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At its broadest extent, this is a book about what happened to Mexico’s explosive 1910 revolution, the first in a series of major revolutionary upheavals to occur in the twentieth century. The movement brought a welter of social reforms in the 1920s and 1930s, but ultimately its most conservative elements prevailed, leaving the nation with an authoritarian political system and an economy defined by severe inequality. By the 1940s official commitment to the revolution’s most radical initiatives—among them the redistribution of rural land and the renovation of national culture—had withered away, terminating the movement before its greatest promises could be realized. Why was this the case?

This seemingly straightforward question invites a series of related questions relevant to all revolutionary processes. Were the individuals charged with converting the goals of revolutionaries into concrete policies inferior to the task? Did they become corrupted in their pursuit of power? Did the circumstances of context change too drastically, draining the movement of relevance and energy? Was the revolution, since it was rooted in the realities of one moment, simply unable to survive the passage of time? Were the old patterns of oligarchic rule more resilient than the revolutionaries had anticipated? Did the shift from one generation to another bring with it such new ideas that the movement became obsolete?

There is no single answer to all these questions. As with any movement this large and complex, there were multiple reasons that the Mexican revolution ended in incomplete form. Nevertheless, part of the explanation can be found in the generational shift that took place at the highest levels of government in the second half of the 1940s. Taking this change in ruling generation as its subject, this study examines a transformative moment at both the national and global scale, as Mexico simultaneously retreated from its revolutionary orientation and adjusted to the new geopolitical and economic realities of the early Cold War years. The responsibility for leading the nation through this watershed period fell to a generation of cosmopolitan civilians led by the son of a fallen revolutionary general. In my effort to understand the motives of the individuals who made up this generation, I have incurred many personal debts, and I would like to acknowledge as many of them as possible here.

Like many scholars, I consider the publication of my first book manuscript to be a major career milestone. On the long road to reaching that milestone, I have had the good fortune of sharing countless memorable experiences with wonderful people. This book represents that formative journey distilled into a relatively compact product. At the University of Arizona, I thrived under the guidance of Bill Beezley, who taught me how to operate in this profession. A number of other professors—Kevin Gosner, Martha Few, Jadwiga Pieper-Mooney, Katherine Morrissey, Richard Eaton, and above all Bert Barickman—influenced how I think as a historian. What made Arizona a truly great program was the community of fellow graduate students who shared in both the triumphs and the frustrations of academic life. Although there are too many to list here, Amanda López, Karin Friederic, Tracy Goode, Cory Schott, Tyler Ralston, Amie Kiddle, Steve Neufeld, Rob Scott, Michael Matthews, Erika Korowin, Kathryn Gallien, Adam Schwartz, and Lisa Munro stand out. Not only were they stimulating colleagues, but they were, and remain, lifelong friends.

Beyond Tucson, the list of people to whom I owe a debt of gratitude is long. Rod Camp was generous in sharing research materials, and Steve Lewis was kind to read prior drafts and offer his critiques of them. At the Truman Presidential Library, Randy Sowell was helpful and knowledgeable, making my short time there enormously productive. I appreciate the funding the library provided as well. In Mexico, Alejandro de Antuñano Maurer, along with Pati Rojas and Susi Gallegos, made archival research a pleasant daily occurrence, often for months on end. I offer my sincere thanks to Miguel Alemán Velasco, along with Lorenzo Lazo and Antonio Carrillo Castro, for lending me their time and support of the project.

At the Colegio de México, Luis Aboites, Romana Falcón, and Paul Garner offered stimulating courses, while Guillermo Palacios and Ariel Rodríguez Kuri provided valuable institutional support. I also thank Soledad Loaeza for her time and insights. My fellow classmates there, especially Diego Pulido, Regina Tapia, and Pavel Navarro, remain good friends and colleagues. I have developed true affection for Mexico as a result of spending a great amount of time there, and that would not have been possible without financial support. The Fulbright-Hays program, along with various institutions at the University of Arizona, deserve credit for that. The history department and dean’s office at SUNY Plattsburgh have been similarly generous in funding travel for research and conferences.

My fascination with history extends back to my undergraduate days at Willamette University. Through no design of my own, I came under the sway of great professors while there. Ellen Eisenberg, Seth Cotlar, Paul Howard, John Uggen, and especially Bill Smaldone, who first put the history bug in my ear, served as models of the possibilities that a life in academia could offer. In my home department at SUNY Plattsburgh, I count myself as lucky to work with eleven other dedicated and talented historians. Each has contributed something valuable to my growth as a young scholar, and in particular I thank Jeff Hornibrook, Vincent Carey, Sylvie Beaudreau, Jim Rice, and Jessamyn Neuhaus for their efforts to ease me into life here in Plattsburgh. It has been a pleasure.

