, which has always viewed elections as 
the appropriate path for moving toward a democratic regime, was 
frequently praised in the Times between 1983 and 1986 (figures 28,31-
32), largely because of spreading U.S. discontent with the PRI gov~ 
ernment. 

The PAN's growing popularity led it to electoral victories in 
twelve cities in northem Mexico in July 1983. The Times noted that 
this was "the worst re versal" in the PRI' s 54-year history and was 
partly the result of a middle-class protest against the government's 
economic policies (July 12, 1983). The paper applauded the "decision 
by the Government of President Miguel De la Madrid, then new to 
office, to permit a fair count of the vote and see what would happen if 
non-fraudulent elections were held" (NYT, Mar. 11, 1984). This flow
ering of democracy proved short-lived. With Operation Dragon, con
ducted in Baja California in September 1983, and Operation Tango 
Papas, carried out in Mérida in November 1984, the de la Madrid 
administration demonstrated that it was still prepared to resort to 
electoral fraud to defeat an increasingly influential opposition. 

Another important factor in this process was the emergence of an 
independent media, a prerequisite for the consolidation of social 
movements. Previous chapters have described the government's con
trol of the press, and hence its control over the flow of ideas. In Sep
tember 1984 a new daily, La Jornada, began publication in Mexico 
City. This newspaper, founded by center-left joumalists and intellec
tuals, would give voice to sectors that had no other avenue of expres
sion and would become an indispensable source of information for a 
range of social movements. Numerous other independent magazines 
and dailies appeared throughout the country during this period. 

Another sector that benefited from the freer atmosphere was that 
of nongovernmental organizations, especially those dedicated to hu
man rights. The Mexican Academy for Human Rights (AMDH) and 
the Fray Francisco de Vitoria Center for Human Rights (CDH), estab
lished in 1984, brought together Christian and other activists and 
scholars who had previously been working independently for the 
protection and promotion of human rights. Their rapid growth (by 
1994 there were more than 250 human rights NGOs) also reflected 
Mexico's growing openness to the outside. 

The anger spurred by continuing electoral fraud and the economic 
crisis led sorne sectors to suggest that armed struggle was inevitable. 
We now know that around 1983-1984 a group of survivors from the 
guerrilla movements of the 1970s arrived in Chiapas to lay the politi
cal groundwork that would culminate in the appearance of the Zapa-
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tista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) in 1994. Chiapas, mean
while, was providing a gateway for Central Americans seeking refuge 
in Mexico, and the NGOs played an important role in protecting them 
and promoting their interests. The intemational community was also 
becoming increasingly concemed about the Central American refu
gees, especially those from Guatemala. This convergence enabled 
many social organizations to break out of isolation, further accelerat
ing the ongoing process of intemationalization in Mexican politics. 
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The Death of the Mexican Revolution 

The economic model inherited from the Mexican Revolution, once 
presented as a viable altemative to socialism and capitalism, expired 
in 1985-1986. Its demise was not due to natural causes. Rather, the 
Mexican leadership had reached agreement with Washington to ter
mina te its existence. In exchange, the PRI received U.S. support, infus
ing new strength into Mexico's authoritarian system, which was 
showing serious signs of wear. 

UNLOCKING THE MEXICAN ENIGMA 

Because of sorne exceptional circumstances, both the number and the 
prominence of Times articles on Mexican affairs rose sharply over 
1985 and 1986.1 Correspondents increased their annual production on 
Mexico by nearly 300 percent (figures 1, 6-7). John Bailey's analysis of 
coverage of Mexican affairs by the New York Times, the Washington 
Post, and three television networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) between 
1979 and 1988 confirms this pattem, showing a remarkable increase in 
1985 and 1986 and a retum to the status quo ante in 1987 (Bailey 
1989). This heightened attention corresponds to events that were 
drastically reshaping the Mexican system and the intense debate un
der way regarding its prospects for the future. In 1986, Peter Smith 
voiced U.S. sentiments when he noted that "Mexico is in the midst of 
a profound transition .... [W]here is Mexico going?" (p. 101). 

Proffered answers ranged across an extremely broad spectrum. 
Sorne forecasts were apocalyptic. In 1985, Rex Applegate wamed that 
Mexico displayed "all the necessary elements and conditions for a 
Communist take-over" (p. 87). Even sophisticated analysts such as 

'Nine percent of all front-page articles, as well as 10 percent of all editaríais, printed 
during the period covered by the content analysis appeared in 1986. 
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Brian Latell, chief observer of Mexican affairs at the CIA, predicted 
that "Mexican stability will be threatened by a deepening crisis which 
is both economic and political" (1986: 3). Such extreme opinions were 
not generalized, however; most views of Mexico's future were more 
optimistic. In 1984, the CIA concluded that "the majority of Mexicans 
still accepts the legitimacy of a system dominated by the PRI" 
(Harper's 1987). In 1985, the State Department commissioned a num
ber of studies that arrived at similar conclusions (Camp 1986). Anda 
"national intelligence estima te" -the most complete form of intelli
gence analysis carried out by the U.S. government, leaked to the press 
in 1987-argued that under the most likely scenario the "Mexican 
political system will remain intact" (in Anderson and Atta 1987a, 
1987b). 

Despite this consensus, the attention of the U.S. elite focused once 
again on the need for economic and political reform in Mexico, and by 
1985-1986 reform was an idea whose time had definitely arrived. Be
cause any reform process would be administered by the PRI and the 
only viable opposition was the right-leaning PAN party, the United 
States was assured that Mexico would implement the kind of liberal 
economic policies that the elite explicitly, unanimously, and vocifer
ously recommended (that is, demanded). The U.S. elite also believed 
that with the right kind of reform, Mexico would finally overcome all 
traces of its traditional anti-American nationalism and ultimately pur
sue economic integration with the United States. As it tumed out, the 
United States had to exert significant pressure to bring about a trans
formation in Mexico's economic system, and the issue of reform of the 
political system was relegated indefinitely to the background. 

THE REEMERGENCE OF DRUG TRAFFICKING 

Turbulence gripped Mexico in 1985, driven by the unleashing of a 
series of accumulated though completely unforeseen forces. The first 
sign of the approaching storm was the escalating trade in illegal nar
cotics. After the 1960s, drug trafficking as a variable in the bilateral 
relationship displayed dramatic and unpredictable peaks and valleys. 
From a total of 408 Times references to drug trafficking between Mex
ico and the United States, 191 appeared in 1985-86, and of a total of 
153 negative references on this topic, 123 appeared during this same 
two-year span (figures 58, 66). 

Following Operation Intercept and the 1976 agreement to ex
change prisoners, drug-related issues had faded from the bilateral 
agenda. They made only rare appearances during the López Portillo 
presidency, probably because Mexico's economic boom was fueling a 
surge of optimism in the United States that overshadowed any nega-
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tive issues in the relationship. During this period, reports in the 
United States on Mexico's anti-drug programs usually applauded the 
Mexican authorities' efforts.2 This overall approval continued into the 
first two years of de la Madrid's term in office; and in 1984 a U.S. 
House committee concluded that "Mexico was the only country 
where the Goverrunent recognized its obligation to detect and eradi
cate the illicit cultivation of narcotic crops," an observation that 
"greatly pleased the Mexican Goverrunent officials" (NYT, Sept. 13, 
1984). 

But praise abruptly gave way to condemnation. In November 
1984, Mexican authorities-tipped off by U.S. agents-raided El 
Búfalo Ranch in Chihuahua State and confiscated over 10,000 tons of 
marijuana in the largest marijuana seizure in history. The drug deal
ers were quick to retaliate; in February 1985 they seized Drug En
forcement Agency (DEA) agent Enrique Camarena and his pilot, Al
fonso Zavala, in Guadalajara. 

When Camarena and Zavala failed to surface, the U.S. media 
speculated that the kidnappers "may be working under the protection 
of local Guadalajara officials" (NYT, Feb. 22, 1985). Mexico was criti
cized as never before.3 The United Sta tes' response was not limited to 
oratory; both the U.S. Customs Service and the DEA increased the 
pressure on Mexico and closed the border to bring their point home. 
The collapse of relations on the border was dramatic (see figure 62). 

In early March 1985, the tortured bodies of Camarena and Zavala 
were found in Michoacán. Secretary of State George Shultz declared 
that the United States' "level of tolerance has been exceeded" (NYT, 
Mar. 8, 1985). This-the strongest public statement in many dec
ades-signaled a fundamental shift in the United States' attitude
and in the bilateral understanding. U.S. Ambassador to Mexico John 
Gavin publicly affirmed that at least two of Camarena's kidnappers 
were Mexican policemen (NYT, Mar. 16, 1985). 

There were other indications of U.S. displeasure. Although 
Washington had referred publicly to the complicity between drug 
dealers and sorne government officials as early as 1969, the U.S. gov
errunent never revealed the names of the twenty Mexicans against 
whom it claimed to have evidence. In 1985, on the other hand, it re
leased the names of state govemors, chiefs of police, ministers, and 
even relatives of the president alleged to be involved with criminal 
organizations. In April 1985, Ambassador Gavin stated that he could 
not have "full confidence in the honesty and integrity of De laMa
drid's Cabinet," adding that "at least one Cabinet member and the 

'See figures 6!H;6; NYT, Feb. 24, 1980; Aug. 15,1983. 
'The Times published its highest number of hostile declarations in 1985; see figure 66. 
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son of a Cabinet member may have links to drug traffickers" (NYT, 
Apr. 30, 1985). 

Mexican officials were vehement in their country's defense. In 
1985, the number of Mexican officials and scholars quoted in the 
Times rose sharply, as did the number of correspondents willing to 
interview them (figure 10). There was a corresponding increase in 
anti-American sentiment in Mexico (figure 94). Although these data 
reflect genuine Mexican anger, they also reflect the fact that the Mexi
can government played on this anger, using nationalism as a rallying 
cry against Yankee interventionism. Such calls for national unity 
could still produce results; a number of Mexican intellectuals rushed 
to their government's defense in the U.S. press (see, for example, 
Castañeda 1985). 

As 1985 wore on, U.S. displeasure with Mexico began to ease, ap
parently because there were signs that the Mexican government was 
showing increased willingness to cooperate. In November 1985, U.S. 
government officials once again were expressing satisfaction with the 
Mexican government, which was "increasing its overall effort and 
cracking down on corruption" (NYT, Nov. 10, 1985). 

ÜTHER DRUG-RELATED MATTERS 

Camarena's assassination coincided with certain changes in the U.S. 
elite's perception of the drug issue. Nancy Reagan's "Just Say No" 
campaign tacitly acknowledged that demand was part of the prob
lem. Mexico may have helped bring about this transformation; Am
bassador Gavin acknowledged that "[the Mexicans] are right" regard
ing the importance of demand (NYT, May 14, 1986). A Times editorial 
also noted that "the problem truly begins with the demand for drugs 
in the United States" (NYT 1985b). 

Camarena's assassination also reaffirmed U.S. perceptions that the 
entire Mexican system was riddled with corruption (figure 93). His 
murder revealed two divergent U.S. attitudes, which are still in place. 
On one side were those who called for intensifying the pressure on 
Mexico, arguing that official corruption was so widespread and dam
aging to the United States that only a very firm hand could compel 
the Mexican government to carry out in-depth reform. And on the 
other side were those who opposed harsh or explicit sanctions that 
would, they wamed, aggravate the economic crisis, reduce the re
gime's legitimacy, tarnish the bilateral relationship, and curtail 
Washington's influence. The wisest course of action-according to 
this second camp, which ultimately prevailed-was to stick to the 
rules of the unwritten understanding, urging the Mexican regime into 
ever broader concessions. 



Death of the Mexican Revolution 217 

A paradoxical consequence of the Camarena affair was that it ac
celerated the breakdown of the government's authoritarian controls 
over Mexican society. De la Madrid's 1985 decision to dissolve the 
Federal Security Directorate-the regime's most important political 
police force but also a key source of protection for drug dealers
came largely as a result of pressure from the United States. This 
proved to be a decisive step in the loosening of authoritarian control 
mechanisms. With the demise of the DFS, the Mexican government 
lost a central piece of its coercion machine, and this coincided with a 
reevaluation within the armed forces regarding the wisdom-or con
venience-of using troops to repress independence or opposition 
movements. Coercion is an essential element in any authoritarian re
gime; when it ceases to be employed, the population becomes less 
afraid and dissident groups and ideas begin to emerge and coalesce. 
Thus it was that Washington, acting in line with its own interests, 
unwittingly contributed to the liberalization of the Mexican political 
system by attacking the corruption that pervaded its security forces. 

ELECTIONS ANO THE ECONOMY 

Elections for the Mexican Congress and for the govemorship of So
nora in 1985 were marred by irregularities masterminded by the cen
tral government. In follow-up coverage, the Times ran a series about 
the lack of democracy in Mexico. In fact, 50 percent of all negative 
opinions on electoral fraud registered for the entire period of the 
content analysis appeared in 1985-86 (figures 35, 38). Richard Meislin, 
Times correspondent from 1983 until mid-1985, may have contributed 
to this focus. More critica! of Mexico than was Alan Riding, Meislin 
devoted an article in late 1984 toa PAN leader from Hermosillo who 
claimed to have compiled a list of more than 100 different techniques 
the PRI used to perpetrate electoral fraud (NYT, Dec. 2, 1984). The 
U.S. media's willingness to notice and report on the more negative 
aspects of Mexican politics became increasingly evident. For example, 
"Foreign joumalists observing the elections on Sunday found severa! 
seeming abnormalities in voting procedures. In one case, acting on a 
tip, a group stopped a taxicab and found three ballot boxes full of un
counted votes on the back seat" (NYT, July 9, 1985). 

The Times editorialline as a whole grew increasingly critica! dur
ing 1985-86. Addressing the 1985 elections, for example, the paper 
asserted that "Mexico's democratic system ... is an undemocratic 
anomaly. Citizens may vote for parties of their choice, but only one of 
them, the PRI, is allowed to win. This puts Mexico in the uncomfort
able company of Chile, Haiti, Paraguay, Cuba and Nicaragua" (NYT 
1985c). 
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The 1985 elections in Sonora and Nuevo León were obviously 
fraudulent. Sam Dillon, of the Miami Herald, noted that "nota single 
independent observer believes in the official results." The Washington 
Post's Robert McCartney was equally direct: "many reporters observed 
even less regard for the law and democratic procedure in Sonora than 
in recent elections in El Salvador and Nicaragua" (in Bailey 1989: 5). 
Such unfettered criticism reflected priorities on international agendas, 
which-informed by Reagan-era ideologies-now viewed democracy 
as a fundamentallegitimating factor for political systems. 

Attitudes and priorities were changing on other fronts as well. In 
1983 and 1984 the government of Miguel de la Madrid had been 
lauded for its strict enforcement of IMF austerity policies (figures 67-
70). But in 1985 there were calls for another round of reforms of the 
economic model. In early 1985 a foreign investment analyst noted that 
the Mexican government's "flexibility" toward foreign. investment 
"pleased the United States." However, he went on, this would no 
longer suffice: "the Government says, Yeah, we wrote the law, but it 
doesn't work, so don't worry about it. Well, we worry about it. 
American businessmen want things laid out 1 to 10 and A to Z" 
(NYT, Jan. 19, 1985). This quote is particularly indicative of a growing 
concern in the United States: as Mexico's economic instability intensi
fied, the American business community began calling for reforms that 
would protect their investments, and that meant a more thorough
going reform of Mexico's economic and legislative systems. 

U.S. impatience intensified as the Mexican economy continued to 
deteriorate (NYT, Feb. 11, 1985). By July 1985, inflation was skyrocket
ing, growth was lagging, the peso was losing ground vis-a-vis the 
dollar, and the price for exported crude oil was plummeting. In this 
worsening context, certain previously ignored links were suddenly 
explicitly clear. In August the Times noted that "while both sides have 
been careful not to link economic aid with the anti-drug-trafficking 
effort, the Mexicans knew that the price for substantial economic con
cessions would be promises of greater efforts to stem the flow of 
drugs" (NYT, Aug. 17, 1986). Far from being ignored, the linking of 
aid would be broadened to encompass a number of other issues. 

By early September the economic situation had turned desperate. 
Mexico announced that it would request new negotiations with the 
international banks and offer further concessions. One analyst of 
Mexican affairs noted that "no previous Mexican President has gone 
so far to meet the needs and demands of the United ~tates," and he 
wondered whether "he could go further" (NYT, Sept. 2, 1985). The 
Mexican government was indeed willing to go much, much further. 
In fact, it would accept any concession, no matter how harsh, as long 
as the ruling elite was allowed to remain in power. 
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THE 1985 EARTHQUAKES 

Two brutally damaging earthquakes shook Mexico on September 19, 
1985. The first was a geological event that devastated broad sections 
of Mexico City's historie downtown. Actually a series of earthquakes, 
this seismic activity could almost stand as a metaphor for the pro
found transformations under way in Mexican society at the time. The 
second earthquake was by nature intemational and financial. It was 
catalyzed by the United States' announcement that its tolerance of 
Mexico' s economic policies had reached an end, and hence these 
policies would have to change. 

The geological activity was ably covered by the Times, which pub
lished over sixty articles on the disaster, written with sensitivity and 
respect for the victhns but without shying away from reporting on the 
endemic official corruption laid bare in the quakes' horrific aftermath. 
The media noted that many of the collapsed buildings had failed to 
comply with even the most rudimentary construction codes. The ma
cabre discovery of mutilated and tortured bodies in the basement of a 
building owned by the Mexican judicial police was also reported. 

One consequence of the earthquakes was to cast the Mexican gov
emment's indecisiveness and authoritarianism into sharp relief. An 
example was the govemment's response to offers of assistance from 
the United States. The day after the quakes, the de la Madrid admini
stration curtly informed Washington that it would "decline its offers 
of financial assistance." Four days later, it accepted the proffered re
sources. A spokesperson for the Office of the President explained that 
the delay was dueto an "incomplete understanding of the problem's 
full extent and gravity" (NYT, Sept. 21-22, Oct. 24, 1985). This expla
nation is highly unsatisfactory; the enormity of the damage was more 
than evident immediately after the event. 

