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ABSTRACT 

During the 1930s, Mexico was in the middle of a healing process after three 

decades of revolutionary turmoil and reform. The outbreak of revolution in 1910 had 

created friction between various interest groups such as the Church, the labor movement, 

peasants, industrialists, and politicians. In the following decades, divisions among those 

groups intensified as the country struggled to resolve revolutionary conflict and, in the 

process, looked for someone to blame. As World War II approached, divisive domestic 

conditions prompted Mexican government officials to develop their own internal wartime 

agenda. 

World War II became a major turning point in the legacy of the Mexican 

Revolution. It gave the country an opportunity, for the first time since the revolution, to 

unite against a common external enemy, and to militarize as a united nation against that 

enemy. The government-sponsored propaganda campaign became an important tool for 

reuniting Mexicans. The government took advantage of the unity achieved during World 

War II to promote a modernization and industrialization program during and after the 

war. A close examination of wartime propaganda reveals aggressive calls to unity mixed 

with a subtle promotion of modernity and industrialization. 

In contrast to outside propaganda produced primarily by the United States, the 

Mexican government's wartime messages used nationalist rhetoric and symbols to defend 
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the country's internal interests during and after the war. U.S. propaganda promoted the 

idea of the "American Way of Life," a concept which glorified a middle-class consumer 

lifestyle, led by the United States. While U.S. wartime messages frequently provoked 

resentment among Mexicans, they also largely succeeded in creating a demand for the 

consumer goods advertised in the propaganda campaign. Avila Camacho used that 

demand to solidify popular support for his industrialization agenda. 

By the end of the war, divisive revolutionary factions that had dominated in the 

1930s found themselves significantly weakened by the government's wartime measures. 

Through a combination of policy and propaganda, President Manuel Avila Camacho put 

together a wartime program that allowed him to unite the country against a common, 

external enemy and to pursue an aggressive industrialization program. Most importantly. 

World War II allowed him to justify his industrialization program as a new direction for 

the Mexican Revolution. 
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Introduction 

Mexican sociologist Pablo Gonzalez Casanova published his landmark and 

controversial study La democracia en Mexico in 1965, in which he argued that despite 

the success of economic growth in the 1940s and 1950s, Mexico had really achieved little 

in the way of development in its post-Revolutionary era.' He took his argument one step 

further by tying national development to political democracy and tracing how national 

decisions had been made in the country.^ He contended that Mexico was an 

underdeveloped nation, and had failed to correct inequalities in domestic and 

international spheres. Mexico's problems, he argued, could be linked to one fundamental 

policy problem: the failure of democracy in national institutions.^ As the first Mexican 

intellectual to question revolutionary rhetoric that had dominated the country since the 

1940s, Gonzalez Casanova sparked a debate that spread to other intellectuals, politicians, 

and university students. He had questioned the success of the country's economic 

development and the validity of its democracy. By extension, he had challenged the 

legitimacy of the Mexican Revolution. 

Gonzalez Casanova's work contributed to the dismantling of the myth of the 

legacy of the Revolution. The myth had developed during the years of sustained 

' Pablo Gonzalez Casanova, La democracia en Mexico, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: 
Ediciones Era, 1967). 

^ See specifically Chapter 8 
^ Gonzalez Casanova, 151. 
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economic growth and prosperity that started in 1946, and was dubbed by many 

contemporary observers as the Mexican Miracle. The government had used economic 

prosperity to legitimize its rule and to argue that the Revolution had indeed succeeded. 

The Miracle and the rhetoric surrounding it had origins in government policies and 

messages prior to 1946. hidustrialization policies established during World War II set 

the stage for economic growth after the war. The Second World War also provided an 

opportunity for the official party to place the Revolution in a global, ideological context. 

Through domestic propaganda strategies and wartime diplomatic policies with the United 

States, the government pursued a national unity campaign designed to redefine the 

country's revolutionary past as one of pro-democracy and placed it in the context of the 

anti-totalitarianism of World War II. 

The government succeeded in unifying the country around its invented version of 

revolutionary legacy despite extreme divisions that prevailed in country in the 1930s. 

The Lazaro Cardenas administration began intensifying revolutionary reforms in 1936, 

and extreme factions on the Left and Right reacted by fijrther polarizing their positions. 

At the same time, the Spanish Civil War mirrored many of the tensions and ideological 

divisions that existed in Mexico. The Right and the Left each tried to use the Spanish 

conflict to define the revolution according to their political and ideological agendas. As a 

result, by 1940 the country was seriously divided as the world witnessed the outbreak of 

another global war. 
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In the last years of the C^denas administration and throughout the administration 

of Manuel Avila Camacho, the Mexican government saw industrialization as a 

mechanism for healing the fissures between the Right and the Left. It also saw the 

emerging wartime climate in Europe as a method for promoting its domestic platform. 

The Avila Camacho administration in particular used the war to push industrialization 

and modernization by employing the rhetoric of both the Right and the Left. Therefore, 

in a veiy different way, the government also incorporated international trends into its 

domestic agenda. But while special interest groups' use of wartime ideologies further 

divided Mexico in the decades after its revolution, government rhetoric surrounding 

World War II united the country. 

In the 1940s, the solution to ideological conflicts became "Democracy." All 

Mexicans took pride in the pro-democracy aspects of their revolution and government 

rhetoric began to define the democratic objectives of the Allies as an extension of the 

ideals of the Mexican Revolution. Furthermore, by associating industrialization and 

modernization with World War II, Avila Camacho was able to push an industrial 

development agenda in neutral, democratic terms. The government constructed 

propaganda messages that argued that production equaled patriotism and that, by 

producing, Mexicans contributed to Allied efforts to protect them and to spread 

democracy worldwide. By doing so, they were continuing the democratic legacy of the 

Revolution. Therefore, by industrializing and producing during wartime, Mexicans 
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would ensure worldwide democracy, while at the same time, ensuring the success of the 

Mexican Revolution. 

One classic study of public opinion and mass communication argues that 

propaganda is made up of messages aimed at large audiences. "It sends words, and other 

symbols such as pictures, through the radio, press, and film, where they reach huge 

audiences."" Propaganda messages are also sent with the intention to influence popular 

opinion on controversial issues and to instill loyalty. In the case of Mexico, wartime 

information was carefully crafted to adapt to changing public attitudes. Propagandists 

aimed to win support for the government's official war policies and at the same time 

promote broader, long-term goals. 

Foreign powers also developed a propaganda campaign in Mexico. German 

agents began operating in Mexico in 1935. They produced pro-Nazi information that 

tended to divide Mexicans even fiirther. U.S., British, and French agents also became 

active. By 1942, the United States controlled nearly all foreign wartime information in 

the country, and U.S. agents operated with different motives than Mexican propagandists. 

The U.S. program emphasized hemispheric cooperation and urged Mexicans to follow 

the lead of the United States. Aside from wirming wartime support, U.S. propagandists 

hoped to achieve an underlying objective of securing viable trading partners during and 

'* Bruce Lannes Smith, Harold D. Lasswell, and Ralph D. Casey, Propaganda, 
Communication, and Public Opinion: A Comprehensive Reference Guide (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1946), 1. 
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after the war. Throughout the campaign, U.S. propaganda was tinged with subtle, and 

not so subtle, suggestions of commercial and economic cooperation. 

The U.S. campaign had important consequences for the national campaign being 

promoted by the Mexican government. First, from a perspective of popular response, 

many Mexicans rejected the underlying themes of U.S. hegemony inferred in propaganda 

messages. They managed to reconcile the inherent contradiction of rebuffing U.S. 

dominance, while at the same time allying the covmtry with the U.S. in wartime. Often 

Mexicans responded to U.S. propaganda with a renewed sense of nationalism, which 

amplified the Mexican propaganda campaign. Second, the Avila Camacho 

administration took advantage of U.S. trade priorities that formed part of the propaganda 

campaign. World War II provided an opportunity to attract U.S. assistance and 

investments for industrial development in the name of hemispheric security. While U.S.

Mexican economic cooperation provided a degree of wartime security, at the same time it 

allowed Avila Camacho to proceed with his national industrialization agenda and to 

integrate industrial development into a new contrived definition of the revolutionary 

legacy. 

The process of incorporating international ideologies into the Mexican Revolution 

through propaganda evolved over time, responding to domestic and international 

currents. This dissertation outlines three distinct phases of wartime propaganda in 
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Mexico and the chapter titles use different forms of visual media as a metaphoric 

representation of the overall propaganda campaign described in each chapter. 

The first two chapters cover the phase from 1933 to 1941. Chapter 1, "A 

Propaganda Photomontage of the World in Miniature" describes how Adolf Hitler's rise 

to power in 1933 sparked an intense ideological debate among Communists and Fascists 

within Mexico. Special interest groups eventually dominated that debate and developed 

a patchwork of propaganda themes that responded directly to domestic agendas of the 

Right and the Left, but these changed over time. Through special interest propaganda, 

world conflicts played out locally in Mexico. The governments of the United States, 

Great Britain, France, and Mexico only became involved after the official outbreak of 

war in the fall of 1939. Initial government propaganda strategies are covered in Chapter 

2, "A Blueprint for Propaganda." In 1940 and 1941, the U.S. government began a 

strategy aimed at unifying the Western Hemisphere against Axis aggressors. Through a 

series of diplomatic accords, U.S. leaders achieved certain successes in their relations 

with Mexico. U.S. diplomats succeeded in pressuring the Mexican government into 

censuring Fascist propaganda. A recently-formed U.S. propaganda agency established 

important economic agreements with Mexican businesses and began to control the 

nation's press. In the organizational, or "blueprinf phase of propaganda, the U.S. and 

Mexican governments laid the groundwork for a more forceful program later in the war. 
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The next three chapters cover the second phase in the evolution of World War II 

propaganda, from 1941 through 1943. Phase two begins with the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor which brought World War II directly to the Western Hemisphere and ends 

with major Allied victories in early 1944. During this phase, government propaganda 

offices replaced special interest groups as the primary producers of wartime information. 

Propaganda produced by the United States and Mexican governments focused primarily 

on hemispheric security and winning the war. Chapter 3, "A Revolutionary Mural of 

Propaganda" presents the period covering the attack on Pearl Harbor through Mexico's 

entrance into the war in the summer of 1942. This chapter demonstrates that in the five 

months between Pearl Harbor and Mexico's declaration of war, the Avila Camacho 

administration took important steps to move the nation closer to the Allies. At the same 

time, the attitudes of many Mexicans shifted from ambivalence to genuine concern. 

Those shifting attitudes culminated in a popular response to the country's declaration of 

war that associated memories of Mexico's revolutionary past with the pursuit of fi-eedom 

and democracy in World War II. Chapter 4, "Soup Can Propaganda" outlines the 

strategies and objectives of the U.S. propaganda agency. It shows that U.S. leaders 

hoped to win Mexican support by promoting an image of the United States as the 

hemispheric leader. U.S. agents pushed the notion of the "American Way of Life" onto 

Mexicans, emphasizing great achievements in U.S. history and culture. They portrayed a 

middle-class life-style through mass media and images of consumer culture. U.S. 
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propagandists tried to reinforce commercial ties between the two countries to strengthen 

the wartime alliance. Chapter 5, "A Propaganda Chalkboard," analyzes the maturing 

Mexican government propaganda campaign. The Avila Camacho administration 

borrowed notions of revolutionary greatness expressed in the nation's collective memory 

in the summer of 1942, and he developed those themes around his domestic platform. 

Through radio, education, and visual media, the Mexican government redefined the 

legacy of the Revolution around themes of democracy and freedom and taught this 

legacy to the population with its "Propaganda Chalkboard." 

In the first five chapters of the dissertation, two parallel discussions emerge to 

analyze the first two phases of wartime propaganda. First, the dissertation examines how 

Mexicans were talking about the war and why they used certain language and symbols. 

That discussion emphasizes an underlying objective of industrialization and 

modernization in government propaganda and at the same time reveals a strong 

nationalist impulse within popular opinion. Second, the dissertation explores U.S. 

propaganda in Mexico and uncovers a push to spread a U.S.-defined middle-class 

consumer culture. Prior to 1945, those two discussions appear to have little in conmion, 

but by the end of the war the two propaganda campaigns converge in the "American way 

of life." 

There was a mixed reaction among Mexicans to the U.S. propaganda campaign. 

Although some interpreted OIAA programs as a genuine extension of goodwill, others 
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reacted with indignation and saw U.S. propaganda as an effort to extend U.S. dominance. 

Generally, OIAA surveys found that Mexicans preferred nationally-produced radio 

programs, films, and songs. The reactions reflected a strong nationalist inclination that 

the OIAA frequently tried to minimize. Nevertheless, by 1945 the OIAA has largely 

succeeded in creating a demand for a middle-class lifestyle defined by the United States. 

The final phase of World War II propaganda appears in Chapter 6, "A 

Propaganda Billboard." By the beginning of 1944, it had become apparent that the Allies 

had the advantage in the war and propaganda agents in the United States and Mexico 

became concerned with incorporating post-war objectives into their information 

campaigns. Commercial themes came to dominate wartime rhetoric in this phase as U.S. 

propagandists shifted their messages to emphasize that Mexico could best succeed in the 

postwar era through open trade with U.S. businesses. Many Mexicans had significant 

savings by the end of the war and the population demanded many of the products that 

made up the American way of life. But popular reactions to U.S. wartime information 

had also strengthened the country's nationalist impulse and people looked for postwar 

policies that would reinforce those nationalist feelings. 

The country resolved those seemingly contradictory reactions to wartime 

circumstances in ways that became important in the decades that followed. In 1945, the 

Mexican government also shifted its attention to postwar rhetoric and tied the themes of 

freedom and democracy to its industrialization agenda. The public offered widespread 
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support for a national industrialization strategy during and after the war as a means to 

acquire the consumer goods that defined a middle-class lifestyle. 

This study of the uses of propaganda in Mexico during World War II challenges 

the theoretical basis of many studies of cultural imperialism. It demonstrates that 

definitions of culture being created by the United States were modified and adapted to 

local circumstances by Mexicans. U.S. propagandists also modified propaganda 

messages in response to survey data. The incorporation of U.S. wartime information to 

fit within a Mexican context suggests an active exchange between the two countries and 

not a top-down imposition of ideas by one powerfiil nation over the other.^ 

By 1945, the Avila Camacho administration was trying to strengthen protectionist 

trade barriers to prevent U.S. postwar consumer goods from competing with Mexico's 

new and developing industries. In the years after the war, the country imposed 

aggressive Import Substitution Industrialization policies which facilitated the decades of 

economic growth. The Mexican Miracle became possible because the government 

enjoyed widespread popular support for industrialization—^the foundation of which was 

laid during World War II. 

^ Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, Dependency and Development in 
Latin America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979). Cardoso and Faletto 
argue that this type of exchange and incorporation of U.S. culture has dominated U.S.
Latin American relations and it informs their definition of Dependency Theory. 
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Chapter 1 

A Propaganda Photomontage of the World in Miniature (1933-1940) 

Betty Kirk began serving as a foreign newspaper correspondent in Mexico in 

1936. As a journalist for major newspapers in the United States and London, Kirk not 

only reported her observations of the society around her, but also she chronicled the 

details of social and political currents in her own personal account. Her reflections on 

Mexican society were published in 1942 and serves as a valuable first-hand account of 

the country during a volatile era.' In her introduction to Covering the Mexican Front, 

entitled "Fragment for a Larger Mosaic," Kirk argued that during the 1930s, Mexico 

represented "the world in miniature."^ She saw broad trends that led to major world 

conflict played out at the local level among special interest groups in Mexico. 

Propaganda campaigns that served as precursors to World War II propaganda illustrate 

that the country was indeed a fragment for a larger mosaic as special interest groups 

began incorporating the emerging world conflict into a local context. 

Prior to the outbreak of the Second World War, a propaganda battle had already 

developed in Mexico based on the emerging ideological conflict in Europe. Between 

' Betty Kirk, Covering the Mexican Front: The Battle of Europe versus America 
(Norman; University of Oklahoma Press, 1942). 

^ Ibid., xvii. 
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1934 and 1940, the country entered an era of implementing revolutionary reforms and 

redefining the nation during Lazaro Cardenas's administration (1934-40).^ For 

Mexicans, the 1930s became a time of recovery and consolidation after decades of 

internal fighting and continued violence. Between 1910 and 1940, the Revolution came 

to have different meanings for different participants.'* Many sought a way to justify the 

conflict, while ensuring that their ovm notions of what the Revolution meant became a 

part of the definition of the nation. 

At the same time the world witnessed the a growing ideological battle as Fascism 

battled Communism over the solution to worldwide problems brought by the political 

crisis after World War I and the Great Depression. Responding to those international 

political trends, many Mexicans began to understand Fascism and Communism through 

the perspective of their national experiences. As the debate between the followers of the 

two doctrines escalated in Europe, many Mexicans responded by identifying with either 

Communism or Fascism. Those ideologies quickly became a part of the Mexican 

political debate. 

^ Thomas Benjamin, La Revolucion: Mexico's Great Revolution as Memory, 
Myth, and History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000); and Alan Knight, "The Rise 
and Fall of the Myth of the Mexican Revolution," in Tulane Conference on Popular 
Memory and the Official Story in Mexican History (Tulane University, New Orleans: 
2003). 

'' Jose C. Valades, Historia general de la Revolucion Mexicana: La unidad 
nacional (Mexico City: Ediciones Gemika, 1985). 
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Mexicans' divided responses to European conflicts resulted in a "photomontage 

of propaganda" between 1933 and 1940. Special interest groups dominated the 

information campaign, collectively producing a collage of pro-Fascist and anti-Fascist 

information tied to domestic political agendas. Conservative interests tied European 

events to Mexican Catholicism, anti-Communism, and anti-imperialism. They tried to 

redefine Mexico as a nation similar to Fascist countries by emphasizing the collective 

plight of smaller nations, such as Mexico and Germany, against imperial powers, such as 

the United States and the Soviet Union. The Right also aimed to compound the fears of 

mainstream Mexicans that a Communist revolution would take over the country. 

At the same time, the Left assimilated European ideological currents into its 

domestic platform. Leaders of labor unions and other leftist organizations sought to 

redefine Mexico—and by extension its revolution—in terms of social justice. They 

identified international Fascist symbols with national figures they considered to be a 

threat to the Left. They sent a message that Fascism challenged workers' rights and 

social reform as contained in the revolution. 

This patchwork of propaganda messages became increasingly complicated in the 

1930s as each side evolved in response to European events. Fascist and anti-Fascist 

propaganda in this period can be divided into three phases, based on unfolding events in 

Europe. First, from 1933 to 1936 the Nazi party rose to power in Germany and put 

strategies in place to consolidate its influence over Germans living in Mexico and also to 
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influence the Mexican public. Official responses to Fascism remained minimal, both in 

Mexico and worldwide, as world leaders did not yet see Hitler as a threat to global peace. 

The only opposition came from leftist interests who responded by denouncing Fascism as 

a threat to the social reform programs of the Mexican Revolution. During the first phase, 

propagandists targeted a small audience of Rightist and Leftist special interest groups. 

The second phase began with the start of the Spanish Civil War in 1936. As European 

Fascists and Communists engaged in armed conflict, special interest groups in Mexico 

became more vocal with their propaganda. Both sides infiltrated the mainstream press 

and the Left promoted a powerful anti-Fascist propaganda campaign through conferences 

and graphic images in public spaces. As the Spanish Civil War came to a close, German 

and Italian aggression escalated in other areas of Europe, which marked the beginning of 

the final phase. Between 1938 and 1940, the propaganda war in Mexico fluctuated in 

response to European actions, such as the German annexation of Austrian, the Munich 

Accords, and the Nazi-Soviet Pact. The latter brought a major shift in the country's 

wartime rhetoric as a tenuous and short-lived propaganda alliance emerged between 

Fascists and Communists. 
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Growth of Nazism in Mexico 

Nazi agents in Mexico initially directed propaganda toward Germans living there. 

By limiting the scope of their propaganda activities, Nazi party members succeeded in 

bringing German nationals into the party network, which allowed agents to expand their 

activities more effectively later. Because Mexico's German community was small and 

already organized into a cohesive social unit, the Nazi Propaganda Ministry incorporated 

the Nazi ideology into its pre-existing structure. 

