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INTRODUCTION

On the eve of Mexico’s Independence Day in September 1942, the large crowd gathered in the Zócalo, the capital’s main square, witnessed a remarkable sight. Above them, on a platform erected in front of the National Palace, the country’s six living ex-presidents stood shoulder to shoulder with President Manuel Ávila Camacho in an unprecedented display of unity. Bitter rivalries between several of these men had deeply marked the history of the two preceding decades, making this show of common purpose by the surviving members of Mexico’s post-Revolutionary leadership all the more striking. Taking place as it did against the backdrop of a world at war, the scene reflected Ávila Camacho’s policy of promoting national unity during a period of international crisis. Significantly, this Acercamiento Nacional, or National Coming-Together, as it was billed, was staged shortly after Mexico had itself become a belligerent in the Second World War; the government had responded to the sinking of two Mexican tankers by German submarines some four months earlier by declaring the existence of a “state of war” with the Axis powers. In his speech to those assembled for the event, former president Abelardo L. Rodríguez explicitly linked the solidarity that was on display to Mexico’s entry into the war as a member of the Allied coalition. “If the war has been the cause that unites and makes a single unit of the Mexican people,” Rodríguez said, “the war is welcome.”1 As he spoke, the men on the platform stood together, putting aside past differences and embodying the political unity that the war had brought about. Marveling at this impressive—and until recently unimaginable—sight, a commentator for the Mexico City daily El Universal published a column in the newspaper’s Independence Day edition entitled, “The War Has Brought Peace to Mexico.”2

A little more than three years later, on the eve of another patriotic holiday, large crowds again lined the streets of Mexico City and filled the Zócalo, this time to receive the Mexican Expeditionary Air Force, a unit that had seen action in the Pacific theater during the closing weeks of World War II. Though the exploits of Squadron 201 in the Philippines were largely forgotten during the decades that followed, its members were enthusiastically received by an admiring and grateful nation at the time of their return to Mexico in November 1945. Tributes to the servicemen poured in from around the republic, and tens of thousands of citizens turned out to welcome them home as their train made its way across the country. The arrival of the aviators in the capital coincided with the celebration of the thirty-fifth anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, and officials took advantage of the opportunity to stage another spectacle designed to inspire pride and a sense of national unity, while affirming the strength and legitimacy of the “Revolutionary” regime. As the unit’s commander ceremonially returned its flag to President Ávila Camacho, political and military figures invoked the example set by the members of the squadron to exhort the Mexican people to maintain the levels of solidarity they had achieved during wartime.3

Because the battlefields of World War II lay thousands of miles from Mexican shores, and because the country’s direct military involvement was limited to the essentially symbolic contribution made by a single air force unit, the war’s impact on Mexico can easily be underestimated. As the Acercamiento Nacional and the triumphal return of Squadron 201 showed, however, there was a high degree of consciousness of the war in Mexico, and the conflict had a real and significant influence on events there. In Mexico as elsewhere during these years, reports from the fronts dominated newspaper headlines, newsreels, and radio bulletins. In the major cities, war news from Europe, North Africa, Asia, and the Pacific was practically inescapable, and word of developments overseas reached even remote rural regions, along with sometimes alarming rumors about how those events would affect Mexico. Certainly, the economic impact of the war was felt in every part of the country, as patterns of production were substantially reordered to meet the demands of the war economy in the United States and to fulfill domestic needs that could no longer be met from abroad due to the unavailability of many imports.4 Mexican industry expanded, even as the difficulty of obtaining equipment and spare parts hampered its growth. Meanwhile, wartime inflation eroded the purchasing power of Mexican wage earners, and a shortage of manpower in the United States drew tens of thousands of Mexicans across the border as guest workers, or braceros.5

The conflict also had important political consequences. As in other belligerent nations, the crisis atmosphere created by the war served to strengthen the hand of the chief executive, to drive an expansion of the role of the state, and to make open opposition to the sitting government more difficult. International conditions thus enabled Ávila Camacho to incorporate into his administration figures from competing factions of the ruling Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM) and to insist that rivalries between them be suspended, or at least tamped down, for the duration of the hostilities. By casting himself as a wartime leader, the president was also able to obtain a degree of support from organizations on the left and the right that would otherwise have been inclined to be more sharply critical of the government and many of its policies. In addition, the war helped to accelerate the professionalization of the Mexican armed forces by focusing the minds of ambitious young officers on military, rather than political, matters and by making it possible for Mexico to obtain modern defense equipment on favorable terms. The war also provided the Mexican state with an opportunity to assert a wider role for itself in a variety of areas. The introduction of conscription, the development of a larger and more active intelligence service, and the launching of a nationwide literacy campaign, to name just three examples, were all justified with reference to the demands of wartime.6 Moreover, World War II played an important part in the reshaping of the country’s foreign relations, allowing Mexico to repair ties that had been strained in the 1930s and to claim a leading place among Latin American nations in the forums of the postwar world.