Why did the Mexican govemment initially reject U.S. assistance? 
Was it arrogance, resentment, pride? Was it de la Madrid's lack of 
leadership, or perhaps authoritarian inertia, that led him to seek to 
control every detail? It seems likely that all these factors played a part 
in that early decision. Whatever the reason, how the govemment re
sponded in the earthquakes' aftermath made the deterioration of its 
mechanisms of control painfully apparent. 

September 19, 1985, was also symbolic in that it marked the first 
anniversary of the independent Mexico City newspaper La Jornada, 
which had survived despite tremendous financial difficulties and 
govemment harassment. This paper, which would become the key 
forum for social groups that appeared during the emergency, also 
provided the most steady coverage of new actors such as the 
"coordinating committees" (coordinadoras) of urban, peasant, and 
teachers' movements (Haber 1994: 282). 
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To curtail the influence of the new social organizations operating 
in Mexico, the country's Ministry of Tourism insisted that all emer
gency assistance coming from abroad be channeled through Mexico' s 
Embassy or consulates, rather than through other organizations 
(NYT, Sept. 22, 1985). The government directive went largely un
heeded; many foundations put resources directly into the hands of 
the independent organizations, significantly enhancing their position 
in the process. 

The second earthquake of September 19, 1985, was the financia! 
one. By that date, Washington had concluded that Mexico was "no 
longer adhering to the austerity program accorded with the IMF." 
The implications were immediate and devastating: Mexico would lose 
"900 million dollars in assistance from the Fund," which would 
"greatly complica te its relationship with the intemational banking 
system" (NYT, Oct. 20, 1985). In other words, Mexico would soon be 
bankrupt. To demonstrate its sensitivity toward the geological trag
edy that had just befallen Mexico, the IMF judiciously agreed to post
pone imposing sentence for a few weeks; an IMF delegation didn't 
arrive until late October "to discuss Mexico's economic problems" 
(NYT, Oct. 31, 1985). Although the full story of these tense and 
drawn-out negotiations has never been made public, what was clearly 
being decided was the future configuration of Mexico's political and 
economic system. 

Indications as to the nature of these confidential negotiations soon 
surfaced. In November 1985, the Mexican government announced 
that it would apply for entrance into the General Agreement on Tar
iffs and Trade, a move hailed by U.S. diplomats and analy!}ts as one of 
Mexico's boldest moves in decades (NYT, Dec. 9, 1985). No one men
tioned that by entering the GATT, Mexico was fulfilling an old desire 
of the United States.4 

The Christmas of 1985 was a bitter one for official Mexico. 
Throughout that winter, oil prices plummeted, dragging the peso 
down with them. The government's options were so few that, despite 
the crisis, it decided in January 1986 not to join other oil-producing 
nations in a joint strategy to raise intemational crude oil prices. The 
Times reported that Mexico made this decision for two reasons: to 
minimize the impacts on the Mexican economy, and to avoid 
"offending the United Sta tes," the main beneficiary of the falling oil 
prices (NYT, Jan. 23, 1986). In February 1986 Mexico cut its price for a 
barrel of crude by $8.65, bringing the country "to the brink of eco-

4]ulián Nava must have allowed himself a satisfied smile. Five years earlier, when the 
López Portillo government had decided not to enter into the GATI, Nava, then U.S. 
ambassador to Mexico, declared that "sooner or later" Mexico would be forced to 
reverse its decision. The Mexican ruling elite condemned Nava's statement as further 
evidence of "United States intimidation" (NYT, May 15, 1980). 
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nomic disaster" (NYT, Feb. 15, 1986). U.S. Secretary of State George 
Shultz declared that Mexico, the IMF, and the intemational banking 
system were making every effort to "prevent a Mexican financia! col
lapse" (NYT, Feb. 10, 1986). With each passing week, it became in
creasingly evident that Mexico would have to reach sorne new accord 
with intemational financia! institutions. 

REINING IN THE ECONOMIC MODEL 

In order to appreciate fully the degree of pressure being exerted by 
the United States on Mexico, we must look to the broader context. 
Mexico's policy toward Central America was probably the primary, 
but not the only, irritant to the Reagan administration; other conten
tious issues were drug trafficking, Mexico's failed economic model, 
electoral fraud, and de la Madrid's lack of leadership. Concem on 
these specific topics intermingled with general concem for Mexico' s 
stability-and for what repercussions a loss of stability in Mexico 
might have on U.S. security just as conservatives were trying to influ
ence the global balance of power. 

lt is very difficult to reconstruct those months with any detail. 
Nonetheless, there can be no doubt asto the anger that the U.S. elite 
felt toward Mexico. lt was much in evidence throughout the congres
sional hearings convened by Senator Jesse Helms in May 1986, when 
high-ranking govemment officials issued a series of blistering accu
sations against the Mexican govemment, citing corruption, collabora
tion with drug cartels, electoral fraud, and administrative ineptitude. 

William Von Raab, United States Customs Service commissioner, 
observed that the drug problem had become "a horror story, increas
ing logarithmically," and that Mexico was "doing nothing about it." 
The situation, he added, was "totally out of control" and was only 
aggravated further by "inept and corrupt" Mexican authorities. Von 
Raab also suggested that his view was shared by "the entire executive 
branch of Govemment" (NYT, May 12, 1986). Other prominent mem
bers of Reagan's cabinet, including Assistant Secretary of State Elliott 
Abrams, expressed similar opinions. 

The White House soon received a strongly worded note of protest 
from an enraged Mexican government. An unidentified "senior Mexi
can official" -probably the minister of foreign affairs-was quoted in 
the Times to the effect that Washington's response to the note would 
"most likely determine the future course of [bilateral] relations" 
(NYT, May 15, 1986). Although there is no reason to doubt the sincer
ity or patriotism of the anonymous author of this prognostication, it 
was empty bluster, no more. The Mexican leadership, by then utterly 
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dependent on the U.S. govemment for its survival, was forced to ac
cept even the harshest American criticism with good grace. 

Succeeding events followed a well-trodden path. Once again the 
Mexican leadership assumed a nationalistic pose for the benefit of its 
domestic audience, secure in the knowledge that it was in the United 
States' own interest to help maintain a facade of Mexican autonomy. 
The Mexican population was informed that Elliott Abrams had sent a 
conciliatory letter to the Mexican govemment and that the U.S. attor
ney general had held a fruitful telephone conversation with his Mexi
can counterpart (NYT, May 25, 1986). The Mexican press reported 
that the nation's sovereignty was intact, with the White House col
laborating actively in this whitewash: Attomey General Edwin Meese 
publicly criticized the comments of Commissioner Von Raab. The 
Times observed that "the Mexicans were delighted; they had stood up 
to the giant, they concluded, and the giant had backed down" (NYT, 
June 1, 1986). 

~-- There were other, significantly different interpretations, however. 
Mexico's note of protest, on which the future of the relationship sup
posedly hinged, was interpreted by the Times as a maneuver designed 
to "pacify intemal opposition" (Aug. 3, 1986). U.S. officials, who 
chose to remain anonymous, noted that if Washington had indeed 
given Mexico's official nationalism a boost, this was only because 
"Mexicans are exceptionally sensitive to criticisms from the United 
States" and because the contentious atmosphere might make it 
"difficult to carry through with sorne important initiatives" (NYT, 
May 25, 1986). This reasoning was developed further in a Times ob
servation that Washington had eased up on Mexico beca use 
"Mexico's problems can have serious impact not only in Mexico but 
also in the United States," and "the more stable and confident the 
system is," the easier it would be to push through the reforms that the 
White House desired (NYT, Aug. 13, 1986). 

This interpretation was, in fact, exactly on target. With its image 
untamished, the Mexican govemment did everything in its power to 
allay U.S. concems, although in as discreet a manner as possible. 
Mexico signed an accord in June 1986 that allowed "six United States 
airplanes with civilian pilots under contract to the State Department" 
to take part in a program designed "to eradicate opium fields," noting 
only that their participation was "unusual" (NYT, July 18, 1986). 
Washington, hoping to take full advantage of the Mexican govem
ment's cooperative stance, also sought permission for U.S. agents to 
"chase drug smugglers up to 100 miles into Mexican territory" (NYT, 
Aug. 14, 1986). This request, intended to authorize agents "in hot pur
suit" to enter Mexico, was never approved and it is still a contentious 
point between the two countries. 
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¡-· However, by early summer of 1986 the U.S. elite had reason to 
; hope for far more than concessions in the area of anti-drug measures. 

The statements of high-ranking U.S. officials testifying about Mexico 
in the Helms hearings revealed the existence of a new strategy to ad
dress definitively several features of this traditionally problematic 
country. These officials sought to impose a new economic model, 
curtail the country's independent diplomatic initiatives, and, if at all 
possible, create conditions conducive for extending democracy with
out threatening stability. Participants in the Helms debates have sug
gested that Washington, after carefully evaluating Mexico's presiden
tia! succession, had decided to support Carlos Salinas de Gortari. 

While Helms and his allies were attacking the Mexican govem
ment, there was an intense debate under way within the de la Madrid 
cabinet about how to deal with the economic crisis and the pressure 
being applied by the United States. Although there are many gaps in 
the information pertaining to this crucial period, its broad outlines are 
clear. By June 1986, Mexico's negotiations with the United States had 
stalled, and Minister of Finance Jesús Silva Herzog was hinting that 
the only remaining altemative was a moratorium on debt payments, 
the option preferred by Mexico's most nationalistic sectors (NYT, June 
8, 1986). Soon thereafter, Paul Volcker, chairman of the Federal Re
serve, went to Mexico at Silva Herzog's invitation. Volcker met with a 
number of high-ranking Mexican officials, but it is not known to what 
purpose. A few days later, de la Madrid dismissed Silva Herzog, 
publicly describing him as "disloyal." De la Madrid named as his 
successor Gustavo Petricioli, "not a man with a strong political base of 
his own" (NYT, June 18, 1986}.5 

Alan Riding was in Mexico at the time, and it was he who filled in 
the details surrounding Silva Herzog's dismissal, noting that the 
minister had acted "without even consulting the President," becom
ing "a defender of the IMF without considering the interna! reper
cussions." Ironically, Silva Herzog's chief critic in Mexico was Minis
ter of Budget and Planning Carlos Salinas de Gortari; later, as 
president, Salinas would become a loyal implementer of the adjust
ment policies dictated by the IMF and the World Bank (NYT, June 18, 
1986}. 

Following Silva Herzog's dismissal, Salinas took control of the 
debt negotiations and sent Pedro Aspe to join the negotiating team in 
Washington (NYT, July 14, 1986}. A broad accord was reached within 
weeks. Although its details have never been made public, this accord 
clearly entailed a readjustment of Mexico's economic policy. The level 
of pressure that the United States exerted on Mexico during these ne-

'For the accusations against Silva Herzog, see El Nacional, June 20, 1986. One particu
larly acute analysis of this transformation was Granados Chapa 1986. 
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gotiations was probably commensurate with the level of U.S. irrita
tion with that country. In June 1986, the Mexican economy was a 
shambles and democracy was stalled. The United States' disappoint
ment was voiced frequently in the media; for example, Times corre
spondent Richard Meislin, who covered the elections of summer 1985, 

-'-wrote, "the problem for Mexico is that these elections were supposed 
to be different. Foreign reporters seemed to take at face value Presi
dent Miguel De la Madrid's pledges that the elections would be con
ducted cleanly and that the 'moral renewal' would extend to the 
democratic process" (NYT, July 16, 1985). At that time, the media also 
detected a link between the economic and political arenas: sorne 
bankers, it was reported, believed that the crisis was largely a result 
of the government's practice of "stimulating the economy in prepara
tion for important state elections" (NYT, Sept. 21, 1985). 

This was the backdrop for the fraudulent elections held in Chi
huahua on June 6, 1986. In his coverage for the Times, William Stock
ton noted that "state electorallaws stack the deck against the opposi
tion and clearly invite fraudulent voting and counting" (NYT, July 10, 
1986). The Times published an important editorial that explored the 
deterioration of Mexico's image in the United States. The editorial 
recalled that when Jesse Helms and other critics of Mexico had at
tacked the PRI for its lack of "legitimacy," the Times had advised "the 
critics to stop bashing Mexico and show sorne sympathy for its prob
lems. Well, look who's bashing now. State elections in Mexico last 
Sunday were rife with fraud. And the accusers, accused and victims 
are all Mexicans" (NYT 1986d). 

One particularly insightful editorial, published on June 11, 1986, 
contained both an affirmation and a question: "Negotiations imply a 
deal. Money for something. What should the Reagan Administration 
be asking for?" (NYT 1986e). For the Times, the answer was clear: · 
Washington had to take advantage of the Mexican situation to press 
for a reduction in the "state's role in the economy and the privileges 
of the PRI-favored few. Mexico's leaders may find it hard to ditch 
their props of power. But let them stare at the altematives and feel 
sorne friendly pressure from next door" (NYT, June 11, 1986}. That 
such sentiments were expressed in the Times was remarkable. Never 
before had the paper so explicitly urged the U.S. government to use 
"friendly pressure"-that is, coercion-on Mexico. 

Negotiations ultimately produced a new accord with the IMF, 
signed on July 22, 1986, under which Mexico pledged to carry out a 
"series of economic reforms in retum for $1.6 billion in emergency 
assistance," to be provided over the following eighteen months (NYT, 
July 23, 1986}. Mexico would also have access toa further $6 billion 
from commercial banks and $4.4 billion from other official U.S. 
sources (NYT, July 25, 1986). "The key to this agreement is that the 
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Mexicans have agreed to make certain structural changes in their 
economy in order to reach these targets" (NYT, Oct. 1, 1986). The ex
act details of these "structural changes" were never made public, but 
Mexico was accepted into the GATT that same month. 

This highly important period was capped, perhaps unwittingly, by 
a group of influential U.S. Mexicanists, sorne of whom were well 
known for their liberal views. Under the auspices of the Stanley 
Foundation, they prepared a document that made severa! unusually 
harsh observations regarding the Mexican regime, such as the follow
ing: "President De la Madrid, who has proved totally incapable of 
translating national interest into concrete programs, has protected his 
country's institutions by appealing to nationalist sentiments, much 
like the Presidents who preceded him." Mexico can no longer, it 
added, "continue to hide behind a pseudo-patriotic nationalism, 
waiting for the United States to solve its intemal problems" (Stanley 
Foundation 1986: 8). 

Two months later, in December 1986, the Times reported that over 
the coming year Mexico would carry out "further sales of state tour
ist, banking, and industrial enterprises," reduce "trade subsidies," 
and promote "more open investment policies and other market
oriented measures." This was not wishful thinking. It accurately re
flected the commitments undertaken by Mexico in exchange for the 
"new loan programs accorded with the IMF" (NYT, Feb. 12, 1986). _ 

Interestingly, despite their groundbreaking importance, these ac
cords received relatively little attention. Drug-related issues contin
ued to dominate public awareness in the United States that summer, 
overshadowing this extremely important item (Bailey 1989: 66, 74). 
Another factor contributing to the relative inattention given to the 
accords was the involvement of new actors. In earlier periods, coer
cion as a foreign policy tool had been wielded by U .S. officials 
through the CIA, the armed forces, the United States Information 
Agency, and so on. In this instance, it was banks and multilateral or
ganizations who filled this role. While they acted in an apparently 
impersonal and objective fashion, they clearly answered to the indus
trial powers. It was a different mechanism of domination, less direct 
and more diffuse, and it was to become an essential aspect of domi
nation in the age of globalization. 

The Mexican govemment, which could engineer the information if 
released domestically, trumpeted the accords as a triumph. Given the 
nation's dire economic situation, perhaps they were. Nonetheless, the 
accords represented the final nail in the coffin of the economic model 
created by the Mexican Revolution and its substitution by another 
model more in line with the needs and interests of the United States. 
This, in tum, generated important changes in Mexico's foreign policy, 
which would also be increasingly attuned to U.S. interests. -~ 
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Many aspects of the IMF accords remain hidden in an official twi
light of confidential documents. Although the Mexican economy's 
subsequent progress reveals that the pressure from Washington 
yielded many of the results that the United States had hoped for, 
there are no documents or testimony to fill in the details of this proc
ess. Only by leaming which institutions and individuals in the United 
States applied the greatest pressure, and which Mexican actors re
acted and how, can we hope to gain a full understanding of the com
bined forces of hegemony and coercion that were to have such a de
cisive impact on Mexican history. 

The United States, as usual, did everything in its power to let the 
Mexican govemment off the hook, at least on the domestic level, al
lowing it to maintain its traditional image of independent national
ism-largely beca use Washington had decided to maintain its sup
port for the incumbent authoritarian regime. This reveals sorne 
curious paradoxes: the nation that has historically been the greatest 
threat to Mexican sovereignty in effect acted as the staunchest sup
porter of Mexico's official nationalism. Anda superpower that claims 
to promote democracy around the world has in fact been the truest 
friend of the longest-lived authoritarian political system. There can be 
little doubt as to the fruitfulness of the accord reached between Mor
row and Calles in 1927. 
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The Reign of Neoliberalism 

The year 1986 signaled the end of an era for the bilateral relationship, 
and it might have made a natural endpoint for this book. However, a 
chapter covering the years from 1986 to 1997-the "reign of neo
liberalism"-was called for in light of this period's extraordinary 
relevance for Mexico's history and for the country's relationship with 
the United States. 

In 1989, three prominent Mexicanists compiled an anthology that 
opened with a query: "Where is the Mexican political system head
ing? By 1988, Mexico had clearly begun to experience a major political 
transition; but a transition to what?" (Cornelius, Gentleman, and 
Smith 1989: 1}. Although answers were slow to appear, Mexico's new 
shape carne into sharp focus on July 6, 1997, when the ruling PRI 
party suffered a critica! electoral defeat, the consequence of several 
key variables outlined in preceding chapters. The train of events from 
1986 to 1997 can be explained in terms of (a) the gradual exhaustion 
of Mexican authoritarianism and its ability to control society, (b) the 
strengthening of already existing and/ or the appearance of new so
cial forces, and (e) the increasing impact and importance of externa! 
factors, a variable that has been largely ignored. These trends, which 
are likely to endure, suggest that Mexico will continue to advance 
toward a more democratic system, whose most important features
such as its economic model and its relationship with the United 
States-will now be debated and decided differently. 