A small, but economically important German colony had a long tradition in 

Mexico, dating back to the nineteenth century. In 1930, an estimated 6,501 German 

nationals resided in Mexico—a number that grew only to 6,875 by 1935.^ In the 

twentieth century, German nationals contributed to the Mexican economy in the 

automotive, electrical, construction, and pharmaceutical industries.® Business dealings 

between the two countries were interrupted during the First World War, which coincided 

with some of the most violent phases of the Mexican revolution. Nevertheless, during 

the 1920s and 1930s German nationals once again became involved in the Mexican 

economy. 

^ Verena Radkau, "Los Nacionalsocialistas en Mexico," in Los empresarios 
alemanes, el Tercer Reich y la oposicion derecha a Cardenas. Tomo II, ed. Brigida von 
Mentz, et.al. (Mexico City: Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en 
Antropologi'a Social, 1988), 144-145. 

® Friedrich E. Schuler, Mexico between Hitler and Roosevelt: Mexican Foreign 
Relations in the Age ofLdzaro Cardenas, 1934-1940 (Albuqueruqe: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1998), 47-49. 
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The German colony in Mexico maintained a sense of solidarity and a strong 

loyalty to the fatherland. Members also shared similar economic interests. German 

businessmen belonged to exclusive social organizations and families sent their children 

to German schools. For decades those organizations had promoted conservative, 

nationalist ideals among their members and had encouraged members to speak the 

German language and practice German customs. Nazism's ideological emphasis added a 

new dimension to German nationalism, but the Nazi Party utilized the basic operational 

framework of the German colony that had always existed. Nevertheless, anti-Fascist 

interest groups perceived the rise of Nazism in Europe to be a serious ideological threat 

within Mexico.^ Leftist groups, such as the Mexican Communist Party (PCM), and organized labor 

groups, sensed that the rise of the Nazi party in Germany and its subsequent activities in 

Mexico signaled a growth in right-wing opposition. Emerging diplomatic strains on an 

international level compounded leftist fears. The United States and other European 

powers looked toward Mexico with increasing suspicion, concerned that the country 

might become a Nazi haven and a springboard for Fascist espionage and ideological 

expansion throughout the Western Hemisphere. 

^ Although technically not synonymous, for the purposes of propaganda many 
World War II Allies used the terms Nazi, Fascist, and Falange interchangeably. 
Following those definitions, this study will use the term "fascist" to refer to the 
ideologies of the far-right collectively. 
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As a result, much of the remaining documentation on Nazi activities in Mexico 

comes from Allied investigations and leftist propaganda. These sources contained an 

inherent bias, which exaggerated the extent of Nazi penetration and "Fifth Column" 

activities. On the other hand, German sources describing Nazi activities in Mexico prior 

to World War II were equally biased. Sources from private German associations and 

from the German embassy describe a small, non-political community, whose economic 

and social interests were persecuted by aggressive leftist groups. An accurate pictvire of 

the growth of fascism in Mexico in the 1930s lies somewhere between the two extremes.^ 

A Nazi propaganda and control apparatus emerged and became an important part of the 

German community between 1935 and 1940. The official Nazi Party incorporated 

German nationals and their social organizations into that apparatus, but the structure and 

operation of those organizations changed little. 

In 1933, Adolf Hitler rose to power and began to consolidate his influence over 

Germany and over German nationals living abroad. In Mexico, the Nazi strategy took 

shape in 1935 under Dr. Heinrich Northe, the recently appointed First Secretary of the 

German Legation. Northe directed a propaganda campaign that initially targeted the 

German colony. His strategy in Mexico used existing German businesses, social 

^ Brigida von Mentz and others, Los empresarios alemanes, el Tercer Reich y la 
oposicion de derecha a Cardenas, vol. II (Mexico City: Coleccion miguel othon de 
mendizabal, 1988). Authors in this volume have incorporated German sources with the 
Allied investigations into German activities. See chapters 11 and 12. 
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organizations, and schools as mechanisms to spread propaganda and instill loyalty to the 

Nazi Party. He reorganized nearly all previously existing German social organizations 

into the Centro Aleman, a new community group controlled by the Nazi Party. Previous 

organizations included the Casino Aleman and the Society of Women and frequently 

expressed an outdated, conservative monarchist ideology.^ Northe's agents made them 

subordinate to the Centro Aleman, and immediately set about to replace their old 

ideologies with Nazism. 

The Centro Alemto became the hub of Nazi activities. The community set up a 

system of dues through which members of the German colony provided financial support 

to the Nazi Party."* Through the Centro Aleman, the German government also 

established a formal Nazi Party in Mexico and recruited pure German Aryans for its 

membership. The party tightly controlled its membership, disallowing children of mixed 

German-Mexican marriage and even Germans with Mexican spouses. The Nazi party 

also aimed to capture the loyalties of German youth through the Juventudes Hitleristas 

(Hitler's Youth), a youth organization which consisted of all young people of pure 

German ethnicity who were being trained eventually to become members of the Nazi 

^ "El Nazismo en Mexico por la Division de Investigaciones Politicas y Sociales," 
May 23, 1940, AGN DIPS/G2, File 10 (2-1/002.4/3 79) (Hereafter Nazismo en Mexico 
AGN DIPS/G2). 

Ibid. This investigation suggested that money collected by the Centro Alem^ 
may have eventually contributed to Germany's war effort. 
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Party. The Colegio Aleman, a Germany school that was also brought under the 

supervision of the Nazi Party, complemented the Juventudes. 

Through the Centro Aleman, the Nazi Party, the Juventudes Hitleristas, and the 

Colegio Alemto, Nazi propaganda proliferated among Germans living in Mexico. 

School and youth organizations indoctrinated young people with the Nazi ideology. 

Through the Centro's activities and printed material, the Nazis reinforced conservative 

values of militancy, patriotism, and gendered divisions that were already a part of pre-

Nazi German values. Furthermore, the Nazi Party taught them that they were culturally 

and intellectually superior to Mexicans. 

The Nazi Party soon aimed to win the support of the Mexican population as well. 

Hitler recognized immediately that gaining Mexicans' trust and loyalty would be a great 

asset in his overall global strategies. The country's vast supply of natural resources could 

provide vital war materials in future conflicts. Furthermore, an alliance with Mexico 

would bolster Germany's strategic advantage for any military activity in the Western 

Hemisphere." Hitler's government took steps to improve trade relations almost 

immediately. A trade delegation toured Mexico in the fall of 1934 to develop trade 

agreements. 

" Donald Fisher Harrison, "United States-Mexican Military Collaboration during 
World War H" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Georgetown University, 1977), 45. 
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Hitler's government eventually devised a propaganda strategy aimed at the 

Mexican public. The Mexico City embassy began pushing pro-Nazi propaganda in 1935 

when Arthur Dietrich became chief of the press office. For the next five years he led the 

German efforts to sway public opinion in favor of the Nazis. Eventually Mexico's press 

became the main medium for the ongoing propaganda battle as both sides resorted to 

bribes and pay-offs to secure space for their information on the pages of Mexico's 

newspapers and magazines.'^ Nazi propagandists began their foray into print media by 

attempting a newsletter in 1935 entitled "Defensa," which was a short-lived, but 

virulently anti-Semitic publication. The Nazi strategy also included producing pamphlets 

and posters for mass distribution to businessmen, Catholics, and militarymen.'^ 

Ibid; Stephen R. Niblo, "British Propaganda in Mexico during the Second 
World War; The Development of Cultural Imperialism," Latin American Perspectives 10, 
no. 4 (1983): 114-126; Jose Luis Ortiz Garza, Mexico en guerra (Mexico City: Grupo 
Editorial Planeta, 1989). 

U.S. and Mexican archives do not contain samples of German propaganda. 
One interesting explanation circulating in the Mexican archives is that after the war 
started British intelligence agents collected and destroyed all German-produced 
propaganda in Mexico, leaving very little for historical record. Nevertheless, various 
investigations refer to the above activities in evaluating the Nazi threat. For an example 
of the Mexican investigation, see Nazismo en Mexico AGN DIPS/G2. For references to 
U.S. investigations, see Niblo: 327-333; Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and 
Development: The United States and Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 
1995), 65-70; Ortiz Garza, 88-90. 
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Anti-Fascist Propaganda 

Anti-Fascist propaganda also began in the early 1930s in Mexico. Alarmed at the 

growing worldwide influence of the Fascists—and especially the Nazis—leftist groups 

began to develop strategies to combat them. Between 1935 and 1939, the government 

produced very little anti-Fascist propaganda. President Cardenas performed a delicate 

diplomatic balancing act in the wake of the controversial expropriation of oil. Although 

ideologically opposed to fascism, Cardenas and his cabinet took no public stand against 

it. Similarly, the United States, Great Britain, and France did not become involved in 

producing anti-Fascist propaganda in these years. Until the war began in 1939, the 

nations that would become the Allied powers did not have official propaganda agencies 

operating in Mexico. Instead, Communists and labor groups led the Left in producing 

propaganda to oppose Fascism. The Left incorporated anti-Fascist propaganda into its 

anti-imperialist agenda. Leftists also promoted their own domestic political agenda by 

including social welfare and labor reform aspects of the Mexican Revolution in anti-

Fascist rhetoric. 

Following orders from Comintern, the PCM began producing materials to oppose 

Fascism in the early 1930s. The international communist movement held a series of 

conferences and passed resolutions calling on all communists worldwide to oppose the 
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ideology of the Nazi party in Germany.''* The PCM, formed in 1919, had not become an 

important public voice until the 1930s when labor leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano 

began to develop a close relationship with President Cardenas. With the President's 

support, Lombardo Toledano became the leader of the Confederacion de Trabajadores de 

Mexico (CTM), the new national labor union.He succeeded in winning concessions for 

workers in the late 1930s. This success made him an influential political voice for the 

working sector of the population. 

Lombardo Toledano began making public denunciations of Adolf Hitler's rise to 

power in Germany as early as 1934. In a January edition of the review Futuro, which he 

founded and directed, Lombardo Toledano condenmed Hitler for his "inhumane and anti-

intellectual activities."'^ He defined Fascism as another form of capitalism and blamed 

imperialist movements for the rising conflict between Fascist and capitalist nations. In 

this way, he followed the pre-World War I Marxist line that considered major world 

conflict to be the inevitable consequence of imperialist competition.'^ Lombardo 

Manuel Marquez Fuentes and Octavio Rodriguez Araujo, Elpartido comunista 
mexicano (en elperiodo de la Internacional Comunista, 1919-1943), 2nd ed. (Mexico 
City: Ediciones El Caballito, 1973). 182-220 

Vicente Lombardo Toledano formed the CTM in 1936 and he enjdyed strong 
support from the Mexican government. It eventually replaced the CROM as the national 
labor union. 

Robert Paul Millon, Vicente Lombardo Toledano: Mexican Marxist (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1966). 

Vladimir Ilich Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism: A Popular 
Outline (London: Pluto, 1996 (1916)). Lenin laid out this theory to explain the outbreak 
of World War I. 
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Toledano argued that Fascism broadly represented bourgeois repression of the working 

class. He drew parallels between the Fascist bourgeoisie in Europe and the industrial 

class in Mexico. This comparison allowed him to incorporate a worldwide Fascist enemy 

into his Marxist interpretation of the Mexican Revolution.'^ 

Other Mexicans sympathetic to the Communist cause also began to speak out 

against Fascism after Hitler's rise to power. Leftist artists Leopoldo Mendez, Pablo 

O'Higgins, and Luis Arenal, as well as writer Juan de la Cabada responded to Comintern 

resolutions calling for the formation of popular front organizations. They acted against 

the growing international threat of Fascism and founded the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 

Revolucionarios (LEAR) in 1934. The LEAR worked closely with the PCM and its 

leaders eventually began cooperating with the C^denas administration. The group 

openly opposed Fascism, Nazism, and other rightist organizations in Mexico. It 

advocated the use of art and literature to combat the Fascism and welcomed anyone who 

opposed the ideology into its membership. 

The LEAR's earliest propaganda activities incorporated opposition to 

international fascism with its domestic political agenda. Between 1934 and 1937, 

members produced graphic broadsides for display in public spaces in Mexico City. The 

group also published a review entitled Frente a Frente for mass distribution. Through 

these two media, LEAR produced images aimed at promoting Socialism over Fascism. 

'^Millon, 114. 
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Frequently, images portrayed conservative icons such as priests and Fascists attacking 

workers. The LEAR repeated its message that all Mexicans needed to unite against the 

international evils of fascism and its local manifestations within Mexico.'^ 

Artists frequently combined images representing the Mexican Right with 

international symbols of fascism in their graphic representations of leftist interests. An 

image published in a 1936 edition of Frente a Frente showed the torso and head of an 

assassinated Mexican worker, juxtaposed with images of Plutarco Eh'as Calles, Benito 

Mussolini, and Adolf Hitler.^® The editors of the review saw Calles as a threat to social 

reform and workers' rights and they attempted to associate his regime with European 

Fascism. 

Other leftist images drew parallels between domestic revolutionary conflicts and 

the global growth of fascism. One 1935 xilograph by Jose Chavez Morado, entitled El 

pueblo contra la reaccion callista, portrayed a struggle between the Jefe Maximo and the 

popular masses. (See Figure 1.1) A brutish figure representing Calles lay in a bed, 

protected above by a crucifix, representing Calles's concessions to the Church to resolve 

the Cristero rebellion. Peasants and workers, identified by their form of dress, facial 

features, and tools struggled with Calles to xmcover him and expose his bestiality. As he 

Edward Wright-Rios, "Art and State/Love and Hate: The Taller de Grafica 
Popular," Unpublished Manuscript, University of California, San Diego, 2000. 

The description of this image comes from Alicia Azuela, "El Machete and 
Frente a Frente: Art Committed to Social Justice in Mexico," Art Journal 52, no. 1 
(1993). 
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Figure 1.1 
TOP Poster - Calles and Swastika 

Source: Tibol, Raquel. Jose Chavez Morado: Images de Identidad Mexicana. Mexico 
City; Coordinacion de Humanidades, Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1980, 
14. 
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clutched the blanket covering him, Calles's chest was protected by an open book bearing 

a swastika on the cover. The image preceded Calles's exile from Mexico, but clearly 

indicates that the Left believed he had shifted away from the Revolution's social reform 

program after 1929 and that his actions provoked indignation and hostility among the 

workers. Chavez Morado combined his concern over domestic politics with his 

opposition to the growing influence of fascism by superimposing a swastika, the most 

identifiable Nazi symbol, on the Mexican politician. 

The polemic between Fascist and Communist groups in Mexico developed 

slowly. Before 1936, pro-Fascist and anti-Fascist propaganda was relatively restricted to 

interest groups such as the Centro Aleman and the PCM. Those groups limited their 

propaganda to private social gatherings and specialized publications read by only a small 

number of Mexicans. Both sides targeted an audience that was literate and intellectually 

involved. These modest beginnings later gave way to an aggressive propaganda war as 

European hostilities provoked strong reactions within Mexico's borders. 
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Spanish Civil War 

Fascist and anti-Fascist propaganda became more elaborate and pervasive after 

1936 as the Spanish Civil War reinforced the ideological divisions that separated 

Mexico's revolutionary factions. Mexicans began taking sides in the Spanish conflict 

and ideologically based propaganda proliferated in the press, in public gatherings, and in 

private social circles. Eventually, German agents formed an unofficial alliance with 

agents of the Spanish Falange and cooperated to combat anti-Fascist propaganda 

produced by the Mexican left. Spanish and German exiles began filtering into Mexico 

after 1937. This became a critical moment for Fascist agents in Mexico to expand their 

propaganda campaign to include Mexicans as well as German nationals. 

In Europe, the Spanish Civil War became the first open war between the 

ideologies dividing the continent in the 1930s. Leftist and rightist political philosophies 

divided Spain after the defeat of King Alfonso and the establishment of the Second 

Republic in 1931. Leftist political parties, although divided, struggled to impose 

political, economic, and social reforms in the early 1930s. Conservative Spaniards 

reacted strongly to leftist reforms and established a right-wing opposition to the Second 

Republic. During those tumultuous years several Fascist political parties merged and 
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formed the Falange. Falangists did not attract a large following at first, but they worked 

to destabilize the leftist republican government until Civil War erupted in 1936.^' 

Political and social conflict in Spain escalated during the 1930s. Leftist parties 

formed the Popular Front, a coalition aimed at offsetting the increasing power of the 

right, especially the Falange. The Popular Front's victory in the 1936 elections ignited a 

series of political murders and eventually led to the 1936 military coup that initiated the 

Civil War. After General Francisco Franco took power over the Falangists, the Civil War 

became increasingly violent. During three years of fighting approximately one half 

million people lost their lives. Franco began receiving monetary and military aid from 

Hitler in Germany and Mussolini in Italy. Aid from these Fascist powers gave Franco a 

significant advantage over the Popular Front. 

Political and social conflict in Spain closely mirrored Mexico's own internal 

disputes following the 1910 Revolution and many Mexicans identified with the struggle 

and began taking sides. As Mexicans learned of the Civil War, some recalled the 

ideological divisions that had emerged in their own revolution and saw the Spanish Civil 

War as a possible preview of their fiiture. Leftists interpreted the Spanish conflict in 

terms of their revolutionary interests. At the same time, Fascist, Nazi, and Falange 

Paul Preston, The Coming of the Spanish Civil War: Reform, Reaction, and 
Revolution in the Second Republic (London: Routledge, 1994). 

Paul Preston, A Concise History of the Spanish Civil War (London: Fontana, 
1996). 
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interests in Mexico formed an alliance against local leftist groups. Conservative forces 

from abroad and from within Mexico's own borders combined and fought an aggressive 

propaganda war against the Left. As Mexican interest groups took sides in the Spanish 

conflict, they began to frame their positions in ways that served as a precursor to the 

propaganda war of World War II. 

The Leftist Position on the Civil War 

On the political Left, Vicente Lombardo Toledano took the lead by sending 

messages of unity and support on behalf of the CTM to Spain's most prominent socialist 

organization, the Union General de Trabajadores (UGT). Other leftist Mexican labor 

unions and political groups followed Lombardo Toledano by sending messages of 

support.^^ The PCM and the LEAR declared their support for the Spanish Republic vdth 

expressions of solidarity and soon with monetary aid, food, clothing, and medical 

donations. Eventually these groups sent volunteers to fight in the Popular Front army. 

For Mexico's Left, the war in Spain became a symbol of the working class 

struggle against Fascism. In speeches, editorials, letters, and other propaganda, leftist 

Jose Antonio Matesanz, Las rawes del exilio: Mexico ante la Guerra Civil 
Espanola 1936-1939 (Mexico City: El Colegio de Mexico, A.C., 1999). The diverse 
nature of Spain's Popular Front meant a wide array of leftist and moderate ideological 
affiliations on the Mexican left supported it. 



40 

leaders associated Mexico's struggle for social justice and the Spanish Republicans' fight 

against Falangist Fascism. Ordinary working-class Mexicans echoed this interpretation. 

The CTM raised money and support for the Republicans by asking workers to show their 

solidarity for Spain's social struggle. Workers identified with "comrade worker 

militiamen of Spain" fighting against the dictators "who wish to muzzle the liberties of 

the proletariat."^'' 

The CTM called on leftist artists to help raise money and to encourage support for 

the Spanish Republicans. By 1937, the LEAR's membership had declined because it 

suffered organizational weaknesses. In the face of the Civil War, leftist artists regrouped 

and formed a new, more cohesive organization, the Taller de Grdfica Popular (TGP). 

The TGP became the most important producer of anti-Fascist visuals until 1939. TGP 

artists also became involved in opposing Falange activities in Mexico.^^ 

Working closely with the CTM, the TGP produced a series of posters 

encouraging workers to aid their Spanish counterparts. Once again, artists incorporated 

T.G. Powell, Mexico and the Spanish Civil War (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1981), 127. 

The best secondary account of the TGP's origins, members, and activities can 
be foimd in Helga Prignitz, El Taller de Grdfica Popular en Mexico, 1937-1977, trans. 
Elizabeth Siefer (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, 1992). The TGP still 
operates a workshop in Mexico City, but its archives have been moved to storage and 
there is no longer public access. Many of the archival documents were microfilmed and 
are available at the United States Library of Congress. Original prints of many TGP 
graphics are held at the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division and at the 
Museo Nacional de Mexico in Mexico City. 
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local circumstances into their messages surrounding the international conflict. In Figure 

1.2, a worker sits down to a hearty meal of meat, bread, and coffee. His bountiful table 

shows that he has benefited from Cardenas's and Lombardo Toledano's support for 

laborers.^^ As he prepares to feast, the collective conscious of the Mexican Left, 

personified in the "left hand" of the CTM intrudes on his banquet, reminding him that it 

is the "Week of Aid to Spain" and asking him what he has contributed. 