At the same time, the war presented the Mexican government with significant challenges. In addition to managing the economic dislocations caused by the conflict, the Ávila Camacho administration had to confront threats to national sovereignty arising from U.S. pressure for security cooperation, to contend with competing demands from the left and the right for more or less involvement in the war, and to overcome the ambivalent feelings of many Mexicans about any kind of participation in the struggle. Because the idea of taking part in a distant conflict did not appeal in the least to a large part of the Mexican population, the decision to enter the war was not easy or popular, making the president’s success in bringing a greater degree of political peace to the country through participation in the war all the more remarkable.

Proceeding from a recognition that Mexico’s involvement in the Second World War had a significant effect on the country’s politics and that Mexican participation in the conflict was by no means inevitable, this study will assess how the Ávila Camacho administration handled the potentially explosive question of Mexico’s role in the war. Though Mexico’s economic contributions to the Allied war effort were almost certainly more consequential than its diplomatic stance or the symbolic contribution of Squadron 201, the focus here will be upon the debates over formal entry into the war and over direct military participation, as those were especially emotional and delicate questions over which the regime was especially likely to face resistance. This account will show that by insisting on national unity during a period of worldwide crisis, by cautiously taking his country into the war, and then by gradually deepening Mexican involvement in the conflict, Ávila Camacho and his collaborators were able to build and hold together a broad political coalition during a difficult, ideologically charged period. Though this coalition was unwieldy and the country’s wartime unity was perhaps superficial, it was nonetheless sufficient to create a political situation at the national level in which opposition groups found it difficult to criticize the president, in which influential figures within the ruling establishment found it necessary to make public shows of support for the administration, in which the ruling party’s powerful left wing could be held in line even as the regime began a turn to the right, and in which the armed forces could be brought increasingly under civilian control. The war and the international conditions it created thus played a significant part in facilitating the consolidation of the post-Revolutionary state.

Though that process of consolidation was by no means complete by 1945, and though Mexico’s dominant-party regime was perhaps never as centralized and effective as was once thought, a comparison of the political conditions in Mexico at the time that the Second World War broke out with those that prevailed at the end of the conflict helps to make clear the scale of the war’s impact. To be sure, when German forces invaded Poland in September 1939, there were few immediate repercussions in far-off Mexico. Despite a strongly anti-fascist ideological orientation, the administration of President Lázaro Cárdenas announced that the country would remain neutral in the conflict. Mexicans were, in any event, far more preoccupied with internal political questions than with the fighting in Europe. Since taking office in 1934, Cárdenas had built a strong constituency by implementing land reform and supporting organized labor, and he had accumulated considerable political clout by isolating more conservative opponents, by transferring powerful generals, and by restructuring the governing PRM.7 However, wealthy businessmen and landowners bitterly opposed the president, and many devout Catholics saw his efforts to impart “socialist” education to the nation’s youth as diabolical.8 Moreover, relations with the United States had been tested, and relations with Great Britain had been broken off, as a result of the Mexican government’s March 1938 expropriation of the holdings of foreign oil companies.9 With elections due in July 1940, Mexicans anxiously awaited indications of the country’s future political direction, wondering if Cárdenas would seek to impose a successor who would press ahead with ever more radical reforms or if the regime would move more cautiously, seeking to consolidate its gains or perhaps to change course.

By the end of World War II in September 1945, as the country anticipated another presidential election in 1946, the Mexican political landscape looked quite different. The moderate administration of Manuel Ávila Camacho included not just cardenistas—including the former president himself—but also more conservative figures who had been marginalized and even exiled in the 1930s. Labor leaders continued to profess their loyalty to the “Revolutionary” state, and they joined with Mexican officialdom in celebrating the defeat of fascism overseas, but by 1945 the government’s relationships with the Roman Catholic Church and the industrial elite were also quite cordial. The country was preparing to elect a civilian candidate to the presidency for the first time since the Revolution of 1910, and at a convention in January 1946, the ruling PRM would reconstitute itself as the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), which would go on to dominate Mexican politics for the rest of the twentieth century. In contrast to the situation in the 1930s, the military lacked formal representation in the restructured party, and a new, largely middle-class “popular sector” took on a prominent role, often eclipsing the influence of the peasant and labor confederations that had previously provided the regime with its firmest bases of support.10 Furthermore, not only had relations with the United Kingdom been restored by 1945, but diplomatic ties with the Soviet Union had been reestablished (a step that not even the “radical” Cárdenas had taken), and relations with Washington were arguably warmer and closer than at any time since Mexican independence. All of these shifts attest to the importance of the war years as a time of change in Mexico. This narrative will make clear that many of these important changes came about, in whole or in part, because of Mexico’s participation in World War II.