DETERIORATION OF THE ECONOMY 

In 1986, after months of wrangling, the Mexican government finally 
signed a letter of intent with the International Monetary Fund in 
which it agreed to modify its economic model. This was the beginning 
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\ of an era of neoliberal governments which, over the following decade, 
1 would privatize state-owned holdings, slash subsidies and deficits, 

raze protectionist barriers, and implement tight fiscal controls. This 
called for major structural adjustments, which generated a series of 
spectacular macroeconomic successes during the presidency of Carlos 
Salinas: inflation fell from 159 percent in 1987 to 12 percent in 1992; 
the public-sector deficit, which stood at 17 percent of GNP in 1987, 
had been erased by 1991. And after a decade of economic downtum, 
Mexico's GNP showed an average annual growth rate of 3.9 percent 
in the first three years of the 1990s (Centeno 1994: 16). 

Mexico's new economic policies-which were very much in line 
with the views of the U.S. elite-were greeted with favor in the 
United States. However, by 1990, 18 percent of Mexico's economically 
active population (EAP) was unemployed, and between 25 and 40 
percent was underemployed. In 1991, the mínimum wage had only 
two-thirds of its 1982 purchasing power; and in 1990, approximately 
70 percent of Mexican families were unable to afford a mínimum bas
ket of basic foodstuffs. Nutrition levels suffered, especially among 
children in rural areas (where about half were believed to be under
nourished), and supposedly eradicated diseases reappeared (Centeno 
1994: 19). The extreme costs of the new economic policy, which fell 
heavily on the impoverished majorities, were viewed as necessary 
and inevitable. 

This indifference toward the repercussions of economic policy also 
reflects the Left's inability to put forward an altemative and viable 
worldview or to translate discontent into effective protest. The tech
nocrats remained in control of a population resigned to an absence of 
political options and compelled to make do with government prom
ises of a brighter future. When Ernesto Zedillo won the presidency in 
August 1994, the U.S. elite interpreted his victory as the people's rati
fication of their country's economic orientation. However, the peso's 
devaluation in December 1994 thrust Mexico into an economic and 
financia! debacle that shattered popular optimism and accentuated a 
shift in U.S. perceptions. The election results of July 1997 will force 
new discussions of sorne aspects of the country's economic policy. 

DETERIORATION OF AUTHORITARIAN CONTROL MECHANISMS 

Although the technocrats were not particularly interested in liberaliz
ing the political system, they were unable to prevent a progressive 
deterioration in their capacity to control an increasingly organized 
society.1 The proliferation of obstacles inhibiting the use of coercion 

'Washington viewed this process with a degree of satisfaction, given that it preferred a 
peaceful and gradual transition. 
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was both cause and effect of this deterioration. As the armed forces 
became more professional, they also became less willing to repress 
peaceful demonstrations or opposition movements (Benítez 1994). 
Pollee units, meanwhile, were under intense scrutiny by human rights 
organizations and a growing body of independent media, both do
mestic and intemational. Further, the illegal drugs trade diminished 
the cohesion and the role of the pollee and the "rural guards," 
paramilitary forces which at one time numbered over 120,000 peas
ants under the command of army officers; they are no longer consid
ered faithful allies of the regime. 

As noted earlier, when the use of force is curtailed, populations 
lose their fear-an essential ingredient for any authoritarian regime
and they begin to play an increasingly active role in public affairs and 
in confrontations with the govemment. Paradoxically, political re
pression in Mexico was replaced by an equally worrying wave of 
criminal violence unleashed by the economic crisis and the corrupting 
power of drugs, and new fears simply replaced the old. 

The fact that there are impediments to the use of coercion does not 
mean that the regime has completely lost its power to coerce. Mex
ico's security apparatus as a whole is now better trained and better 
armed than before, and the number of political assassinations remains 
high in many areas. Violence-either political or drug-related
introduces disturbing variables for the immediate future. The preser
vation of authoritarianism is a scenario that cannot be discounted, 
especially in certain regions. 

DIVISIONS WITHIN THE RULING CLASS 

In the mid-1980s the legendary discipline and unity of the PRI began 
to disintegrate, partly as a result of changes in the elite's profile and 
partly as a result of ideological differences and disputes over power.2 

By 1986 the technocrats were clearly in control of the bureaucracy. 
However, the economic reforms they implemented aroused a great 
deal of contention within the goveming group, and in September 1986 
the press reported that a "Democratic Current" had arisen within the 
PRI that aimed to democratize the party's selection of its presidential 
candidates. Then-president de la Madrid, in no mood for democrati
cally minded experiments, had the current's leaders summarily ex
pelled from the PRI in 1987. They coalesced in the National Demo
cratic Front (FDN) and supported Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas's 
unsuccessful bid for the presidency in the turbulent elections of 1988, 

'Sorne sectors in the United States responded by stepping up their support for the re
gime. 
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from which Carlos Salinas emerged the victor (but only after resorting 
toa range of illegal and immoral tactics). 

Salinas was-and is-a master politician. Lacking both ethics and 
a democratic vocation, he did have a project for Mexico and a cohe
sive and sophisticated support group. His election, combined with the 
system's accelerating disintegration and the cleavages between 
groups with diverging styles and projects, gave rise to powerful ten
sions within the ruling elite, which would erupt into overt violence in 
1994 with a series of politically motivated murders. Recent electoral 
defeats of PRI candidates have exacerbated disarray within this party 
that was once considered the paradigm of monolithic power. 

STRENGTHENING NEW POLITICAL ANO SOCIAL FORCES 

After the mid-1980s, the relaxation of authoritarian controls, in com
bination with Mexico's economic reorientation and increasing open
ness, allowed a surprisingly wide range of independent political and 
social forces to appear and/ or coalesce. This process has generated 
important benefits for Mexico's opposition parties. Although the most 
remarkable such case up until 1997 was the PAN, the Party of the 
Oemocratic Revolution's (PRO) impressive showing in the 1997 elec
tions effectively transformed Mexico into a multiparty political sys
tem. The growth of the PRO (which had endured ferocious harass
ment throughout the Salinas administration) indicates the presence of 
a broad social base that is only now beginning to find outlets other 
than the PRI for a center-left party in Mexico. . 

The media play a strategically important role in political processes. 
They can be the bastions of democracy, or they can be the instruments 
by which authoritarian governments control what information 
reaches the population. The Mexican government-which has never 
underestimated the importance of this privileged mechanism of 
domination-has traditionally made every effort to control it, usually 
with success.3 This began to change during the 1990s. Although the 
large private television networks are latecomers to this transition, 
relatively speaking, the press and severa! radio stations and/ or pro
grams ha ve gained substantial independence. 

Over recent years, nongovernmental organizations have estab
lished themselves as important new players on the national scene. 
Their influence has increased exponentially through national or inter
national "networks" able to galvanize joint action.4 The NGOs are a 
further expression of a "social capital" that has been accumulating for 
decades, and which is at the very heart of democratic culture (Fox 

'For good analyses of the regime's favorite methods, see Camp 1985; Hellman 1983. 
'An analysis of these organizations appears in Aguayo and Parra 1996. 
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1995). Groups such as Alianza Cívica have played a key role in the 
construction of a more democratic political culture--which is the 
central incentive in citizen mobilizations for free and transparent 
elections. Social movements have appeared simultaneously on every 
level of society. The Urban Popular Movement (MUP) remains active; 
the number of unions breaking free of corporate control is on the rise; 
and aggressive peasants' and debtors' organizations like El Barzón 
have appeared. 

In the opening years of the decade, most observers of Mexico were 
convinced that the country had definitively crushed all guerrilla 
movements in the 1960s and 1970s. They were wrong; an armed 
struggle was gestating in southem Mexico. In January 1994, the Za
patista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) erupted on the scene in 
the mountainous regions of Chiapas, signaling the beginning of a 
dramatic reversa! in the fortunes of the Salinas administration. This 
peasant rebellion was still unresolved in June 1995, when the Peoples' 
Revolutionary Army (EPR) appea~ed in Guerrero, Oaxaca, and other 
states, adding a further degree of complexity regarding Mexico's fu
ture. 

Any list of new actors appearing in Mexico during the 1990s must 
include the increasingly powerful groups associated with the produc
tion, trafficking, and distribution of illegal narcotics. As Peter An
dreas has pointed out, economic liberalization, together with the 
United States' successful effort to close off Caribbean drug routes, has 
strengthened Mexico's position in the intemational drugs market. The 
result has been to "narcotize the state and economy in Mexico" 
(Andreas 1996: 23). Beginning in 1987, each Mexican successive presi
dent has asserted that drug cartels pose a grave threat to Mexico's 
national security, although each has proved unable to halt their 
spread (Aguayo 1990; Chabat 1994). 

And no effort at a comprehensive analysis can ignore the impact of 
the intemational community, and especially the United States, whose 
influence continues to grow while also becoming increasingly differ
entiated. 

THE EXTERNAL FACTOR 

The importance of extemal actors is intimately linked to Mexico's 
opening to the world, and this, in tum, has gone hand in hand with 
economic, political, and social globalization. From 1986 to 1997, soci
ety and goyemment in Mexico developed their respective intema
tional agendas, establishing ties with groups around the world and 
creating processes of extraordinary complexity. The ideas and politics 
of extemal actors now influencing events in Mexico can be roughly 
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divided into those who support the PRI and those who support op
position or democratic groups (this second category will be examined 
la ter). 

The influence of the U.S. government and intellectual and political 
elite upon Mexico grew during these years, confirming the notion that 
the understanding between the elites of these two nations had 
reached a point of perfect and unprecedented harmony. Although 
certain traditionally nationalist and leftist sectors within the Mexican 
leadership resisted this new intimacy, they had no clear altemative 
project or antidote with which to confront the peculiarities of relation
ships of domination in a neoliberal age. The new and diffuse form of 
government interventionism-in which economic policies were im
posed by intemational financial organisms, albeit organisms con
trolled by Washington-placed traditional schools of nationalism, 
such as the Mexican one, in a serious dilemma. 

Another element was the United States' increasing preference for 
hegemonic forms of domination, under which the Mexican leadership 
would voluntarily adopt American policies and priorities. To encour
age such a result, the United States has traditionally sought out allies 
who hold compatible viewpoints. An earlier chapter documented the 
case of Ambassador Antonio Carrillo Flores in the 1960s. His 1990s 
counterpart was a Harvard-educated economist, a leader adept in the 
secret codes of the Mexican political system, who was able to na viga te 
this country's corridors of power with ease. This is, of course, Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari, who was to benefit enormously from the U.S. 
elite's absolute and unconditional support. 

THE 1988 ELECTIONS 

During the 1988 campaign,leading newspapers, the U.S. government, 
and many scholars threw their combined weight behind candidate 
Carlos Salinas de Gortari. This support, which was to endure 
throughout Salinas's administration, reflects the limitations and bi
ases of U.S. consciousness. The elections, marred by inequities and 
fraud, failed to meet even the minimum intemational standards for 
believability. Nonetheless, the United States did everything in its 
power to legitimate them, using tactics fine-tuned over decades. For 
example, govemment spokespersons frequently pointed out that, de
spite sorne problems, Mexico was advancing toward democracy, 
thanks toCarlos Salinas, who was explicitly disassociated from a se
ries of negative signals such as severe criticism of the opposition and 
a whitewash in official documents. 

Three days after the election, and with no prior announcement 
from electoral authorities, Salinas declared himself the victor in the 
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presidential race, also noting that the opposition had made important 
advances and that "the days of the one-party system are finished" 
(Washington Post, July 8, 1988). Times corespondent Larry Rother 
praised Salinas's "remarkable speech" (NYT, July 10, 1988). Siffiply 
by acknowledging that the PRI had suffered sorne defeats, Salinas 
validated his democratic and reformist credentials. It is worth recall
ing that a view of Salinas as reformer was already established before 
the elections; a Times editorial appearing just prior to the election 
proposed that "Mr. Salinas represents the most radical break with the 
past" and urged the PRI to "heed his pleas to respect the integrity of 
the electoral process" (NYT 1988a). 

The Times was not alone in its belief that Salinas would bring a 
wave of democratic change to Mexico. On July 18, 1988, William Bra
nigin, correspondent for the Washington Post, noted that "Carlos Sali
nas de Gortari already appears to be succeeding in his stated aim of 
fundamentally changing the country's outmoded political system." 
Salinas had proved his commitment toa "Mexican-style glasnost [by] 
admitting unprecedented losses in state-level presidential voting and 
congressional races" (Washington Post, July 12, 1988). In an editorial 
publi.Shed on July 15, the Wall Street Journal offered a daring assertion: 
"many of the maneuvers around the vote-counting look like attempts 
to undermine Mr. Salinas, who pushed for clean elections" (Wall 
Street Journal1988). 

To justify their early assessment, the media resorted to the old ar
gument that there was "an intemal struggle within the PRI." The 
Washington Post stated that this was a struggle between "Salinas sup
porters who want to recognize party losses [and the] old guard stal
warts who do not" Ouly 8, 1988), a view that continued to serve Sali
nas well. A Times editorial that explicitly disassociated Salinas from 
"the most retrograde elements in his own party" also praised him as a 
"convinced and capable free-market exponent" (NYT 1988b). 

Even experienced correspondents like Alan Riding joined in the 
legitimating chorus: "Salinas, a 40-year-old Harvard-trained econo
mist, has repeatedly pledged to 'perfect' Mexico's democracy." Rid
ing portrayed Salinas as a direct opposite of the "old-time political 
bosses in the goveming party who believe that no concessions should 
be made to the opposition" (NYT, July 8, 1988). The U.S. elite believed 
in Salinas-as they had in Echeverría and López Portill~because 
they wanted to. Throughout his career and even during his presiden
tia! campaign, Salinas had never displayed even a hint of pro
democratic yearnings. However, he did display intelligence and an 
unquenchable thirst for power, which lay at the heart of his uncanny 
ability to navigate Mexico's labyrinthine corridors of power. More
over, he hadan economic project for Mexico that coincided with theo-
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retical paradigms then in vogue in Washington and around the 
world. 

It was this vitally important coincidence that explains an unprece
dented editorial that appeared in the Washington Post on July 18, 1988. 
Never before had such statements been published in this newspaper 
known for its liberal principies. The article justified electoral fraud in 
Mexico, arguing that the country was "in the midst of an extraordi
nary series of reforms led from within the dominant party. Ballot 
fraud always deserves attention, but it's the reform that is the great 
and historie change." 

John Bailey, who has studied coverage of Mexican affairs in the 
U.S. media, also recorded efforts to minimize the fraud: "when the 
results were announced, reporters conveyed the opposition's protests 
less emphatically than in 1985. The press concentrated nearly as much 
on the struggle within the PRI as on the significance of the elections, 
and editorial comments were generally more positive about the elec
tions, noting that Mexico had begun the transition to genuine democ
racy" (1989: 85). The notion of a country that has not achieved, but is 
advancing toward, a brilliant future is one of the oldest and most 
persistent of U.S. perceptions. It has surfaced many times since 1946, 
and especially during irregular or contested elections. 

At the same time, there were ongoing efforts to shoot down the 
opposition, especially the Left. The Wall Street Journal presented 
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas as the son of Lázaro Cárdenas, "the founder of 
the modern PRI and the inventor of much of its vote-stealing machin
ery."5 The Wall Street Journal added that the party proposing Cuauh
témoc Cárdenas as its presidential candidate was no more than "the 
Echeverría wing of the PRI" and that much of its electoral muscle 
carne from '"La Quina', Joaquín Hernández Galicia, head of the 
PEMEX union, long a PRI stalwart but in constant combat with the De 
la Madrid government in its efforts to control corruption" (Wall Street 
fournal1988). 

Although most of the U.S. media backed Salinas, they also urged 
his government to acknowledge opposition victories. A Times edito
rial advised Salinas to "honor his pledge to recognize what he calls 
Mexico's 'new political reality' [and allow both the Left and the Right 
to] translate their gains into institutional political forms" (NYT 1988c). 
The media also reported on the manipulation of information in Mex
ico, criticizing the government-leaning news program anchored by 

'Although the elder Cárdenas's authoritarianism is unquestioned, we must also re
member that it was in the 1929 elections that the Revolutionary National Party 
(PNR), the PRl's direct predecessor, tested techniques for stealing elections in the 
first great electoral fraud of the postrevolutionary era, with the willing cooperation 
of U.S. Ambassador Dwight Morrow. 
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Jacobo Zabludovsky and praising the objectivity and professionalism 
of Monterrey's El Norte (NYT, July 16, 1988). ------¡ 

As had been the case since the days of Miguel Alemán, the me- ¡ 
dia's support for Salinas consisted of both what was said and what ' 
was not said. No majar U.S. newspaper ever considered publishing a 
serious piece on the fraud perpetrated in Mexico's 1988 presidential , 
election or its impact on the outcome. Information on electoral irregu- ( 
larities was easily available: in thirty-five rural districts, Salinas's vote \ 
total fell between 105 and 125 percent of the total adult population as 
reported in the 1980 census.6 

The U.S. govemment made every effort to shore up Salinas's con
troversia! victory. One of the Times's most prestigious joumalists, 
R.W. Apple, Jr., suggested that "although they will not say so for 
publication, American officials are pulling for Mr. Salinas in what 
they consider an honest attempt to make a new start. They appear 
unconcemed about voting irregularities." Apple also noted that these 
same officials were "giving considerable weight to reports from 
Mexico City suggesting that Mr. Salinas has allied himseli with a re
form group within the PRI" (NYT, July 11, 1988). 

Washington's actions were more eloquent than any declaration. 
On October 17, 1988, Washington agreed to loan Mexico $3.5 billion 
which, according to the Times, was intended to "underwrite existing 
policies at a time of great political ferment." In this same article, 
author Larry Rother quoted an anonymous U.S. banker in a prophetic 
assertion: "Don't think for a minute that this is the last chapter. Mex
ico will be back at the well again, and the United States will once 
again have to help, if for no other reason than that it cannot afford to 
tum its back" (NYT, Oct. 20, 1988). 