I owe a special thanks to everyone at the University of New Mexico Press involved in the preparation of the manuscript. I appreciate Lyman Johnson’s initial interest in the project and his guidance in the early stages of publication. I was equally impressed with Kris Lane once he took over the Diálogos Series. He made the transition as smooth as could possibly be imagined, and continued to lend valuable guidance through the rest of the process. Clark Whitehorn has been a responsive, friendly, and knowledgeable executive editor, and the anonymous peer-review process was speedy and useful. In the latter case, I only wish I could thank you in person.

Finally, I would be nothing without the support of family. I thank my parents, George and Shelly, for their love and support. Above all, I want to thank Anna for sharing this road with me. Through all of the journey’s inevitable bumps and detours, we reached this milestone together.


INTRODUCTION

From College Boys to Cadillac Revolutionaries
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MIGUEL ALEMÁN, A MAGNETIC YOUNG POLITICIAN KNOWN FOR HIS decadent lifestyle, became the chief protagonist and the most potent symbol of Mexico’s political transformation after World War II. His presidential inauguration in 1946 signaled the first full generational shift within the nation’s ruling elite since 1911, when bands of revolutionaries overthrew the oligarchic dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz.1 The self-made generals who had controlled national politics since the earliest days of the revolution had seen their influence fading for some time,2 but 1946 marked the first year they failed to put up a real electoral fight. In their place stood a new cadre of national leaders headed by Alemán. He and the other university-trained men who came to power with him had been children during the decade of revolutionary violence from 1910 to 1920, and thus shared little in terms of personal background with the military leaders they replaced.

Longtime union leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano famously nicknamed Alemán and his cohort the “Puppies of the Revolution,” conveying the impression that they were heirs to a movement not of their own making. Their opponents, critical of their lack of revolutionary credentials, dismissed them as college boys. Yet despite the objections of those who questioned their experience or suspected their convictions, this new generation of civilian leaders became the dominant force in Mexican politics during the crucial early years of the Cold War. Alemán and his colleagues set their nation on the path toward rapid industrialization and urbanization that it would follow for four decades, and they established the political protocols that kept the authoritarian Institutional Revolutionary Party (usually called the PRI) in power over the second half of the twentieth century without the threat of military or popular backlash.

Most of the men in Alemán’s inner circle, despite having diverse class backgrounds and regional origins, shared common educational experiences that prepared them for lives in politics, unified them as a generation, and distinguished them from their military predecessors. The majority of these future leaders first met at the National Preparatory School and then trained in law during the 1920s at the National University. Prep school and university, probably without them even knowing it, provided a forum for political networking and recruitment that would prove decisive in their careers.3 The combination of social activism, political participation, intellectual stimulation, and material comfort that defined their lives as students in Mexico City instilled in them a fundamentally different set of values than those possessed by the revolutionaries, who had earned their political stripes in combat.

In the following decade, as national politics consolidated into a single-party controlled system, they applied those values to their professional pursuits. Alemán and the majority of his closest colleagues entered politics early in their careers, often right after graduation. On their gradual climb upward, they slowly pushed the military establishment to the margins of national politics. Their experience in the newly consolidated political system, especially in the 1930s, allowed them to refine their political approach and stake their claim to the nation’s revolutionary heritage, which had taken the form of institutions organized under the leadership of a semi-official ruling party beginning in 1929. Along the way, they became exemplars of the kind of men who would occupy national office during the second half of the century. As a result of the multiple and sometimes contradictory traits of these leaders—as shrewd politicians who were bold and visionary, but also greedy and occasionally cruel—scholars have found remarkably little consensus regarding their long-term impact.

A Legacy of Extremes

The legacy of the Alemán administration has generated no shortage of debate or controversy. Optimistic scholarly assessments of the political system tended to prevail in the half century after the revolution began, and this celebratory attitude toward the revolution extended to Alemán. Admirers praised him and his colleagues as the first to envision their country as a middle class–oriented, urbanized society with impressive industrial capacity. In the estimation of his supporters, Alemán was the first president to pursue a modernizing path that placed supreme priority on growth, something that began with moving bilateral relations with the United States toward permanent and mutually beneficial cooperation. Several observers regarded the country’s post–World War II development as the next stage in a progression from revolution to evolution.4 According to this perspective, the decade of upheaval from 1910 to 1920, followed by the uneven implementation of reforms from 1920 to 1940, paved the way for a new crop of ambitious, modernizing leaders. With Alemán as their chief spokesperson, this new generation ushered in the period of sustained economic growth from the 1940s through the 1970s acclaimed as the Mexican Miracle.