Another poster (Figure 1.3) also became part of the CTM campaign to send aid to 

Spain. In the image, a man rests comfortably on his sofa while a child plays at his feet. 

Another figure, wrapped in a shawl, sits solemnly in the background. As the figures sit 

in tranquility, bombs explode in Spain and planes swarm in the sky. The caption, "Tu 

tranquilidad peligra" (Your Tranquility Endangers) challenged the apathy of Mexicans 

and the world that posed as great a danger as Falangist bombs to the Spanish Republic. 

Communist groups worldwide, in response to Comintern appeals, attempted to aid 

the Spanish Left.^^ The International Brigades, a volunteer army organized by the 

Mexican workers received significant wage increases during the Cardenas 
administration, due in part to Lombardo's close relationship with the Mexican 
government. Lombardo frequently pointed to increases in workers' wages to justify his 
position as labor leader and to convince workers that he was acting in their best interest. 
In reality, real wages in Mexico fell during the late 1930s as wage increases failed to 
keep pace with inflation. 

For a complete account of Comintern activity in the Spanish Civil War, see R. 
Dan Richardson, Comintern Army: The International Brigades and the Spanish Civil War 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1982). and Edward Hallett Carr, The 
Comintern and the Spanish Civil War (London: Macmillan, 1984). 



Figure 1.2 
TGP Poster - Week of Help to Spain 

Source: Museo Nacional de Mexico, Inv. 426 



Figure 1.3 
TGP Poster - Week of Help to Spain 

Source: Museo Nacional de Mexico, Inv. 865 
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Comintern to halt the spread of fascism in Spain began to arrive early in 1937. Many 

volunteers in the International Brigades came from Mexico, perhaps with support from 

the C^denas govemment.^^ Some contemporary observers believed that Cardenas 

himself encouraged volunteers to participate in the International Brigades and provided 

government funding to facilitate their transportation costs. Recent studies argue that 

Cardenas did not directly aid Mexicans in joining the Spanish Civil War. Nevertheless, 

the CTM and the PCM actively recruited and funded Mexican volunteers who joined the 

International Brigades. As many as 300 Mexicans may have fought in the Spanish Civil 

War. Of that number, only twenty percent survived and returned to Mexico.^^ 

By 1938, Lombardo Toledano began making an argument that set a precedent for 

the World War II propaganda campaign. Writing in El Popular, Lombardo Toledano 

claimed that Spain's war, as the manifestation of long-standing ideological conflicts, 

marked a repetition of the 1910 Revolution. He drew a correlation between the existence 

of large landowners, corrupt church leaders, and foreign business interests in opposition 

to the working classes in both Spain and Mexico. He argued that victory for the 

Republicans would bring Spaniards and Mexicans closer to an ideal society.^" He made 

''Powell, 103-106. . 
Ibid. 
El Popular, July 19, 1938, quoted in Ibid., 130. 
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similar comiections to the Mexican Revolution in his review Futuro with the phrase, "to 

fight against fascism ... is to fight for the Mexican Revolution."^' 

Lombardo Toledano's comments represent the tendency among Mexico's many 

competing interest groups to view the conflict in Europe through the lens of their 

individual interests. Lombardo Toledano's rhetoric did turn to totalitarianism versus 

democracy at times, but generally his arguments emphasized Fascism as a threat to 

socialist interests, especially workers' rights and social reform. For Lombardo and the 

Left in the late 1930s, the immediate enemy was not the Spanish Falange, or Italian 

Fascists, or even German Nazis. The enemy was "the Right," at times affiliated with 

these foreign groups, but specifically composed of local Mexican organizations, 

including the Church and land owner associations. 

The Civil War and the Mexican Right 

Just as Mexico's leftist interests found parallels between their own struggle and 

the Spanish Civil War, Mexican conservatives identified Franco's Nationalist movement 

as an extension of their individual interests. Capitalists, businessmen, Catholics, and 

middle-class Mexicans who opposed many of the reforms implemented by the 

^'Millon, 114. 



46 

revolutionary government sided with the Spanish Falange.^^ By 1938, President 

Cardenas had alienated a large number of the urban middle and upper classes with his 

nationalization of industries, labor policies, attitude toward the Church, and land 

redistribution programs. Mexico suffered from growing inflation and economic 

depression. Many conservatives blamed revolutionary reforms for those economic 

problems.^^ Those Conservatives also opposed Cardenas's decision to allow Spanish 

refugees into the country. Furthermore, the colony of Spanish nationals, despite a 

number of Republican refiigees, tended to side with Franco. Pro-Franco interests easily 

disseminated their propaganda in Mexico during the Civil War. 

Some of the conservative support in Mexico was surprisingly muted compared to 

the clamor generated by Lombardo Toledano and the Mexican Left. Pope Pius XI 

publicly favored the Spanish Nationalists and called on Catholics to oppose Spanish, 

Russian, and Mexican Communism. Because of the Constitution of 1917 and the 

Cristero War, the Mexican church hierarchy was less vocal, but many local clergy 

encouraged parishioners to pray for peace and true liberty in Spain, which they 

interpreted as a Falangist victory. Others sent messages of support and encouragement 

John W. Sherman, The Mexican Right: The End of Revolutionary Reform, 
1920-1940 (Westport, CN: Praeger, 1997). Sherman's analysis goes beyond the 
traditional members of the conservative camp, suggesting how divided the country was 
until World War II. 

Albert L. Michaels, "The Crisis of Cardenismo," Journal of Latin American 
Studies 2, no. 1 (1970): 51-79. 
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directly to their Spanish counterparts. Nevertheless, official Mexican church support for 

the Nationalists remained stifled by fears of political repercussions at home. 

Other conservative interests had no compunction or legal prohibition about 

aggressively publicizing their support for the Nationalists. Generally the Right viewed 

the Spanish Civil War first as a conservative confrontation with Communism and second 

as an example of corporatism and authentic Hispanidad that should be emulated in 

Mexico. Catholic doctrine required followers to reject totalitarian oppression and 

violence. Many conservatives frequently did this by arguing that Franco was not 

totalitarian and some went so far as to argue that he was not Fascist. Writers in the 

Conservative journal Abside drew a distinction between Franco and European Fascism. 

This distinction defined Falangism as a democratic movement that offered an alternative 

to the inevitable civil war between Fascism and Communism.^'' 

Other conservatives saw Falangist Hispanidad as an alternative to the Pan-

Americanism promoted by the United States. A movement bom in the late nineteenth 

century with the creation of a regional organization that would eventually become the 

Pan American Union, Pan-Americanism experienced a series of transformations in the 

first half of the twentieth century. The idea of Pan-Americanism moved from an 

emphasis on improving inter-American trade in the first decade of the twentieth century 

Powell, 113-115. 
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to a focus on curtailing U.S. intervention in the 1920s and 1930s.^^ Despite the shifting 

meanings of Pan-Americanism, most Mexicans interpreted it as an idea dominated by the 

interests of the United States. 

Hispanidad, in contrast, stressed that the foundation of Latin American culture lay 

in its Spanish heritage or at least in the heritage of the Romanized areas of Europe.^^ This 

heritage set Latin Americans apart from the Anglo-American culture to the north. To 

many Mexicans, this cultural distinction provided the basis for resisting U.S. hegemony, 

which many associated with Pan-Americanism. Just as Communist interests used anti-

imperialism in its opposition to Fascism, pro-Fascist groups equated imperialism and 

Pan-Americanism as the basis for its propaganda in Mexico. 

The rise of Falangist activity in Mexico further divided the nation. It spurred 

local Rightist organizations to identify with conservative European ideologies. The 

incipient Sinarquista movement, in particular, drew inspiration from the Spanish 

Falange.^^ Founded in 1934 by former participants in the Cristero revolt, the Union 

Nacional Sinarquista de Mexico had grown in size and influence by 1937.^^ Members 

Alonso Aguilar Monteverde, El Panamericanismo: De la Doctrina Monroe a la 
Doctrina Johnson (Mexico City; Cuadernos Americanos, 1965). 

Fredrick B. Pike, Hispanismo, 1989-1936: Spanish Conservatives and Liberals 
and Their Relations with Spanish America (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1971). 

" Harrison, 62. 
Jean Meyer, El sinarquismo, un fascismo mexicano? 1937-1947 (Mexico City: 

Editorial J Mortiz, 1979). For a contemporary account see Mario Gill, El sinarquismo: 
Su origen, su esencia, su mision, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: C.D.R., 1944). 
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were zealous Catholics. Sinarquista leaders quickly formed alliances with local Falange 

representatives and Sinarquista rhetoric denounced Nazi aggression in theory, but in 

practice the group's policies dovetailed with Nazi rhetoric. 

The Civil War in Mexico's Press 

Mexico's newspapers offered the most accessible mass medium for both sides of 

the Spanish Civil War propaganda campaign to try to influence the public. Mainstream 

periodicals as well as special interest publications were inundated with articles, opinion 

pieces, and images promoting either the Spanish Republicans or Franco's Nationalists. 

Mexican leftists complained that the Spanish Falange fully controlled Mexico's major 

dailies through financial collusion and other forms of corruption. They claimed that the 

nation's mainstream periodicals applauded Franco and slanted their coverage 

accordingly.^^ Certainly the conservative press printed pro-Nationalist coverage and that 

the mainstream press frequently printed material sympathetic to Franco. At the same 

time, many Mexican newspapers supported the Republic and the overall coverage in the 

Mexican media was relatively balanced.'*® Regardless of these claims, a full-scale 

propaganda battle was being waged in Mexico's press. Politicians on both the Right and 

Powell, 134-135. 
Ibid., 134-144. Powell gives a thorough account of the national press and 

coverage of the Civil War. 
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Left attempted to use Spain's Civil War to gain ground in their own local ideological 

battles. 

Among these groups, leftist artists continued to use their talents to promote anti-

Franco messages throughout the Civil War. The TGP chose Chavez Morado to represent 

the group in a meeting of the International Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals in 

Valencia, Madrid, Barcelona, and Paris in 1937.'^' After returning to Mexico, he initiated 

a series of prints dedicated to the Spanish Civil War. His prints aimed to portray the 

brutality of war and to show fascism as the destroyer of civilization. The prints depicted 

darkness and despair, particularly for Spain's popular masses. The example in Figure 1.4 

entitled Bombardeo (Bombardment), shows a mother and child desperately trying to 

escape a Falangist air attack. The crying child, who appears without pants, must have 

been roused in the dead of night to escape the vicious attack. The mother looks 

desperately over her shoulder as the profile of a war plane looms large above her. In the 

background, the silhouette of a structure—^possibly the family's home—can be seen, as 

can two unidentifiable figures who possibly represent other family members lost in the 

attack. Chavez Morado's Bombardeo taps strong emotional ties to family in Mexican 

and other societies, while at the same time emphasizing the role of the mother as the 

ultimate protector of her children. Yet the figures seem alone, their futures uncertain as 

Raquel Tibol, Jose Chavez Morado: Images de Identidad Mexicana (Mexico 
City: Coordinacion de Humanidades, Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1980). 
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Figure 1.4 
TGP Poster - Bombardment 

Source: Tibol, Raquel. Jose Chavez Morado: Images de Identidad Mexicana. Mexico 
City: Coordinacion de Humanidades, Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 1980, 
71. 
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danger lurks overhead. By portraying the war in the context of popular emotions and the 

role of family, Chavez Morado attempted to appeal to the masses and win support for the 

Spanish Republicans. 

Spanish Refugees in Mexico 

As the war drew to a close and Franco emerged victorious, hundreds of thousands 

of his leftist opponents were forced to flee the country. Mexico became a primary 

destination for Republican Spanish refugees. As C^denas facilitated the relocation of 

thousands of refugees to Mexico. As early as 1937, Mexican leftist intellectuals began 

pressuring Cardenas to provide asylum for small numbers of elite Spanish leftists. By 

1938, Cardenas had expressed his willingness to take up to fifty thousand refijgees, but in 

response to pro-Franco pressures in Mexico, he delayed implementation for several 

months.''^ In the summer of 1939, Mexico began receiving thousands of Republican 

reftigees. By 1945, Mexico had received over 40,000 Spanish refiigees, who had been 

living in exile camps in France. Pro-Franco groups in Mexico incorporated this policy 

into their propaganda campaign. 

The Mexican Right reacted strongly to the large numbers of Republican exiles 

entering Mexico's borders. Many believed that Cardenas was trying to spread Spanish 

Communism to Mexico and they feared the influence the Spanish Left could have within 

''Powell, 157-159. 
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their country. Opposition to refugees was not limited to Mexican conservatives and 

Franco sympathizers. Members of Mexico's middle class who had not yet taken a strong 

stance on the Civil War frequently protested the government's refiigee policy. While not 

ardently conservative, many of the middle class feared the expansion of Communism and 

they saw Spanish exiles as an unwanted leftist influence in the country.'*^ Some Mexican 

leftists also voiced their opposition to the refugee policy. Labor unions and peasant 

groups feared that reftigees would compete for valuable jobs and land. Mexican 

intellectuals and educators frequently found themselves at odds with their Spanish 

counterparts. Nevertheless, thousands of Spanish exiles began incorporating themselves 

into Mexican life and many eventually became important contributors to the emerging 

propaganda war surrounding World War II. 

Leftist-leaning Mexicans and anti-Fascist Spaniards and Germans in exile in 

Mexico formed the Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana in Mexico in 1938. Its initial objectives 

were to combat the spread of Fascism in Mexico and to facilitate the dissemination of 

anti-Nazi propaganda. The Liga and its affiliates produced the first true anti-Nazi 

propaganda, intended to destabilize the Nazi apparatus in Mexico as well as in Europe. 

In 1938, the Mexican government still had not become involved in the developing 

Michaels: 73-76. It is unclear to what extent C^denas's refugee policy may 
have swayed some of the moderate middle class into the far-right camp, but clearly the 
middle class was feeling greatly threatened by many of the administration's policies. 
Michaels outlines the culmination of these problems as the "Crisis of Cardenismo." 
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propaganda battle. Likewise, the United States and Western Europe had focused little 

attention on swaying public opinion against Germany. Therefore, the most important 

anti-Nazi information being produced in 1938 came from the Liga. 

Defining Moments and World War II 

As conflict in Spain began to subside in 1938, German and Italian aggression 

began to escalate. The two nations had been re-militarizing in violation of international 

peace agreements and had formed the Rome-Berlin Axis in 1936. By the end of the 

Spanish Civil War, it appeared that European aggression would continue through the 

German and Italian armies. Propaganda messages in Mexico shifted accordingly, as the 

country turned its attention to the prospect of Axis expansion. 

The propaganda war fluctuated tremendously in the last two years of the 1930s. 

Mexican attitudes toward European events responded to a series of defining moments in 

1938 and 1939. First, Germany's annexation of Austria in the spring of 1938 shifted 

propagandists' attention away fi-om the Spanish Civil War and focused it on German and 

Italian aggression. Throughout 1938 and most of 1939, the propaganda battle 

emphasized a confrontation between Fascism and Communism in European affairs. The 

Munich Accords and Hitler's invasion of Czechoslovakia in the fall of 1938 marks the 

second defining moment, which further escalated the ideological polemic. The sparring 
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between rightist and leftist interests culminated in an unexpected final turning point in 

the fall of 1939. The Soviet Union and Nazi Germany entered into a non-aggression 

pact, which completely changed the nature of the propaganda war in Mexico. The 

tenuous official alliance between the two powers brought a short-term end to the 

Communist-Fascist propaganda confrontation in Mexico. It also coincided with the 

beginning of World War II and the creation of an official propaganda agency by 

European allies. 

On March 17, 1938, the German army invaded Austria. The invasion provoked a 

period of intense propaganda in Mexico's press. Prior to the armexation, the mainstream 

Mexican press had paid little attention to Germany's activities in Europe. Throughout 

1938, German propagandists began working to manipulate editorials in mainstream 

newspapers to win support among the Mexican public. Arthur Dietrich and his staff 

subsidized Mexican newspapers and in exchange editors printed material favorable to the 

Axis. Nazi agents developed a series of pro-German themes meant specifically to appeal 

to Mexicans. Their strategies included trying to rouse sympathy for the plight of 

Germans against the imperialist Allied powers after World War I and glorifying 

militarism. They played up the nationalist aspects of Nazism to appeal to Mexican 

national pride and anti-American sentiments. These propaganda themes proved useful to 

Nazi agents in Mexico, but the most successful and most widely used propaganda 
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strategy before the fall of 1939 involved setting Nazism against Communism and 

provoking fears that Communist subversives were taking over the country.'*'' 

As world war seemed imminent, German propagandists began paying subsidies to 

Mexican newspapers and periodicals. U.S. military intelligence reports in 1939 indicated 

that many of the country's most popular newspapers and magazines received large sums 

of money every month from a bank account that had been traced to the German military 

attache in Washington.'*^ In particular, the two most widely-read Mexico City dailies. 

Excelsior and El Universal, were believed to be receiving large subsidies.'*® Other 

newspapers and periodicals on the Nazi payroll included Revista de Revistas, Hoy, 

Ahora, Diario de la Guerra, Noticias Militarias, Combate, Hispanidad, La Semana, 

Accion Nacional, Espana Popular, La Marsellesa, Avanzada, Afirmacion, Ser, Perfdes, 

El Espectador and El Observador^^ 

Conservative special interest groups owned and operated many of the periodicals 

under Nazi influence. For example, Diario de la Guerra was funded exclusively by the 

German embassy. The Spanish Falange operated Hispanidad and Espana Popular and 

far-right interest groups produced Accion Nacional. The circulation of these special 

'*'* Avinola Pastora Rodriguez, "La prensa nacional frente a la intervencion de 
Mexico en la segunda guerra mundial," Historia Mexicana 29, no. 2 (1979): 252-300. 

Harrison, 54-55. 
Throughout this study, I refer to these two newspapers as the "mainstream" 

press and the "independent" press interchangeably. 
Harrison, 54-55. 
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interest publications was quite small and devoted to Mexicans with far-right tendencies. 

Excelsior and El Universal on the other hand were the large independent dailies in the 

country, with a combined daily circulation of nearly 300,000.''^ They were based in 

Mexico City, but also circulated nation-wide. Anti-Fascists considered the Nazi 

propaganda appearing in these two newspapers a serious threat. German subsidies 

contributed to editors' willingness to print pro-Nazi material, but the nature of these two 

mainstream periodicals further explains their pro-German leanings in the late 1930s. 

Both Excelsior and El Universal boasted a readership composed primarily of the urban 

middle and upper classes. These segments of the population tended to value certain 

national and individual characteristics that they saw reflected in Nazism.''® Many had felt 

threatened economically by the dominance of the United States in Mexican business 

affairs.^" They saw the United States as an imperialist country bent on extending its 

economic influence worldwide. 

Many business leaders tended to admire Germany and Italy. To many middle and 

upper class Mexicans, these nations represented the plight of all smaller coxmtries against 

imperialist powers. In particular, Mexican business leaders demonstrated a keen 

appreciation for the economic successes that Hitler and Mussolini had been able to 

achieve in the midst of worldwide depression. They saw many similarities between 

Ibid., 52. 
Rodriguez: 259. 
Michaels: 61. 
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German and Italian experiences and those of their own country. They interpreted Hitler's 

and Mussolini's actions as stubborn defiance of the imperialist inclinations of the United 

States.^' 

Many Mexicans responded to the anti-imperialist nature of Fascist propaganda 

and equated support for Germany as opposition to the United States. They believed that 

the Treaty of Versailles, which ended the First World War, had treated Germany unfairly. 

They blamed the United States, Great Britain, and France for the harsh conditions and 

large reparations imposed on Germany in the treaty. Editorials in Excelsior and El 

Universal saw early German attempts at expansion in Europe as correcting the 

inequalities created at Versailles.^^ 

Many readers of Excelsior and El Universal were also motivated by fears of 

Communism. Revolutionary reforms implemented by C&'denas were too close to 

Communism for the country's business leaders. Members of the middle and upper class 

saw their economic interests threatened by agrarian reform and policies protecting 

workers. Cardenas's oil policies, while initially sparking widespread national support, 

also began to weigh heavily on the minds of industrialists. They feared that the same 

mechanisms used to expropriate foreign properties could eventually be turned on them. 