As of 1976, the U.S. State Department began producing annual 
congressional reports on the human rights situation in Mexico and 
around the world. These reports are useful-and often ignored
barometers of the bilateral relationship. Despite the cautious language 
of the reports, it is clear that both Democratic and Republican ad
ministrations overtly supported the PRI, using techniques such as 
those described in preceding chapters. Por example, although the re
ports sometimes included references to human rights abuses, these 
were generally followed by praise for the govemment's efforts to 
eradicate them. 

The congressional report from 1980, for example, described in
stances of torture, but it followed up by noting that "the govemment 
has prosecuted sorne police officers who obtained evidence or con
fessions through torture." The 1991 report asserted that the Mexican 

'In Ocosingo, Chiapas, Salinas's vote was 105 percent of the total electoral roll, and in 
Comitán it was 124 percent. Chiapas, with 3 percent of the total national population, 
contributed 6 percent of Salinas's votes nationwide (López 1988: 31-33; Fox 1996). 



236 Chapter 19 

govemment had not ceased in its "efforts begun in 1990 to reduce the 
incidence of torture and similar abuse by officials" (DOS 1981:479-80, 
1992: 667). Other assumptions made in these reports were that the 
existence of a legal framework necessarily meant that the framework 
was being adhered to, and that official statements could be accepted 
at face value without independent confirmation. 

The kinds of guidelines followed in the reports colored most per
ceptions of the Mexican electoral process. They can be best appreci
ated by comparing coverage of the 1986 and 1988 elections. The State 
Department's report for 1986 states that the July elections in Chihua
hua were plagued by irregularities, and it scrupulously noted that 
charges of electoral fraud were "leveled by both Mexican and foreign 
investigative joumalists as well as by opposition party activists." It 
added that "following the Chihuahua State elections, prominent left
ist intellectuals in Mexico as well as members of the Catholic Church hi
erarchy publicly denounced what they believed to be blatant electoral 
frauds in those elections" (DOS 1987: 565, emphasis added). This text 
unequivocally reveals that there was a full awareness of the extent of 
Mexico's electoral irregularities; the inclusion of foreign joumalists · 
and members of the Catholic hierarchy in the list of critics was an in
direct manner of validating these charges. 

The report for 1988 differed considerably. Despite the importance 
of the 1988 elections, the State Department report for that year merely 
noted that "opposition parties and other observers ha ve charged the 
PRI with electoral fraud." The report offered an absurdly baroque 
justification: "given the PRI's greatly reduced margin of victory coro
pared to previous years, many observers believe that the extent of 
electoral fraud in 1988 was considerably reduced." This was followed 
by a list of the govemment's glowing advances for 1988: an increased 
number of opposition seats in the Senate and the Chamber of Depu
ties, and the entry of a woman (a state govemor) into the administra
tion's upper echelons (DOS 1989: 631, 637). Such distortions allowed 
the United States to persevere in its defense of an authoritarian re
gime without violating its own self-view as an exceptional and objec
tive nation. 

SALINAS DE GORTARI ANO NAFTA 

Although the Times coverage of the Salinas administration has not 
been subjected to content analysis, the overriding impression left by 
important articles published during this period is that Salinas was the 
intemational community's favorite Mexican president, even surpass
ing Miguel Alemán in popularity. A statement appearing in the 
Economist-extreme even at the time of its publication in 1993-
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reflects this: 11despite his controversia! entrance [the 1988 elections], 
four years into his administration, Mr. Salinas has eamed the right to 
be acclaimed as one of the great men of the 20th Century" (Economist 
1993). 

Such enthusiasm has been explained in a number of ways. Sorne 
observers have emphasized Salinas's propaganda and public relations 
apparatus, which was adept at creating images the United States was 
predisposed to accept. lts central message-that Mexico's new tech
nocrats were a modernizing elite without whom the country would 
inevitably slide into instability-played on sorne of the United States' 
most deep-seated anxieties while portraying Salinas not just as the 
best but as the only viable option. 

Of course, not everything was propaganda. Salinas carried out a 
fundamental reorientation of the Mexican national project, and many 
of the Changes he wrought were necessary. He was able to reduce the 
state's role in the economy, regularize the Church's legal status, and 
establish a less tortured relationship with the United States.7 One of 
his most important reforms was the decision to negotiate a free trade 
agreement that would consolidate the trends outlined above. The 
process through which Mexico arrived at this hugely important deci
sion reflects the extensive powers vested in the presidency. In a con
versation with Robert Pastor, Salinas explained that one of his reasons 
for seeking a North American trade agreement was that 11 changes in 
Europe and East Asia and an apparent reliance on blocs convinced me 
that we should also be part of an economic trading bloc with the 
United States and Canada11 (Pastor 1990:32, emphasis added). 

The traditional political class obediently implemented a presiden
tia! order that entailed a historie tumabout in Mexico's perceptions of, 
and manner of establishing relations with, the United States. All op
position was easily brushed aside by Salinas's public relations 
mechanisms, which cemented the belief that this was the road to a 
more prosperous society. 

Debate on NAFTA in the United Sta tes revolved around its poten
tia! benefits for the U.S. economy and for Mexico's general well-being. 
Grinspun and Cameron's analysis of the literature on Mexico's eco
nomic links with the rest of the world reveals that most analysts in the 
United Sta tes believed not only that NAFTA was inevitable, but also 
that it was in Mexico's best interests. NAFTA, it was frequently ar
gued, would result in 11 stable growth of the Mexican economy and 
sustained capital inflows to fund that growth; slow but sure im
provement in the standard of living of poor Mexicans as wages and 

7Unfortunately, many changes were implemented in such a hurried and disorderly 
manner that catastrophic errors were unavoidable. Por example, corruption soared 
to unprecedented levels, although-as happened during the oil boom-this was 
downplayed by the U.S. media. 
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working conditions improve; improvement in social indicators as the 
benefits of growth 'trickled down'; and lagged, but steady liberaliza
tion of the political system" (Grinspun and Cameron 1996). That is, 
economic liberalization would eventually lead to greater democracy. 
This dovetailed neatly with a chronology developed by Salinas: 
"when you are carrying out a strong economic reform, you must 
make sure that you build the political consensus around it. lf you are 
at the same time introducing additional drastic political reform, you 
may end up with no reform at all. And we want to have reform, not a 
disintegrated country" (New Perspectives Quarterly 1991: 8). Although 
important advances have been made toward liberalizing the political 
system, these have had to overcome continued resistance from the 
ruling elite. 

The United States was so enthralled with Salinas's reform program 
that it glossed over the most ·negative aspects of his administration. 
One serious consequence was that the drug cartels were able to ac
quire a great deal of power without calling attention to themselves. In 
December 1995, the Economist acknowledged that "during Mr. Sali
nas' tenure, drug bosses consolidated their fiefs. . .. American anti
drug agents knew of the spreading rot, often refusing to work with 
counterparts they knew to be crooked. But other American officials, 
keen to cement Mr. Salinas' economic reforms with the NAFTA, 
tumed a blind eye, often issuing statements praising his anti-drug 
efforts, despite evidence to the contrary" (Andreas 1996: 24). 

The U.S. elite's commitment to Salinas and NAFTA must be 
evaluated in terms of the story so far. Washington's rationale appears 
in an April1991 confidential memorandum from U.S. Ambassador to 
Mexico John Negroponte, which states that reforms in Mexico's for
eign policy and economy began in the mid-1980s, a process that was 
"dramatically accelerated by Salinas after he carne to office in 1988. 
The proposal for an FTA is in a way the capstone of these new policy 
approaches." In foreign policy terms, an "FTA would institutionalize 
acceptance of a North American orientation to Mexico's foreign rela
tions," and in economic terms, the FTA would be an "instrument to 
promote, consolidate and guarantee continued policies of economic 
reform beyond the Salinas administration" (DOS 1991: 1V 

From a broader perspective, although the understanding between 
the two countries had functioned for almost a century, there were still 
unsatisfactory aspects from Washington's point of view. Salinas pre
sented the United States with an opportunity to quell the occasional 
irritations that resulted when this potentially unstable neighbor held 
an independent attitude. Through Salinas, Mexico would finally 
adopt the United States' model for political and economic organiza-' 

'Orme (1993: 17) reached similar conclusions. 
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tion. NAFTA would also help assuage any residual guilt left from a 
long history of U.S. aggression. As a U.S. government official stated in 
private conversation, Salinas was like a priest who could absolve the 
United States from all historical sins (author interview, March 1996). 

THE INTERNA TIONALIZA TION OF POLIDCS 

The interests of the new actors involved in the bilateral relationship 
became increasingly apparent as part of a broader phenomenon after 
the mid-1980s. A number of historical trajectories merged in an inter
nationalization of Mexican politics that had two distinct expressions. 
A growing number of Mexican actors incorporated the extemal factor 
into their tactical and strategic thinking, and foreign groups became 
more interested in Mexican affairs. In the case of the United States, 
the dialogue between the two societies intensified and the myth of 
official Mexican independence and nationalism was gradually laid to 
res t. 

During the Central American conflicts, Mexico's geographical 
situation made it a natural point of confluence for intemational or
ganizations with an interest in the region. Foundations and organiza
tions concemed with the safety of refugees and displaced populations 
established clase ties with independent Mexican organizations such 
as the San Cristóbal and Tapachula dioceses and NGOs from around 
the country. Such ties raised awareness and extended the vision of 
Mexican NGOs-traditionally semi-clandestine, inward-facing, and 
insular groups, very much in the shadow of an authoritarian govem
ment-regarding the importance of intemational networks. This, in 
tum, laid the foundation for a relationship that would facilitate the 
flow of support and financia! resources at critical moments, such as 
electoral observation in 1994 and the peace process in Chiapas. To
day, complex networks of Mexican, U.S., and Canadian organizations 
have become an important influence on inter-governmental relations 
in North America. 

Simultaneously, the long-standing taboo against Mexicans discuss
ing Mexican problems in foreign arenas gave way, and the United 
States became a forum for a number of highly critical Mexican com
mentators (see Castañeda 1986).9 In August 1986, members of the 
PAN leveled serious charges of electoral fraud and corruption against 
the Mexican government in an informal hearing convened by Senator 
Jesse Helms (NYT, Aug. 15, 1986), prompting an outcry in Mexico 

'Castañeda began to criticize the Mexican government as early as summer 1985. 
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and accusations that the PAN members were inviting a U.S. interven-
ti. 10 on. 

After 1986, the flame of official patriotism dimmed rapidly, and its 
occasional flare-ups were not particularly bright or effective. Salinas's 
economic policies, along with the increasing closeness between the 
two governments, laid bare the incongruence of the official pose of 
independence and facilitated greater dialogue between the two socie
ties. Slowly, fueled by the pioneering labors of many scholars, a wide 
range of groups in the United States began to take a greater interest in 
Mexico. In 1986, the Times published a letter from the United States 
section of Amnesty Intemational expressing concem for "over 400 
instances of disappearances, torture, ill-treatment and the detention of 
those we consider to be prisoners of conscience," adding that Mexico 
was "second only to Chile" in the list of hemispheric human rights 
violators (Acker and King 1986). 

In 1988, the Minnesota Intemational Human Rights Committee11 

established the first program dedicated exclusively to Mexico. In 
1989, Americas Watch began an investigation on Mexico with the goal 
(as described by executive director Juan Méndez) of "responding toa 
growing interest from non-official sectors--churches, unions, and so
cial organizations-in what is going on in Mexico" (author interview, 
July 1990). The U.S. section of Amnesty Intemational was simultane
ously conducting further investigations thanks to increasing financia! 
and human resources freed up by the democratization of Latín 
America (author interview with Beth Kempler, July 1990).12 These or
ganizations soon discovered Mexican NGOs able to provide them 
with accurate information (and not intimidated by fears of being la
beled unpatriotic). 

The Mexican government was an involuntary contributor to this 
intemationalization. Coincidentally, an Americas Watch report 
(Human Rights in Mexico: A Policy of Impunity) was presented in Los 
Angeles in June 1990, only days befare the presidents of Mexico and 
the United States announced their decision to begin negotiations for a 
free trade agreement in North America. Realizing that human rights 
issues could pose obstacles to a trade accord, Salinas immediately 
ordered the creation of the National Commission on Human Rights 

1"Paradoxically, that same month the Mexican govemment quietly embarked on a de
liberate attempt to influence the United States. In August 1986, the Mexican gov
emment hired a number of U.S. lobbyists to promote its official image in Washing
ton. For sorne unknown reason these enthusiastic lobbyists dumped fourteen 
informational dossiers on Mexico-each weighing over five kilos-at the Times's 
doorstep (NYT, Aug. 29, 1986). 

"Today the Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights. 
"This report did not appear until1991. See Amnesty Intemational1991. 
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(CNDH), and his team oversaw its formal establishment a mere sev
enty-two hours later.13 

Despite its hasty origins and the fact that it was set up with no ju
risdiction over labor or electoral matters, by concentrating on the de
fense of basic individual rights the CNDH constructed new barriers to 
the use of coercion, and this, in tum, allowed independent social 
movements to appear and evolve. Another unexpected consequence 
was that the CNDH fueled the intemationalization of Mexican poli
tics. In order to bolster the image of the regime, CNDH officials em
barked on a campaign of intense intemational activity, which ulti
mately legitimated the concept of intemational activism as a whole, 
including that being carried out by independent organizations.14 

Mexico's human rights NGOs benefited from yet another positive 
consequence of the CNDH's creation. For many years such groups 
had focused on defending individual rights. With the creation of the 
CNDH, the NGOs were able to expand their agendas to include 
broader rights and freedoms. After 1991, political rights, civil rights, 
and freedom of information would become pivotal issues for the vig
orous civic movement that would reach a high point in 1997. Such are 
the paradoxes of history: an authoritarian action nourished the very 
forces that would eventually rise up against authoritarian forms of 
govemment. 

1994-1997 

In December 1993, Mexico's ruling elite seemed likely to remain in 
power, postponing hopes for politicalliberalization. Then on January 
1, 1994, the EZLN burst onto the national scene; in August carne the 
all-important presidential election; and in December 1994 Mexico de
valued the peso. These events and others can all be interpreted
though in differing ways-in light of the variables described above. 

Salinas's triumphant dream showed its first signs of tuming into a 
nightmare on January 1, 1994, when an lndian uprising in Chiapas 
laid bare the limitations and defects of the economic model, exposed 
the weaknesses of the political classes, and accelerated processes of 
democratization. The govemment's initial inclination was to respond 
with force. When this elicited a strong negative reaction from large 
sectors of Mexican society and the intemational community, the gov
emment entered into negotiations with the rebels, and a truce, albeit 
an uneasy one, was eventually established in Chiapas. 

13General Directora tes for Human Rights were established in the early days of the Sali
nas administration, both in the Ministry of Government and in the Ministry of For
eign Affairs. 

"For an analysis of Mexico's new style of foreign policy, see Eisenstadt 1992. 



242 Chapter 19 

Just as the situation seemed to be coming under control, PRI 
presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio was assassinated in 
March 1994. His death was followed by a second major political as
sassination, that of PRI president José Francisco Ruiz Massieu in Sep
tember 1994. Meanwhile, Manuel Camacho Solís, passed over in the 
PRI's choice of its candidate for the presidency, begun to distance 
himself from the official party. 

This mood of political violence, together with the situation in 
Chiapas, heightened the importance of the August 1994 presidential 
election, in which two strong opposition candidates were challenging 
the man deputed to candidacy after Colosio's death-Ernesto Zedillo 
Ponce de León. The elections were carefully monitored by organiza
tions such as Alianza Cívica, a coalition of hundreds of NGOs and 
thousands of Mexican citizens. Alianza Cívica not only provided a 
clear picture of a host of electoral irregularities, but it also exposed the 
poverty of Mexico's civic culture: it was clear that much of the elec
tronic media were anything but impartial and that there were abso
lutely no effective limits on campaign expenditures.15 

Reactions in the United States-and among the international 
community-dramatically reflected the extent to which opinion was 
divided. The U.S. government responded to the Chiapas situation by 
giving strong support to the Mexican authorities. And in August 
1994, Washington clearly placed peaceful elections ahead of demo
cratic elections, in an attitude reminiscent of U.S. support for the 
Mexican regime during the contested elections of 1929, 1940, 1946, 
1952, and 1988. 

Such government responses were in stark contrast to the new
found breadth of social reaction and the attitude of the U.S. media. 
Members of an American human rights organization, invited by their 
Mexican counterparts, arrived in Chiapas only four days after the 
rebels first appeared on the scene. Then in July, the presidential elec
tions were closely monitored by a wide range of organizations; Global 
Exchange and the Washington Office on Latin America were but two 
of the many groups that contributed observers to back their Mexican 
counterparts. And foundations, such as the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation, underwrote activities to promote democracy. 

Sorne of the most dramatic expressions of these shifting percep
tions carne from Newsweek correspondent Tim Padgett, whose reflec
tions on his Mexican experiences summarize a radical change in atti
tudes. He acknowledged that Salinas was in many ways an 
extraordinary Mexican president. However, he went on to sum up a 
very generalized feeling: "he fooled us into thinking he had modern-

"For the first time in history, in 1994 a number of organizations were able to provide a 
clear x-ray of Mexico's electoral processes. See Aguayo 1995; Alianza Cívica 1994a, 
1994b. 
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ized Mexico." Salinas changed "the image but not the substance of 
Mexico." His "economic reforms failed to modemize Mexico because 
he failed to modemize the corrupt, repressive and inefficient appara
tus that controls Mexico's economy in the first place." Salinas 
"charmed us into forgetting that most Mexican politics is a byzantine, 
mafioso affair. 1 would have been better off during his Presidency if 
1' d remembered the rule of thumb 1 was taught as a young reporter in 
Chicago: 'If your mother says she loves you--check it out!"'
something far too few joumalists or scholars bothered to do. 

"Why was Salinas able to fool the United States?" Padgett won
dered. The reason was that he was just like an American: "he wore Ar
mani business suits and talked like a Wall Street broker ... and while 
most Mexican Presidents take pride in a certain Latín lover's mys
tique, gossip columnists complained that Salinas was a sexual bore. 
He was just like an American (or at least a Brit)." This 

public relations maestro ... promised that the money we' d 
pour into Mexico as a result ofhis economic reforms would 
transform his country into a modern democracy with a 
healthy and happy middle class. Here's the problem: in 
reality, Salinas was firmly allied with Mexico's oligarchy, 
which meant he wasn't interested in fostering either de
mocracy or a middle class. 