The picture that emerges from this account is one of a state that was stronger and more centralized at the end of—and as a result of—the war than it was at the beginning, one that had new and improved tools at its disposal that would help it to meet the political challenges of the postwar years. This is not to say that World War II turned the Mexican state into a leviathan, a juggernaut, or a ruthlessly efficient “perfect dictatorship.” Recent studies have shown that the Mexican regime was not so firmly established as that in the 1940s, if it ever was, and it certainly continued to face major challenges at the dawn of the Cold War era.11 Indeed, by highlighting the constraints imposed upon Ávila Camacho by public opinion, by strong demands from both ends of the ideological spectrum, and by pressure from abroad, this story of Mexican participation in World War II helps to make clear the limits of presidential power in mid-twentieth-century Mexico. Nonetheless, wartime conditions, as managed by the Ávila Camacho administration, did serve to augment presidential authority, to stimulate the development of state institutions, and to impose a degree of stability on Mexican politics as the regime underwent what otherwise might have been a much more difficult transition from the cardenista period to the postwar years.

Understanding how the Mexican administration was able to bring the country into the war as a belligerent and later as an active participant is important not just because of the direct political effects of involvement in the conflict, but also because Ávila Camacho’s success in implementing controversial and even unpopular policies related to participation in the war without triggering a significant backlash is itself indicative of the manner in which he was able to steer the regime away from the political framework of the cardenista period while avoiding damaging internal conflicts. The Ávila Camacho administration’s cautious, deliberate handling of explosive issues meant that his term in office saw few dramatic political confrontations or major reforms that would win attention from future generations of historians, but the relatively quiet shifts that were taking place in a variety of policy areas during the war years had a significant impact on the course of the country’s history over the decades that followed.

This study joins a growing body of work that highlights the 1940s as a pivotal period in Mexico’s twentieth-century political development. In both popular memory and the scholarly literature, this period was long overshadowed by the more radical cardenista reforms that preceded it and by the more pronounced turn to the right that followed during the administration of Miguel Alemán (1946–1952), whose presidency coincided with the early years of the Cold War. Indeed, the historiography of twentieth-century Mexico has, until recently, been dominated by studies of the Revolution of 1910 and its immediate aftermath, with much less historical work done on the decades after the end of Cárdenas’s presidency. Reviewing the literature in 1985, one historian observed that the year 1940 “seems to have served as a historiographical watershed dividing the Mexican past into its ‘historic’ and ‘contemporaneous’ epochs, inviting historians to study the former and neglect the latter.”12 At the end of the century, another scholar still found that even “venerable academic journals treat 1940 as an absolute divide, beyond which they do not tread.”13

For many years, to the extent that they did seek to explain Mexico’s political development after 1940, historians and other analysts tended to focus less on the period of the war and more on the so-called “Mexican miracle,” an era of rapid economic growth and apparent political stability that stretched from the late 1940s through the 1960s. In these narratives, the Ávila Camacho sexenio generally appeared, if at all, not as a significant period in its own right but rather as the tail end of the cardenista era or, at best, as a vaguely defined transitional period between the redistributive economic nationalism of the mid- to late 1930s and the more conservative authoritarianism of the postwar regime.14 The most sophisticated analyses of these years recognized the importance of the role played by Ávila Camacho as an arbiter between left and right as the Revolution took a more moderate course, and they noted that the war created new conditions that were propitious for the consolidation of the state, offering “superb terrain on which to build the national consensus to which the regime was committed,” but on the whole the early 1940s and the impact of World War II on Mexico received relatively little serious attention.15

Fortunately, if Mexico’s “contemporary” history was once neglected, it is now receiving the close examination that it deserves. Since the late 1990s, and particularly since the democratic transition of 2000, the period after 1940 in general and the 1940s in particular have attracted much more attention from scholars, with historians entering the field more fully and with greater confidence. With the era of the PRI’s political dominance at an end (or so it seemed at the time), the decades following Cárdenas’s presidency could more easily be claimed and analyzed as part of a historical past. Moreover, that task has been facilitated by new freedom of information laws in Mexico that have made many archival materials available to researchers for the first time.16 The resulting scholarship has added depth and nuance to traditional narratives of Mexico’s mid-twentieth-century political history, with several authors shedding additional light on the significance of the country’s involvement in World War II. For example, María Emilia Paz has focused on the U.S.-Mexican security relationship during the war, concluding that the crisis atmosphere of the war years gave Mexico a remarkable degree of leverage in its dealings with its more powerful neighbor to the north.17 Monica Rankin has examined wartime propaganda in Mexico, showing how officials capitalized upon the conflict to promote industrialization, and in his extensive work on politics, society, and U.S.-Mexican relations during the 1940s, Stephen Niblo has concluded that Mexican “participation in World War II became absolutely critical in the process of shifting the revolution away from Cárdenas’s populism and onto a more conservative course.”18

While these valuable contributions to our understanding of Mexican politics during the war are generally consistent with the traditional view that the post-Revolutionary state was achieving a high degree of consolidation at midcentury, other recent works have called this premise into question, challenging the idea that the PRI regime attained the degree of dominance and control that has been attributed to it. These studies have highlighted the persistence of regional strong men and military chieftains, the chaotic and often violent nature of local politics, and the extent of popular resistance during a period that was previously thought to have been characterized by the establishment of an imperial presidency, the subordination of once-powerful generals to civilian authority, and the docility of a population that was enjoying the benefits of rapid economic growth. In addition to works on national politics that focus on the electoral challenges that the regime continued to face into the 1950s, regional studies have shown that the Mexican state was shaped in this period not just by the will of the president but by complex interactions between the center and the periphery and between political elites and popular movements. They show, too, that while the state could deploy its ample capacity for repression when necessary, its vaunted political stability often looked less impressive from below.19