Scholarly consensus would not turn decisively against Alemán until after 1968, the year in which a government-ordered massacre left an estimated three hundred peaceful student protesters dead just days before the Mexico City Summer Olympics. The tragedy marred the reputation of the PRI, especially in the minds of middle-class citizens, initiating a gradual slide into widespread disillusionment and a crisis of political legitimacy. It also prompted scholars to rethink the successes of the revolution, which did little to burnish Alemán’s reputation. Even those most eager to defend Alemán had no choice but to acknowledge what his critics had said all along: that his administration introduced an unprecedented level of corruption at the highest levels of government. Despite spending the majority of their professional lives in public office, Alemán and many of his associates accumulated substantial wealth as a result of their political connections.5 While prominent politicians lined their pockets, the nation’s poorest citizens, supposedly the beneficiaries of its hard-fought revolution, sunk further into poverty and misery. Some critics have been even less charitable, labeling them counterrevolutionaries who betrayed the movement they inherited.6

Alemán’s image, in both popular culture and scholarship, has tended to reflect this sour assessment. In 1947 historian and economist Daniel Cosío Villegas targeted the Alemán administration in a scathing appraisal of the PRI, which he called “Mexico’s Crisis.” In his essay, he accused the revolutionaries of falling short of fulfilling their own mandate, suggesting that better leadership might breathe some life into Mexico’s dying body politic. His work clearly struck a dissonant chord. Shortly after he published the essay, Cosío Villegas received a stern warning from Alemán’s private secretary, Rogerio de la Selva, that he should exercise more caution if he wished to maintain his standing in the nation’s academic establishment.7 In marked contrast to Cosío Villegas’s academic venom, one of the most astute critiques of Alemán came in the form of a pithy comment from journalist Carlos Denegri. “The Revolution,” he lamented, “has gotten off its horse and into a Cadillac.”8

Decades later the nation’s popular political culture still associated Alemán with corruption. Luis Estrada’s 1999 satirical film Herod’s Law, a clear condemnation of the single-party system as it lay on its political deathbed, used the Alemán years as its historical backdrop. In hilarious fashion the film equated the corruption of the 1990s with Alemanismo. The movie’s protagonist, a bumbling bureaucrat named Juan Vargas, failed in his initial attempt to bring Alemán’s goal of “Modernity and Social Justice” to the remote hamlet of San Pedro de los Saguaros. Along the way, he got swept up in a cycle of corruption that rewarded his political ambitions but left him personally ruined and morally bankrupt.9

Scholars have not limited their criticism of Alemán to the issue of corruption. Instead, they have attacked him on multiple fronts, excoriating him for moving the nation’s government in a regressive direction and for pursuing an overly aggressive policy of industrial development that compromised the interests of the nation’s most vulnerable citizens.10 The extremes of opinion that have characterized scholarly appraisal of Alemán, from initial enthusiasm to ultimate denunciation, have obscured the central importance of his administration to the nation’s development in the twentieth century. To date, Lázaro Cárdenas stands as the twentieth century’s most studied president. Cárdenas, who nationalized Mexico’s vast petroleum assets and distributed nearly fifty million acres of land to poor rural citizens, inspired deep popular affection in his time, and among scholars his legacy remains a topic of intense scrutiny to this day.11 Nevertheless, more recent analysis, benefiting from new sources and a less polemical tilt, has acknowledged that the Alemán years represented a defining moment in Mexico’s modern history.12

This study takes that basic premise as its initial point of departure. But whereas most prior analysis has either offered polemical judgment of Alemán and his colleagues or dry appraisals of his administration’s policies, this book places the individuals who made up the Alemán generation at the center of its analysis. In doing so, it makes two overarching claims. The first is that previous analyses, particularly those emphasizing the negative aspects of the Alemán years, have missed a crucial point: that Alemán and his colleagues possessed and acted on a coherent, sincere vision of national development. The concrete expression of that vision was Alemanismo—the constellation of policies, attitudes, and priorities that defined the governing approach of Alemán and his colleagues. Unlike the familiar “isms” most commonly seen in English-language usage (for example, communism, libertarianism, or anarchism, among many others), Alemanismo was not bound to any particular set of ideological precepts. Rather, in keeping with the Mexican precedent of applying an “ismo” more loosely, it represented a far more practical plan to adapt Mexico to the post–World War II world.