Padgett described sorne of Salinas's preferred strategies: 

One of his favorite gimmicks was to take the billions of 
dollars his government was earning from the auction of 
state-run companies and fly around the country giving 
roads, water or electricity to the poor, as if it were all a gift 
from him instead of their right as Mexican citizens. And he 
always took U.S. journalists along to show everyone he 
was a world player. 

Tim Padgett-like many other observers, both Mexican and for
eign-had a profound change of heart regarding Salinas' s Mexico 
following the Zapatista rebellion. After govemment troops slaugh
tered rebels at Ocosingo during the conflict's early days, Padgett real
ized that "there was something very wrong beneath the surface of the 
'Mexican Miracle"' (T. Padgett 1996). 

This premonition was confirmed by the December 1994 devalua
tion, which even economists favorable to the regime acknowledged 
was "caused, most of all, by the fiscal and monetary policies imple
mented throughout 1994" by the Salinas administration, policies that 
were "wholly inconsistent with the rate of exchange." Another cata
lyst, for which the regime was also to blame, was the conversion of 
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"the entire short-term government debt [tesobonos] which had been 
originally set in pesos, into dollars, which exacerbated the risk of in
solvency" (Lustig 1995). Once again, presidential authoritarianism 
and the absence of controls over Mexico' s presidents were to stand 
the country in poor stead. 

The devaluation called for yet another financia! bailout of the 
Mexican economy. As in 1976, 1982, 1985, 1986, and 1988, the Mexi
can government was again dependent on the goodwill of Washington 
and the international community. Their reaction was unprecedented. 
By authorizing an enormous relief package, the White House con
firmed that the bilateral understanding remained very much in place. 
In late January 1995-in record time-the United States announced 
that it had put together a package of up to $U.S.50 billion, including 
$20 billion from the U.S. government, $17.8 billion from the Interna
tional Monetary Fund, $10 billion from the Bank for International 
Settlements, $1 billion from Canada, and $1 billion from other Latin 
American countries. 

The proposed financia! bailout package evoked a furor in Wash
ington. The Clinton adnünistration was charged with having ob
scured, or even concealed, the truth about Mexico's economic situa
tion in 1994 (D'Amato 1995: 7-13), and these accusations were not 
without sorne basis. Later, when the time carne for the State Depart
ment to certify Mexico's fight against drugs, as it does annually, cer
tain U.S. sectors expressed outright disgust. Senator Robert Bennet 
noted, 

the certification is clearly a joke, if the purpose is to de
termine what is going on ín Mexico. At the same time, I 
understand why it was done. It was done because the 
President felt that we could I'IOt undercut President Zedillo 
to the point where the problem could get worse, so we lied. 
We can't de-certify Mexico. We have to lie about what is 
going on beca use our relationship with Mexico is so impor
tant that we can't let it go clown the tubes (Andreas 1996: 
26). 

Other critics, such as Representative David Bonior, argued that the 
United States should not send "money to Mexico just to prop up a 
nation with the fastest growing number of billionaires in the world." 
The Clinton administration defended its decision with arguments re
lating to the economy, national security, and prestige.16 Secretary of 
Sta te W arren Christopher testified before the House Banking and Fi
nancia! Services Committee on January 25, 1995, that the United 

16Curiously, a former U.S. administration once defended its involvement in Vietnam in 
very similar terms. 
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States hadan immense economic and political stake in Mexico's sta
bility and, further, that the financia! bailout would not only have "far
reaching implications for the prosperity and stability of Latin America 
and of emerging market economies around the world," but that it 
would also serve as "a test of American leadership" (Roett 1996: 37-
38). In order to divert criticism (and to protect its interests), the U.S. 
government attached an unprecedented series of strings to this loan, 
forcing the Mexican government to accelerate the process of economic 
restructuring even further. 

As the decade progressed, it became apparent that the United 
States' impact on Mexico was becoming increasingly multidimen
sional. Although Washington continues to support the incumbent re
gime, a wide range of groups promoting peace or democracy have 
consolidated their positions, creating new spaces for dialogue and 
facilitating social transformations. Although these forces are still a 
minority, their capacity to hinder the implementation of authoritarian 
government policies has been in evidence during the search for peace 
in Chiapas and the ongoing struggle for free and fair elections which, 
since the 1997 elections, has made remarkable progress. 

To summarize, between 1986 and 1997 it was clear that the old 
bilateral understanding, though somewhat modified, continued in 
force. And it became clear that analyses of Mexico's contemporary 
history could no longer ignore the role of the United States. There is 
ample evidence that extemal support for the PRl was instrumental in 
allowing the party to extend its stay in power and to set an agoniz
ingly slow rate of transition. In this context, President Clinton's deci
sion to meet with the heads of Mexico's opposition parties during his 
May 1997 visit to Mexico was a clear signal that Washington has ac
cepted the inevitability of a more democratic Mexico. Although Clin
ton' s actions did not influence the electoral results, they did indica te 
an extremely important policy shift. 

For Mexico, the dramatic results of the July 1997 elections provide 
a golden opportunity to debate and define the profile of a new politi
cal system. In this process-which is far from concluded-an impor
tant point for discussion will be the kind of relationship that Mexico 
must establish with the United States, a nation now challenged to 
achieve a better understanding of the problems and aspirations of the 
Mexican people. 

CONCLUSION 

Washington has staked everything on a slow transition in Mexico. 
The Mexican government is determined to remain in power. And a 
dizzyingly varied and growing range of forces is exerting unrelenting 
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pressure for change. It is extremely hard to predict what the outcome 
will be. The situation continues to be unstable. Schisms and divisions 
within the PRI continue to appear; during the party's 17th National 
Assembly, for example, the traditional political classes rebelled 
against the new technocrats, who found the road to the presidency 
suddenly blocked. 

The year 1997 was one of struggle for the entrenched authoritarian 
regime. Despite being seriously weakened, it still refused to relin
quish its grip on power and privilege, while the forces arrayed 
against it gained in strength. In this ongoing process Mexico appears 
to oscillate between reaching sorne kind of consensus and succumb
ing to the threat of ungovemability and the proliferation of regional 
pockets of violence. 

Will Washington continue to constitute an obstacle to democracy 
in Mexico? Will groups in the United States attain the coherence they 
need to thwart their govemment's antidemocratic efforts? No clear 
answer can emerge until this major transformation is complete. But as 
the finishing touches are put to this book in late 1997, there is reason 
for optimism. 



20 
The United States and Mexican 

Nationalism 

This volume has sketched in broad strokes the U.S. elite's perceptions 
of Mexico, and it has presented an extensive base of information for a 
reinterpretation of certain aspects of recent Mexican history. This ex
ploration of the past fifty years of Mexico's evolution and its relation
ship with the United States demonstrates that many myths should be 
revised. These include the assumptions that Mexico is hard to under
stand, that the U.S. elite is exceptional, and that Mexicans are passive 
and unwilling to open up to foreigners (that is, that they are insular 
and nationalistic). 

The material contained in the 6,903 articles on Mexico published in 
the New York Times was used in two ways. The first was to digest and 
utilize the vast amount of information contained in these articles. The 
second was to interpret trends in perception and the evolution of 
ideas. In both cases, the results were complemented with sources 
from academia and government. 

Time and again, the evidence reveals that there is a prevailing 
worldview in the United States that has colored that country's per
ceptions of many aspects of life in Mexico. With sorne exceptions,1 this 
worldview is characterized by a perennial optimism toward Mexico's 
ruling party and govemments and a total rejection of any current that 
leans even slightly toward the Left. The confluence in perceptions was 
not the product of a plot hatched by a CIA mastermind of ideologies; 
it was the result of the convergences of widely shared beliefs, such as 
belief in the exceptional character of the United States and in the in
herently benign nature of capitalism and liberalism. 

'The importance of these exceptions has increased steadily since the 1980s. 
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While most of the individuals quoted in this volume are likely 
convinced of the originality of their respective contributions, all were 
nevertheless 11 collective speakers,11 their words socially determined by 
ideas that evolved in tandem with the evolution of U.S. society-in 
the process modifying the parameters within which the United States 
viewed Mexico. 

To argue that there was a collective consciousness is not to suggest 
that there was no room for individual contributions; it is simply to 
emphasize the importance of their overarching context. The works of 
Galdwin Hill, Osear Lewis, Henry Giniger, Susan Kaufman Purcell, 
Kevin Middlebrook, Bruce Bagley, Roderic Camp, Roger Hansen, 
John Womack, Evelyn Stevens, Alan Riding, John Bailey, Friedrich 
Katz, David Brooks, Susan Eckstein, Wayne Comelius, Judith Hell
man, David Ronfeldt, Peter Smith, Jonathan Fox, John Coatsworth, 
Ellen Lutz, George Grayson, and many others, were all individual 
contributions to knowledge that helped expand and enrich the collec
tive consciousness. Each of these authors absorbed and processed 
ideas and information that circulated in the United States, in Mexico, 
and around the world; and after being subjected to their individual 
imaginations and explored with the tools of scientific rigor, these 
ideas then bred new ideas in a dialectical process that is as intermi
nable and ancient as history. 

However, the incorporation of a fact or idea into an individual or 
collective consciousness is not dependent solely on its validity; the 
idea must also be compatible with the interests of the person who de
velops it, or of the community or country that is its context. When 
there is no such compatibility, mechanisms of evasion, denial, or ra
tionalization come into play. 

PERCEPTIONS OF MEXICO 

How accurate is the U.S. elite's perception of Mexico? Although this 
question may seem inevitable, it is also fundamentally misconceived. 
The United States has all the information it needs to attain a full un
derstanding of Mexico. The question, better put, would be how much 
the United States really wishes, or is able, to know about Mexico. And 
here enter the individual and collective limits of consciousness, as 
well as the mechanisms that are frequently employed to disguise 
them. Neither are exclusive to the United States; on the contrary, they 
are a common denominator across all of human culture. 

A particularly persistent myth among foreigners is that Mexicans 
are difficult, if not impossible, to understand, due to their inherent 
tendencies toward isolation. In 1985, Cathryn Thorup noted that few 
Americans 11 seem to understand Mexico, despite our long and close 
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relationship" (Thorup 1985; see also NYT 1985a). This was not for 
lack of accurate information, especially after the 1960s, when the 
margins of U.S. consciousness began to broaden, methodologies im
proved, and the number and quality of Mexicanists soared. Many 
Mexicans were willing to speak with foreigners and foreigners were 
willing to listen, catalyzing a fruitful dialogue between U.S. and 
Mexican scholars. 

Yet not all members of the elite chose to incorporate this growing 
wealth of information into their understanding of Mexico and Mexi
cans. The new data transcended their maximum limits of conscious
ness. This is not unusual; most people tailor the information they are 
willing or able to accept. Thus lacunae can appear in consciousness, 
whether as the result of incomplete information or of the need to de
fend established interests. Following paragraphs outline sorne of the 
most glaring lacunae, although one must remember that these are 
generalizations; there are many exceptions to the rule. 

The U.S. elite has never conducted a rigorous probe of Mexico's 
private sector, even though, during the period under study, this sec
tor frequently showed itself to be as corrupt and inefficient as many 
of the government institutions that carne in for constant (and often 
accurate) criticism.2 Little was said, for example, about the poor busi
ness practices that characterized Mexico's banking sector prior to its 
nationalization in 1982, even though drawing attention to such prob
lems would not have implied any opposition to free-market econo
mies or the business sector. To the contrary, it might well have pro
moted a more efficient administration. And for purposes of 
comparison, the business community in the United States is under the 
constant and highly critica! scrutiny of the media and a range of in
dustry watchdogs. 

Another gap is the meager attention paid to the coercive structure 
and perverse workings of the Mexican government. Sorne scholars 
might argue that this was a result of incomplete or nonexistent infor
mation, but the U.S. government can make no such claim. It has de
liberately ignored this subject-even in the face of the very accurate 
and comprehensive information it has received on Mexico's corrupt 
law enforcement organizations and the tactics they employ. A broad 
range of documents makes reference to the "innumerable police 
forces that have become symbols of corruption, abuse of power, and 
in sorne instances, blatant criminality" (NYT, Feb. 13, 1983). There is 
also clear evidence that, as early as 1951, the CIA was well aware of 

'There are a few critica! analyses of the Mexican business sector, but this subject has 
received little attention in the literature. 
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the close relationship between Mexico's Federal Security Directorate 
and sorne of Mexico's most powerful drug lords {CIA 1951: 58).3 

The government's turning a blind eye has been justified on a 
number of grounds-for example, that the United States did not wish 
to intervene in Mexico' s intemal affairs. The Mexican govemment 
welcomed such a justification, which tied in neatly with its national
istic rhetoric. But for the United States' disregard of such issues to be 
credible required the quiescence of the Mexican population. As Mexi
can society becomes increasingly articulate and organized, it is at
tracting the attention of various sectors within the United Sta tes. 

THE MYTH OF THE P ASSIVE MEXICAN 

U.S. consciousness is shot through with a thinly veiled contempt to
ward Mexico which is reflected in a certain fatalism regarding the 
Mexican population's ability to free itself from authoritarianism and 
secure a democratic form of govemment. This point of view was ar
ticulated frequently and publicly in the past. Not long after the 
United States gained independence, John Adams commented that 
there could never be democracy "amongst the birds, the beasts or the 
fish, or amongst the peoples of Hispanic America" (in Vázquez 1974). 
In the early twentieth century, Ambassador James Sheffield insisted 
that Mexicans could "recognize no argument but force" (L. Meyer 
1985: 23). And only a few years ago Alan Riding closed his influential 
Distant Neighbors with this observation: "in spirit, Mexico is not-and 
perhaps never will be-a Westem nation" (1985: 439). Such ideas are 
nourished-and intensified-by the United States' poor opinion of 
the Mexican population's will to struggle. 

Both Mexicans and non-Mexicans frequently lament the passivity 
of the Mexican population in the face of govemment abuse. On June 
29, 1983, the Times suggested that "what is most surprising for for
eigners is the calm with which the Mexican system seems to absorb 
[the damage wrought by the economic crisis]." On July 7, 1984, the 
paper observed that despite the crisis, Mexican society appeared to 
display "no rage, nor even any resentment towards the govemment," 
and added that instead, there was "a placid resignation." In private, 
many in the United States were even more explicit. 

'This knowledge carne via the U.S. government's long association with these police 
organizations. In 1982 the U.S. justice system sought an indictment against Miguel 
Nassar Haro of the DFS for allegedly heading up a group of professional thieves 
specializing in California luxury cars for resale in Mexico. The CIA halted the in
dictment, arguing that Nassar Haro was one of their most useful Mexican collabora
tors (NYT, Mar. 28, 1982). 
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The author's research on state coercían and social resistance pro
vided an opportunity to test the veracity of this interpretation and to 
postulate certain hypotheses. Files and archives, collective and indi
vidual memories, all attest to the fact that the regime has quashed a 
great number of protests and protesters, whose importance has been 
systematically downplayed or distorted in the Mexican and U.S. me
dia. When these protests and the movements they represented were 
denied any kind of overt recognition, they suffocated, reinforcing the 
myth of the passive Mexican. 

Not everyone was unaware of the situation in Mexico, however. 
An active academic current within the United States, which emerged 
during the 1960s, has helped assemble a more faithful representation 
of the Mexican government's transgressions. Evelyn Stevens, Susan 
Eckstein, Kenneth Johnson, Judith Adler Hellman, and Ellen Lutz, 
among others, have documented the price paid by those who dared 
oppose Mexican government authoritarianism. Overall, however, 
Times coverage, as well as the State Department's annual reports on 
human rights in Mexico, reveals that such analyses have failed to 
penetrate the consciousness of the majority in the United States, 
which remains comfortable with the myth of the passive Mexican and 
a reformist president courageously dealing with the reactionary dino
saurs in his government. 

These lacunae allow the United States to justify its continued sup
port for the authoritarian Mexican regime and to defend its own in
terests. They also reflect the extreme U.S. concem over the potential 
ungovemability of its neighbor, as well as the desire for extraordinar
ily broad margins of security. The United States has always protested 
even the slightest threat of ungovemability in Mexico, whether it 
carne from the Left or the Right. In 1986 the Times quoted a U.S. dip
lomat who urged the PAN to forget "about hunger-strikes and pro
testers," and instead "become more organized, gather funds, and 
work hard at providing the people with a real altemative to the PRI" 
(NYT, July 13, 1986). Would his advice be the same today, following 
the July 1997 elections? All must now be reevaluated in the context of 
a general transformation of U.S. perceptions of Mexico. 

SILENCE ON THE ROLE OF THE UNITED STA TES 

The most remarkable and important gap in understanding was the 
generalized disinterest of scholars, joumalists, and government offi
cials regarding the United States' impact on Mexican affairs. While 
many Mexicans have blamed the United States for everything imag
inable, many Americans have done the opposite: with the exception 
of a few leftist analysts, they have never even considered the possi-
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bility that U.S. policies could produce negative repercussions in 
Mexico.4 

For example, the U.S. government and media often criticized 
Mexico for allowing the Soviets and Cubans to operate intelligence 
units on Mexican soil, but they rarely mentioned (and certainly never 
denounced) the fact that the United States' own intelligence services 
were also operating there.5 This was not the result of ignorance; a 
broad range of official documents bore witness to the many opera
tions of U.S. intelligence services in Mexico. Even the Times was well 
aware, for example, that "the CIA has an extensive representation" in 
Mexico (NYT, June 23, 1985). 

U.S. specialists on Mexico's national security also failed to ac
knowledge their country's role. One such was Lieutenant Colonel Al
den M. Cunningham, who admitted (though only in a footnote) that 
"space limitations only permit acknowledging that other important 
national security factors also exist. These would be the United States
Mexican relationships, moral renovation, demographic initiatives" 
(Cunningham 1984). 