These new insights into the complexity of the Mexican political landscape during and after World War II serve to reinforce the importance of examining the period more closely. To that end, this study aims to contribute to a better understanding of how international conditions during the war years intersected with a dynamic internal political situation, providing the administration with an opportunity to insist on unity even as it faced daunting challenges. The chapters that follow provide an account of Mexico’s deepening involvement in World War II between Ávila Camacho’s inauguration in December 1940 and the return of the Mexican Expeditionary Air Force from the front in November 1945, highlighting how at every stage the administration was able to capitalize upon the international situation to strengthen its position. Chapter 1 notes the precariousness of the president’s authority during his first year in office and describes how his government took advantage of the crisis atmosphere to win support for itself during those difficult months. Chapter 2 outlines Mexico’s response to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, showing how the government found a middle ground between pressures coming from Washington and much of the Mexican left for a firm response to Axis aggression and the desire of most Mexicans to avoid direct participation in the war. Chapter 3 explains how Ávila Camacho was able to lead a reluctant nation into a formal state of war in May 1942, after the sinking of two Mexican ships by German U-boats. Here again, by deepening Mexico’s role in the war while insisting that its role would remain limited, the government was able to win the backing of virtually every political faction and much of Mexican society. Chapter 4 describes the administration’s efforts to rally the nation around it during Mexico’s first full year as a belligerent, when, for a time, mass meetings, military training, and other measures succeeded in convincing much of the country’s population of the need for unity behind the president during a period of worldwide crisis. Chapter 5 details the government’s subsequent steps toward direct military participation in the war. With the danger of an attack on Mexican territory receding, a cautious movement toward the deployment of a military unit overseas served to remind Mexicans that their country was at war while also addressing the growing desire of some elements of the armed forces for an active role in the conflict. The sixth and final chapter reviews the final year of the Second World War, when the Mexican Expeditionary Air Force went into action, relating how even a symbolic military role in the war helped the government to minimize the disruptive and potentially destabilizing effect of political maneuvering in advance of the 1946 presidential elections. Finally, an epilogue reviews the critical role played by events many thousands of miles away in the political transformation that took place during the early 1940s and reflects on how the impact of World War II on Mexico came to be largely forgotten during the decades that followed.


ONE

Ávila Camacho’s Difficult First Year

DECEMBER 1940–DECEMBER 1941

During the first year after his inauguration on December 1, 1940, President Manuel Ávila Camacho faced considerable challenges as he sought to establish his authority as the head of the Mexican state and as the leading figure in Mexican public life. Many of the conservative elements that had backed opposition candidate General Juan Andreu Almazán in the bitterly contested election of July 1940 continued to grumble that fraud and violence had deprived their man of victory, and they demanded revisions to the radical policies of the 1930s that they found most objectionable. At the same time, those who had most actively supported Ávila Camacho’s candidacy also looked upon the new president with suspicion. Though they pledged unstinting loyalty to him, labor unions, peasant groups, and other left-leaning organizations watched his every move, worrying that Lázaro Cárdenas’s chosen successor might prove to be insufficiently committed to his predecessor’s “revolutionary” project of redistribution and economic nationalism. In this polarized political environment, Ávila Camacho sought to steer a middle course. He endeavored to appease both radicals and reactionaries by pledging that his administration would focus on consolidating the gains of the Mexican Revolution rather than pushing ahead with new reforms, and he ensured that his cabinet represented a broad range of viewpoints. Though this approach was generally successful in preventing explosive confrontations between competing factions, it led some observers to conclude that the president was a weak, vacillating figure.

Confronted with these domestic political difficulties, Ávila Camacho took advantage of the international situation to augment his clout and to enhance his prestige. Though Mexicans were not eager to play an active part in the war that had raged in Europe since 1939, the global repercussions of the fighting there meant that the Mexican president’s preeminent role in the formation of foreign policy took on added significance. To be sure, moving too quickly toward a more active role in the war might have led to deepened dissatisfaction with the government, inasmuch as most Mexicans favored neutrality and had ambivalent feelings (at best) about the prospect of close cooperation with the United States in hemispheric defense efforts. But by gradually adopting a more stridently anti-Axis position and by emphasizing Mexico’s vulnerability to foreign infiltration and economic disruption during a period of worldwide crisis, the Ávila Camacho administration made more credible its insistence that national unity behind the president was necessary.