Rodriguez develops the theme of anti-imperialism in great detail throughout her 
article. 

Rodriguez: 259. 
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German propagandists capitalized on these existing tendencies among Mexico's 

upper and middle classes by subsidizing major newspapers in exchange for printing pro-

German editorials. Dietrich and his propaganda staff demonstrated a distinct awareness 

of Mexican culture and national tendencies in the way they modified their propaganda 

messages to appeal to Mexicans. 

Reactions in the mainstream press to the annexation of Austria illustrate the 

inclinations of upper- and middle-class Mexicans. German-sponsored editorials 

emphasized that the annexation of Austria by Germany was not achieved by violent 

conquest, but rather was a peaceful union of ethnic equals. They insisted that the only 

opposition to the Austrian-German merger came from 178,000 Jews in Vienna who 

exerted disproportionate economic and political influence." The independent press also 

attacked the Soviet response to the annexation. Soviet leaders pushed strongly for an 

international anti-Fascist front, which would comprise an alliance between the Soviet 

Union, Great Britain, and France.^"* Propaganda in the Mexican press accused the Soviet 

Union of inciting German aggression and doubted Soviet sincerity in promoting freedom 

and democracy.^^ 

"Ibid.: 275. See also El Universal (March 18, 1938). 
Soviet leaders had initiated earlier attempts to form an alliance to no avail. 

Great Britain and France rejected their proposals and an alliance between the nations did 
not occur until after Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941. 

El Universal (March 19, 1938) 



60 

The Anti-Fascist's Response 

In 1938, anti-Fascist countries did not have an organized strategy to combat 

German propaganda. The most important anti-Fascist information came from leftist 

Mexicans, such as labor leaders and members of the Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana. The 

Mexican Left engaged in the propaganda battle by confronting Fascism ideologically. 

Mexican Communists isolated aspects of the Fascist ideology that threatened national 

pride. They emphasized that German aggression and the Fascist ideology in general 

represented a grave threat to Mexican well-being. 

The most aggressive printed opposition to pro-German propaganda appeared in El 

Popular. Follov^ing the annexation of Austria, El Popular adopted the CTM's pro-

Communist line and tended to print material favorable to the Soviet Union. Lombardo 

Toledano also appeared at several international labor meetings in Europe in the spring of 

1938. He used those opportunities to denounce the British and French ambivalence in his 

pubic speeches. He stated that their compromising attitudes based on the theory of the 

"lesser of two evils" was "contrary to the interests of humanity."'^ Lombardo Toledano 

particularly appealed to the working class to take a stand against Fascist aggression. 

Leftists in the Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana also pursued an aggressive campaign 

against Fascism in Mexico. In 1938, members organized a total of thirty conferences in 

Millon, 109. 
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Mexico City with anti-Nazi themes as the basis of their propaganda strategy. Hosted at 

the Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico City, each conference attracted audiences of 1,000 

to 5,000 people.^^ Mexico City's major radio stations broadcast Liga conferences and 

other programs to reach even larger audiences.^^ Liga members hired TOP artists to 

produce anti-Fascist posters, which corresponded to each of the conference themes. Liga 

members displayed the posters throughout Mexico City both to advertise the conference 

events and to spread anti-Nazi messages. 

The first series of conferences in the summer of 1938 focused on combating 

Fascism and its themes centered on the nature of the ideology in countries such as 

Germany, Italy, Japan, and Spain. Posters associated with the conferences typically 

associated Fascism with death and destruction. A conference poster entitled "Fascism in 

Latin America" portrayed Fascism as a fierce beast, resembling an alligator, poised to 

strike against a figure with strong indigenous features. One of the most persuasive anti-

Fascist posters was produced for the July 6 conference that featured Vicente Lombardo 

Toledano as a guest speaker. (Figure 1.5) The poster's caption reads, "How to Fight 

Fascism" and below the caption appear four figures representing Mexican society. From 

left to right, a businessman, a soldier, a laborer, and a peasant lock arms in unity. Not 

A complete account of the Liga's first year activities can be found in Liga Pro-
Cultura Alemana en Mexico, "Actividades Desarrolladas en el Primer Ano de Nuestra 
Existencia, May 22, 1939, AGN RP/LC 135.2/335 (Hereafter Actividades, AGN RP/LC). 

Schuler, 140. 
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Figure 1.5 
TGP Poster - How to Fight Fascism 

Source: Taller de Grafica Popular, Inv. 103-0363 
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only do these figures represent Mexican society in the 1930s, they also represent the 

various factions of the revolution, which had since been incorporated into the national 

official political party. This poster, produced by the TGP in conjunction with the Liga, 

encompassed the message of national unity that the Mexican government had been trying 

to achieve, and eventually would become the basis for the government's propaganda 

campaign.^' 

In another popular public event, the Liga hosted a memorial service for Nobel 

Peace Prize winner Carl von Ossietzky in May 1938 at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Only 

two weeks earlier, von Ossietzky had died in Berlin after spending five years in a 

German concentration camp. At the memorial service, von Ossietzky was honored by 

representatives from various countries, including Mexico, France, England, Spain, and 

Italy.®" The service provided a suitable forum for Liga members to denounce Nazi 

repression and atrocities, particularly against a Nobel Prize wiimer who was 

internationally renowned as a pacifist. Leftist messages in the first half of 1938 

addressed German and Italian aggression and conveyed a warning to Mexicans that 

Fascism would only bring destruction. 

Throughout 1938, Cardenas gradually began to take a more aggressive stand 

against Nazi aggression. In a September meeting of the International Congress against 

See Chapters 5 and 6. 
Actividades, AGN RP/LC 
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War, he gave speech promoting freedom and pacifism. While he avoided specifying 

Nazi and Fascist aggressors, he publicly denounced "dictatorial" practices. He also 

framed his message in terms of a proletarian struggle against "instigators of war."®' He 

began borrowing the rhetoric of Lombardo Toledano and the CTM and reinforced the 

working class's ideological identification with the developing European conflict. 

A second defining moment in the propaganda battle came in September 1938 with 

the Munich Accords between Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. The agreement 

gave Hitler the right to invade the Sudeten area of Czechoslovakia, but stipulated that he 

must not seize any other European territory. Excelsior and Universal ignored the fact 

that the Munich Accord was little more than an attempt at appeasement by Great Britain 

and France. Instead, the newspapers used the opportunity to attack Communism and 

applauded the fact that the Soviet Union was excluded from the Munich talks.®^ Their 

reports claimed that "the world breathed a sigh of relief at the successfijl termination of 

the conference.^^ Editorials emphasized that Nazism had saved Germany from 

Communist influence. El Universal reported, "Germany was on the brink of falling into 

the Marxist abyss, but conservative forces triumphed, saving the Reich from chaos."®'* 

Alfonso Maya Nava, ed.. La segunda guerra mundial desde El Universal: 
1933-1939 (Mexico City: El Universal, Campania Periodfstica Nacional S.A. de C.V., 
1989), 155-157. 

Rodriguez: 262-263. 
® El Universal (October 1, 1938). 
^ El Universal (October 27, 1938) quoted in Rodriguez: 263. 
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German propagandists in Mexico influenced editorials in the major newspapers to 

present Fascism as a pacifist ideology whose main objective was to rid the world of 

Commxmism.®^ 

Editorials in El Popular criticized Great Britain and France for isolating the 

Soviet Union at the Munich talks and they saw German expansionist tendencies as direct 

threats to the territorial sovereignty of the Soviet Union. Lombardo Toledano published 

a special edition of Futuro in response to what he called "the Munich betrayal."®^ He 

warned that appeasement would eventually bring war and he began cautioning against 

Mexican neutrality. 

A later series of conferences sponsored by the Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana 

coincided with the Munich accords. Once again, TGP artists produced posters to 

advertise the series. The autumn conferences emphasized Nazism as a threat to 

individual and social interests. A September conference featured Nazism as a threat to 

the countryside. Posters advertising the event portrayed a swastika-clad arm hoarding 

bundles of healthy wheat, while a gaunt pair of peasant hands clutches a broken stalk. 

(Figure 1.6) The peasant seems to be appealing to Nazi authorities to aid in the "Tragedy 

of the Countryside." Liga member and TGP artists hoped the image would appeal to the 

agrarian segment of the Mexican public. The coimtry's long history of agricultural 

Ibid.: 262-264. 
Millon, 109. 
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Figure 1.6 
TGP Poster - The Tragedy of the Countryside 

Source; Taller de Grafica Popular, Inv. 108-CL 



67 

disputes made the "Tragedy in the Countryside" a particularly salient theme in the late 

1930s. 

The October conference took up the theme of Nazi's "Lost Youth." Emphasizing 

the Nazi propensity for indoctrinating its youth with a nationalistic, conservative, and 

militant ideology, the conference aimed to strike a sjonpathetic chord in Mexican society. 

The poster in Figure 1.7 shows the silhouette of a young face, superimposed by a figure 

that has become a military machine. Decked in tank treads and sporting bayoneted 

sleeves, the figure is an apt representation of militarism. No face is visible on the 

military figure, indicating that militarist propaganda has blinded the young person. For a 

nation recovering fi-om a decade-long, violent revolution such as Mexico, the image of 

blindly militarized youth was shocking as most Mexicans remembered with horror the 

militarization of the entire society only twenty years earlier. 

The Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana pushed the limits of its propaganda strategy by 

attempting to appeal to Mexico's long tradition with Catholicism. Aware that much of 

the country's ardently pro-Catholic public supported the Spanish Falange—and by 

extension supported international Fascism—^the Liga organized a conference to convince 

Catholics that Nazism was an anti-Catholic doctrine, hi the October conference, entitled 

"Cross and Swastika," the Liga portrayed a Nazi figure with grotesque and evil hands 

breaking a crucifix (Figure 1.8). The Nazi figure clearly had established a firm grip on 

the cross prior to breaking it, just as Liga members feared Fascist powers had been 



Figure 1.7 
TGP Poster - Lost 

Source: Taller de Grafica Popular, Inv. 109-CL 



Figure 1.8 
TGP Poster - Cross and Swastika 

Source: Taller de Grafica Popular, Inv. 111-CL 
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tightening their grip on Mexican Cathohcs. The Liga wanted to convince Mexican 

Catholics that Nazism was a major threat to their existence. 

The Liga took advantage of the large number of writers in its membership and 

published a book entitled La Verdadera Cultura Alemana in 1938.®^ It contained 

excerpts of speeches delivered at one of its conferences on the authentic German culture. 

The book and the series of conferences attempted to demonstrate that Nazism did not 

equal German. They emphasized positive aspects of German culture by celebating 

Germany's musical tradition, much of which had been censored by the German Reich. 

They also stressed that Germany had a rich history of intellectual pursuits and that the 

Nazi party had destroyed much of that history by banning and burning books by popular 

German scholars. 

The propaganda activities of the Liga in 1938 provoked immediate and aggressive 

reaction from the German embassy in Mexico City. On April 22, 1938, German 

Ambassador H. Freiherr Rudt von Collenbert sent a strongly-worded letter to Mexico's 

Ministry of Foreign Relations protesting the Liga's upcoming conference series at Bellas 

Artes. In his correspondence, von Collenbert argued that none of the leaders of the Liga 

were of German nationality. He considered the conferences to be organized attacks and 

he expressed his concern over the effects they would have in Mexico's German 

La Verdadera Cultura Alemana: 6 Actos Culturales Organizados por la Liga 
Pro-Cultura Alemana en Mexico, Ediciones Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana en Mexico, 1939, 
AGN RP/MAC 704/297. 
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community. Furthermore, he argued that the conferences misrepresented Nazi-Germany 

to the rest of Mexico. Von Collenbert expressed concern that the Liga had the official 

sanction of the Mexican government since the conferences were being held at Bellas 

Artes.^^ 

A similar letter arrived to the Ministry of Foreign Relations on September 14, 

1938 to protest a second series of conferences. At the first conference in the series, PRM 

President Luis I. Rodriguez delivered the keynote address. Rodriguez's participation 

fiirther angered German officials and fed suspicions that the Mexican government was 

secretly sanctioning the Liga's activities. The content of Rodriguez's speech was 

particularly offensive to the German diplomat. He had accused Hitler of only having 

destructive ambitions and claimed that the German dictator had assassinated many of his 

close friends in cold blood. The German Legation also took offense at Rodriguez's 

comments that Hitler was physically weak and that his mental well-being was 

compromised because his youth had characterized by failures.® 

The German embassy used Rodriguez's position as a representative of Mexico's 

main political party as the basis of its protest. Furthermore, after the earlier series of 

conferences, the Mexican Ministry of Foreign Relations had assured the Ambassador that 

H. Freiherr Rudt von Collenbert to Don Eduardo Hay, April 22, 1939, SREIII-
1703-8, Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana en Mexico. 

Eduardo Hay to Secreary of Education, October 11, 1939, SRE III-1703-8, Liga 
Pro-Cultura Alemana en Mexico. Ambassador von Collenbert's letter is cited in a letter 
from the Mexican Foreign Secretary to the Secretary of Education. 
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Bellas Artes would no longer be the setting of such anti-Nazi activities. Citing the local 

press, the Ambassador ftirther charged that Mexico's Secretary of Education had attended 

the conference and other government officials had committed to speaking at fiiture 

programs. 

German diplomatic complaints escalated in October when the Liga colluded with 

a German immigrant after the German government refused to grant his wife of Spanish 

ancestry Aryan status. He had received a letter and a questionnaire asking him to prove 

that his wife's family was free of Indian ethnicity. The Liga and the TGP copied the 

letter and questionnaire and produced a series of pamphlets and posters which stated, 

"Mexicans, do you know that you are a race of second class?"^° Their ethnic-based 

propaganda strategy ignited racial sensitivities among Mexicans and provoked a backlash 

against Nazism. Ultimately, the Mexican government refused to become involved, citing 

the right to freedom of speech and the right of the Liga to congregate. The C^denas 

administration maintained its distance from the propaganda war in this instance, just as it 

had in earlier instances prior to 1938. 

On October 15, 1938 the German army occupied the Sudetenland in accordance 

with the Munich Accord. Five months later. Hitler confirmed the fears of many world 

leaders by invading the rest of Czechoslovakia. Excelsior £ind El Universal limited their 

commentary to coverage largely taken from the New York Times and the United Press 

™ Schuler, 140-141. 
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wire service/' El Nacional, on the other hand, reflected the growing opposition of the 

Cardenas administration by denouncing Hitler's actions as well as the willingness of 

British and French leaders to "deliver Czechoslovakia to the voracious Nazis."^^ Likewise, 

El Popular took an aggressive stand, accusing Germany of "annihilating 

Czechoslovakia." Its editors considered Hitler an "acute menace to world peace."" 

Nazi-Soviet Pact and Mexican Propaganda 

A final defining moment came on August 23, 1939 when Nazi Germany and the 

Soviet Union entered into a nonaggression pact. The agreement, which resulted from a 

series of secret negotiations, divided eastern Europe into German and Soviet spheres of 

influence. At the same time, the two countries agreed not to attack each other and to 

consult with each other on issues of collective security for a period of ten years. As 

knowledge of the pact became public, world leaders became increasingly concerned that 

the alliance between Germany and the Soviet Union would threaten the delicate balance 

of world peace. Indeed, in accord with the agreement, Germany invaded Poland from the 

west on September 1 and the Soviet Union invaded from the east on September 17. In 

MayaNava, ed., 153-162. 
El Nacional (March 13,1939). 

" El Popular (March 16, 1939). 
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response to Nazi aggression, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany on 

September 3, thus beginning World War II. 

The nonaggression pact and the outbreak of war had important repercussions on 

propaganda in Mexico. Most importantly, the content of wartime information changed 

considerably. The awkward alliance of powers representing the opposing ideologies of 

Nazism and Communism meant that the two could no longer attack each other in wartime 

rhetoric. Interest groups on the Mexican Right and Left had to look for alternate 

messages in their discussions of the war. As a result, the Left fell silent as the leading 

anti-Fascist voice in Mexico and both sides took up the cause of anti-imperialism. 

The CTM and El Popular interpreted the nonaggression pact as a defensive 

strategy on the part of Joseph Stalin. Its editorials argued that the Soviet Union needed a 

brief alliance with Hitler to allow itself time to build up a viable military for an eventual 

German attack. Editors did not encourage the alliance, but rather understood and 

justified it. After August, El Popular shifted its approach to wartime information. It 

began presenting the war as an imperialist conflict that did not concern Mexico. Vicente 

Lombardo Toledano's stance mirrored that of the CTM. In his writings and public 

speeches, he denounced the European War as an imperialist conflict. He urged Mexico 

to take a position of strict neutrality.^'' 

''Millon, 109-110. 
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Other leftist organizations fell silent as well. The Liga Pro-Cultura Alemana, 

which had been one of Fascism's most vocal opponents in 1938, temporarily 

discontinued its public opposition.^^ The group quietly continued to secure asylum for 

leftist German refugees, but the powerful anti-Fascist messages they had once produced 

ceased. The TGP also withdrew from the propaganda war. After 1938 the artist group 

began experiencing financial problems and lacked the means to produce large quantities 

of posters and other broadsides for mass distribution in public spaces. Their financial 

hardships coincided with the new alliance between Hitler and Stalin. Therefore, after 

1939 the TGP shifted its focus from producing and distributing broadsides to organizing 

graphic and printing workshops to earn money. 

Likewise, the anti-Communist message of German propaganda changed in 1939 

with the Nazi-Soviet Pact. At that point, other themes developed by Arthur Dietrich's 

office replaced the attack on Communism. German propagandists incorporated existing 

anti-Americanism in Mexico into their propaganda. This aspect of German propaganda 

appeared as early as 1938, but became increasingly prominent as the war evolved and the 

United States came closer to joining the conflict. 

Perhaps the most profound change in wartime rhetoric appeared in the 

mainstream press after the Nazi-Soviet alliance. Editorials in Excelsior and El Universal 

No sources from the Liga appear in the archival record between 1940 and 1942. 
Prignitz, 67-72. 
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became increasingly antagonistic toward both Germany and the Soviet Union after 

August 19397^ Although evidence suggests that the two independent newspapers may 

have still been receiving subsidies, the tone of their editorials became increasingly anti-

totalitarian. Once again, the nature of the readership of these two dailies explains their 

positions. Both newspapers used the outbreak of war to continue their attacks on 

Communism, which was now allied with Fascism. As a consequence, Fascist powers 

faced increasing hostility in the mainstream press. 

Excelsior and El Universal argued that the Soviet Union was primarily 

responsible for starting the war because Stalin had guaranteed Hitler a peaceful and 

stable eastern front. 

What upset the balance was one of the most comical betrayals ever 
recorded in diplomatic history: the Moscow felony. The German-Soviet 
pact brought Germany to re-affirm its designs over Danzig ... Who can be 
pointed out as the instigator, if not Russia?^^ 

El Universal acknowledged at first that Germany was the principal aggressor in 

the action against Poland. Stories coming from German news agencies portrayed Hitler 

as a strong and decisive leader in his actions in Poland.^^ A September l story from a German 

news agency claimed that German military action was not an act of war, but a punitive expedition 

This argument challenges the analysis of wartime propaganda made by Stephen 
Niblo and Jose Luis Ortiz Garza. This debate is covered in greater detail in chapter 2. 

El Universal (September 2,1939) quoted in Rodriguez: 265. 
El Universal (August 24, 1939) in Maya Nava, ed., 194-195. 
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in response to Polish aggression on German soil the day before/® By the time Great Britain 

and France declared war on Germany, El Universal had begun to characterize Nazi behavior 

as wartime aggression. 

Once the Soviet Union invaded Poland, the mainstream press became 

increasingly anti-totalitarian. The headline of a September 17 story illustrates the press's 

opposition to the Soviet Union. El Universal reported that Stalin had sent troops into 

Poland "by Fire and Sword" (a sangre y fuego).^' This headline bears a striking contrast 

to headlines such as, "It is Not War, Just an Expedition" and "The (Soviet) Betrayal That 

Unleashed War" to describe German activities there.^^ Despite the contrast in the 

portrayal of the two belligerents in the first weeks of the war, newspaper coverage in the 

final months of 1939 recognized German culpability and increasingly referred to the 

collective totalitarian threat posed by both Germany and the Soviet Union. 