This phenomenon was similar to that which colored the U.S. me
dia's coverage of Mexico's private sector. That is, in the United States, 
the activities and operations of the security and intelligence services 
are closely monitored, but in Mexico these same services. are given 
free rein. This silence was boro of an extraordinarily important as
sumption: the U.S. elite simply cannot imagine that any of their ac
tions could negatively impact their southem neighbor. This assump
tion-founded on the premise that the United States is an exceptional 
nation and that its interests and Mexico's are common and shared
has always been accepted, and never examined, much less proven.6 

Such basic and deeply rooted assumptions produced important 
consequences. If the United States is, by definition, no threat to Mex
ico's security, then Mexican nationalism can be nothing more than an 
irrational (and irritating) refusal to cooperate fully with a powerful 
potential ally. But although the two nations do have a number of 
shared interests-the war on drugs is one example-there are many 
other areas where there is no concordance. It is also clear that many· 
U.S. policies have had far-reaching repercussions on Mexico. Refusing 
to acknowledge this fact can only perpetuate a series of baseless 
myths and fantasies-and generate a detrimental feedback effect on 
reality. 

'Examples include Cunningham 1984; Ronfeldt 1984; Moorer and Fauriol1984; Apple
gate 1985. An exception is Dziedziec (1996), who acknowledges this influence but 
does not develop it. 

'For a discussion of the United States' impact on Mexico's security, see Aguayo 1990. 
"For examples of this, see DAF 1955; DOS 1956, 1959; Fauriol 1988; Ganster and 

Sweedler 1987; Wilson 1989. 
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PRESERVING MYTHS 

When analyzing ~ extensive body of writings by journalists, schol
ars, government officials, and others who have sought to tread lightly 
around difficult questions and thomy subjects (a mind-set that cross
cuts national boundaries), we begin to find traces of the techniques 
they used and to see how these strategies may play a role in the con
struction and preservation of myths. One of the most effective means 
for detecting a particular author's (or newspaper's) leanings is to note 
the author's (or paper's) sources. For the Times, this was the members 
of Mexico's political and economic elite-<:learly the sector to which 
the Times could best relate. 

To look at how this coverage might have differed, we need only 
compare it with the Times coverage of a government that the United 
States had no interest in protecting: Fidel Castro's Cuba. Content 
analysis of a sample of Times articles on revolutionary Cuba pub
lished in the early 1960s reveals that the paper frequently quoted the 
opposition and maintained a systematically critica! and skeptical atti
tude toward the statements of the Cuban government. The opening 
sentence of a 1960 article is representative: "Cuba begins its second 
year under Castro's regime with fear and uncertainty, despite the 
rosy panorama painted by the government" (NYT, Jan. 13, 1960).7 Of
ficial reports were clearly being rejected out of hand; opposition 
statements dominated throughout the remainder of the article. 

Another useful strategy used in "shading" U.S. analyses of Mexico 
involves references to time and place. This technique was apparent in 
a 1986 article by James Reston: "there are those in the United States 
who would rather focus on political corruption and the one-party 
system, rather than recall that, unlike the rest of Latin America, the 
Mexican govemment has been able to maintain the peace and avoid a 
military dictatorship for over half a century" (Reston 1986). Clearly 
the Mexican system, warts and all, still compared favorably with 
those of other countries, and therefore it should be supported and 
maintained. It is worth mentioning that this mechanism has recently 
fallen into disuse; a global wave of democracy and the collapse of so
cialism have made it increasingly difficult to make favorable com
parisons between Mexico and other countries. 

Another technique involves the use of fragmentary analyses that 
hinder the development of a global vision. This ploy has proved par
ticularly effective for relieving Mexico's presidents of blame by disas
sociating them from the political system's most negative aspects. 
From Miguel Alemán to Ernesto Zedillo, topics such as repression, 

7The sample includes every first article on Cuba published annually by the Times be
tween 1958 and 1964. See NYT, Jan. 8, 1958; Jan. 14, 1959; Jan. 13, 1960; Jan. 11, 1961; 
Jan. 10, 1962; Apr. 8, 1963; Jan. 17, 1964. 
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local political bossism, corruption, or electoral fraud have all been 
described as being totally separated from the president in office, who 
is usually portrayed as an embattled reformer struggling to overcome 
retrograde opponents. It is rarely noted that individuals who reach 
the apex of political power in Mexico must necessarily be highly 
skilled at manipulating even the most sinister aspects of the system in 
their favor. This tactic is complemented by a total disinclination to 
examine the biographies of Mexico's presidents once out of office, 
which belie the myth-restated every six years like a revelation from 
heaven-of their vocation of democracy. 

Understanding how such mechanisms work is particularly impor
tant beca use researchers in the United Sta tes ha ve eamed a reputation 
for objectivity. Deliberate lies or the kind of govemmental control 
long tolerated by the Mexican media have rarely featured in the U.S. 
press. What has been present, however, is a subtle process of interpre
tation that "massaged" thinking along a certain course. Whether this 
process was deliberate or unconscious varies case by case, but its per
vasiveness confirms a pattem of selective denial of certain realities. 

These considerations lead naturally to a discussion of the United 
States' belief in its own exceptional character. While living and 
studying in the United States for extended periods, the author devel
oped a profound respect for the openness of this society and the 
deeply rooted consciousness of its citizens, which allows them to de
fend their rights and keep a tight rein on the activities of their gov
emment and business sectors. And, of course, one must acknowledge 
the United States' vast, indeed overwhelming, economic and military 
might. However, its continued support for an authoritarian and cor
rupt Mexican regime belies its self-image. How can the exceptional 
citizens of an exceptional country have persisted so long in their sup
port for actions and policies that directly contradict their ideals of 
democracy and good govemment? The most obvious answer is that, 
for a long time, this support was believed to be in the best interests of 
the United States. (The idea that U.S. interests might include a more 
democratic Mexico has gained currency only very recently.) In effect, 
in foreign policy terms the United States behaves much like any other 
power. 

The evidence collected in this volume reveals that, although in 
sorne cases the United States' vaunted rigor and objectivity is a real
ity, in other cases it is only a myth. Information and ideas became a 
privileged instrument for the maintenance of relationships of domi
nation between the two countries, and for the preservation of the es
tablished order. Por the majority of the Mexican population, this was 
to have disastrous consequences. 
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HEGEMONY ANO COERCION 

This brings us back to the very first questions posed in this book. 
What is the true extent and nature of the United States' impact on 
Mexico's history? What have been the costs and benefits to Mexico of 
being this superpower's neighbor? What role has the United States 
played, or can it play, in shaping a fairer and more democratic Mex
ico? Let us risk a few answers in what is still a very hazy area. 

We cannot take the easy way out-blaming the United States for 
every Mexican crisis and misfortune. Mexico's government and soci
ety must shoulder a large share of responsibility for the prolonged 
and multidimensional crisis that has gripped the country since the 
1970s. However, we cannot ignore the enormous impact of the United 
States on Mexican history. To shed sorne light on this hitherto cryptic 
topic-and perhaps assign at least sorne measure of responsibility
we must begin to unravel the true nature of this impact. 

Any appraisal of the relationship between the two countries must 
recognize its most salient feature: since the earliest days of their inde
pendent existence, there has been a huge disparity in terms of power, 
and the United States has dominated Mexico continuously through 
varying combinations of hegemony and coercion. During the nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the principal instrument was 
brute force, justified with moral arguments based on myths of racial 
and cultural superiority. For example, the Mexican War of 1846, in 
which Mexico lost half its territory, was "a war of valued conquest, 
covered in a coloring cloak of holy justification called 'Manifest Des
tiny"' (Virden 1957).8 And Woodrow Wilson's intervention in 
Veracruz in 1914 was purportedly intended to help Mexico attain a 
greater level of democracy. 

The era of brute force ended in 1927, when Ambassador Morrow 
and President Calles reached an understanding whose intricacies 
were to have a fundamental effect upon Mexican history in the twen
tieth century. Washington has since tended to emphasize hegemony 
as its policy tool of choice, and coercion has become rare. This em
phasis on hegemony results in part from the nature of the two gov
ernment systems and the countries' clase geographic proximity (any 
miscalculation on the part of the U.S. government can have immedi
ate repercussions upon U.S. territory) but also because the Mexican 
government has proved itself able to maintain stability and willing to 
respect the interests of the United States. 

For these reasons, and beca use Mexico' s leadership has always 
adhered to certain implicit restrictions, the U.S. elite tolerated policies 
and outbursts from Mexican officials that under other circumstances 

'This war was justified, in one way or another, by most of the U.S. analysts who have 
written about it. See, for example, Bauer 1956; Rees 1960; Logfren 1967; Swan 1983. 
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would have been unacceptable. A high-ranking official from the Bush 
administration explained this attitude quite clearly: 

It is true that we allowed the Mexicans to behave in ways 
that would be unacceptable in other governments. We did 
so because we knew that in their attitude there is a great 
deal of rhetoric; their actions never go beyond certain im
plicit limits. If, during negotiations, we became stalled on a 
point they did not like, they immediately resorted to hy
pernationalism. We would sit back and listen, because we 
knew that this was something transitory, which would 
pose no real obstacles for the solution of concrete problems 
(author interview). 

Despite any and all "implicit limits," it is clear that Mexican gov
ernments have enjoyed broad margins for action, especially when 
compared to other Latín American countries. An important question, 
then, is: How well has Mexico exploited these broad margins for ma
neuver? The governments that arose from the Mexican Revolution 
were able to carry out a novel economic experiment, develop an in
dependent diplomacy, and reject at least sorne U.S. demands. In ex
change for the freedom to take these steps toward Mexican self
determination, they gave way on other points to ally more closely 
with U.S. interests. 

The Mexican government was usually persuaded to make conces
sions through rational arguments but coercion was used when 
needed. The Republicans, rather than the Democrats, were probably 
more prone to use coercion. However, whenever the U.S. government 
decided to use pressure against Mexico, it was implemented unilat
erally and without waming-and it always produced results, which 
leads to the following points. 

THE UNITED STA TES AND MEXICAN NATIONALISM 

These final pages reflect on the relationship between the United States 
and Mexican nationalism and on the challenges that Mexico faces in 
the closing years of the twentieth century. One of the most frustrating 
characteristics of Mexico's political transition has been its glacial 
pace-that is, the regime's capacity to resist change. This has been 
explained in various ways. Kevin Middlebrook has suggested that 
labor movements and their activities have been key to the regime's 
extraordinary longevity (Middlebrook 1995: 288). Other analysts have 
emphasized the sophistication of Mexico's political classes, the re
gime's inclusive character, the passivity of the Mexican population 
(sometimes attributed to the present-day population's indigenous 



The U. S. and Mexícan Nationalism 257 

roots), the opposition's inability to reach even limited accords, and/or 
the use of coercion. 

Although such explanations may be valid, the PRI's survival has 
been greatly enhanced by the support of the intemational community, 
and in particular the United States. The United States' financia! aid to 
Mexico and its colossal disinterest in Mexico's pro-democracy move
ments have no precedent in recent history. Impoverished and margi
nalized activists for democracy, challenging an affluent and en
trenched regime, must figure prominently in any analysis of recent 
developments in Mexico. 

The United States-theoretically a bastion of democracy-has re
peatedly had to justify its continuing support for an authoritarian re
gime. To do so, it most frequently simply overlooked the most prob
lematic aspects of Mexican reality. These were excised from the 
American consciousness and banished into the black hole of forgotten 
knowledge. On other occasions, Washington justified its policies on 
the grounds that they laid a foundation for a brilliant, though still un
achieved, future and were, therefore, in Mexico's best interests. One 
of the most paradoxical justifications appears in a State Department 
document from the Reagan era: 

[E]very dictatorship-both of the left and of the right
perpetrates grave violations of human rights. Every human 
rights violation, furthermore, should be condemned. How
ever, inasmuch as non-communist dictatorships are able, in 
varying degrees, to evolve in a democratic direction, com
munist dictatorships are especially resistant to democrati
zation (DOS 1984: 10). 

Thirteen years after these lines were written, the majority of the 
world's Communist dictatorships are fading into history, but the 
authoritarian Mexican regime is still in place (although the PRI's 
electoral defeats in 1997 appear to signal the beginning of the end). 

Not every sector within the U.S. elite agreed with this Reagan-era 
perspective. Over the last three decades an important number of aca
demics, joumalists, politicians, and members of social organizations 
have become increasingly critical of the Mexican regime's rampant 
corruption and inefficiency, its violation of human rights, and the ab
sence of democracy. While such views will ultimately entail sorne re
vision in U.S. policies toward Mexico, and their supposedly beneficia! 
and benign nature, until recently these ideas have been confined to 
limited sectors of U.S. society. 

Why did the United States decide to support the PRI so firmly and 
unquestioningly? The usual response is that this party gave the 
United States what it was looking for: stability in Mexico. But this ar
gument is flawed; the system's potential for instability has always 



258 Chapter 20 

been high. During the last thirty years Mexico has suffered cyclical 
economic crises, the country's foreign debt has soared from U.S.$3 
billion in 1970 to over $100 billion in 1996, political upheavals (both 
peaceful and violent) have become commonplace, the population's 
living standard has been brutally undercut, and drug trafficking and 
crime have skyrocketed. 

Then perhaps the United States' support was due to the fact that 
there was no actor dedicated to a continuing and systematic broaden
ing of its margins of collective consciousness. Unlike the Irish, Israelis, 
Central Americans, and others, Mexicans who opposed their govem
ment were, for a long time, unable to promote their cause-a more 
democratic Mexico--in the United States. Their ability to lobby in the 
United States was hindered by obstacles to consciousness among both 
Mexicans and Americans; and perhaps one of the greatest of these 
obstacles has been Mexican nationalism. 

After its defeat and loss of territory in 1848 (and after a whole se
ries of other European and U.S. intrusions), Mexico tumed inward 
behind a barrier of mistrust. Foreigners were viewed as hostile, and 
Mexicans were urged to unite against them. For example, President 
Luis Echeverría noted in his fourth State of the Nation Address that 
"in 1848 we lost half of the territory inherited from our lndian and 
Spanish forefathers, as a result of an unfair war with the United States 
of America" (Echeverría 1974: 22). Echeverría's words sum up sorne 
of the central theses of a nationalism that arose from a revolution 
against the excesses of Porfirio Díaz's dictatorship and/or the con
stant interventions by Westem powers. During the early decades of 
the twentieth century, such ideas served as a healing balm, helping 
make sorne sense of the death and destruction that accompanied the 
Revolution. Nationalism also played an important role in the con
struction of new institutions, helping the elite win and hold the sup
port of the masses. It was a key referent for national identity and 
guided govemment actions and policies in a hostile, seemingly in
comprehensible world. 

The revolutionaries' fiery nationalism was eventually tempered by 
pragmatism, and by 1927 they had established an understanding with 
the United States, an implied understanding cloaked in ambiguity 
from its inception. In time, the Revolution became bureaucratized, 
and nationalism and the United States became important symbols in 
the Mexican elite's rhetorical efforts to hold on to power and privi
lege. And at sorne point nationalism and its associated revolutionary 
myths ceased to be a collective dream, to be converted into a mecha
nism of control with little relation to day-to-day existence in Mexico-
in the process undermining the credibility of the institutions that had 
been erected on the foundation of nationalism and its myths (see 
Basáñez 1991). 
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By presenting the United States as a potential threat, the Mexican 
government had also been able to restrain Mexicans who sought to 
bring global attention to the country's problems, as well as to legiti
mate its call for national unity around a regime that portrayed itself 
as the real champion of national integrity and sovereignty. Although 
there have been moments in Mexican history when a united front 
against threats from the United States or elsewhere has been critically 
important, over the last fifty years the United States has been any
thing but an enemy of the regime, and any threat is far more imag
ined than real. In fact, Washington has been one of the re gime' s clos
est allies; even when it resorted to coercion, it did so as an adversary, 
notan enemy. 

The United States elite cooperated fully with the regime's postur
ings. It not only ignored or glossed over certain events in Mexico, it 
also maintained a discreet silence in response to the nationalistic ex
postulations of the regime, having received private assurances from 
the government that Washington should not take its public pro
nouncements to heart. The United States also had a fairly clear view 
of public opinion in Mexico. From 1946 to 1980 the only opinion polls 
on Mexican attitudes toward the United States were those carried out 
by the U.S. government. These revealed that Mexico was not unlike 
other countries in Latin America: a portion of the population dis
trusted the United States, another group expressed pro-American 
views, and the remainder wavered between the two positions (Favela 
and Morales 1991). Polls carried out after Mexico's economic opening 
reveal that anti-American sentiment has declined (Poll 1992). This 
explains the Mexican population's weak opposition to NAFTA and 
the government's claim that proximity to the United States is, after all, 
a blessing, not a curse. 

The United States' indifference toward Mexican nationalism was 
often in evidence. In 1958 a Times editorial noted that "traditional 
anti-Yankee feeling is a political artifice, and not a reality" among 
Mexicans (NYT 1958b). In 1980, Alan Riding commented that "de
spite the nationalistic rhetoric espoused by a number of governments, 
the Mexicans are not anti-American" (NYT, Nov. 9, 1980). And Ron
feldt, Nehring, and Gándara (1980: 47) observed that Mexico's 
"nationalist symbolism has served to embellish intemal rhetoric, pa
rochial demagoguery, and bureaucratic maneuvering." In 1984, U.S. 
Ambassador to Mexico John Gavin informed correspondent Richard 
Meislin that "a number of Mexican government officials," with whom 
he had an extremely "cordial relationship" and who would often pri
vately "praise the help provided by the United States," would on 
other occasions "publicly criticize him and the United States" (NYT, 
Nov. 11, 1984). 
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The United States even found Mexico's official posturing to be 
useful because it cajoled many of the world's revolutionaries and 
neutralized and isolated Mexico's more genuinely nationalistic and 
far more disquieting Left. For the U.S. elite, Mexico's official national
ism became a paper tiger: sleek and threatening, but with little real 
substance. 

The understanding between Mexico and the United States has 
produced different consequences for each. Mexico has always been 
only a marginal concem for the United States. But for Mexico, its 
neighbor to the north has long been, in equal parts, an enigma and an 
obsession, despite the fact that the population has, until recently, af
fected an attitude of indifference. This feigned indifference, the result 
of a traumatic nineteenth-century conflict, was an unwise strategy. 
Mexico forgot that knowledge and intelligence are critica! tools that a 
weak nation can use to guide its deployment of scarce resources for 
maximum effect. As border areas have become increasingly inte
grated, ignorance has allowed the Mexican population to imagine a 
host of conspiracies originating in Washington, while they have failed 
to realize that the real threat for Mexico comes from a rigid, corrupt, 
and inefficient political system. 