After the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, Ávila Camacho derived even greater political benefits from his efforts to lead Mexico toward a position of more open support for the anti-fascist cause. With much of the Mexican left suddenly enthusiastic about the Allied war effort, the president found it possible to move to the right in some domestic policy areas without losing the backing of the groups that had formed his electoral base. The left’s redoubled support for Ávila Camacho’s foreign policy gave the president some additional room for maneuver in other fields. At the same time, the assertion that spies and saboteurs posed a clear and present danger to the security of nonbelligerent countries allowed the Mexican regime to craft for itself new tools that would help it to stamp out what it saw as subversion and preserve its brand of order long after World War II came to an end.
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When Ávila Camacho assumed the presidency, Mexico maintained a policy of neutrality with respect to the war in Europe. Fifteen months earlier, on September 4, 1939, President Cárdenas had responded to the German invasion of Poland and to the subsequent British and French declarations of war on the Third Reich by issuing a statement expressing his regret that a number of states had “resorted to armed struggle to seek the solution of their differences” and conveying his government’s decision that Mexico would remain neutral in the conflict.1 Though the president’s statement was more a lamentation that war had broken out than a denunciation of the German violation of Polish sovereignty, the Mexican declaration of neutrality certainly did not reflect any official sympathy for fascism. Indeed, during the years leading up to the outbreak of World War II, the Cárdenas administration had taken a leading role in denouncing the Italian conquest of Ethiopia (1935) and in supporting the cause of the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) as they waged an ultimately unsuccessful struggle against General Francisco Franco’s German- and Italian-backed forces. Mexico had even stood alone in denouncing Germany’s annexation of Austria in 1938.2 However, in September 1939, with the United States and most Latin American nations seeking to keep the war in Europe from reaching the Western Hemisphere, the Mexican government chose to join its neighbors in distancing itself from the conflict by announcing a policy of neutrality.

Moreover, Cárdenas recognized that there was little domestic support for an activist Mexican stance in response to the events overseas. Through much of the 1930s, leftist groups had been the most vocal critics of the Nazi regime, but in the wake of the August 1939 nonaggression pact between Germany and the Soviet Union, the leadership of most of these organizations adjusted their positions to reflect the new party line emanating from Moscow, characterizing World War II as a struggle between competing imperialist blocs. The national teachers’ union, for example, praised Cárdenas’s declaration of neutrality, claiming that the only people who could be interested in “the continuation of the imperialist war” were “those who wish to carry out a new carving up of the world” that would threaten Mexico’s “independent and sovereign existence.”3 In the state of Michoacán, a regional convention of the Partido Comunista Mexicano (PCM) similarly lauded the president for his stance “in the face of the imperialist war.”4

While many rank and file members of groups like these recognized the cynicism with which their leaders had changed their positions after the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, Cárdenas had little incentive to take sides in the European conflict as long as the interest groups that had previously advocated a staunchly anti-fascist foreign policy remained on the sidelines.5 Meanwhile, other Mexicans simply appreciated the president’s calls for peace and his efforts to keep the war from reaching the country’s shores. One local chamber of commerce thanked Cárdenas for making the nation less vulnerable to foreign attack, and a civic association made up of members of the 1917 convention that had written the national Constitution applauded the president for keeping Mexico out of the fighting overseas, condemning warfare in general as “a crime against humanity and a demonstration of backwardness, barbarity, and savagery.”6

In the months that followed, the Cárdenas administration moved slowly and deliberately toward a policy that was more critical of Germany and its allies as it denounced their acts of aggression against smaller countries, but the Mexican government steadfastly maintained its status as a nonbelligerent. As the leader of a relatively weak country that had once lost half of its territory to its northern neighbor, Cárdenas felt it was important to speak out against violations of national sovereignty when they occurred. Therefore, at the Pan-American foreign ministers’ conference held in Panama in September–October 1939 in response to the outbreak of the war, the Mexican representative, Eduardo Hay, denounced the German attack on Poland and Czechoslovakia.7 A foreign ministry bulletin issued around the same time made clear that Mexico would continue to maintain relations with the deposed Polish government and that the Cárdenas administration would “not recognize, for any reason, conquests obtained by force.”8 The Mexican president subsequently protested the May 1940 assault on Belgium and the Netherlands by the forces of “militarist imperialism,” and just days before German forces marched into Paris in June 1940, he sent a message of solidarity to the French president, expressing his government’s disgust at the clearly opportunistic Italian declaration of war against France.9

Despite these denunciations of fascist aggression, however, Mexican authorities did not move away from their policy of neutrality. Indeed, in his May 1940 statement on the plight of the Low Countries, Cárdenas was almost as harsh in his criticism of the Allied countries that had failed to contest the German occupation of those nations as he was in his condemnation of the invasion itself, and shortly thereafter he reiterated to the Mexican press that his government’s policy was one of “absolute neutrality in the European conflict, a position that has been sustained and approved in the various Pan-American conferences.”10 Nor did Cárdenas limit his protests against infringements of sovereignty to situations in which Germany and Italy were the aggressors. Much to the consternation of the leftist leaders who were praising the “peace policies” of the USSR, the Mexican president also issued a statement on December 5, 1939, denouncing the Soviet attack on Finland.11 Rather than taking an ideologically anti-fascist position that would have placed Mexico squarely in opposition to Germany and Italy in the European war, the Cárdenas administration limited itself to objecting to individual acts of aggression while emphasizing its neutrality.