Conclusion 

Mexican attitudes toward European events between 1933 and 1940 evolved from 

ambivalence to alarmist. Many Mexicans identified with the ideologies that emerged in 

Europe in response to World War I and economic depression. Special interests on the 

Ibid., 196. 
Ibid., 207. 

^Mbid., 196-197. 
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Left became vocal opponents of Fascism and began to define the Mexico's Revolution 

explicitly in Marxist terms. Likewise, the Right identified with the anti-imperialist and 

anti-Cormnunist nature of Fascism and moved to promote that ideology in Mexico. As a 

result, divisions that remained in Mexico as remnants of the 1910 revolution deepened. 

Extremist factions began to redefine the revolution according to European ideologies and 

they reacted to revolutionary reforms implemented by the Cardenas administration 

accordingly. 
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Chapter 2 

A Blueprint for Propaganda: Diplomacy and the OIAA (1940-41) 

Donald Rowland produced The History of the Office of the Coordinator for Inter-

American Affairs (OIAA) as part of the Historical Reports on War Administration in 

1947.' The report tells the history of a short-lived U.S. government wartime agency 

between 1940 and 1946. The report details the bureaucratic side of the OIAA, which 

became the powerful propaganda voice representing U.S. anti-Axis interests in Latin 

America during the war. According to Rowland's account, between mid-1940 and the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor late in 1941, the agency went through an organization 

stage, devising U.S. wartime strategies for Latin America. The OIAA developed its 

"Propaganda Blueprint" by emphasizing economic and cultural cooperation between the 

United States and its southern neighbors.^ Rowland's report did not make a direct link 

between economic and cultural strategies. Indeed the agency's language in its planning 

phase emphasized promoting economic cooperation in the interest of hemispheric 

' An executive order on July 30, 1941 reorganized the Office for Coordination of 
Commercial and Cultural Relations between the American Republics and renamed it the 
Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs. In 1942, it was again reorganized 
and renamed the Office of Inter-American Affairs. It maintained as its primary objective 
the coordination of the cultural and commercial relations of the United States affecting 
hemispheric defense. For the purpose of consistency, the agency will be referred to as 
the OIAA in this study. 

^ "Propaganda Blueprint" is a term that the agency used in internal 
correspondence beginning in 1941. 
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security. Nevertheless, a thorough analysis of this blueprint stage reveals that in its first 

year of operation, the OIAA began laying a foundation that later became the basis for a 

campaign to promote a culture exchange that was intertwined with economic 

cooperation, led by the United States in the hemisphere. 

The United States became involved in the propaganda war in Mexico in early 

1940. The U.S. diplomatic staff in Mexico had observed the propaganda campaigns that 

developed in the late 1930s and even had participated to a moderate degree in promoting 

pro-U.S. material in the national press.^ As war broke out in Europe, policy-makers in 

the United States began to identify new security concerns at home and abroad and a 

propaganda campaign in Mexico and the rest of Latin America took on a new sense of 

urgency. The heightening of wartime hostilities revealed the vulnerability of the Western 

Hemisphere to Axis invasion and it highlighted the strategic importance of many Latin 

American covintries as suppliers of wartime materiel for Allied powers. Economic 

concerns and raw material needs played on the minds of many Americans. Government 

officials struggled to find new ways to ensure economic stability and access to necessaiy 

resources. U.S. leaders also considered ways to protect the security of the hemisphere. 

Therefore, U.S. involvement in World War II coincided with new attention among 

government leaders toward Latin American countries and their role as defensive and 

^ Stephen R. Niblo, Mexico in the 1940s: Modernity, Politics, and Corruption 
(Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1999), 329-333; and Jose Luis Ortiz Garza, Mexico en 
guerra (Mexico City: Grupo Editorial Planeta, 1989), 83. 
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economic allies. To combat Axis aggression and wartime economic turmoil, government 

leaders implemented a policy aimed a forging hemispheric unity with the American 

Republics.'' 

U.S. diplomatic efforts to smooth over relations with Latin American nations 

began with a series of Inter-American conferences in the 1930s and resulted in various 

resolutions outlining intentions to cooperate. The resolutions contained strong 

diplomatic rhetoric, but they lacked any guarantee of compliance.^ U.S. relations with 

Mexico became increasingly contentious when the Cardenas administration expropriated 

American oil interests in 1938 and a U.S. boycott of Mexican oil drove Cardenas into a 

commercial relationship with Germany and Japan. As the war began in Europe in 1939, 

U.S.-Mexican relations had reached its nadir as leaders on both sides were consumed 

with the oil controversy. The fall of France to German forces in 1940 compelled U.S. 

leaders to put aside their grievances and to concentrate on improving relations with all of 

Latin America. 

OIAA, Latin America: Its People, Resources, Problems, and Share in the War 
(Washington D.C.: Office of Liter-American Affairs, 1942). In this pamphlet the U.S. 
government defined the American Republics as the United States plus all independent 
Spanish, Portuguese, and French-speaking nations in the Americas with the exception of 
Canada. The term will be used in this way throughout the dissertation. 

' J. Manuel Espinosa, Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 
1936-1948, International Information and Cultural Series 110 (Washington, D.C.: Bureau 
of Education and Cultural Affairs, U.S. Department of State, 1976). 



82 

The United States formed the OIAA for the Latin American region in August 

1940. The agency was to promote greater cultural and economic awareness between the 

United States and all of Latin America.^ In its first year, the agency devoted most of its 

time and resources to organizing its strategy for Latin America and produced little in the 

way of propaganda material. Nevertheless, in that first year the agency laid an importEint 

basis for its aggressive propaganda campaign later in the war. 

As the United States became increasingly involved in producing wartime 

information in Mexico, domestic events were occurring which had important 

repercussions for the country's official stance on the war. Two issues dominated 

Mexican public debate in 1940. First, the country found itself in a polemical sparring 

match with the U.S. public. In reaction to Cardenas's expropriation of the oil industry, 

the U.S. press printed scathing diatribes against Mexican society. The 1940 presidential 

election in Mexico also captured the attention of many. As a result, the mainstream press 

seemed much more interested in following these two stories than in the coverage of the 

war in Europe. Excelsior and El Universal covered the events unfolding in Europe, but 

the war took a backseat to domestic politics and the oil controversy in both news reports 

and editorials. 

® Donald W. Rowland, History of the Ojfice of the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Affairs (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1947). This is the only 
published work available on the agency. 
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Official and popular attitudes toward the war began to change in 1941. The new 

president, Manuel Avila Camacho, seemed much more willing than his predecessor to 

make formal, public wartime agreements with the United States. A series of economic 

agreements pushed the two countries toward commercial cooperation. Commercial 

treaties gave way to other forms of diplomatic cooperation as the Mexican government 

began to move against Axis interests by seizing their ships in Mexican harbors and 

passing anti-sabotage legislation. At the same time, the U.S. government published its 

"blacklists" of individuals and businesses in Mexico suspected of aiding Axis powers and 

began to boycott them. 

Wartime events had reached a critical point in terms of U.S.-Mexican relations by 

June. In that month, Germany broke the Nazi-Soviet alliance by invading the Soviet 

Union. That action resulted in renewed divisions between Mexican leftists and 

conservative interests. At the same time, German submarines began attacking U.S. ships 

in the Atlantic. War with Japan seemed inevitable in the Pacific. With World War II 

quickly approaching the Western Hemisphere, U.S. and Mexican leaders finally resolved 

the outstanding oil controversy. One month later, wartime pressures culminated with the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. By December 1941, the nature of wartime information 

had changed significantly in Mexico as the United States and the Mexican governments 

became more directly involved in producing propaganda and had a blueprint for future 

information campaigns. 
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The United States, the Good Neighbor Policy, and Hemispheric Alliances 

Policy-makers in the United States developed a two-part strategy for encouraging 

Western Hemispheric solidarity. U.S. officials first sought to establish diplomatic 

alliances with Latin American nations, and then aimed to build closer cultural bonds 

between the United States and its southern neighbors. Through this policy, U.S. leaders 

hoped to foment strong diplomatic bonds, which would be rooted in a solid base of 

popular support throughout Latin America. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and U.S. diplomats encouraged Latin American 

political leaders to construct a strong, official hemispheric alliance against Axis 

aggression. Roosevelt faced considerable challenges in Latin America during the 1930s. 

U.S. intervention in the Western Hemisphere had produced significant anti-American 

sentiments throughout Latin America. Mexico was no exception. The U.S. invasion of 

Mexico during the 1846 war with the subsequent loss of Mexican territory still weighed 

heavily in the minds of many nationalists in Mexico, hi recent memory, the United 

States had intervened in Veracruz and Tampico during the revolutionary conflict. U.S. 

oil interests had dominated U.S.-Mexican relations until Lazaro Cardenas expropriated 

U.S. oil companies and nationalized the oil industry in 1938. By the 1940s, Mexicans 
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had developed a strong sense of anti-Americanism based on military invasion, border 

disputes, political interventions, and economic aggression.^ 

Roosevelt understood that the potential for world war in the 1940s posed great 

risks to the United States and to the security of the Western Hemisphere. Nazi Germany 

aimed to become a singular world power through conquest and conciliation. He looked 

back to World War I, when only Cuba declared war in coalition with the United States. 

In fact, eight Latin American countries—including Mexico—remained completely 

neutral, refusing to become embroiled in the European conflict. U.S. officials feared that 

any Latin American nations not fiilly allied with the United States by default would 

support Germany. Roosevelt could not afford to allow nations so close geographically to 

the United States to fall under the influence of the Germans. Any Nazi stronghold in the 

Western Hemisphere would threaten the security of the United States. 

Hoping to create a sense of inter-American cooperation and to avoid the 

hemispheric divisions of World War I, Roosevelt devised his Good Neighbor Policy 

toward Latin America. Established in his 1933 inaugural address, the policy marked a 

clear shift away from interventionist and hegemonic policies employed by the United 

^ Espinosa; Lester D. Langley, Mexico and the United States: The Fragile 
Relationship (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 21-25; and Josefina Zoraida V^quez 
and Lorenzo Meyer, The United States and Mexcio (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1985), 153. Meyer argues that strong nationalism was directed against U.S. 
influence in Mexico during World War II. 
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States in the Western Hemisphere in earlier decades.^ Roosevelt understood the need for 

hemispheric solidarity during a time of growing conflict in Europe. The onset on the 

Great Depression in 1929 had combined with new extremist ideologies of Fascism and 

Communism to produce a volatile atmosphere in Latin America. The United States 

needed to make amends with its own neighbors before Latin Americans became attracted 

to these European ideological currents. Mexicans' divided responses to European events 

in the 1930s confirmed U.S. concerns. By guaranteeing a policy of non-intervention in 

Latin America and by establishing reciprocal trade agreements, the Good Neighbor 

Policy set the stage for hemispheric cooperation on an official level. 

A second component of the U.S. plan for encouraging cooperation among Latin 

American nations began to evolve in the late 1930s. While persuading Latin American 

governments to cooperate with the United States was an important part of their strategy, 

U.S. officials recognized that a threat remained among Latin America's popular masses. 

Good Neighbor diplomacy had produced official decrees proclaiming a policy of non

intervention by the United States and reciprocal trade agreements between the U.S. and 

individual Latin American nations. Nevertheless, those formal agreements frequently 

met a cool reception at the popular level. Roosevelt and his diplomatic staff concluded 

that to secure hemispheric defense, they needed to encourage a sense of cultural 

^ Bryce Wood, The Making of the Good Neighbor Policy (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1961). 
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understanding throughout the region. U.S. diplomats began to formulate strategies to 

export U.S. culture to Latin America in an attempt to strengthen popular support for a 

hemispheric alliance. U.S. concern for popular support in Latin American coincided with 

attention to public opinion being measured through opinion polls in the United States. 

Government leaders did not define "popular" in their rhetoric outlining new strategies in 

Latin America, but U.S. representatives in Mexico and the rest of Latin America 

eventually used similar polling methods to measure popular opinion abroad.^ 

The two parts of Roosevelt's strategy converged in a series of inter-American 

meetings specifically designed to address security concerns that were developing in 

response to events that made war seem imminent in Europe. The meetings also went one 

step fiirther as U.S. representatives introduced plans for a program to promote 

hemispheric cultural exchange. The second part of the strategy dovetailed v«th the 

official cooperation aspect created in diplomatic agreements. Specifically, Roosevelt 

saw a cultural exchange program as a means to support the Good Neighbor Policy and 

encourage trade.'" By making Latin Americans more culturally aware of the United 

States, Roosevelt hoped they would be more inclined to view the U.S. as a natural 

^ See Chapter 4 
Espinosa, 67-69. 
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economic partner. Ultimately, closer economic ties would provide a measure of 

hemispheric security in the face of growing European hostilities." 

The Inter-American Conference for the Maintenance of Peace met in Buenos 

Aires on December 21, 1936 at the request of President Roosevelt. The conference 

resulted in the new "principle of consultation" which stated that the governments of all 

American Republics would consult and collaborate with each other over any threat to 

peace in the hemisphere.'^ Delegates in Buenos Aires also declared that any aggression 

against one American nation would be considered aggression against all.'^ Those 

" For studies arguing that U.S. diplomatic strategies in Latin America were 
motivated by economic concerns, see Lloyd C. Gamer, Economic Aspects of New Deal 
Diplomacy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1964); and David Green, The 
Containment of Latin America: A History of the Myths and Realities of the Good 
Neighbor Policy (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971). For studies emphasizing the need 
for hemispheric security see Samuel Flagg Bemis, Latin American Policy of the United 
States: An Historical Interpretation (New York: Norton Books, 1967); and J. Lloyd 
Mecham, The United States and Inter-American Security, 1889-1960 (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1961). A recent study argues that U.S. core national values—made up of 
both economic and security interests—^motivated foreign policy decisions. See Fredrick 
B. Pike, FDR's Good Neighbor Policy: Sixty Years of Generally Gentle Chaos (Austin: 
University of Texas press, 1995). 

L.S. Rowe and Pedro de Alba, The War and the Americas: Specific Application 
of the Principles of Inter-American Solidarity; Measures for the Defense of the Continent 
(Washington D.C.: Pan American Union, 1942), 8-9; and "Declaration of Principles of 
Inter-American Solidarity and Cooperation; December 21, 1936," in Treaties and Other 
International Agreements of the United States of America, 1776-1949, ed. Charles I. 
Bevans (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1969). 

The Americas Cooperate for Victory, (Washington D.C.: The Coordinator of 
Inter-American Affairs, 1943), 2-4. 
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stipulations satisfied Roosevelt's strategy of forming official alliances with Latin 

American nations. 

The Buenos Aires Convention addressed the second part of Roosevelt's 

hemispheric strategy by setting the stage for improving cultural relations in the 

hemisphere. In addition to defense initiatives, U.S. and Latin American diplomats also 

approved the Convention for the Promotion of Inter-American Cultural Relations.''' 

Introduced by the United States, this Convention provided for the exchange of educators 

and students among nations of the Americas as a first step in shaping popular opinion. 

The preamble of the convention, which was introduced by the United States, argued that 

the goals of the meeting would be advanced by mutual understanding among the citizens 

of all countries represented. It encouraged exchange programs for professors, teachers, 

and students among American countries and pushed for a "closer relationship between 

unofficial organizations which exert an influence on the formation of public opinion.'^ 

The Buenos Aires meeting also resulted in the ratification of numerous other 

treaties and resolutions dealing with cultural relations. The agreements addressed aspects 

of intellectual exchange such as books, radio broadcasts, press coverage, and private 

''' Kevin V. Mulcahy, "Cultural Diplomacy and the Exchange Programs: 1938-
1978," The Journal of Art Management, Law and Society 20, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 11. 
Espinosa, 79-86. 

Quoted in Milton C. Cummings Jr., Cultural Diplomacy and the United States 
Government: A SwrveXCenter for Arts and Culture, 2004, accessed January 20 2004); 
available from www.culturalpolicy.org/pdf/MCCpaper.pdf. 

http://www.culturalpolicy.org/pdf/MCCpaper.pdf
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organizations. The agreements promoted mutual appreciation and targeted public 

opinion to achieve peace."' 

Following the Buenos Aires Convention, in 1938 the United States called the 

Eighth International Conference of American States in Lima, Peru. U.S. leaders had 

grown increasingly alarmed at the escalating hostilities in Europe. Germany and Italy 

had militarized and had formed the Rome-Berlin Axis alliance. Germany had also 

invaded Austria and the Czech Sudetenland earlier in 1938. A major European war 

seemed imminent. Furthermore, a fiill-scale war between China and Japan had been 

raging for more than a year. 

In his opening address, Hull emphasized the risk to hemispheric security posed by 

the Axis powers. He defined that risk not only in terms of strategic defense, but also in 

terms of the way of life in the hemisphere. He introduced a notion that eventually 

dominated U.S. wartime propaganda in Latin America when he emphasized that the 

United States and Latin American nations shared a common past and common belief 

systems. Based on those purported congruities, Hull pushed a message of unity and 

American identity.'^ U.S. diplomats hoped to achieve those goals through new 

government agencies, created ostensibly to promote the ideals of democracy and unity to 

the general population of Latin American countries. Through programs of cultural 

Espinosa, 84. 
" Rowe and de Alba, 10. 
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exchange, U.S. agencies were to improve the image of the United States abroad to pave 

the way for U.S. leadership in the hemisphere.'^ 

Fearing the spreading of Axis culture in Latin America, Roosevelt created the 

Division of Cultural Relations in the U.S. State Department in 1938 and U.S. delegates 

announced the formation of the new division at the Lima conference. The Division of 

Cultural Relations aimed to counter the cultural influence of Axis activities such as art 

exhibits, concerts, language classes, and scientific exchanges for fear that Latin 

Americans would begin to welcome the Fascist doctrine.'® In the 1930s, U.S. officials 

also considered Soviet Russia an equally challenging threat. U.S. diplomats tended to 

approach totalitarian propaganda from German and the Soviet Union as equal dangers.^® 

Roosevelt hoped that he could instill an appreciation for U.S. culture among Latin 

Americans and that appreciation would eventually translate into unity against the 

totalitarian powers. 

The Division of Cultviral Relations began putting together specific programs in its 

first year of operation. The enthusiastic group of Latin American specialists had as their 

first objective to implement the 1936 Buenos Aires Convention. Nevertheless, the new 

Division faced initial budgetary challenges and a confusing hierarchy of government 

See Chapters 4 and 6. 
Gerald K. Haines, "Under the Eagle's Wing: The Franklin Roosevelt 

Administration Forges an American Hemisphere," Diplomatic History 1, no. 4 (1977). 
Espinosa, 112-113. 
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bureaucracy. It finally received its first Congressional appropriation of $75,000 to 

launch the Convention's education exchange programs.^' 

U.S.-Mexican Relations and the Oil Controversy 

Despite Roosevelt's good faith efforts to ameliorate relations between Latin 

America and the United States, events specific to the Cardenas administration 

complicated U.S. attempts to improve interaction with Mexico. A Mexican delegation 

attended the conferences in Buenos Aires and Lima, but the popular perception of the 

United States among the Mexican public grew increasingly antagonistic in the late 1930s. 

Mexican reactions to the growing tide of European Fascism and Communism, and the 

country's nationalist response to the oil conflict caused concern for many in the U.S. 

Many Mexicans identified with either the Fascist or Communist interests in the Spanish 

Civil War, which seemed to prove that Mexico was a nation deeply divided. In 

particular, the growing proliferation of Nazi propaganda and the large support that 

Fascism seemed to have garnered concerned the Roosevelt administration. 

In 1938, C^denas added to U.S. diplomatic concerns. In an act of revolutionary 

nationalism, the president expropriated the country's oil industry on March 18. 