When the history of these two societies is written, it will note that 
this situation began to change in the 1970s, when a vast intellectual 
effort finally provided better and more critica! evaluations of Mex
ico's political system and its ruling class, as well as an increasingly 
thorough understanding of the United States which eschewed both 
excessive praise and unthinking criticism. This book forms part of a 
revisionist school (which has yet to identify itself as such) that has 
been nurtured by a decades-long dialogue among scholars. Over 
these three decades, many Mexicans have leamed to understand the 
United States as a vehicle for serving their own national interests. As 
perceptions have become less simplistic, tolerance has grown and re
lationships have improved. If Mexicans of divergent viewpoints had 
not intensified their relationship with the United States, we might not 
have access today to writings that challenge the rosy panorama 
sketched out by the two govemments. 

The final years of the twentieth century have proved to be a diffi
cult period, one of uncertainty and crumbling myths. Mexico's July 
1997 elections, which seem to mark a watershed for Mexican authori
tarianism, raise complex new challenges. Mexico urgently needs a 
development model that will allow it to achieve democracy, social 
justice, and sovereignty. Will it reach these goals? If so, how and 
when? As Mexico debates its choices, the United States must make 
sorne decisions as well, based on national priorities and a reevalua
tion of Mexican reality. 
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Neither a simplistic rejection of neoliberalism nor a nostalgia for 
the populism of days gone by will suffice. What is needed are new 
intellectual and political proposals that will allow us to reconceptual
ize the past. One important future task will be to reevaluate the Mexi
can Revolution. Were the foundational principies and aspirations of 
the Mexican Revolution in error? Are the men who were charged with 
bringing these principies and goals to fruition to blame? Or does the 
fault lie with an anemic society that tolerated the abuses? And regard
less of who is to blame, what was the role of the U.S. elite? 

This is not merely an intellectual exercise. It has political rele
vance, for as we consider what really happened and develop propos
als about what should be done in the future, we must continue to 
dismantle the structures of authoritarianism and create democratic 
institutions that allow us to achieve the kind of consensus needed to 
overcome an obsolete presidentialism. The task will be arduous. 
Mexican democracy faces complex obstacles, set in place by a cunning 
and still deeply entrenched authoritarian regime and culture, and by 
a superpower long convinced that its national security is linked to the 
perpetuation of a single party in Mexico. 

Despite all obstacles, change continues. The Mexican government 
has lost control over much of society, and its monopoly over the na
tion's channels of communication with the outside is crumbling rap
idly. Mexico City, the Chamber of Deputies, and several state gov
ernments are now in the hands of the opposition. The population is 
poised to take on authoritarianism and to call upon world opinion in 
its struggle. Slowly but surely, U.S. consciousness regarding Mexico 
has broadened, nourishing a new critica! attitude among scholars and 
journalists. Will these new ideas influence Washington's traditional 
and absolute support for the Mexican leadership? Will an important 
change in attitude-foreshadowed in President Clinton's 1997 meet
ing with opposition leaders-take root? If so, what will be the results, 
and when will they become apparent? 

In alllikelihood a growing chorus of Mexican voices will be heard 
in the United States, creating awareness and broadening conscious
ness in a polyphonic concerto in which one melody is carried by those 
who support the incumbent regime and the other by those who hope 
for change, all singing together but absenta conductor. In 1997, the 
second melody, the voice of change, was strongest. If it prevails, we 
shall have to revise another assumption: that the U.S. elite is always 
and in every circumstance an obstacle to democracy and change. 

The future calls for a mature and democratic nationalism, in tune 
with a pantheon of myths where past, present, and future merge; a 
pantheon that is permanently revised and updated through scientific 
reason and patriotic passion. Ideally, this new pantheon of myths will 
contain a more exact view of the United States, and will allow Mexico 
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to achieve its maximum potential for independence as neighbor to a 
superpower. To attain this view by accumulating knowledge and in
telligence, to maintain it and continue to build on it, these will be the 
threads guiding Mexico's evolution in the twenty-first century. 
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Figures 

The following figures present a small portion of the information 
yielded by the processing of 6,903 articles on Mexico and Mexican 
affairs published by the New York Times between January 1, 1946, and 
December 31, 1986. The information is organized into broad catego
ries that coincide in general terms with the code manual (appendix B): 
visible characteristics, sources of information, political system, foreign 
policy, economy, and national character. The following brief commen
taries introduce the figures by highlighting sorne of their most rele
vant aspects. Although many variables were excluded because of 
space considerations, a careful selection was made to include those 
illuminating at least sorne of the most important findings. This is why 
sorne statistics mentioned in the text as forming part of the database 
do not figure in this appendix. 

VISIBLE CHARACTERISTICS 

Visible Characteristics refers toan article's most immediately appar
ent aspects: date, page, column, and section within the paper; author; 
filing location; placement on the page; allotted space (in columns and 
centimeters); style of headline; and so on. 

• Figure 1 
The number of published articles reflects the United States' cyclic 
spurts of interest in Mexico, which were aroused by a spectrum of 
specific topics. In 1946-1947, for example, attention was drawn to oil
related matters, as it was in 1951 and 1954, when this topic over
lapped interest in the Korean War and the overthrow of Jacobo Ar
benz in Guatemala. In the 1960s, it was the Cuban Revolution that 
awakened U.S. interest, and in the late 1960s it was the student 
movement of 1968. Between 1976 and 1979 the salient issues were, 
first, Mexico's oil boom and, second, the country's financia! crisis. Fi
nally, in 1985-1986, attention focused solely on the economic crisis. 

Miguel Acosta was instrumental in the preparation of this appendix; 1 alone am re
sponsible for the interpretation. 
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• Figure 2 
This figure reveals two remarkable aspects: the failure of persons 
writing about Mexican affairs from within the country to travel be
yond Mexico City, and the tendency of correspondents writing about 
Mexico from within the United States to file their articles from loca
tions other than Washington, D.C. This reflects Mexican centraliza
tion, as well as the disperse nature of power in the United Sta tes. 

• Figure3 
This figure indicates the little importance given to information about 
Mexico. Only 30 percent of all articles can be considered relevant by 
virtue of their location on one of the principal pages of the newspa
per's several sections: on pages 1-5 in Section A; on the editorial page; 
or on the first page of the financia! section. 

• Figure4 
This figure illustrates the distribution that the most important articles 
enjoyed; in general, it coincides with the continuing cycles of interest 
in Mexico. A similar pattem holds for editorials, op-ed pieces, and 
first-page articles in the financia! section. 

• Figure 5 
This figure confirms that about a third of the analyzed articles are of 
real importance. Por this calculation, 1 have taken into account pieces 
authored by correspondents or special envoys, editorials, and opinion 
pieces. 

• Figure 6 
The Times had eleven correspondents in Mexico--all men-between 
1946 and 1986. Paul Kennedy and Alan Riding, whose sojoums there 
were the most extended, were also the most prolific. A comparison of 
the tapies that attracted these two writers reveal the many evolution
ary stages through which the United States' vision of Mexico has 
passed. The Times correspondents in Mexico were not unaffected by 
their own work. Camile Cianfarra, for example, was harassed because 
of her coverage of Mexican radicals, while Richard Severo and Alan 
Riding developed a mutual animosity because of the divergent per
spectives from which they wrote. How the Times correspondents per
ceived, and were transformed by, Mexican culture is a fascinating 
subject for future research. 

• Figure 7 

The Times ran few opinion pieces on Mexican affairs. Their concen
tration after 1977 is noteworthy. 
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SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

These variables are fundamental in content analysis. By identifying 
who has been granted a "voice," we can obtain a concrete indicator of 
the degree of objectivity displayed by a specific correspondent or in a 
specific piece. Balanced opinion is usually reflected in a range of 
sources that represent the variety of attitudes and players engaged in 
anissue. 

• Figure 8 
Certain images speak volumes. This figure clearly reveals which 
sectors were given greatest voice. The largest number of quotes 
corresponds to Mexican or U.S. government officials; the opposition 
was usually ignored. The Times was a forum for elite opinions. 

• Figure 9 
Other ways to organize quotes is by nationality or by whether their 
authors were identified or anonymous. Fifty-five percent of the 
individuals quoted in Times articles about Mexico were Mexicans, and 
of these, the greatest majority were members of the ruling elite. 

• Figures 10-11 
These figures indicate that both Mexican and U.S. government 
officials became increasingly willing to speak, albeit anonymously, to 
the U.S. press. 
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THREE MEXICAN W ATERSHEDS IN THE TIMES 

The history of every nation is marked by events or moments that 
symbolize transitions from one era to another. These watersheds are 
usually subjected to a range of differing interpretations, which are 
inevitably transformed as society gains increased awareness and/ or 
increased information. In the United States, the Civil War, World War 
11, and the Vietnam War are all events whose interpretations have 
changed dramatically in response to changes in society. Three of 
Mexico's fundamental twentieth-century watersheds, and the manner 
in which they were perceived by the Times, are the subject of the 
following figures. 

• Figure 12 
Three of the most decisive events in twentieth-century Mexican 
history were the Mexican Revolution, the nationalization of the 
petroleum industry, and the student movement of 1968. Figure 12 
presents how the Times reported on these events between 1946 and 
1986. The following three figures present the evolution that these 
variables underwent as social consciousness broadened over the 
years. 

• Figure 13 
Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of this figure is the United States' 
reevaluation of the Mexican Revolution between 1958 and 1968. Giv
en the apparent threat posed by the success of the Cuban Revolution, 
the United States needed to offer an altemative, and the Mexican 
Revolution was now portrayed as an "acceptable" and 
nonthreatening revolutionary model. 

• Figure 14 
The Times's view of nationalization was consistently negative, 
although the stridency of its opposition waned over the years. The 
relative concentration of criticism during the 1940s and 1950s reflects 
the fact that Washington was then hoping to pressure Mexico into 
opening its petroleum sector to foreign investment. 

• Figure 15 
This figure reveals the extent to which U.S. consciousness had 
broadened by 1968. Despite its scant treatment of previous social 
mobilizations in Mexico, the Times's tendency was now to report on 
and condemn the regime's harsh suppression of the student 
movement. 
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MEXICAN POLICY AS PERCEIVED BY THE UNITED STA TES 

A fascinating aspect of the results of the content analyses was the 
extent to which they revealed the differences between the two 
societies in terms of phobias and preferences. The figures in this 
section reflect the U. S. view on political evolution, Mexico' s 
presidents, political parties, and Mexico's lukewarm commitment to 
democracy. 

• Figures 16-17 
These figures summarize the view of the Mexican political system 
held by the U.S. elite. Figure 16 displays the positive references, and 
its most noteworthy aspect is the consistency of U.S. approbation. The 
rare negative references (figure 17) remained low until1976; their rise 
paralleled the convulsions within the Mexican political system. 

• Figure 18 
Figure 18 reveals two important elements. The first is the 
overwhelming weight of the Mexican presidency in Times coverage. 
The second is the fact that there were more positive than negative 
references to the executive branch. This reveals both that the Times 
was fully aware of who really held power in Mexico and that it was 
not excessively perturbed by the excesses of presidentialism. 

• Figures 19-27 
This series of figures is one of the most revealing in the study. It 
clearly indicates which Mexican presidents the U.S. elite favored and 
which they despised. The favorite, by far, was Miguel Alemán, 
followed by Miguel de la Madrid and José López Portillo. The most 
criticized were Luis Echeverría, Lázaro Cárdenas, and José López 
Portillo. These data reveal a great deal about prevailing moods in the 
United States, which evidently resonated differently to the distinct 
policies and styles of different Mexican presidents. 

• Figures 28-33 
These six figures reflect the Times's view of Mexico's political parties, 
the orientation of the United States' worldview, and the extent of 
Washington' s continued support for Mexico' s established re gime. 
Leftist parties attracted the most criticism, far more than the ruling 
party. Clearly the coverage of the PRI was more informative than 
opinion-based. Although there is an affinity between the United 
Sta tes and the PAN, this party usually aroused little media interest. 
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• Figure34 
Figure 34 sums up U.S. views on the many opposition movements 
that emerged in Mexico; it complements the previous series of figures 
and confirms an idea that emerges throughout this book: the U.S. elite 
has no sympathy for leftist groups, and even less for armed 
insurgencies. Although liberal opposition movements and parties are 
preferred, they are clearly not a priority: the total number of positive 
references-31-amounts to less than one ayear. 

• Figures 35-38 
From a different perspective, this series confirms the United States' 
optimism regarding Mexican authoritarianism. Figure 35 reveals that 
opinion on the progress of democracy in Mexico was consistently 
positive (though if we observe the distribution of the 122 positive 
references, we can detect a very gradual decrease in enthusiasm 
(figure 36) andan equally slow rise in critica! references (figure 37). 

Although electoral fraud has been a permanent feature of political 
life in twentieth-century Mexico, it only drew U.S. attention on four 
occasions. Criticism of electoral fraud only gained importance in 1985 
and 1986 (figure 38), a period that witnessed a crisis in U.S. tolerance 
toward the Mexican leadership. 

• Figure 39 
This figure charts the U.S. elite's perception of Mexican political 
actors. Evidently the greatest interest was aroused by the armed 
forces, the private sector, and students. The manner in which these 
groups were treated over time (which is not included here due to 
space constraints) reflects sorne of the battles ongoing in Mexico. For 
example, a period of criticism of the Mexican private sector coincides 
almost exactly with private-sector efforts to oppose the reformist 
policies of Presidents Echeverría and López Portillo. 

• Figures 40--44 
The Times condemned the Mexican government's use of force, but it 
also viewed with mistrust any threat to the established order. The 
data on seven problems related to Mexican government 
authoritarianism reveal the U.S. elite's deep disapproval of 
independent labor movements, peasant movements, demonstrations, 
or any form of public disorder. However, government repression or 
patronage politics were also considered unacceptable. 

Sorne figures chart the evolution of certain variables over time. 
Although the independent labor movements (figure 41) were 
subjected to a fair amount of attention and criticism during the early 
decades (particularly during the railroad and oil workers' strikes), 
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this interest waned, despite the fact that such mobilizations did not 
disappear. 

Any sizable number of references to government repression 
(figure 43) is not in evidence until 1968. This reveals that the Times 
simply ignored much of the protest and repression that took place 
outside Mexico City. Patronage political relations (figure 44) were 
also mentioned only sporadically. 
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MEXICO'S RELATIONSHIP TO THE WORLD 

These 22 figures are a partial reflection of the manner in which 
Mexico's relationship to the rest of the world was perceived in the 
pages of the Times. Space constraints have forced the exclusion of a 
large number of variables concerning Mexico's relationship with 
Latin America, Europe, and Asia, in order to concentrate on Mexico
U.S. relations which, as might be expected, drew the greatest 
attention and are the most relevant for the present analysis. 

• Figures 45-46 
The United States evidently felt that Mexico's finest foreign policy 
hour carne during the administration of Miguel Alemán. Other 
presidents were subjected to varying levels of criticism: Ruiz Cortines 
(as a result of his involvement in Guatemala), López Mateos (over 
Cuba and intemational activism, which included de Gaulle's visit to 
Mexico), Echeverría (dueto the messianic activism he espoused in the 
latter years of his administration), and Miguel de la Madrid (over 
Central America). 

• Figures 47-53 
Numbers do not lie. Figure 47 is a numerical confirmation of the 
warm relationship between Mexico and the United States. The three 
variables-general relations, political relations, and economic 
relations-gamered a paltry 525 negative references over the 41-year 
period covered by the content analysis. In comparison, there were 960 
positive and 998 informative references. 

The distribution of these variables over time is fairly 
homogeneous. However, the favorite administration was that of 
Miguel Alemán (we should recall that Salinas de Gortari's 
administration was not part of this content analysis), followed by 
López Mateos and de la Madrid. The most criticized regimes were 
those of de la Madrid, López Portillo, Ruiz Cortines, and Echeverría, 
in that order. Of note here is the United States' ambivalence toward 
Miguel de la Madrid, a president who was simultaneously applauded 
and condemned. 

• Figures 54-57 
The first meeting between a U.S. and a Mexican president brought 
together Porifirio Díaz and Howard Taft in 1909. The next did not 
occur until World War 11. However, presidential summits became 
routine after Truman's visit to Alemán and the latter's visit to the 
United States, the most spectacular and successful in the history of the 
relationship. This is clearly reflected in figure 55, as are the Times's 
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criticisms of López Portillo and Carter, and of de la Madrid and 
Reagan. 

• Figures 58-66 
Among the issues that have aroused the greatest U.S. interest and 
concem in this most complex of intemational relationships, migration 
occupies an undisputed first place; distant seconds are border 
relations, drug trafficking, and energy. However, these are aggregate 
figures that do not reflect temporal variations in interest. 

Oil, which was an important issue between 1947 and 1952, also 
became a source of conflict between the two countries after 1976. The 
border became a contentious matter in the relationship only toward 
the end of the period analyzed. Migration has two great peaks of 
interest (at the beginning and at the end of the analyzed decades), 
although the United States has consistently perceived this as a 
domestic issue. Drug trafficking received sporadic references until the 
1980s, at which point it became the thomiest problem in the 
relationship. 
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338 Appendix A 

THE MEXICAN ECONOMY 

The figures on the economy are very important and very complex. 
They are subdivided according to the multiple topics that reflect the 
United States' worldview, rigidly anchored in a preference for 
capitalism. 

A remarkable aspect that these figures reveal is the pragmatic 
balance the United States was able to strike between defending its 
principies and interests and tolerating the peculiarities of the Mexican 
model, especially Mexico's mixed economy. These figures also reflect 
the shift from tolerance to impatience that occurred during the 1980s. 

• Figures 67-70 
This series includes the broad categories the Times used to evaluate 
the Mexican economy. Figures 67 and 68 show the homogeneous way 
in which positive opinions on the general economic situation were 
distributed over time. The absence of negative references is 
remarkable until1975, at which point the economic model's growing 
difficulties were suddenly and clearly identified. The jump in the 
curve in 1985-1986 is similarly eloquent. 

Figures 69 and 70, which display references to the current account, 
display a similar pattem, as do a number of other unpublished 
variables. 