The Mexican government also reacted to developments overseas in 1939 and 1940 by quietly stepping up diplomatic and military cooperation with the United States. Cárdenas privately recognized that “our proximity to the United States situates us—whether we like it or not—within the field of [possible future] military operations,” and since U.S. strategists would be making plans to defend their southern flank with or without the help of the local authorities, the president judged it necessary to establish a basis for bilateral collaboration that would safeguard Mexican sovereignty.12 The Mexican government therefore aimed to prevent the establishment of U.S. bases on Mexican soil and U.S. incursions in the name of self-defense by stressing that Mexico would be a dependable, self-sufficient partner in the defense of the hemisphere. To demonstrate Mexican reliability on the diplomatic front, the Cárdenas administration participated not just in the 1939 Panama meeting of foreign ministers but also in a July 1940 Pan-American conference in Havana, where the Mexican delegation supported a resolution establishing the principle that an attack on any country in the Americas by an outside power would be considered as an act of aggression against the entire region.13 This agreement would later play an important role in bringing about a deepening of Mexican involvement in the war.

The Cárdenas administration also entered into secret military talks with the United States beginning in the summer of 1940. Mexican ambassador Francisco Castillo Nájera and the military officers who participated in the meetings insisted that their country would be able to respond effectively to any invasion from overseas without assistance from the United States, and they steadfastly resisted their American counterparts’ suggestions that Mexico allow the U.S. Navy to establish bases at Bahía Magdalena and Acapulco.14 Though little headway was made in the talks, the establishment of direct contact between military representatives from both countries gave Washington an indication that the Mexican government took its responsibility for the defense of the country’s territory seriously. At a time when the government of Franklin D. Roosevelt was desperately concerned about its preparedness for war and its possible vulnerability to attack, signals such as these helped to protect Mexico from overt U.S. interference in its internal affairs without compromising the country’s neutrality or its sovereignty.

Mexican officials recognized that Washington’s preoccupation with the tumultuous international situation offered not just challenges but also opportunities for their country to improve relations that had been strained as a result of the Cárdenas administration’s 1938 expropriation of foreign-owned oil interests. The two governments continued to discuss ways to resolve the claims that had arisen in connection with the nationalization of the petroleum industry, as well as older claims relating to the expropriation of land owned by U.S. citizens and companies.15 As these talks continued, some within the Cárdenas administration saw that the war provided a chance for Mexico to obtain a more favorable settlement on those fronts and in other negotiations with the United States. As Undersecretary of the Treasury Eduardo Villaseñor observed in advocating Mexican participation in the Havana Conference during a June 19, 1940, meeting of Cárdenas’s advisers, “The moment in which the United States has such a great interest, is an opportunity to negotiate with the United States. It is an opportunity to resolve the greater part of the problems that we now have.”16 The generally sympathetic and favorable attitude toward hemispheric defense initiatives adopted by Mexico in light of considerations such as these may well have played a role in the Roosevelt administration’s decision to send a strong signal of support to incoming President Manuel Ávila Camacho as the date of his investiture approached. While Cárdenas’s nationalist economic policies had enraged U.S. business interests, he had been a helpful partner in the effort to build up an American bloc of nonbelligerent nations, and therefore Roosevelt sent his vice president elect, Henry Wallace, to attend the inauguration of Cárdenas’s successor on December 1, 1940. This unequivocal demonstration of U.S. support for the new administration thwarted the almazanistas’ dwindling hopes that they might succeed in installing their defeated candidate as president by launching a rebellion with U.S. backing.17

As Ávila Camacho began his term in office, he confronted a political landscape marked by deep divisions, and he struggled to win the support of competing factions that were often bitterly at odds with one another. To reassure the generally conservative Catholic faithful that he would not pursue the anticlerical policies implemented by previous administrations in the 1920s and 1930s, Ávila Camacho publicly revealed before his inauguration that he himself was a “believer.”18 Such a statement from a post-Revolutionary president of Mexico was unprecedented; indeed, the archbishop of Mexico City stated that he had great confidence in Ávila Camacho, inasmuch as he was “the only President of Mexico in the passage of many years who has declared publicly and categorically that he is Catholic.”19 At the same time, though, the incoming chief executive sought to foster political reconciliation by allowing two of the church’s most ferocious persecutors to return from exile. Former Tabasco governor Tomás Garrido Canabal and former president Plutaco Elías Calles, both of whom had left the country in the mid-1930s after falling out with Cárdenas, came back to Mexico in March and May of 1941, respectively.20