2' Ibid., 132. 
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Following the procedures outlined in the Constitution of 1917, the president intervened in 

a dispute between Mexican laborers and the U.S. and British oil companies, which had 

dominated the industry since the late nineteenth century. When the companies refused to 

comply with a Supreme Court ruling in favor of the laborers, C^denas countered their 

obstreperous behavior by nationalizing the industry.^^ 

Oil company representatives demanded that the Roosevelt administration take 

action. Some promoted going to war if necessary to save their companies and their 

profits. Between 1934 and 1936, foreign oil companies in Mexico had seen investment 

returns averaging 16.81 percent per year.^^ Conservative estimates placed the value of 

the industry in 1938 at $500 million.^"^ The companies also initiated a worldwide boycott 

of Mexican oil. They controlled the largest fleet of oil tankers and refused to transport 

Mexican oil. Through political and economic pressure, they also prevented other 

companies fi"om shipping Mexican oil. The boycott included U.S. companies' refusing to 

process Mexican oil. The oil companies even persuaded other American companies to 

refuse to sell oil-related machinery and equipment to Mexico. As a result, Mexican oil 

See Lorenzo Meyer, Mexico y los Est ados Unidos en el Conflicto Petrolero 
(1917-1942). (Mexico City: Colegio de Mexico, 1968). 

Daniel James, Mexico and the Americans (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
Publisher, 196), 281. 

Wood, 203. The largest share of the industry belonged to British firms, but 
U.S. interests still valued in the $100s of millions. 
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production fell from 47 million barrels in 1937 to 38.5 million in 1938. Exports of oil 

fell from 23 million barrels in 1937 1 13.9 million in 1938.^^ 

A period of intense negotiation followed. The U.S. State Department attempted 

to arbitrate by pushing Mexico to pay fair reparations. Oil companies demanded a return 

of expropriated properties, and the C^denas administration found itself sinking deep into 

financial crisis. The U.S. boycott on Mexican oil drove the nation further into economic 

ruin. The oil industry represented one of the chief sources of income and with falling 

production and exports, the Cardenas administration had few resources to pay 

reparations. In an attempt to salvage the nation's economy, Cardenas began negotiating 

sales of Mexican oil to Axis nations.^^ He continued trying to settle the dispute with the 

United States throughout 1938 and 1939 while at the same time trying to find new 

markets for Mexican oil to bolster the economy. 

The reaction in the United States to Cardenas' decision to expropriate the oil 

companies set off a series of events that eventually helped to shape Mexico's role in the 

war effort. Partially in response to accusations in the U.S. press that Mexico was 

harboring Axis subversives, the Cardenas administration became more actively involved 

in trying to curb Axis propaganda in Mexico. Encouraged by U.S. oil companies, 

James, 307. 
Friedrich E. Schuler, Mexico between Hitler and Roosevelt: Mexican Foreign 

Relations in the Age ofLdzaro Cardenas, 1934-1940 (Albuqueruqe: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1998), 97-104. 
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mainstream periodicals in the United States began to run critical reports of Fascist 

sympathizers and Axis spies residing in Mexico.^^ A New Jersey editorial concluded that 

Mexican officials favored totalitarianism?^ 

The fact that Cardenas responded to the U.S. oil embargo by negotiating oil sales 

with Germany only added to resentment in the United States press and produced more 

accusations of a Mexico-Nazi alliance. Editorials suggested that German and Japanese 

propaganda had swayed the Mexican public and they urged Roosevelt to cut economic 

ties.^^ 

Fascist propagandists did enjoy unprecedented success in proliferating their anti-

American messages in Mexico in 1939 and the first half of 1940, but reports in the U.S. 

press exaggerated the threat. German agents had made important gains by starting a 

newspaper after the war started. Diario de la Guerra reported news of war-related 

activity from the German perspective. The newspaper glorified German military efforts 

and vilified the French and the British.^® Other conservative interests began printing pro-

Nazi material as well. In 1940, Mexican intellectual and former Minister of Education, 

See Avinola Pastora Rodriguez, "La prensa nacional frente a la intervencion de 
Mexico en la segunda guerra mundial," Historia Mexicana 29, no. 2 (1979). For a 
journalist's account of Mexico during this time, see Betty Kirk, Covering the Mexican-
Front: The Battle of Europe versus America (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1942). 

Burt M. McCormell, Mexico at the Bar of Public Opinion (New York: Mail and 
Express Publishing Company, 1939). 249. 

Ibid. 262. 
Ortiz Garza, 83. 
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Jose Vasconcelos, started Timon, a far-right newspaper. Timon's content promoted the 

Falange and Hispanidad, and it earned a reputation as being ardently pro-Nazi and 

virulently anti-American.^' 

By the spring of 1940, an anti-Mexico campaign was in full swing in the U.S. 

press as the news editorials criticized Mexico's oil policies and printed charges of Fascist 

sympathies. In 1939 Standard Oil Company sponsored the publication of a book by Burt 

McConnell, a member of the editorial staff of The Literary Digest and vocal critic of 

Mexico's oil policies.^^ Mexico at the Bar of Public Opinion told the story of the 

expropriation of U.S. oil properties using editorials from U.S. periodicals. The book 

offered a scathing critique of Cardenas, the Revolution, and Mexican national character. 

It emphasized the socialist inclinations of the Cardenas government, and at the same time 

accused Mexico of becoming Fascist because of its economic dealings with Germany. 

The oil controversy and anti-Mexico editorials in the U.S. press complicated 

wartime information in Mexico, and as a result, public opinion wavered. On the one 

hand, many Mexicans became increasingly critical of Germany's aggression in Europe. 

At the same time. Allied propagandists began to generate rumors that Axis spies were 

active in Mexico. In fact, Dietrich's office had stepped up its activities in distributing 

pro-Nazi pamphlets and other material throughout the country. Some of the pro-German 

Kirk, 301. 
James, 293. 
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propaganda made it into the hands of members of the Mexican military.^^ Some 

Mexicans became concerned that the Germans and the Japanese were plotting an 

invasion of the Americas and that Mexico would be brought under Nazi control. 

On the other hand, anti-Americanism thrived in the midst of the oil controversy. 

In reaction to the negative campaign in the U.S. press, in 1940 the Mexican press 

escalated its anti-American themes. As the Roosevelt administration tried to inculcate 

feelings of Pan-Americanism through diplomatic means, a backlash against Pan-

Americanism emerged in the Mexican press.^'* Editorials argued that the United States 

has acted as patron and protectorate for all of Latin America.^^ Other accounts 

specifically compared Pan-Americanism to Hispano-Americanism and expressed a 

widespread sense of distrust toward the United States. Editors called Pan-Americanism a 

"Yankee invention" and reminded their readers that Mexico's enemies did not come from 

Europe, but fi-om America.^^ 

They reported the growing antagonism against the United States within popular 

opinion. Stories in Excelsior and El Universal emphasized the distrust Mexicans felt 

toward the U.S. and toward Pan-Americanism, without praise for Fascist powers or 

mention of support for the Axis. Although Fascist propagandists did succeed in printing 

"El Nazismo en Mexico por la Division de Investigaciones Polfticas y Sociales, 
May 23, 1940, AGN DIPS/G2, Box 83, Folder 10 (2-1/002.4/3 79). 

James, 305. 
Excelsior (April 17, 1940) quoted in Rodriguez: 270. 
El Universal (April 20, 1940) quoted in Ibid.: 272-273. 
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pro-Axis material in the mainstream press and that information may have influenced 

some of the Mexican public, a close examination of the content of Excelsior and El 

Universal suggests that pro-Fascist propaganda did not dominate the mainstream 

dailies?^ 

This argument challenges the assertions made in several recent studies of wartime 

propaganda in Mexico.^^ The U.S. reaction may help to explain their contradictory 

arguments. For U.S. leaders and the U.S. public, anti-American expressions equated to 

support for the Axis. A reference to Hispano-Americanism in El Universal, while not a 

direct correlation to the Spanish Falange, was uncomfortably close to Hispanidad and 

may have roused U.S. concerns. Editorials such as those discussed above fueled U.S. 

concerns that Axis propagandists had made significant inroads among the Mexican 

public. 

These concerns prompted investigations by U.S. intelligence agencies into Fascist 

activities in Mexico.^^ The Federal Bureau of hivestigation, the Office of Military 

Intelligence, and the Office of Strategic Services became involved in investigating 

Rodriguez's analysis throughout her article supports this argument, though she 
does not state it directly. 

See Stephen R. Niblo, "British Propaganda in Mexico during the Second World 
War: The Development of Cultural Imperialism," Latin American Perspectives 10, no. 4 
(1983); Niblo, Mexico in the 1940s; and Ortiz Garza, Mexico en guerra. 

See Maria Emilia Paz Salinas, Strategy, Security, and Spies: Mexico and the 
U.S. as Allies in World //(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1997). 
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accusations of Fascist activity in Mexico between 1936 and the end of World War II. 

Based on the information contained in their investigative reports, supplemented with 

samples of anti-American editorials, it can appear that the Mexican press was strongly 

pro-Fascist. But placing those investigations and editorial samples into the broader 

context of the anti-Mexico campaign in the U.S. press reveals a different story. It 

indicates that anti-American rhetoric in El Universal and Exclesior did not reflect 

widespread pro-Axis sentiment, but rather it was part of the polemic of the U.S.-Mexican 

oil conflict. 

Regardless of the historiographical debate, the oil conflict and subsequent fallout 

in the press had severely strained U.S.-Mexican relations. Two important results came 

out of this public relations fiasco. First, the U.S. government was forced to take a more 

accommodating stance in negotiating an oil settlement with Cardenas. U.S. public 

opinion began to demand a solution that would not involve sales of Mexican oil to 

Germany. Editorials worried that commercial ties between Fascist dictatorships and the 

Mexican government would give Fascism greater political influence in the hemisphere.'"' 

Second, Cardenas was forced to make an effort to stifle German propaganda in order to 

move Mexico's interests forward in the oil negotiations. In the 1930s, C^denas had 

remained uninvolved in the propaganda war that was developing in his country. The 

U.S. oil boycott forced him to look to the Axis for potential markets, and censoring Axis 

McConnell. 259. 
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propaganda would have threatened the tenuous economic relationship he desperately 

tried to maintain. By 1940, new understandings of Nazi aggression and new 

opportimities for a resolution with the United States brought with them new concerns, 

demands, and expectations. U.S. officials wanted assurances that Mexico was not 

becoming a haven for Axis saboteurs. At the same time, Mexico's mainstream press 

changed its approach to wartime coverage. Periodicals such as Excelsior and El 

Universal were still extremely critical of the United States, but they also had become 

alarmed by the rapidity with which Germany seemed to be overpowering most of 

Western Europe. 

German successes seemed to indicate that the Nazis were becoming the new 

imperialist world power. While the Mexican press remained antagonistic toward the 

anti-Mexico campaign in the U.S. press, many periodicals also began to express their 

own concerns about Nazi Fifth Column activities in the Western Hemisphere and they 

gradually began to acknowledge the need for Mexico to ally itself formally with the 

United States in the war. Some reports even expressed concern that Cardenas was not 

capable of controlling subversive Fascist elements within Mexico.'" 

A final inducement to act against Axis influence in Mexico came with the 

findings of an official government investigation into Nazi activities in the coimtry. 

See El Universal (April 17, 1940); Rodriguez. 271-72. 
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published in May 1940.''^ The report indicated that Nazi agents had been active in 

Mexico for several years and had established a sophisticated network of propaganda and 

espionage. Cardenas faced diplomatic pressures from the United States as well as 

concerns expressed the mainstream press. He feared the possibilities of a Nazi-controlled 

world and wanted to curb German influence in his country. On June 11, Cardenas and 

the Ministry of the Interior issued a public declaration that Mexico officially supported 

the efforts of the United States in World War II. Although the United States had not 

formally entered the war at this time, it was supplying vital weapons and other materials 

to the Allied powers. Cardenas's declaration moved Mexico one step closer to joining 

the Allies officially in the war effort. At the same time, Mexico's Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs declared the German propaganda mastermind, Arthur Dietrich, persona non 

grata, and forced him to leave the country. After Dietrich's expulsion. Axis propaganda 

faced its first official challenge from the Mexican government. Spanish Falangists 

quickly stepped in to fiilfill Dietrich's mission, but the influence of Axis propaganda 

received a severe blow.''^ 

After France succumbed to Nazi invasion in Jime of 1940 and as other areas of 

Europe seemed vulnerable to Nazi penetration, Roosevelt became increasingly concerned 

that European colonies in the Caribbean basin could be used to launch an Axis attack 

42 "£] Nazismo en Mexico" 
Kirk, 275-288. 
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against the Western Hemisphere. Shipping lanes in the Caribbean, and the Panama Canal 

in particular, became potential targets for Axis aggression. In response, the United States 

called a meeting of American republics in Havana to reinforce plans for hemispheric 

security. At that meeting, American leaders reaffirmed earlier agreements and 

strengthened trade agreements to bolster the Western Hemisphere's war economy. The 

United States increased financial aid to several Latin American countries in exchange for 

permission to operate regional military bases within their borders.'*'' By the end of 1940, 

official cooperation between the United States and Latin American governments was 

securely in place. 

The U.S. Propaganda Agency 

A European-operated propaganda agency began operating in Mexico immediately 

after war began in 1939. Leaders in Great Britain and France understood the strategic 

importance of Mexico in maintaining security in the Western Hemisphere and in 

maintaining Allied trade. They also saw that many Mexicans had been inclined to 

oppose western Europe and the United States, making them supportive of Germany in the 

eyes of Allied leaders. Faced with uncertainties in Mexico, in the fall of 1939 the British 

"Havana Meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the American Republics, 
July 21-30, 1940,"^ Decade of American Foreign Policy (Washington D.C., Department 
of State, 1950). 
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and French established the Inter-Allied Propaganda Committee (lAPC) to combat 

German propaganda in Mexico and to win support among the Mexican population for the 

Allied cause.''^ 

By March 1940, the lAPC had developed several strategies for influencing 

Mexican public opinion. First, the committee took advantage of the tradition among 

periodicals to accept subsidies for editorial space. Throughout the year, the lAPC and 

Germany's propaganda office engaged in a subsidy war in an attempt to gain editorial 

space in the main newspapers. Allied propagandists also became involved in establishing 

news services in Mexico. Early in 1940, the lAPC helped to establish a Mexican News 

Agency called Anta, and subsidized the agency through the war. Controlling the Anta 

Agency allowed the lAPC to influence much of the news distributed in Mexico and keep 

its influence out of public knowledge.'*^ The lAPC considered its involvement with the 

Anta Agency one of its greatest successes in the propaganda war in Mexico. 

Another strategy of the Inter-Allied Propaganda Committee involved influencing 

the press in another way. The supply of newsprint in Mexico was organized through a 

government agency called Productora e Importadora de Papel, S.A. de C.V. (PIPSA). 

Since Mexico had to import paper, the lAPC saw an opportunity to compel the Mexican 

government to become involved in censuring the press through the PIPSA paper 

For the most complete account of the activities of this office, see Niblo, "British 
Propaganda in Mexico." 

'^Mbid., 121-122. 
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monopoly. The lAPC also began providing important resources to the news media such 

as photographs and maps related to the war.''^ 

The lAPC's influence in Mexico's wartime information was important, but short

lived. By mid-1940, the lAPC faced serious challenges in continuing its propaganda 

campaign in Mexico. The German invasion of France had effectively erased that 

country's ability to devote resources to wartime information outside of its own borders. 

Great Britain was equally distracted as the fighting escalated in Europe. As a result, 

lAPC activities trickled to a halt after June 1940 and the United States stepped in to fill 

the void. 

Throughout 1940, Franklin Roosevelt had established diplomatic agreements to 

secure official cooperation from the Mexican government and other Latin American 

nations. As the war proceeded in Europe, he recognized that diplomatic alliances would 

only work if they were accompanied by popular support. Mexican public opinion had 

grown increasingly anti-American and Roosevelt saw similar attitudes in other Latin 

American nations.''^ 

Roosevelt faced growing concerns within the United States. U.S. business 

interests saw the war in Europe as a threat to their position in world trade. Although the 

United States did not officially join the war until December 1941, trade between the U.S. 

Ortiz Garza, 108. 
See R.A. Humphreys, Latin America and the Second World War, 1939-1942, 

vol. I (London: University of London, Institute of Latin American Studies, 1981), 1-14. 
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and Europe had decreased significantly throughout 1939. U.S. business leaders found 

themselves looking for alternative markets and sources of raw materials as destruction 

and devastation on a scale similar to World War I seemed imminent in Europe. The 

Roosevelt administration saw Latin America as a potential solution, but it needed to sell 

Latin America to U.S. business leaders and it needed to sell the U.S. to Latin Americans. 

By 1940, the Roosevelt administration vinderstood that the acceleration of 

hostilities in Europe required a more aggressive cultural campaign in the Americas. In 

August, Roosevelt created the Office for Coordination of Commercial and Cultviral 

Relations between the American Republics and appointed Nelson A. Rockefeller to head 

the agency."*' In the first years of its existence, the agency underwent several 

reorganizations and name changes. By 1942, it became the Office of Inter-American 

affairs (01A A). Roosevelt and Rockefeller placed two main responsibilities upon the 

OIAA. First, the agency was to promote a closer cultural understanding mutually 

between the United States and Latin America. This aspect of the OIAA's mission 

overlapped with that of the newly-formed Division of Cultural Relations. Second, 

Rockefeller's office took into account the growing pressure from U.S. businesses looking 

for economic and commercial security in a time of war and when the end of the war was 

in sight. The business community and politicians alike were actively seeking a strategy 

See Claude Curtis Erb, "Nelson Rockefeller and United States-Latin American 
Relations, 1940-1945" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Clark University, 1982). 
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to prevent the economic maelstrom that followed World War I. In the years that 

followed the Treaty of Versailles, the United States seemed to be on sound financial 

footing, but economic and physical devastation in Europe meant that U.S. businesses did 

not have stable and reliable markets to sell their products. Roosevelt and his advisers 

saw a potential for strong commercial relationships with Latin American countries during 

and after the war to offset the decline in U.S. trade with Europe. They faced competition 

from Germany and the Axis powers who were also jockeying for commercial and 

cultural influence in Latin America. 

The plan was for the OIAA to foment cultural awareness and promote the United 

States to Latin Americans by sending a message that the United States was a powerful, 

stable, and advanced society, with whom Latin Americans would want to do business. In 

addition, the OIAA developed programs intended to promote Latin America to the U.S. 

public. This part of the agency's mission aimed to show U.S. citizens a side of Latin 

America that was cultured and advanced, creating an image of a viable trading partner. 

The OIAA also promoted Latin America to U.S. businesses. This important part of the 

agency's mission is beyond the scope of this study. 

Roosevelt's executive decrees regarding the new agency emphasized the 

commercial importance of Latin American in the current crisis, but also acknowledged 

the importance of winning the cultural battle in Latin America. The OIAA was to 

coordinate commercial and cultural relations in the interest of hemispheric defense. The 
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president stipulated that the agency should develop programs through the arts and 

sciences, education and travel, and mass media to bring together the nations of the 

Americas. He stressed that those cultural activities were to be carried out in the interest 

of national and hemispheric security.^® From the beginning, Roosevelt emphasized the 

dual role of the agency. It would make the Americas safe from Axis aggression by 

strengthening both economic and cultural ties between the United States and Latin 

America. 

The newly-formed Division of Cultural Relations fell under the Department of 

State, while the OIAA operated under the auspices of the Executive Branch. It quickly 

became apparent that the Division of Cultural Relations would conflict with the OIAA. 

Although the OIAA had more economically and commercially oriented motivations, its 

cultural mission crossed into the Division's territory. Rockefeller's group was given 

budgetary and logistical priority over other governmental agencies that carried out 

similar functions. The OIAA enjoyed an initial annual budget of $3.5 million (compared 

to $75,000 for the Division of Cultural Relations) and that budget ballooned to $60 

million by 1943.^' Over the course of World War II, the OIAA engaged in numerous 

bureaucratic duels not just with the Division of Cultural Relations, but also with U.S. 

embassies and consulates in Latin America. George Messersmith, who eventually 

Franklin D. Roosevelt to Secretary of State, June 15, 1940, in Rowland, 279. 
Jesse H. Stiller, George S. Messersmith: Diplomat of Democracy (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 180. 
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became the U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, worried that the OIAA would flood Latin 

America with incompetent personnel and immediately opposed the new agency." 

The executive orders establishing the OIAA provided the basis for this 

bureaucratic conflict. Roosevelt specifically ordered the agency to collaborate with 

existing government departments and agencies that performed similar functions and to 

use the facilities and resources of those agencies in carrying out its mission. The 

President also stipulated that a Committee on Inter-American Affairs be established 

within the OIAA with members from the Departments of State, Treasury, Agriculture, 

and Commerce as well as the President of the Export-Import Bank and representatives 

from other agencies as deemed necessary by Rockefeller. This committee had the 

responsibility to coordinate inter-American activities between the OIAA and other 

government agencies.^^ 

The agency's organization phase lasted from August 1940 to December 1941. 