• Figure 71 
Mexico was upheld as a model for development on 54 occasions in 
the pages of the New York Times, 33 in positive terms. The moments of 
greatest praise carne between 1961 and 1967, a period during which 
Washington was anxious to identify models that could contrast 
favorably with the Cuban Revolution. Criticism multiplied during the 
1980s, when there was gathering impatience with the faltering 
Mexican economy. 

• Figures 72-76 
Mixed economies generally arouse mixed feelings as to the role of the 
state and private investment (both intemational and domestic). These 
figures depict the evolution of U.S. phobias and preferences. 

Figure 72 indicates the number of references for each variable. The 
category that enjoyed the greatest number of positive references was 
the intemational private sector, followed by the Mexican private 
sector. State participation in the economy ranked last in the list of U.S. 
interests and preferences. 

Figures 73 to 76 contrast the annual distribution of positive and 
negative references to the Mexican and intemational private sectors. 
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Praise for the intemational sector, which was strongest, was also the 
most evenly distributed over time. Negative references to 
intemational investors were few, but they tended to concentrate in a 
single period. 

• Figures 77-79 
The United States has always attached a great deal of importance to 
other nations' foreign investment climates. These figures depict the 
positive light within which Mexico was judged. 

• Figure 80 
There is a marked contrast between the United States' contempt for 
traditional agricultura! techniques and its support for modem ones. 
The evolution of this variable over time, which has not been included 
due to space considerations, displays a remarkably high incidence of 
references during the 1960s. The Mexican countryside became the 
focus of unprecedented Times attention during this period. 

• Figure 81 
This figure reflects the United States' negative views of Mexican 
population growth and out-migration. References to intemational 
migration dwarf references to intemal migration in numerical terms; 
this is because intemational migration out of Mexico, which has a 
direct impact on the United States, is viewed within the United States 
as a domestic, rather than a bilateral, issue. 

There were a number of interesting aspects in the temporal 
evolution of these variables (which is not included here). There was 
an upsurge of interest in population growth during the late 1960s, as 
the topic gained increasing prominence on the intemational agenda. 
Interest in intemational migration surged and faded in cycles that 
reflected U.S. factors exclusively. 

• Figures 82-85 
The references to economic problems reveal that the Times was fully 
aware of the nature and gravity of Mexico's social problems, although 
they were given only limited priority, especially when compared to 
the number of references to variables such as tourism or 
communications (omitted dueto lack of space). 

By observing the evolving treatment of these topics, we can clearly 
trace the United States' broadening awareness; as time passed, there 
was an increasing interest and focus upon social problems. 
• Figures 86-90 
These figures include variables that allow us to measure the United 
Sta tes' sensitivity toward sorne of Mexico' s most pressing national 
problems. Figure 86 reveals that the United States had a clear 
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awareness of many of the depressing realities of day-to-day existence 
in Mexico. Their treatment over time reveals that consciousness 
broadened significantly only after the 1960s, when attention finally 
turned to Mexico's very real social problems. Nonetheless, it is still 
surprising how little attention such issues received in comparison 
with other matters. 

• Figures 91-94 
Certain variables are included in this content analysis with the aim of 
detecting the United States' perception of a range of more cultural 
issues (see Appendix B: Code Manual). Those that displayed the 
greatest consistency over the forty-one years covered in the content 
analysis were violence, corruption, and anti-American sentiment 
(usually associated to nationalism). 

Although violence was mentioned frequently, it was generally 
associated with strikes, contested elections, and social movements. 
Corruption was most often mentioned toward the beginning or the 
end of successive administrations, especially those of Miguel Alemán, 
Luis Echeverría, José López Portillo, and Miguel de la Madrid. 
Finally, the highest levels of anti-American sentiment were detected 
during the administrations of Ruiz Cortines, López Mateos, López 
Portillo, and Miguel de la Madrid. 
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Appendix B 

Methodology and Code Manual 

The Code Manual, which lists the variables used to analyze the 6,903 
pieces on Mexico published in the New York Times, developed over a 
number of stages. I first drew up a list of aspects that must necessarily 
be considered in content analysis. This list was derived from special
ized texts on the subjece consultations with a number of specialists 
on the economy, politics, and foreign affairs; and 236 randomly se
lected articles from the Times. 

This yielded in a list of 127 variables organized into six categories. 
Although a number of modifications were carried out in later stages, 
these categories remained constant; they are: Visible Characteristics, 
Sources of Information, The Economy, The Political System, Foreign 
Policy; and Mexican National Character. 

Visible Characteristics category refers to an article's most imme
diately apparent aspects: date, page, column, and section within the 
paper; author, and the geographic location from which the piece was 
posted; location on the page ("quadrant"); allotted space, in columns 
and centimeters; the nature of its headline; and so on. 

The Sources of Information category identifies who is quoted 
within an article (government officials, businessmen, joumalists, 
members of the opposition, and so on), their nationalities, and 
whether their declarations were public or anonymous. This indicator 
is useful for determining, among other things, which sectors have 
been granted an opportunity to speak and, hence, for establishing the 
preferences of the respective author or correspondent. The culture of 
joumalism that has evolved in the United States has always prided 
itself on presenting a wide range of viewpoints. 

Information for the Economy, Politics, and Foreign Affairs catego
ries was gathered through a list of variables that I present below. Each 
variable also recorded whether a given reference was positive, nega
tive, or neutral. 

'See, for example, Battailer 1963; Berelson 1952; Covo 1973; Danielson n.d.; Duverger 
1972; Gomis 1974; Jiménez de Ottalengo 1974; Kayser 1966; Stone 1966. 
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Finally, I grouped several variables under Mexican National Char
acter, to gather together and analyze the wide range of comments on 
Mexican culture that must inevitably arise from the extreme diversity 
between the two societies. To formulate these variables, I revised a 
number of existing analyses of the manner in which Mexico and 
Mexican society have been portrayed in different cultural contexts in 
the United States, such as the cinema, westem pulp fiction, textbooks, 
and so on (W. Anderson 1977; Paredes 1973; Zelman 1969). 

The first iteration of the Code Manual, with its 127 variables and 
codification tables, was tested using 64 randomly selected articles: 
the first article in successive six-month periods between 1946 and 
1977 that exceed 61 centimeters in length. To test for objectivity in 
the coding process, two readers analyzed these articles independ
ently. 

This pilot test led to a number of changes in the manual; 3 vari
ables were dropped, 16 were modified, and 85 were added, for a 
total of 209. Certain errors in the design of formats for data collec
tion were also corrected. The objectivity test (separate analysis car
ried out by two coders) produced agreement in 831 of the 852 coded 
variables; this margin of difference (2.5 percent) was deemed ac
ceptable. 

The revised, 209-variable Code Manual was then applied to 5,057 
articles published between 1946 and 1979 (research for the author's 
doctoral thesis). An Ms-Editor program was used to translate the in
formation-gathering formats, which were processed using the Statisti
cal Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Later, for the preparation of 
this book, I included all articles published between 1980 and 1986. 
This entailed adding another 1,846 entries. This stage also required 
the addition of 6 new variables and produced the final version of the 
Code Manual, with a total of 215 variables. Because this research was 
carried out in two stages, there are certain gaps in the presentation of 
the variables. Miguel de la Madrid, for example, appears at the end of 
the list, and not with the other presidents. 

After encoding, errors were eliminated and the information was 
processed Two caveats are in arder: the following list is presented as 
it was handled by the statistical program; it does not correspond to 
the tables presented in Appendix B; and, to save space, I have re
moved the card number (each had three, with 80 columns), the code 
numbers used to identify the cards, and the four symbols (+,-,o,=) 
used to classify opinions. 



CODEMANUAL 

A. VISIBLE CHARACTERISTICS 

Variable 1 
V2 
V3 
V4 
vs 

V6 

V7 

V8 

Article identification number 
Date of article (day) 
Date of article (month) 
Date of article (year) 
Width of heading 

1 column 
2columns 
3columns 
4columns 
5 ormore 

Space allotted to article 
Upto 10cm. 
11-30cm. 
31-60cm. 
61-121 cm. 
Half-page or more 

Location of article 
First section (including page number, 1 to 30) 
Otherpages 
Editorial page 
Financia! section 

First page 
Otherpages 

Book Section 
Firstpage 
Otherpages 

Magazine 
First page 
Otherpages 

Other Sections 
First page 
Otherpages 

Page location, divided into four sections 
Topright 
Bottom right 
Top left 
Bottom left 
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V9 

VlO 

Vll 

Filed from Mexico 
MexicoCity 
Acapulco 
Elsewhere 

Filed from the United States 
Washington, D.C. 
Elsewhere 

Filed from another country 
Headline subject 

Economy 
Politics 
Foreign affairs 
National character 

Authorship 
Correspondent 
Editor 
Opinion piece 
Letter to the editor 
Special envoy 
Times special 
News agency 
UPI, AP, etc. 
Nobyline 

B. INFORMATION SOURCES INCLUDED IN THE TEXTS 

IDENTIFIED MEXICAN SOURCES 

V12 Government official 
V13 Businessperson 
V14 Press 
V15 Member of the opposition 
V16 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

IDENTIFIED U.S. SOURCES 

V17 Government official 
V18 Businessperson 
V19 Press 
V20 Member of the opposition 
V21 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

Appendix B 



Appendix B 373 

IDENTIFIED SOURCES OF OTHER NATIONALITIES 

V22 Governrnent official 
V23 Businessperson 
V24 Press 
V25 Member of the opposition 
V26 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

ANONYMOUS MEXICAN SOURCES 

V27 Governrnent official 
V28 Businessperson 
V29 Press 
V30 Member of the opposition 
V31 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

ANONYMOUS U.S. SOURCES 

V32 Governrnent official 
V33 Businessperson 
V34 Press 
V35 Member of the opposition 
V36 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

ANONYMOUS SOURCES OF OTHER NATIONALITIES 

V37 Governrnent official 
V38 Businessperson 
V39 Press 
V 40 Member of the opposition 
V41 Other (clergy, citizens, intellectuals, etc.) 

C. THE MEXICAN ECONOMY 

General overview of the economy V42 
V43 Financia! situation (minus balance of payments, part 

of another variable) 
V44 Mexico as a model for development 

FARMING AND AGRICULTURE 

V 45 Land ownership system 
V 46 Traditional agricultura! techniques 
V 47 Modero agricultura! techniques 
V 48 Cattle ranching 
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INDUSTRY 

V49 
vso 
V51 
V 52 
V 53 
V 54 
V 55 

SERVICE SECTOR 

V 56 
V 57 
V 58 
V 59 

TRADE 

V60 
V61 
V62 
V67 

General overview of industry 
Petrochemicals 
Electricity generation 
Manufacturing 
Mining 
Iron and steel 
Capital goods 

Tourism 
Transportation 
Communications 
Other 

Traditional marketing systems 
Modero marketing systems 
Subsidized commerce 
Speculative 

BALANCE OF PAYMENTS 

V64 Current account 
V65 Capital account 

MEXICAN POLICIES AND ECONOMIC GROWTH 

V66 Protectionism 
V67 Monopolizing tendencies 
V68 Federal budget 
V69 Education 
V70 Health 
V71 Nationalization of foreign companies 
V72 Fiscalreform 
V73 Capital flight 
V74 Interna! and externa! debt 
V75 Income distribution 
V76 Unemployment 
V77 Salary 
V78 Prices 
V79 Inflation 

Appendix B 

V80 Foreign investors' use of Mexican "name-lenders" 



Appendix B 375 

TIIE MEXICAN POPULATION 

V81 Growth 
V82 Intemal migration 
V83 Intemational migration 
V84 Urban lifestyle 
V85 Rurallifestyle 
V86 Marginalization 
V87 Poverty 
V88 Livelihood 
V89 Subsidized livelihood 

PRINCIPAL ECONOMIC SECTORS 

V90 Sta te role in the national economy 
V91 Public companies 
V92 Role of the domestic priva te sector 
V93 Role of the foreign prívate sector 
V94 Federal policy toward the domestic prívate sector 
V95 Federal policy toward the foreign private sector 
V96 Relationship between domestic and foreign prívate 

sectors 
V97 Other economic sectors 

D. THE MEXICAN POLITICAL SYSTEM 

V98 
V99 
V lOO 

General overview of politics 
Govemment's general orientation 
Democratization 

POLITICAL WATERSHEDS 

VlOl Mexican Revolution 
V102 Nationalization of the oil industry 
V103 Studentmovementof1968 

MEXICAN PRESIDENTS 

V104 Lázaro Cárdenas 
VlOS Miguel Alemán 
V106 Adolfo Ruiz Cortines 
V107 Adolfo López Mateos 
V108 Gustavo Díaz Ordaz 
V109 Luis Echeverría Álvarez 
VllO José López Portillo 
Note: Miguel de la Madrid and Carlos Salinas de Gortari appear as 
variables 211 and 212. 
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OTHERFORMALPO~RS 

Vlll Legislative 
V112 Judicial 

OFFICIAL INSTITUTIONS 

V113 Ministry of Govemment 
V114 Ministry of the Presidency (later Ministry of Budget 

V115 
V116 
V117 
V118 
V119 
V120 
V121 
V122 
V123 
Vl24 
V125 
V126 

and Planning) 
Ministry of Defense 
Ministry of Education 
Ministry of Agrarian Reform 
Ministry of Labor 
Ministry of Treasury 
Ministry of Trade and Industry 
General Attomey's Office 
PEMEX (Mexican Petroleum Company) 
Bank of Mexico 
Nacional Financiera 
Federal Electricity Commission 
Other 

POLITICAL PARTIES 

V127 PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) 
V128 PAN (National Action Party) 
V129 UNS-PDM (National Sinarchist Union- Mexican 

V130 
Vl31 
V132 

Democratic Party) 
PP-PPS (Popular Socialist Party) 
PSUM (Mexican Unified Socialist Party) 
Other 

POLITICAL OPPOSITION 

V133 Left 
V134 Right 
V135 Liberal 
V136 Armed 
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POLnlCALPROBLENffi 

V137 Electoral fraud 
V138 Abstentionism 
V139 Independent labor movements 
V140 Peasant movements 
V141 Demonstrations 
V142 Government repression 
V143 Patronage politics 
V144 Disturbances 
V145 Other 

POLnlCAL ACTORS 

V146 Prívate sector 
V147 Labor 
V148 Peasants 
V149 Middle classes 
V150 Intellectuals 
V151 Students 
V152 Press 
V153 Armed forces 
V154 Church 
V155 Other 

E. MEXICO'S RELATIONS WITH THE WORLD 

V156 General overview of foreign relations 

MEXICü-U.S. RELA TIONS 

V157 General appraisal of the relationship 
V158 Economic relations 
V159 Political relations 
V160 Cultural relations 
V161 Military relations 
V162 Mexican attitude toward Alliance for Progress 
V163 Oil-related relations 
V164 Border relations 
V165 Mexican migration 
V166 Drug trafficking 
V167 Contraband between Mexico and United States 
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PRESIDENTIAL SUMMITS 

V168 Mexican president 
V169 U.S. president 

MEXICO'S FOREIGN INVESTMENT CLIMA TE 

V170 General 
V171 Toward U.S. investment 
V172 Toward investments from other countries 

MEXICO'S FOREIGN OEBT 

V173 General 
V174 Contracted with private or public U.S. institutions, 

including multilaterals such as World Bank, IMF, 
Eximbank, etc. 

V175 Contracted with other nations 

MEXICO ANO THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE 

V176 Mexico-Central America 
V177 Mexico-South America 
V178 Mexico-Cuba 
V179 Mexico-Chile 

MEXICO ANO THE REST OF THE WORLO 

V180 Mexico-Europe 
V181 Mexico-Asia 
V182 Mexico-Japan 
V183 Mexico-China 
V184 Mexico-Soviet Union 
V185 Mexico-other nations 

MEXICO ANO INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

V186 Mexico-United Nations 
V187 Mexico-Organization of American States 
V188 Mexico-Latin American Free Trade Association 
V189 Mexico-Central American Common Market 
V190 Mexico-non-aligned countries 
V191 Mexico-OPEC 
V192 Mexico-General Agreement on Tariffs and Trades 
V193 Mexico-specialized organisms 
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F. MEXICAN NATIONAL CHARACTER 

V194 
V195 
V196 
V197 
V198 
V200 
V201 
V202 
V203 
V204 
V205 
V206 
V207 
V208 

Pastoral image of Mexico 
Racial differences 
Violence 
Catholicism 
Economic and political corruption 
The "Mañana Syndrome" 
Machismo 
Traditionalism 
Family unity 
Canceled 
Creativity 
Folklore 
Folk crafts 
Other 

G. OTHER VARIABLES (sorne added after study extended) 

CORRESPONDENTS 

V209 Camille M. Cianfarra 
Milton Braker 
William P. Camey 
Sidney Gruson 
PaulB.Kennedy 
Henry Giniger 
Juan de Onís 
Alan Riding 
Richard Severo 

MORE CORRESPONDENTS 

V210 Richard J. Meislin 

V211 
V212 
V213 
V214 
V215 

William Stockton 
Miguel de la Madrid 
Carlos Salinas de Gortari 
Human Rights 
Civil Society 
Earthquake of 1985 
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Author Interviews 

Much of the information contained in this volume was gathered 
through formal interviews and through informal exchanges with 
individuals in the United States-in the latter case, often over a period 
of years. The following is a partial list of these individuals. When the 
exchange was a formal interview, the date, and sometimes the place, of 
the interview is included. The absence of an interview date indicates an 
ongoing exchange over severa! conversations at minimum. 

Elliott Abrams, Under Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs 
under President Ronald Reagan, Washington, D.C., April1991 

Ruth Adams, MacArthur Foundation, Chicago 
Cindy Arnson, The Wilson Center, Washington, D.C. 
David Assman, Wall Street Journal, New York 
Delal Baer, Georgetown University 
Broce Bagley, University of Miami 
John Bailey, Georgetown University 
Osear Bolioli, Director of the Commission on the Caribbean and Central 

America, National Council of Churches, New York 
David Brooks, U.S.-Mexico Diálogos, New York 
Roderic Ai Camp, Tulane University, 1991 
Richard Celeste, October 1991 
Douglas Chalmers, Columbia University 
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