Alemanismo represented the driving vision behind an administration that swapped revolutionary zeal for efficiency and pragmatism, and gave favor to industry, commerce, and foreign investment at the expense of ongoing social reform aimed at ameliorating the conditions of the nation’s poor. Alemán summarized his own interpretation of the era in a 1947 interview with Time magazine with a succinct but telling statement: “Mexico has had its revolution.”13 For good reason, there is consensus that Alemanismo produced its share of undesirable results. This study is not intended to challenge that assessment, nor to apologize for the misdeeds or shortcomings of the Alemán administration. Nevertheless, one of the central contentions of this book is that such a one-sided view fails to capture the complex motives of these leaders and sidesteps altogether the far more difficult task of carefully placing them in context.

The book’s second major argument is that the Alemán years saw not only a change in policy priorities, but also (and more importantly) a deeper shift in the basic values that underpinned government policy. A compelling explanation of where those values originated, and what effect they had on the nation’s political development, has heretofore eluded scholars. Newly unearthed sources provide fresh insights into the collective mindset of Alemán and his colleagues. Among the most fruitful are the transcripts of a series of interviews with former associates of Alemán, including administration officials, politicians, fellow university students, business colleagues, family members, and personal friends. These sources, conducted by the philanthropic foundation in Mexico City bearing Alemán’s name, provide a perspective that cannot be gleaned from official documents housed at public archives. But when coupled with official documents from the years of his administration, including numerous recently declassified government intelligence files, they provide considerable insight into not only how but also why they governed in the manner in which they did.

Part of the answer can be found in the biography of Alemán, who came from a revolutionary family and who in earlier decades championed the central causes of the revolution. His life story, like that of any compelling biographical figure, unlocks a number of larger historical lessons.14 It is doubly useful in this case, since it tells us a great deal about the gradual process of elite socialization and generational formation experienced by various figures within his administration.15 In using Alemán as a point of entry into the experience of an entire generation, I have taken a cue from the Spanish historian José Ortega y Gasset, who called generations “a dynamic compromise between the masses and the individual,” regarding them as “the most important concept of history and, consequently, the hinge on which history moves.”16

Interweaving biographical and generational approaches has allowed me to escape some of the limitations of a strictly biographical method, which, if insufficiently tempered by historical analysis, can overstate the power of its subject without regard for the constraints he faced. It is an important limitation in this case, since Alemán and his colleagues governed amid a political sea change that forced them to react out of necessity. How they reacted had a lot to do with their collective experiences coming of age and rising through the political ranks together. Thus, the explanation for why Alemán and his colleagues made the choices they did lies in the interplay between their motivations as individuals and the contextual circumstances in which they operated.

The Price of a Perfect Dictatorship

Alemán and his colleagues played a significant role in shaping the unique political system that Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, in a 1990 debate with Mexican author Octavio Paz, would famously call the “perfect dictatorship.” The single-party dominant system has also been described as a “dictablanda,” or “soft authoritarian” model, as well as a “Pax PRIísta.”17 Each of these terms emphasizes the same general point: that while the nation’s leaders were capable of repression, they preferred using gentler forms of coercion. The result was a hybrid—and sometimes contradictory—system that balanced top-down control with a willingness to negotiate. While this arrangement had its origins in the process of political consolidation in the 1920s and 1930s, it came together in its most enduring and recognizable form under Alemán. Just months prior to his inauguration, the nation’s leaders gave the ruling party its third and final name, the Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI (pronounced “pree”), signaling that destructive upheaval was a thing of the past.

Beginning with Alemán, national politics under the leadership of the PRI became an exercise in contrast. In many ways, the system had appealing qualities. It proved far more durable, and far more stable, than its counterparts elsewhere in Latin America, and it was particularly impervious to the kind of military intervention that plagued the rest of the region. It owed its success in neutralizing the threat of military overthrow to a deliberate effort by government officials to minimize the political tendencies of the armed forces.18 The possibility of military uprising was further kept at bay by the government’s ability to satisfy the middle classes, which served as the primary domestic champions of military intervention in the Cold War elsewhere in the region. Not coincidentally, when the middle classes began to feel their sense of material security falter later in the century, talk of military interventionism bubbled to the surface.19 Nevertheless, such cases proved to be exceptional. To avoid such an outcome, leaders used the corporatist structure of the party to distribute benefits in exchange for compliance and loyalty.

The single-party dominant system in its first decade combined elements of corporatism (formal political incorporation of class-based groups through institutions) and populism (a strategic combination of policy and rhetoric aimed at securing the support of the masses). Thus, it provided a forum through which all citizens—from urban workers to the rural poor to the middle classes—could express their grievances.20 At the same time, it gave officials a means of creating mass-level and highly bureaucratized patron-client linkages with the population. Government and party leaders also maintained an absolute commitment to the revolutionary precept of non-reelection. Because the presidency changed hands every six years, the tendency for power to concentrate in one individual proved to be far less common in Mexico than elsewhere in Latin America. On paper, this system was close to perfect, and far from a dictatorship.