During this period the OIAA tried to define its purpose and to establish its place among 

other government agencies. Its most tangible achievements in Latin America during this 

period came in the field of economic cooperation through bilateral trade agreements. 

Nevertheless, the OIAA also produced a strategy for cultural exchange in that became the 

blueprint for the agency's propaganda campaign after 1941. 

"Ibid. 180-181 
Franklin D. Roosevelt to Secretary of State, June 15, 1940, in Rowland, 279. 
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Commercial Success of the OIAA 

The original organizational structure of the OIAA established three main 

divisions: Commercial and Financial, Communications, and Cultural Relations. But in 

the OIAA's initial year of operation. Rockefeller considered economic affairs to be the 

agency's priority concern. Therefore, agency representatives concentrated most of their 

attention on coordinating commercial, financial, and economic activities with the 

countries of Latin America. Rockefeller devoted considerable time and resources to the 

Commercial and Financial Division.^'' OIAA officials specifically considered problems 

that had accompanied the disruption of international trade and finance after the war 

began. An agency report submitted to President Roosevelt late in 1940 outlined five 

main objectives of the Commercial and Financial Division: 

1. Extending direct financial aid to the American republics in amounts 

sufficient to enable them to preserve internal stability; 

2. Reducing foreign exchange requirements of the American republics by 

adjusting their external debt services to accord with the capacity to pay, 

until developmental activity can be undertaken which will increase their 

ability to meet old and new financial obligations; 

'"Ibid. 11 
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3. Utilizing the Inter-American Development Commission to stimulate 

commerce between the Republics, develop their resources and assist 

desirable advances in their industrialization; 

4. Securing adequate provision for transportation facilities and adding to 

these as conditions warrant; (and) 

5. Harmonizing the personnel and advertising policies of Latin American 

branches and agencies of United States concerned with the objectives of 

Hemisphere Defense.^' 

The objectives of the Commercial and Financial Division reflect the overall 

objectives of the United States in establishing the OIAA. Roosevelt wanted to ensure the 

stability of U.S. economic and trade relationships and he saw Latin American countries 

as the most reliable trading partners during the war years and by extension, they could 

help secure the defense of the hemisphere.^^ The agency's first major achievement was 

securing an increase in the Export-Import (Ex-Im) Bank's lending authority from 

$200,000,000 to $700,000,000.^^ The agency also spearheaded a new initiative whereby 

the Ex-Im Bank established special lines of credit between U.S. and Latin American 

banks, which enabled Latin American importers to postpone payment for U.S. goods 

Ibid. 
Pike. 

" Rowland, 11-12. 
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until the shipments arrived at the port of destination. Previous international trade 

procedures had required payment in advance. 

The Ex-Im Bank line of credit program was firmly in place by the end of 1941 

and it helped to finance a substantial portion of U.S. exports to Latin American during 

the war years. The credit program became particularly important for Mexico as the Avila 

Camacho administration embarked on an aggressive industrialization program and relied 

on imports of capital intensive, heavy machinery from the U.S. to carry out that 

program.^® It also served as indirect propaganda, targeting middle- and upper-class 

industrialists, who benefited from favorable terms of trade with U.S. exporters. As 

Mexican industrialists saw their economic interests tied more closely to the United 

States, they concomitantly became more likely to give their full support to the Allies in 

the war effort. 

Other activities of the Commercial and Financial Division went beyond economic 

objectives of promoting U.S. exports to Latin America. One of the most important and 

most successful initiatives undertaken by the Division involved promoting Latin 

American commodity exports to the United States. Beginning in the summer of 1940, 

the British naval blockade of Europe cut off large portions of the continent as a market. 

The blockade was particularly devastating for Latin American nations that had 

See Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States 
and Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995). 
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traditionally sent a large percentage of exports to Europe. U.S. leaders feared that 

economic instability threatening the region as a result of the Allied blockade might 

compel many Latin Americans to look favorably toward the Axis in the wetr effort. 

OIAA representatives further feared that, isolated from their traditional trading markets, 

Latin American exporters would turn to the Axis powers to trade surplus commodities. 

Understanding that strong trade relationships could lead to wartime alliances, OIAA 

representatives initiated programs to purchase Latin American commodities, particularly 

those that were vital as war materiel such as minerals, cotton, metals, rubber, and oil. 

They hoped that these policies would solidify Latin Americans' identification with Allied 

interests and would effectively alienate the Axis from Western Hemisphere economic 

and trade relations. 

In the name of hemispheric defense, the OIAA pushed a program of "preclusive 

buying" whereby the U.S. absorbed surplus production of strategic Latin American raw 

material to prevent them from falling into the hands of the Axis. Working in conjunction 

with the Department of State and the Board of Economic Warfare (BEW), the OIAA 

entered into agreements with Latin American countries that stipulated that the United 

States would purchase specific quantities of certain commodities at fixed prices for 

periods ranging fi-om one to five years.^' 

Rowland, 13. 
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The situation in Mexico indicated that U.S. leaders' fears of financial collapse in 

Latin America were well-founded. Cardenas's fiscal and monetary policies had started 

an inflationary trend beginning in 1935.®*^ That trend intensified after the oil 

expropriation in 1938 and the subsequent flight of foreign capital. As U.S. export outlets 

closed. Axis powers seemed a suitable market for Mexican oil and other resources. 

Mexico's economic situation became even more precarious as the war started and exports 

to Europe declined. Total exports fell from $155 million in 1939 to $147 million in 

1940.®^ Furthermore, Cardenas's nationalization of the oil industry had provoked serious 

concerns about the safety of American investments in Mexico. As a result, American 

businesses hesitated to make new investments. 

In January 1941, the U.S. government began to encourage Mexico to restrict its 

exports of strategic material to non-hemispheric nations.^^ The U.S. State Department 

and the United States Tariff Commission began to identify specific Mexican resources 

that were vital to the developing U.S. war effort. In July, the Mexican government 

entered into an agreement with the United States Federal Loan Agency in which Mexico 

agreed to suspend all exports of vital mineral products, especially zinc, to non-

Sanford Mosk, Industrial Revolution in Mexico (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1954), 274. 

Thomas Wood Clash, "United States-Mexican Relations, 1940-1946: A Study 
of U.S. Interests and Policies" (Ph.D. Dissertation, State University of New York, 1972), 
42. 

Ibid., 46. 
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hemispheric countries. In exchange the United States agreed to purchase those materials 

not absorbed by other American countries.''^ 

At the same time, U.S. interests began taking a closer look at Mexico's 

transportation system. The nation's highway system and railroad industry desperately 

needed substantial improvements to make them reliable options for the transport of vital 

wartime materials. Furthermore, U.S. industrialists argued that Mexico's highways and 

railroads could offer a viable back-up to the Panama Canal in case of wartime 

emergency.®"* U.S. and Mexican government negotiators began to consider the possibility 

of U.S. assistance for the transportation system. Highway assistance became part of the 

oil settlement agreement, while railroad assistance was addressed fiilly after Pearl 

Harbor.®^ 

In 1940 and 1941, the OIAA in cooperation with other government agencies, 

orchestrated diplomatic agreements that facilitated preclusive buying of vital Mexican 

materials. The agreements came about in the interest of hemispheric security on two 

levels. First, they ensured a reliable supply of wartime resources for the United States as 

the country put itself on a wartime footing and demand for certain products rose. 

Second, it guaranteed that Mexico would not turn to Axis powers as an outlet for mineral 

exports. In so doing, the agreement limited Axis coxmtries' access to vital resources. At 

Ibid., 47. 
'Mbid.,61. 

See Chapter 4. 
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the same time, it obstructed Axis attempts to form economic alliances with Mexico. 

Agents of the OIAA hoped to instill a sense of loyalty and economic cooperation 

between U.S. and Mexican businesses, while alienating the Axis from Western 

Hemisphere markets. The agreements in 1940 and 1941 set a precedent for fiiture 

wartime cooperation between the two countries. 

The OIAA and Organizing a Propaganda Strategy 

The Communications and Cultural Relations Divisions of the OIAA eventually 

became the main arms of U.S. wartime propaganda in Latin America. During its first 

year of existence, the agency devoted most of its time and resources to devising a 

strategy for the activities of these divisions in Latin America. Throughout 1941, most of 

the OIAA's activities took place in Washington D.C. or New York. By April, 

Rockefeller had already introduced the idea of establishing local coordinating 

committees in individual Latin American countries to carry out OIAA business, but the 

first of those local field operations did not open until August. Mexico's coordinating 

committee only began operation in October 1941.^ OIAA agents in Washington also 

spent a significant amovint of time competing with other government agencies for 

resources and influence in that first year. The OIAA faced many distractions during this 

Rowland, 245-251. 
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organizational phase, but it still managed to carry out some important programs in Latin 

America. 

The Communications Division became the principle producer of wartime 

propaganda for the OIAA.®^ Established it October 1940, the Communications Division 

spent its first eighteen months devising an organizational strategy. As a result, the OIAA 

saw few tangible results in its propaganda campaign until 1942. Nevertheless, in those 

initial months, the agency laid an important foundation for winning popular support for 

the U.S. and the Allies in World War II. The Communications Division immediately 

identified two main goals for its information program: 1) promoting a sense of greater 

understanding and cooperation among the peoples of the Western Hemisphere by 

engendering a public understanding of the seriousness of wartime events; and 2) 

counteracting Axis propaganda throughout Latin America.^® The OIAA had identified 

print media, radio, and motion pictures as the best mechanisms for spreading propaganda. 

Therefore the Communications Division included Departments devoted to those three 

forms of information dissemination. 

As the Communications Division began to devise a propaganda strategy, the 

OIAA generally found mass media in Latin America to be underdeveloped. Therefore, it 

spent much of its time and resources in the first year developing the communications 

In 1942, the Communications Division was abolished in a reorganization of the 
OIAA and was replaced with the Department of Information. 

Rowland, 41. 
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infrastructure throughout the hemisphere. Rockefeller spent most of 1941 negotiating 

subsidies and transportation for newsprint, which had become a scarce commodity during 

the war. Shortages of newsprint caused many Latin American newspapers to reduce 

circulation. The OIAA used subsidies and transportation agreements to control the 

supply of newsprint, guaranteeing a supply for newspapers considered friendly to the 

Allies.^^ The OIAA could also pressure periodicals to shift allegiances with the threat of 

cutting off their supply of newsprint.™ 

Most Latin American countries had national news services with relatively low 

circulation, but Mexico's print media was generally more developed. OIAA officials 

were particularly concerned with the extent to which Axis propaganda seemed to 

proliferate in the national press. Although the British-led Inter-Allied Propaganda 

Committee had experienced some success in subsidizing major Mexican newspapers and 

influencing the nature of wartime information they published, U.S. agents believed the 

Axis still enjoyed a stronghold in the nation's press. 

The OIAA found that most Mexican newspapers relied on foreign press 

associations as their source for war news. Frequently the services of U.S. independent 

commercial press associations proved too costly, so Mexican newspapers turned to the 

Axis-subsidized associations. The German Transocean Agency, for example, frequently 

Ibid. 45. 
™Erb, 112-113. 
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offered news features and photographs at reduced rates or even at no cost to Mexican 

periodicals. The OIAA wanted to find a way of combating German penetration of the 

Mexican press without competing with U.S. press associations. It began services 

designed to provide materials and assistance to U.S. press associations in an attempt to 

supplement and improve their presence in Latin America.^' 

The OIAA worked in cooperation vnth the lAPC and the Mexican government 

paper import regulating agency, Productora e Importadora de Papel S. A. de C.V. 

(PIPSA). It also began programs of providing assistance to U.S. press associations, and 

by the end of 1941 the OIAA had eliminated most pro-Axis news in Mexico. In October, 

the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City reported that nearly all of the city's newspapers printed 

editorials and articles favorable to the Allies.^^ The same newspapers included headlines 

and photographs considered to be favorable to the Axis, but the majority favored the 

Allies.^^ 

Rockefeller spent much of 1941 negotiating arrangements with private radio 

interests in the United States to encourage them to improve and expand their coverage in 

Latin America. Led by Don Francisco, a former advertising specialist, the Radio 

Operations Department identified only twelve U.S. stations broadcasting to Latin 

Rowland, 45. 
McGurk to Secretary of State, October 15,1941, NARA RG 59, 812.911/333. 
A chart outlining the results of the embassy's research can be found in Ortiz 

Garza, 83. 
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America in 1940. Francisco found that U.S. stations frequently operated at a loss and 

saw little financial incentive to improving their broadcasts to Latin America. Crude 

audience surveys conducted during an information gathering trip throughout Latin 

America in the early months of 1941 revealed that most Latin Americans preferred U.S. 

programs, even though the signal coming from U.S. stations was significantly weaker 

than comparable European stations.^"* Therefore, OIAA agents determined that radio 

would become an important ally in its propaganda war in the Western Hemisphere. 

Francisco discovered the lack of radio receiver sets throughout the region as the 

major obstacle to any radio propaganda plan. OL\A officials briefly pursued an ill-fated 

scheme to distribute cheap radio sets, since surveys indicated that the majority of the 

population did not have access to radio receivers, and therefore had no way of hearing 

pro-Allied broadcasts. Rockefeller aggressively pursued the radio set distribution plan 

throughout 1941 and managed to convince the War Production Board that radio 

propaganda in Latin America was a high priority. The State Department approved the 

plan, but wartime shortages of necessary materials precluded its fiill implementation.^^ 

OIAA officials eventually concluded that, while reaching the majority of Latin 

Americans through radio broadcasts was the ideal way to carry out a propaganda 

strategy, the upper and middle classes who already owned sets were likely the most 

Rowland, 57-58. 
Ibid., 59. 
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politically and economically influential members of Latin American society. Therefore, 

the OIAA ultimately developed radio programs to appeal to them, but many of those 

programs were not developed until 1942^^ 

Mexico's radio industry was considerably more developed than much of the rest 

of the region in 1940. Throughout the 1920s, U.S. companies had been involved in 

developing Mexico's commercial radio broadcast industry and in 1930 Mexican radio 

mogul, Emilio Azcarraga founded station XEW, the country's first national radio station. 

Dubbed "La Voz de America Latina desde Mexico" (The Voice of Latin America from 

Mexico), XEW became the most powerful radio station in the Western Hemisphere and 

became the hub of a vast network of regional stations.^^ Furthermore, the Mexican 

government had played an active role in developing and utilizing the country's radio 

industry. Revolutionary regimes identified radio as a means of maintaining political 

order, modernizing the country, and establishing national unity. The 1917 Constitution 

had established the government's monopoly control over the radio industry and a 1926 

law made radio services a national resource. The law gave the government considerable 

regulatory powers over the industry and limited ownership and operation of radio stations 

to Mexican citizens.^** During the Calles era (1924-1936), new decrees prevented citizens 

Radio programs broadcast in Mexico are covered in Chapter 4. 
Joy Elizabeth Hayes, Radio Nation: Communication, Popular Culture, and 

Nationalism in Mexico, 1920-1950 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2000), 35. 
Ibid., 36-37. 
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from using radio broadcasts to challenge the revolutionary government, or engaging in 

any kind of political discourse. The government began to develop educational programs 

to promote health, education, culture, and citizenship during the 1930s. A campaign of , 

distributing radio sets to schools and rural communities, which started in 1933, expanded 

under the Cardenas administration. In 1937, the government initiated La Hora Nacional 

(The National Hour), a program which broadcast cultural and educational material and 

became a means of disseminating government political reports. 

The unique nature of the radio industry in 1940 forced the OIAA to approach 

radio propaganda cautiously. Throughout 1941, Nelson Rockefeller and Don Francisco 

negotiated with Emilio Azcarraga and officials in Mexico's Ministry of Communications 

and Public Works to reach a cooperative agreement that would allow OIAA participation 

in the country's radio industry. Until the Coordinating Committee for Mexico was 

established in October 1941, the OIAA made only made minimal inroads in the radio 

industry. Finally, in December, the Director of Radio Operations for the OIAA's 

Coordinating Committee for Mexico began to make progress in gaining approval for 

OIAA-sponsored radio programs.^^ By May 1942, Azctoaga's stations and programs 

Aylesworth to Nelson Rockefeller, December 20,1941, NARA RG 229, El-3, 
Information, Radio, Mexioc Box 343. 
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still dominated the radio industry and OIAA reports indicate that only a small percentage 

of Mexicans listened to U.S. shortwave broadcasts.^" 

The Mexican film industry, like the press and radio industries, was also more 

developed than in many other Latin American countries. Rockefeller's agents devoted 

much of their attention in the propaganda planning stage to establishing cooperative 

relationships with movie companies. The OIAA eventually provided vital material and 

financial assistance to the Mexican film industry.^' Although the OIAA produced no 

films during the blueprint phase in 1940 and 1941, it established a cooperative 

relationship that allowed its film propaganda to be effective later in the war. 

OIAA strategies in these first years established an important framework for 

promoting cultural exchange based on common commercial pursuits. Rockefeller's 

strategies implied that economic motivations vinderlay his objectives of hemispheric 

security. In all of its Latin American activities, the OIAA relied heavily on the 

participation of private-sector corporations in the United States. Nelson Rockefeller 

adeptly negotiated both with U.S. and Latin American interests in establishing economic 

and information strategies. He convinced U.S. companies to cooperate in preclusive 

Don Francisco, "Field Inspection Report on Mexico" May 17, 1942, NARA RG 
229, El-3, Information, Radio, Mexico, Box 345. 

See Seth Fein, "Hollywood and United States-Mexico Relations in the Golden 
Age of Mexican Cinema" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Texas, 1996). 
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buying strategies so that the financial burden did not fall solely to the U.S. government. 

He carried that approach to the Communications Division as well. He incorporated 

private U.S. radio and film companies into his negotiations with Mexican industries. 

Rockefeller and Roosevelt did not want to see the OIAA become a state-run arm of the 

communication industry. Instead, they pushed the U.S. communications industry to 

export to Latin America in a commercial relationship, supported and encouraged by the 

state. 

Rockefeller also pushed a closer commercial relationship in the assistance 

programs he promoted for Latin American communications industries. He set up plans 

that provided U.S. materials to expand Latin American news service, radio, and film. He 

pushed a U.S.-led commercial culture in the communications industry by controlling 

materials such as newsprint and radios. OIAA material assistance in providing 

production equipment for the film industry in Mexico further linked the two countries in 

an economic and cultural relationship. Through its strategies involving the private sector 

as well as its emphasis on material assistance, the OIAA began to formulate a specific 

definition of U.S. culture based in commercial traditions that eventually became the 

focus of its cultural exchange programs. 
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Prelude to Pearl Harbor 

The establishment of both the British-led Inter-Allied Propaganda Committee and 

the Office of Inter-American Affairs in particular came at a crucial time for the nations 

opposing the Axis. Communist opposition to Fascist propaganda in Mexico was silenced 

by the Nazi-Soviet pact in August 1939. Until Germany broke that pact in June 1941, 

there was no voice in Mexico opposing Fascism. The left had shifted its message from 

one of anti-Fascism to one of anti-imperialism targeting the United States and Great 

Britain as Mexico's main enemies. The allied propaganda agencies stepped in to oppose 

the Axis and at the same time pressured the Mexican government through diplomatic 

means to take action. 

The Cardenas administration expelled the German propaganda minister and had 

declared its official backing of the United States in the conflict. The Avila Camacho 

administration pushed the country even closer to an official alliance with the United 

States. As German sedition became more of a threat and as the government became more 

directly involved in the propaganda war, the Mexican public became more sympathetic to 

the allies. 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December of 1941 marks the definitive 

date when Mexico officially declared full support for the Allies, but the hostilities 

between Mexico and the Axis powers were escalating throughout 1941. As Hitler's 
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armies enjoyed one military success after another in Europe, Mexicans followed those 

events in the country's national newspapers. President Avila Camacho and many 

ordinary Mexicans became increasingly concerned with what they saw as a war of 

aggression, with Germany becoming the imperialistic power. By the end of 1940, 

Germany had effectively defeated all major western European powers with the exception 

of Great Britain and defeat of the British seemed imminent. The Soviets had easily 

dominated eastern Europe, and in Asia, China appeared to be on the verge of falling to 

the Japanese. World domination by totalitarian powers seemed to be the wave of the 

future. 