Meanwhile, to calm fears among labor and peasant organizations that the new administration would abandon their interests and move to the right, Ávila Camacho told the February 1941 congress of the powerful official labor bloc, the Confederación de Trabajadores de México (CTM), that he remained committed to his predecessor’s goal of social justice, and he named cardenistas to head the ministries that mattered most to Mexican workers and to leftist ideologues. Cárdenas’s former private secretary and interior minister Ignacio García Téllez received the post of labor minister, and Luis Sánchez Pontón was put in charge of the education ministry. Ávila Camacho was careful to ensure that other political groups were also represented in the cabinet, however. A former callista, Ezequiel Padilla, was named foreign minister. Padilla also had close ties with conservative former president Emilio Portes Gil, as did the new agriculture minister, Marte R. Gómez, who hailed from Portes Gil’s home state of Tamaulipas. For his part, the new economy minister, Francisco Javier Gaxiola, was clearly the personal representative in the cabinet of the wealthy businessman and former president Abelardo L. Rodríguez, whom he had served as private secretary.21 In short, the incoming government represented a broad cross section of the ruling Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM), leaving many observers to wonder what Ávila Camacho’s true intentions were.

Without any clear, deeply committed constituency of his own, Ávila Camacho called for a program of national unity that would bring the country’s disparate and fractious social and political groups together under his leadership. Emphasizing the need for solidarity in the face of the unsettled international situation therefore served the new president well. Cautiously but steadily, Ávila Camacho went beyond the steps taken by Cárdenas to involve Mexico more deeply in the global conflagration and to place the country in a more clearly anti-Axis position. In early March 1941, for example, the government publicly acknowledged the military discussions that had been going on between representatives of the Mexican and U.S. armed forces. The talks had previously been carried out in secret, though rumors that negotiations were under way had circulated for some time.22 A few days later, on March 7, Foreign Minister Padilla appeared before the Mexican Senate to lay out the administration’s position with respect to the war. With subversive propaganda then claiming that Ávila Camacho had pledged to provide naval bases and fighting men to the United States in exchange for recognition of his electoral victory, Padilla stressed that the government had signed no secret agreements with Washington.23
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Figure 1: President Manuel Ávila Camacho and his cabinet, drawn from many factions of the fractious “revolutionary family.” (Fototeca Nacional, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia; © 641611 CONACULTA.INAH.SINAFO.FN.MÉXICO)



In an effort to prepare the population for the possibility of more extensive participation in hemispheric defense efforts, however, the foreign minister added that the administration would consider entering into a formal military alliance with the United States in the future “if the exigencies of the current conflict were to require it,” and he reiterated that the government would consider an attack on any American nation as an attack on Mexico. When one skeptical senator asked Padilla if it would not be best for Mexico to continue following its “policy of strict neutrality” rather than pursuing bilateral military arrangements with the United States, the foreign minister replied that “neutrality is a word that cannot be heard in these moments in which the destinies and the liberty of the Continent are demanding a positive, effective, and bold action for the defense of America.”24 Though Padilla stopped short of explicitly taking sides in the European conflict, his rhetorical references to the cause of “democracy” and his offhand dismissal of the importance of observing strict neutrality suggested that a significant shift was under way in Mexican policy, with the Ávila Camacho administration moving as quickly as it prudently could toward putting the country on a war footing.

Prudence and caution were necessary, to be sure, especially since many groups on the left continued to describe the war as a meaningless struggle between rival camps of capitalist imperialists. Indeed, when CTM-affiliated workers gathered two weeks prior to Padilla’s appearance before the Senate for an assembly organized by one of the labor confederation’s constituent unions, a leader of the national journalists’ union denounced “the imperialist and rapacious character of the present war,” asserting that while the Mexican people would be willing to give their lives “in a just and holy war for their liberty,” they were “not disposed to sacrifice even a single one of their men . . . in defense of the bankers of Wall Street.”25 Predictably, then, after the foreign minister’s March 7 speech, a PCM member in Mexico City wrote to Ávila Camacho to inform him of the “alarm” with which he had read the declarations of the “reactionary” Padilla, who seemed to be trying to involve Mexico “in a war that is outside the scope of our interests.”26 For its part, the CTM’s official newspaper, El Popular, managed to find praiseworthy aspects of the policy outlined by the foreign minister—an editorial lauded the administration for maintaining friendly relations with the United States while steadfastly defending Mexican sovereignty—but the mouthpiece of the CTM’s former secretary-general, Vicente Lombardo Toledano, also insisted that the ultimate aim of the government should be to keep the country “out of the terrible imperialist conflict whose painful consequences weigh upon humankind.”27 Thus, while El Popular joined much of the mainstream press in praising Padilla’s exposition of Mexican foreign policy, moving too far, too quickly toward an active role in the war still threatened to alienate influential organizations on the left end of the political spectrum.28

Nonetheless, the Ávila Camacho administration continued to push ahead with its policy of building up the Western Hemisphere’s defenses in cooperation with the United States and of taking an increasingly strong stand against Axis aggression. On April 1, 1941, the Mexican and U.S. governments announced that they had concluded an agreement that would allow military planes from each of the two nations to use specific airfields in the other country while in transit to other destinations. The accord made it possible for the U.S. armed forces to move warplanes easily between the United States and its bases around the strategically vital Panama Canal while relieving pressure on Mexico to grant more extensive base rights to its northern neighbor. To counter possible claims that the treaty violated Mexican sovereignty, the pact was framed as a reciprocal agreement, though it was unclear where planes from Mexico’s tiny air force would go if they ever made use of their right under the accord to land on American airfields while passing through the United States.29