Yet, as is so often the case, the reality was far removed from the ideal. By the 1940s powerful antithetical forces had overtaken the system’s positive qualities. While the system did not face a significant military threat, its leaders were not beyond repression. The crackdowns on organized labor in 1948–1950 and 1958–1959, the student massacres of 1968 and 1971, and the “dirty war” of the 1960s and 1970s attest to that.21 Moreover, even if the military did not have its shot at controlling national politics, it maintained a level of participation and complicity in such acts of repression. Mexico’s authoritarianism was also nurtured by intelligence services that underwent a process of expansion after World War II. Beginning with Alemán and continuing through the Cold War, government intelligence agencies worked on behalf of the PRI and aided the party in thwarting the political ambitions of numerous groups, especially those on the left.22

In theory, the party’s corporatist institutions were designed to empower the masses by functioning as a kind of bureaucratic capillary system that would draw popular demands upward. Yet by 1946 the institutional structure of the party was more often used for domination rather than empowerment: the president issued directives that were then carried out by the leaders of the party’s sectors, whose loyalties were assured by perquisites that proved irresistible. Thus, the party, rather than becoming a vehicle for grassroots political mobilization, instead served as an instrument of control for the president.23 Beyond the executive branch, the legislative and judicial branches of government were models of ineptitude, and alternative parties on the left and the right either failed outright or existed as a kind of “loyal opposition.”24 In an effort to maintain a veneer of democratic legitimacy, the PRI even encouraged weak parties to put up straw-man candidacies in highly orchestrated and expensive electoral rituals.25

The PRI developed a peculiar relationship with the media, one that both symbolized and reinforced Mexico’s hybrid political system. Unlike most single-party regimes in the twentieth century, which almost invariably relied on state-run media, Mexico’s media outlets were privately owned and ostensibly free in their programming choices. Yet despite the lack of direct state control, pro-regime broadcast and print outlets enjoyed generous subsidies, while those with opposing views faced censorship and occasional repression. Alemán’s personal investments in what would become the dominant television network Televisa, aided by his strong connections to media magnates Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta (and later his son, Emilio “El Tigre” Azcárraga Milmo) and Rómulo O’Farrill, only deepened the connection between the PRI and the media26 and further blurred the line between the private and public sectors.27 As one historian recently put it, the PRI and certain segments of the business community existed in a relationship of symbiosis.28

The tendency of the PRI to choose peaceful means of coercion rather than to exercise terror, while laudable, often required that untold sums of money flow across informal channels. The upside was that leaders pulled any number of levers to coax people into consent, meaning that informal, ad hoc measures actually played a role in stabilizing the system.29 Put more simply, corruption got things done. Nevertheless, the ugly side of the PRI’s patronage-based system was a pattern of blatant graft, bribery, and cronyism that was financially wasteful and corrosive to public confidence. The greatest rewards were reserved for those at the top, leaving fewer of the nation’s finite resources for those at the bottom of the pyramid. For many, this uneven distribution of political benefits did not square with the ever more predictable promises made in official revolutionary rhetoric.

The Miracle and the Myth

The administration established the contours of national economic development that would remain in place over the next three decades. Alemán pursued a multi-pronged strategy of capitalist development that balanced state protection and foreign investment. His administration’s agenda fit within the framework of import substitution industrialization (ISI), a region-wide economic program aimed at using government protection to increase domestic production for a growing consumer market while reducing dependency on export earnings.30 The administration imposed import limits and high tariffs to promote domestic consumption, invested government funds in industry-supporting infrastructure, and devoted direct subsidies and tax incentives to domestic industrial firms. It also borrowed heavily to finance industrial and infrastructural development, especially from the US Treasury. The opportunity to secure credit from the United States, as it assumed its dominant position in the post–World War II global economy, motivated Alemán to retune US-Mexican relations through diplomacy.

In one sense, Alemán was continuing the work of those who had come before him. From 1920 onward, the national leaders who had emerged victorious during the armed phase of the revolution, especially the Sonoran generals Álvaro Obregón and Plutarco Elías Calles, had carried out what one historian has called a developmentalist strategy that equated the rebuilding of the nation with the pursuit of state-led capitalist development.31 Thus, in the quarter century preceding the Alemán administration, Mexico’s government laid the groundwork for much of what would later be associated with Alemanismo—the reinforcement of a strong national bourgeoisie, a concerted effort to attract foreign investment, and a tendency to encourage entrepreneurial values in the populace.32 But even if some of the structural foundation had been laid in the decades leading up to 1946, Alemán took the nation’s economic policy in a new direction from that point forward as he adapted Mexico to a new development paradigm centered on an inward-looking process of statist industrialization.