At the same time, the Mexican government came closer to taking a clear position against Germany and Italy when it seized merchant ships from those two countries that had been in Mexican harbors since the outbreak of the war. On April 8, noting that the crews of Axis-owned vessels had carried out acts of sabotage in the ports of other American countries and that sailors on the Italian craft Atlas had apparently sought to blow up their ship in Tampico harbor, the Mexican government asserted its right to take possession of the nine Italian and three German ships that were then in Gulf coast ports, promising that compensation would be paid at the conclusion of the war. Despite protests from the German and Italian ministers, the Mexican government confined the ships’ crewmen to the city of Guadalajara and later detained them in Perote, Veracruz. Most of the vessels were turned over to the national oil company for its use.30

Even as the Mexican government moved to seize the Axis ships, thereby expanding its own merchant fleet, the foreign ministry issued another condemnation of German attacks on neutral countries in Europe, further confirming the administration’s increasingly pronounced anti-Axis tilt. On April 7, Padilla noted that “once again the German armies have invaded the territory of a neutral country,” in this case Yugoslavia, and that the Reich had also expanded its campaign against Greece. The foreign minister pointedly referred to the unhappy experience of these countries as an instructive example for “those who continue believing that neutrality is a guarantee of peace and salvation.”31 The message was clear: Mexico would have to be prepared for deeper involvement in the war, even if it intended to maintain its neutrality.

However, some on the left remained uncomfortable with the administration’s moves toward more direct involvement in a war that it had been denouncing as an “inter-imperialist” conflict. A May 29, 1941, open letter to Ávila Camacho from Vicente Lombardo Toledano gave the president an opportunity to address these concerns. The message from the still-influential former head of the CTM posed a number of questions about Mexico’s international position.32 Probably by pre-arrangement with Lombardo Toledano, Ávila Camacho released his May 30 reply to the questionnaire to the press, taking advantage of the opportunity to reiterate that no secret agreement with the United States existed, that the nation’s sovereignty was being jealously guarded, and that Mexico’s commitments at the conferences of Panama and Havana would not oblige the country to take part in any fighting outside of the Western Hemisphere. The president stressed that the “collaboration of Mexico and the United States is not the result of a military alliance, but rather the product of a regional understanding of a defensive nature.” Therefore, he said, “if the North American [U.S.] Government were to declare war upon some Asian or European power, that fact alone would not compel Mexico automatically to adopt the same attitude.”33

Ávila Camacho was quick to add, though, that “it would be erroneous to think that, in the present state of things, the destiny of one of the American nations can indefinitely remain isolated from the destiny of the rest.” The “dictatorial forces” overseas would almost certainly seek to subvert and undermine the “democratic unit” formed by the American republics, the president explained, so Mexico would take whatever future steps might be necessary to uphold the country’s honor and to guarantee its independence.34 Thus, even as he endeavored to assuage the fears of leftist and other critics that Mexico was becoming too involved in World War II by committing his government to a purely defensive policy, Ávila Camacho sought to prepare the public for further steps that might be taken in the name of resisting foreign “dictatorial forces.”

Leftist publications and organizations hailed Ávila Camacho’s reply to Lombardo Toledano while continuing to stand firmly against more active Mexican participation in the conflict overseas. Highlighting the president’s statement that Mexico was under no obligation to take part in an “extra-continental” war, El Popular celebrated the fact that the country would not be forced to participate in “a struggle in which its interests have not been attacked nor are they threatened.”35 For its part, the PCM also praised Ávila Camacho’s explanation that a U.S. declaration of war would not necessarily require Mexico to become a belligerent, and party leaders restated their view that “the only patriotic attitude is that of not giving moral or material support to either of the imperialist bands at war” with one another, pledging that Mexican communists would continue fighting “against those who try to involve the country in the war.”36 Similarly, the Union of Graphic Arts Workers chose to interpret Ávila Camacho’s letter as a repudiation of a bellicose foreign policy. The group released a statement lauding the president’s declaration “precisely because the peoples [of Mexico and other countries] have no interest in this war, which is a new struggle for the redistribution of the world.”37 At the same time, the most powerful institution in the world of Mexican organized labor, the CTM, declared its support for Ávila Camacho’s foreign policy “strongly and with real enthusiasm.” While the official labor confederation restated its opposition to “nazi-fascism” and called for unity against it, the CTM also “energetically” condemned “the inter-imperialist war.”38 Because of their views on the international situation, these groups all read Ávila Camacho’s May 30 message selectively, framing their praise for his remarks in such a way that he would seem to be committed to a policy of keeping Mexico out of World War II.

Just a few weeks later, though, after Germany invaded the Soviet Union on June 21, the leadership of
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