The adoption of ISI policies reflected prevailing trends in economic thinking at the time, particularly the proposition by Argentine economist Raúl Prebisch that Latin America’s pathway out of dependency on raw exports would be through state-led industrialization. To that end, Alemán sought to make his country more economically potent by expanding the role of the government in economic affairs. At the same time, he used his personal influence to entice foreign businesses to pour money into the country, which had finally moved past the reputation for internal instability and hostility to influence from abroad that the revolution had left in its wake. Alemán also embraced a model of large-scale commercial agriculture, going so far as to revise the constitution to allow for increased mechanization, investment, and commercialization, even if this meant deviating from the revolutionary land-reform program. The administration coupled these efforts with policies aimed at expanding agricultural production through the introduction of hybridized seeds, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and new machinery as part of a global experiment known as the green revolution.

This ambitious economic agenda produced mixed results. On the positive side, it created the structural basis for the impressive growth that characterized the next three decades. Alemán demonstrated a robust commitment to public works, claiming an especially noteworthy record in petroleum exploitation, irrigation, hydroelectricity, highway building, tourism development, and urban construction. Numerous domestic industries, especially those producing inexpensive, non-durable goods for the increasingly consumerist urban middle classes, flourished as a result of ISI. Such aggressive efforts at industry protection, coupled with public investment in infrastructure, helped to spur thirty years of sustained economic growth at the unprecedented average annual rate of 6 percent. Not surprisingly, the administration made showpieces out of projects that could provide symbolic reinforcement to this new era of breakneck growth.

The administration’s biggest projects left an undeniable record of accomplishment. The list is impressive: the massive University City (Ciudad Universitaria, or CU) of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), the power-generating dams in the Papaloapan River Valley, the enormous urban multifamiliares (middle-class housing and commercial complexes) in the capital, the beachfront high-rise hotels of Acapulco, and the factories built in the Federal District and adjoining states, to name a handful. Collectively, these initiatives form a significant part of the administration’s legacy. In pursuing them, Alemán became the first twentieth-century president to fuse the interests of government and big business into a common purpose.33

These gains notwithstanding, the ultimate price of these economic policies was high. The cost of creating new industry proved to be enormous and led to a pattern of troubling economic developments. From the 1940s to the 1980s, even as economic growth soared, structural crisis set in: the trade deficit widened to an alarming degree and periodic balance-of-payments crises led officials to devalue the peso in order to bring imports and exports into alignment and restore foreign-currency reserves. Successive governments fell back on foreign debt to support such rapid industrialization. The prevailing logic was that the debt was justified so long as the growth continued. While such dry and abstract economic indicators often fail to convey the severity of the problem, people certainly felt them in their everyday lives, since devaluation created inflationary pressures that made buying basic goods like tortillas and milk difficult for many.34 By the 1980s the logic of debt-driven development, which accelerated dramatically in the 1970s, had led Mexico—indeed all of Latin America—into a crippling debt crisis.35 Critics of state-led economic development seized on the crisis to implement free-market, or “neoliberal,” reforms, thus drawing to a close the economic model first established under Alemán.

This economic program also set off a half century of rural-to-urban migration. Policies that swapped agrarian collectivism for commercial agriculture created a push factor, while the prospect of new employment in industry pulled people to the city, especially Mexico City. The most significant alteration to the urban landscape came in the form of hastily constructed slums and shantytowns that overburdened the financial and environmental capacities of the rapidly swelling capital.36 This phenomenon continued into the 1990s, making Mexico City at the time the largest urban agglomeration in the world. While average incomes rose and the urban middle sectors grew substantially, that growth proved to be highly unequal. Millions of new urban dwellers, pulled from their rural roots and dropped into an unfamiliar existence, faced the reality of endemic poverty. Those left in the countryside did not fare much better. The administration’s embrace of large-scale commercial agriculture relegated the agricultural collectives known as ejidos—a totem of Cardenismo—to a secondary and increasingly distant status. The twin phenomena of widened social-economic inequalities and increased poverty formed the disturbing and often hidden underside of the economic miracle. During the boom years of the 1940s–1970s, these negative social outcomes were dismissed as unfortunate but temporary setbacks on the road to a better economic future. The assumption that growth at the top would result in across-the-board benefits served as one of the defining characteristics of Alemanismo.

Such assumptions tend to accompany situations involving the suffering of some segment of the population. In this case, the nation’s poor bore the brunt of the Alemán administration’s ambitious but disruptive plans. In Mexico and across Latin America, organized labor looked at the post–World War II era with optimism, as an aperture into renewed activity.37 And Alemán, much like his contemporaries across the region, responded harshly. Intolerance for independent labor mobilization, usually justified as anti-communism, became a hallmark of Alemanismo. The administration purged Vicente Lombardo Toledano, the former leader of the Confederation of Mexican Workers (CTM), the party’s working-class sector. Alemán replaced Lombardo Toledano and his allies with a cadre of loyal cronies who became associated with the image of the traditional cowboys known as charros. The nickname derived from to the propensity of the rail worker–union boss, Jesús Díaz de León, to wear chaps and spurs to union meetings. But it took on a bigger meaning as well. The labor charros, much like the actual cattle-rustling charros of the Mexican countryside, were known to be tough.

The toughest among them was not Díaz de León, but rather Fidel Velázquez, the new CTM chief, who oversaw the sharp and permanent rightward transition within the party’s labor sector. Under Velázquez’s tutelage and with Alemán’s blessing, the leaders of various CTM affiliates carried out the infamous charrazos of 1948–1950, putting down several waves of strikes by railway, oil, and mine workers. In doing so, they permanently sidelined Lombardo Toledano and effectively ended the capacity of the CTM to advocate on behalf of workers.38 The rural poor faced similar realities. Rank-and-file members of the CTM’s rural counterpart, the National Peasant Confederation (CNC), learned quickly that their voice in the party did not carry as far as it once had.

Old Bottles, New Wine

The central initiatives of the Alemán years projected a national aesthetic of modernity and ambition to citizens and foreigners alike. Nevertheless, they also hid a host of negative social consequences, making the period one of sharp contrasts in experience. They also signaled a drift away from the revolutionary nationalism of the 1920s and 1930s. In the wake of the decade of armed conflict, officials had sought to renovate Mexico’s national culture by exalting a mestizo (or mixed-race) and indigenous ideal through school curricula and in various media, including public art, music, literature, handicrafts, and film.39 This cultural campaign to redefine the nation at the level of the citizen complemented concrete policies such as land, labor, and education reform that were designed to improve the material existence of the nation’s poor. Beginning with Alemán, officials increasingly embraced an alternative vision of national development, one that took various forms—urban modernism that reflected avant-garde global trends; commercial agriculture that disrupted communal landholding patterns; middle-class consumerism that emulated the postwar United States40; and education policy that prioritized universities over rural schools. Officially, the Alemanistas and their successors remained committed to the revolutionary effort to create a new, inclusive national identity. But in reality, the post–World War II national leadership placed supreme priority on inculcating values consistent with industrial capitalism,41 and this ultimately halted the momentum of Mexico’s cultural revolution.

This did not stop Alemán or his successors from employing the myth of ongoing revolution to legitimate their actions. He and his advisers sought to establish political credibility by grafting his biography onto the political establishment’s official version of the revolution. Since the inception of the National Revolutionary Party (or PNR, the first of the PRI’s two institutional predecessors) in 1929, the nation’s leaders, eager to attach themselves to the heroism associated with the revolution, had encouraged the transmission of a simplified nationalist history through nearly every conceivable broadcast, print, and artistic medium. This epic account de-emphasized the reality of lethal conflict among opposing revolutionaries, replacing it with a common heroes-and-villains narrative in which the rebels came together and delivered Mexico from the tyranny of the Porfiriato.42 The PRI, so went the story, represented the institutional extension of that movement, giving it a popular mandate. In reality, the idea of institutionalizing a popular movement presented a paradox. Thus, monopolizing the most potent symbols of the revolution became a crucial component of the PRI’s effort to discredit its opposition as counterrevolutionary.43 Even the use of the capital letter “R” in Mexican Revolution helped to reify a complex movement—one that meant different things to different people—into an official concept (hence this study’s preference for the lower-case form).

As the first president since 1910 not to have seen combat, Alemán had to work especially hard to convince the public that he was the torchbearer of the nation’s ongoing revolution and not a fraudulent pretender. At certain moments, such as when he was named “Worker-in-Chief of the Fatherland” by the PRI’s labor affiliate, or when he established a Day of Freedom of the Press, the party’s claim to the revolutionary tradition came off as farce. Still, Alemán and his colleagues cast their policies, along with their nearly imperial power, as expressions of revolutionary benevolence. Alemán continued time-honored official rituals, such as the annual presidential address to the nation, while adding his own flourishes (the most noticeable being the revival of the vice-regal tradition of arriving for the speech in a procession under a series of triumphal arches, only in a Cadillac instead of a carriage).44 In his attempts to pitch himself as the face of the next chapter of the revolution’s constantly expanding story, he came to embody the contradictory image of a rapidly modernizing nation whose leaders still clung to the rhetoric of an ever-more-distant revolutionary heritage.

Alemán thus worked to cultivate a political style all his own. In a system in which revolutionary leaders had established their legitimacy through military campaigns and where hero cults of gritty revolutionaries became part of official propaganda and the popular imagination alike, Alemán presented a fundamentally new presidential ideal. Acting as the patriarchal head of the “Revolutionary Family,” the title that the national leadership awarded itself, Alemán crafted an image as educated and debonair, physically vigorous, and even sexually appealing. His reputation as a “playboy president,” fueled by reports of a fling with Golden Age starlet María Félix (so goes the pervasive rumor) and the nearly constant presence of female companions (a woman named Lenora appears to have been a long-term mistress, and whispers of a relationship with Nazi spy Hilda Kruger have recently surfaced45), underscored his sense of masculine vigor.

The conspicuous display of wealth further bolstered this new presidential image. Leaders from the revolutionary generation rarely entered military or political service with much wealth. If they gained it afterward, as was often the case, they tended not to indulge in the aristocratic lifestyle for which Alemán became famous. His large home and office in Mexico City, along with the mansion and yacht he owned in his beloved Acapulco, where he retreated to escape the capital’s confines, conveyed the decadence he and his contemporaries enjoyed. Financial interests in everything from Cuernavaca real estate to Chihuahua forests to Veracruz hotels to an hacienda in Baja California, along with media stockholdings and countless untraceable investments kept under the names of front men (called prestanombres, literally meaning loaned names), all fed into his and his generation’s image as the inheritors of the revolution’s spoils. As the PRI increasingly moved away from a labor- and agrarian-oriented policy platform, the image of its leadership also grew more distant from that of the working class and rural poor. Alemán sought to spin that to his advantage: the qualities of a rapidly modernizing and prosperous country, his persona suggested, could be concentrated in one man.

With this in mind, Alemán and his generation crafted a political style that emphasized a high degree of administrative capability. The roundtable talks that Alemán hosted during his 1946 campaign showcased this objective. Whereas Cárdenas, the consummate populist, had traveled, sometimes on the backs of donkeys (and once by swimming across a lake), to remote pueblos to connect with villagers in his 1934 campaign, Alemán instead sought to project himself and his incoming administration as efficient and prepared for the technical challenges the nation faced. In this respect, the political style of Alemanismo foreshadowed the move toward technocratic leadership that would fully flourish by the 1970s. The roundtables allowed Alemán to engage only a limited number of representatives from various interest groups and forced them to come to him. Thus, while many of his Latin American contemporaries (especially populists such as Brazil’s Getúlio Vargas and Argentina’s Juan Domingo Perón and his most powerful weapon, his wife Evita) benefited from their ability to create a perception of empathy for the plight of the masses, Alemán instead developed a more distant, unapproachable presidential image.

Still, the campaign did have some folksy elements. Taking a page from Cárdenas, whose 1934 presidential campaign was accompanied by mariachis, Alemán brought a band to campaign stops to play son jarocho, the popular music of his native Veracruz. The genre’s most famous tune, “La Bamba,” became the campaign’s theme song. These contrasting motifs—a businesslike, technocratic comportment set to the playful melody of “La Bamba,” a bold modernizing message expressed in stale revolutionary language—serve to illustrate the transitional and polarizing nature of Alemán and his administration.

Mexico’s Moment

This study analyzes the long-lasting implications of twin processes, as Mexico underwent substantial internal changes while simultaneously adapting to a new global context. Across the world, the austerity of World War II gave way to an optimistic if uncertain new era. In Mexico the revolutionary culture faded away, replaced by a fresh but also unfamiliar modernity. The nation, both in reality and official representation, began to look quite different. Its population began a long transformation from a predominantly rural to an ever-more urbanized society. Jet setters, both domestic and foreign, flocked southward to enjoy pristine beaches, while wealthy investors, again from within and outside Mexico, poured money into industrial and agricultural interests. Actors and actresses like Cantinflas, Pedro Infante, Dolores del Río, and María Félix shared the prestige of their Hollywood peers during the country’s Golden Age of film.46

A new cultural ideal, modeled heavily on the image of the postwar baby boomers in the United States, guided the aspirations of a growing middle class. La Familia Burrón, the famous comic strip of cartoonist Gabriel Vargas, would later capture the comedy of the nascent lower-middle class’s adaptation to this new urban life.47 These cultural changes did not occur independently of political change. Rather, the two reinforced one another, and the Alemán
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