By 1941, the mainstream press began to talk of Mexico's role in the war in more 

specific terms. News editors saw the United States being pulled ever-closer to joining 

the war and they understood that U.S. involvement in World War II could also draw 

Mexico into the war. Major news stories compared British and German losses from 

1940 and detailed the massive destruction being inflicted upon London via air raids.^^ 

The dailies appeared to give full support to the notions of hemispheric unity established 

in inter-American conferences.^'* Their position may reflect the considerable gains made 

by the lAPC and the lOAA in promoting pro-Allied sentiments in the press through 

subsidies and control of newsprint supplies and transportation. 

El (/wVer^'a/(January 15, 1941). 
El Universal (January 4, 1941) and (January 11, 1941). 
Rodriguez: 273-274. 
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The government gradually came to articulate publicly a pro-U.S. position. 

Foreign Minister Ezequiel Padilla addressed the need for hemispheric cooperation in a 

speech to Congress. He connected the U.S. position in the war to Mexican national 

consciousness by urging Mexicans to embrace their destiny to fight for freedom. He also 

asserted that the Indian and Mestizo populations would be oppressed by German racial 

policies.^^ Padilla led Mexico's diplomatic rapprochement with the United States and 

encouraged the public to mirror his actions with a democratic alliance at the popular 

level. 

In April, the Mexican government took even more aggressive action against Axis 

interests. Avila Camacho allowed ten Italian and two German ships to seek asylum in the 

ports of Tampico and Veracruz. After the crew of one of the Italian ships, the Atlas, tried 

to sink the ship, Mexican officials seized the other eleven for suspicion of Axis 

subversion. Citing the Atlas crew's actions as evidence of warlike activity, Mexican 

officials justified seizing the remaining ships. 

Similar seizures occurred simultaneously in other Western Hemisphere countries, 

including the United States, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela. Although the Mexican 

government claimed it was responding to illegal activity, it is likely that Avila Camacho 

ordered the seizures to demonstrate his cooperation with U.S. defense strategies. Fascist 

sympathizers in Mexico used the event to argue that Avila Camacho was bowing to U.S. 

Ezequiel Padilla to Congress (March 8, 1941), quoted in James, 352. 
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pressures and surrendering Mexican sovereignty. They argued that it was more than a 

coincidence that Axis ships were seized simultaneous throughout the Hemisphere.^^ 

The national press, under considerable influence of the OIAA and the lAPC, 

backed the government's actions fully. The independent dailies reported that the actions 

of the Atlas's crew proved that Axis powers were planning subversive activities in the 

country.^^ The government emphasized its rights of sovereignty and its responsibility in 

protecting its citizens. The nation's press mirrored that stance.Government rhetoric 

and the position of the press moved the country even closer to an alliance with the United 

States without presenting it as such. Instead, the government justified its actions in 

nationalistic terms of sovereignty and security. 

The following day, the Mexican government announced it had signed an 

agreement with the United States calling for reciprocal use of air bases in each country in 

the interest of mutual defense. In an earlier agreement, Lazaro Cardenas had requested 

U.S. assistance in training Mexican aviators.^^ The agreement amounted to allowing U.S. 

forces to use Mexican air bases. The extreme right and Fascist sympathizers reeled at 

this news. Beginning with these April events, Mexican relations with the Axis 

deteriorated during the rest of 1941 

Rodriguez: 283-284. 
Excelsior (April 2,1941). 
Rodriguez: 282-284. 
Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development, 75. 
Paz Salinas, 61-66. 
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As the war escalated in Europe throughout the summer of 1941, Mexico 

continued to move closer to the United States and to the Allies. On June 15, it signed the 

Douglas-Weichers Agreement which stipulated that Mexico would sell all strategic 

minerals to the United States. The Douglas-Weichers Agreement became the first in a 

series of economic pacts between Mexico and the United States during and after the war. 

It laid the basis for Mexico's wartime economy that shifted to producing industrial goods 

and raw materials for wartime consumption. The agreement also indicated Mexico's 

move away from reliance on the Axis powers for its economic well-being. 

On June 22, 1941 events in Europe once again had important implications for 

Mexico's response to the war and the developing propaganda campaign. Germany broke 

the Nazi-Soviet Pact by invading the Soviet Union, prompting strong outcries among the 

Mexican Left. While the German and Soviet alliance was in place, Mexican leftists had 

abandoned their anti-Fascist rhetoric, had adopted a strong anti-imperialist position, and 

had pushed for Mexican neutrality. Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union destroyed the 

alliance and forced Mexican leftists, once again, to change sides. Fascism and the Axis 

governments were the natural enemy to Mexican Communists, even if it meant an 

alliance with the United States and Great Britain—^the countries that Mexican leftists had 

spent nearly two years vilifying as imperialistic. Lombardo Toledano, who had become 

the champion of neutrality, now pushed for Mexican involvement in the war. The Left 
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regarded the war as "a popular struggle against fascist barbarism."^' Lombardo Toledano 

and other leftist leaders began urging unity against Fascist enemies and called on Avila 

Camacho to declare war.'^ 

Editorials in Mexico's press seemed became more bellicose after Germany's 

invasion of the Soviet Union. El Universal boldly claimed that a war between Germany 

and the Soviet Union would effectively end all totalitarian threat and be "the salvation of 

humanity."'^ The Nazi-Soviet alliance had lumped two totalitarian but opposite 

ideologies into one common enemy for mainstream Mexico. It had simplified the 

rhetoric surrounding anti-totalitarian propaganda. Nevertheless, the independent dailies, 

largely under the influence of the Allies in 1941, grew increasingly concerned at the ease 

with which Germany and Soviet forces had taken control of much of the rest of Europe. 

The alliance had created a powerftil enemy for the Allies and Germany's invasion 

weakened the Axis in their eyes. But the mainstream press directed its antagonism more 

toward the Soviet Union. El Universal's editorial expressed relief at news of the German 

invasion because it would debilitate the Soviet Union.'^"' The press also used the German 

invasion to launch new attacks against the Mexican Left. A strong anti-Communist 

"Barbaric contra Civilizacion, el Discurso de Lombardo Toledano," Futuro 
1941. 

Robert Paul Millon, Vicente Lombardo Toledano: Mexican Marxist (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1966), 112-113. 

El Universal (June 25, 1941), quoted in Rodriguez: 285. 
Ibid. 
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discourse resurfaced among the country's middle and upper classes, who considered all 

Mexican leftists to be puppets of Moscow. The Left responded by accusing all 

conservative sectors of Mexican society of being Fascists in Hitler's loyal service.^^ 

Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union provoked ideological reactions in 

Mexico that further divided the nation. It also complicated the rhetoric surrounding 

World War II. The mainstream reaction in the press rekindled fears among the Left and 

the Allied powers alike that many Mexicans supported Germany and the Axis. 

In July 1941, the United States put increased pressure on Mexico and all of Latin 

America to diminish their economic cooperation with the Axis powers. U.S. 

investigations had indicated that many individuals and business throughout Latin 

America were Axis sympathizers and were involved in subversive activities. Names of 

1800 groups and individuals were compiled on Blacklists and distributed throughout 

Latin America along with notification that the subjects on the list were to be boycotted by 

the United States. The lists implicitly encouraged Mexican and other Latin American 

governments to engage in their own embargo of Axis businesses. 

Although the Mexican government at first did not officially boycott the 181 

Mexican persons £ind businesses included in the Blacklists, Avila Camacho's 

administration did nothing to prevent the U.S. boycott. In fact, Ezequiel Padilla issued a 

statement to the press declaring that publication of the lists had been a defensive measure 

Rodriguez; 286-287. 
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for the United States. Most periodicals skirted past the issue of the Blacklists with little 

fanfare. They published the Blacklists, but generally without accompanying 

commentary. The press's silence regarding the Blacklists ended abruptly when German 

Consul Von Collenberg sent a note of protest to the Ministry of Foreign Relations, urging 

the government to resist U.S. imperialism and not allow the boycott in Mexico.^^ Most 

news sources reacted aggressively to Germany's attempt to interfere in Mexican-U.S. 

relations. They reported this protest as an affront to nationalism, and the Blacklists 

quickly became a symbol of resisting German interference. Excelsior argued that no 

self-respecting nation would tolerate foreigners meddling in its internal affairs.^^ 

Mexico took additional action against Axis interests and moved closer to the 

Allies on August 22 by closing all German consulates and expelling the diplomatic corps. 

At the same time, Avila Camacho recalled all Mexican diplomatic staff in areas occupied 

by Germany. One month later, the government passed an espionage law to attack Axis 

espionage activity and to prevent further Axis strongholds in the country.^® 

The anti-espionage legislation coincided roughly with new German threats in the 

Western Hemisphere. Beginning in September 1941, German submarines began 

engaging in attacks on civilian U.S. ships. The influence of the United States in 

Jaime Torres Bodet, Memorias: Equinoccio (Mexico City: Editorial Porrua, 
S.A., 1974), 268. 

Rodriguez: 288-289. 
Paz Salinas, 129-131. 
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Mexico's press was evident by this time. Ignoring the fact that targeted ships were 

carrying war materials, newspapers reported these incidents as cruel attacks against a 

pacifist and neutral nation. They emphasized the damage inflicted to U.S. property and 

the numbers of civilian casualties. The reports elicited sympathy for the United States 

and enmity toward Germany.^^ 

The German submarine attacks had important consequences on official relations 

between the United States and Mexico. The U.S. had initiated an oil embargo against 

Japan earlier that summer, moving the two countries ever closer to an ultimatum. As 

hostilities escalated with both Germany and Japan, U.S. officials understood that it was 

only a matter of time before the U.S. was formally drawn into the war. With war 

looming, Roosevelt and his diplomatic staff hastened to resolve the oil expropriation 

controversy as well as conflicts over outstanding claims by other U.S. interests that had 

resulted firom Mexico's agrarian reforms. U.S. and Mexican diplomats had struggled to 

reach a settlement since 1938, but U.S. oil companies had continually put political 

pressure on the U.S. government and had blocked proposed agreements. Although 

Mexico had recently taken decisive measures against the Axis and a formal wartime 

alliance between the two nations was probable, Roosevelt could ill-afford to leave the oil 

issue unresolved. 

^ Rodriguez: 289-291. 
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By November, wartime exigencies had created a new sense of urgency for settling 

outstanding claims. U.S. leaders ultimately ignored oil company demands and reached a 

settlement that the oil men perceived as favorable to Mexico. On November 19, the U.S. 

and Mexican governments agreed to the Global Settlement, whereby Mexico guaranteed 

payment of $40 million for agrarian and other general claims. Mexico's leaders also 

promised $9 million as a down payment oil company claims and agreed to allow a panel 

of experts to determine any additional compensation owed to the oil companies. In 

exchange, the United States government agreed to loan Mexico $40 million for fiscal 

stabilization and guaranteed future silver purchases. It promised an addition $30 million 

through an Export Import Bank loan to improve the highway transportation system. 

Finally, the agreement paved the way for a reciprocal trade treaty between the two 

nations.'"" 

The terms of the settlement represented a victory for Mexico. Under Cardenas, 

Mexico had stood up to powerful economic interests in the United States and had 

recuperated its economic sovereignty. Avila Camacho had continued the nationalist push 

by refusing to give in to oil company demands for huge reparations. Avila Camacho's 

government had taken advantage of the wartime climate to improve its bargaining power 

with the United States. But the settlement represented more in terms of the United 

Text of the agreement can be found in Department of State Bulletin, 399-403, 
(November 22, 1941). For a discussion of negotiations leading up to the agreement, see 
Wood Clash, 47-54. 
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States' image. By ignoring oil company demands, U.S. leaders acted as truly "good 

neighbors" intent on treating Mexico fairly. The Global Settlement did far more for 

winning Mexican support in the war effort than any direct propaganda campaign had so 

far achieved. 

Pearl Harbor and the Mexican Government Reaction 

On December 7, 1941 shock waves spread throughout the Western Hemisphere as Latin 

Americans reacted to the news that Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor. Leaders in Costa 

Rica, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, 

Nicaragua, and Panama declared war against the Axis powers almost immediately. 

Within one month, leaders in Colombia, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and 

Venezuela broke diplomatic relations with Axis. The reaction of the Avila Camacho 

administration was swift and decisive. Most members of Avila Camacho's cabinet were 

relaxing at their weekend retreats that Sunday afternoon. Telephones began to ring as 

news of the Japanese attack spread across Mexico. Government officials scrambled to 

confirm the news with the U.S. Embassy and met to coordinate their official reaction. 

Jaime Torres Bodet rushed to the Ministry of Education to address the nation on La Hora 

Nacional radio program. Secretary of State, Ezequiel Padilla returned immediately from 

his weekend retreat in Cuemavaca to help the President compose a press release stating 
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the government's position."" Avila Camacho referred to the Havana Conference of 

1940, stating that any aggression against a neighbor in the Western Hemisphere v^as 

considered aggression against Mexico's sovereignty. The President and his advisers 

agreed that the attack on Pearl Harbor required Mexico to sever all relations with the 

Axis powers. They were aware of the more aggressive reactions in many other Latin 

American countries whose leaders issued formal declarations of war against the Axis. 

Nevertheless, Avila Camacho and his cabinet members determined that Mexico would 

remain officially outside of the conflict unless the country were attacked. 

Conclusion 

Throughout 1940 and 1941, the United States and Mexican governments moved closer 

together diplomatically as World War II encroached on the Western Hemisphere. As 

formal involvement in the war became increasingly likely, U.S. officials put together a 

strategy to win popular support throughout Latin America. Created in August 1940, the 

Office of the Coordinator for Inter-American Affairs spent its first year in an 

organization phase, outlining a propaganda blueprint for Mexico and the rest of Latin 

America. It established important relationships with private sector interests in the United 

States and it began to negotiate with local communications industry representatives in 

Torres Bodet, 277-279. 
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Mexico. Only after the attacks on Pearl Harbor did the 01AA put its plan fully into 

action."'^ Nevertheless, its planning activities prior to December 1941 laid an important 

foundation for later propaganda and set a precedent for the cultural messages the OIAA 

would send. Specifically, its wartime message for Mexico focused on spreading U.S. 

commercial culture to its southern neighbor. 

At the same time, the Mexican government under Avila Camacho also took an 

active interest in the prospect of war. Avila Camacho moved the country closer to the 

United States by reaching important diplomatic agreements that established close 

commercial ties between the two nations. He allowed the U.S. boycott of suspected Axis 

subversives in Mexico and initiated important defensive alliances. The president also 

took direct actions against Axis interests by seizing Axis ships and introducing anti-

espionage measures. The country's formal shift away from Axis powers culminated with 

the Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor, when Avila Camacho severed all diplomatic ties 

with the Axis. 

Government leaders deemed 1942 to be a defining year in Mexico's involvement 

in World War II. This critical year began on December 7, 1941. Mexico technically 

remained neutral for another six months, but its official loyalties had been defined in its 

reaction to Pearl Harbor. As early as December 9, Mexico severed diplomatic relations 

with Japan and broke relations with Germany and Italy by December 11. Still sensitive 

See Chapter 4. 
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to anti-American sentiments, Avila Camacho quickly stipulated to his fellow citizens that 

breaking diplomatic relations did not equate to a declaration of war. Mexico would 

participate in a system of collective defense for the Americas as a producer, but its armed 

forces would not become engaged except to ensure Mexico's own national security. 
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Chapter 3 

A Revolutionary Mural of Propaganda 

The Mexican Minister of Education commissioned well-known artists to create 

national public art in the 1920s to tell a visual story of the country's revolutionary past. 

Under the program initiated by Jose Vasconcelos, "Los Tres Grandes "—Diego Rivera, 

Jose Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros—began a muralist tradition in which 

they portrayed their personal interpretations of the revolutionary legacy, in the context of 

the nation's social and political needs.' In 1942, other Mexicans mirrored the trends 

initiated by Los Tres Grandes by creating their personal interpretations of the 

revolutionary legacy in the context of World War II. As Mexico was pulled into the war, 

a short-term trend in popular memory evolved that equated the worldwide struggle for 

freedom in World War II with the fight for democracy in the Revolution. 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had a profound impact on the way Mexicans 

viewed World War II. The attack on U.S. territory brought the war directly to the 

Western Hemisphere. Government leaders became increasingly concerned that Mexico 

could be attacked by Axis powers. A new sense of urgency emerged on the diplomatic 

' Leonard Folgarait, Mural Painting and Social Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: 
Art of the New Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), and Desmond 
Rochfort, Mexican Muralists: Orozco, Rivera, Siqueiros (San Francisco; Chronicle 
Books, 1998). 
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front as the government imposed measures of national security. The country remained 

officially neutral in the conflict, but the Avila Camacho administration moved closer to 

an official alliance with the United States. Mexico's foreign minister participated 

actively in a hemispheric security conference and he became a vocal advocate of 

promoting hemispheric unity. A new round of commercial negotiations followed, which 

resulted in even closer economic cooperation between Mexico and the United States. 

The OIAA intensified its campaign to secure Mexican goods for the U.S. wartime 

economy. As a result, Mexican agricultural and industrial production, and those whose 

livelihood depended on it, became even more closely tied to the United States and the 

Allies in World War 11. 

At the same time, the Mexican government began to take an active interest in 

producing wartime information to win domestic support for the Allies. In the first half of 

1942, government leaders began to consider the need for a propaganda agency to 

disseminate war-related information. The Avila Camacho administration had recent 

memories of European ideologies and a European war dividing Mexicans in the 1930s. 

As the war seemed to extend beyond the borders of Europe and Asia in 1942, 

government leaders feared that the conflict would divide Mexicans even further. They 

understood that the country's close economic cooperation with the United States could 

eventually pull Mexico into the war even though leaders tried to maintain the coimtry's 

neutrality. 
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The attack on Pearl Harbor affected the popular perception of the war. Between 

1939 and 1941, most of the country viewed World War II with a strong sense of 

ambivalence. They saw the war as an imperialistic, European conflict that did not 

concern them. Even Mexicans who sympathized with the Axis did not want to see their 

country drawn into the conflict. After Pearl Harbor, a general sense of ambivalence 

remained in popular opinion, but at the same time, ordinary Mexicans also grew 

increasingly concerned that the war might extend into their national territory. Many 

reflected the government's concern that the Axis powers might attack Mexico. In the 

first half of 1942, grassroots organizations began to form to fight Axis aggression. Local 

defensive leagues sprung up as arms of campesino and labor organizations. Although the 

groups were small in number, they set a precedent for Allied support that would surface 

later. They indicate that the reaction to Pearl Harbor followed that of the government 

and that some popular opinion was beginning to turn against the Axis. Local defensive 

leagues became active in promoting security, but at the same time they did not advocate 

that Mexico join the war. 

A major shift in Mexicans' attitudes toward World War II and in the production 

of wartime propaganda came less than six months after the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor. In May of 1942, German submarines began targeting Mexican oil tankers in the 

Gulf of Mexico. During the summer of 1942, the government and the people became 

increasingly anti-Axis in response to these attacks. German submarine warfare served as 
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the final catalyst that pushed Mexico into an official declaration of war and propelled a 

shift in popular opinion. The government took an active role not only in preventing Axis 

propaganda, but also in promoting pro-Allied information. 

Avila Camacho created a goverrmient propaganda agency specifically to 

disseminate wartime information and to win the support of Mexicans. Between May and 

August 1942, the government produced posters, pamphlets, and radio broadcasts to win 

wartime support. The Avila Camacho administration also began cooperating more 

closely with the OIAA in disseminating pro-Allied information through the press, radio, 

and film. 

The most profound change after May 1942 came in the shift in popular opinion. 

In a short-lived, patriotic movement, Mexicans rallied around their president in support 

of his declaration of war. Support for Avila Camacho was nearly universal, as between 

May and August 1942 a widespread wave of patriotic support swept the country. Many 

feared the possibility of additional attacks and a pervasive, but short-term unity emerged 

as the public identified a common, external enemy. They identified themselves as 

Mexicans and as guardians of the democratic legacy of the Revolution. They saw the 

Axis as the enemy of that legacy. Just as famous Mexican muralists had done in the 

1920s, Mexicans in 1942 adopted a revolutionary national identity that conformed to 

their current circumstances. 
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The Push for Hemispheric Solidarity 

Immediately after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Mexican President Avila Camacho 

conferred at length with his political advisers over the course Mexico should take. Avila 

Camacho recalled former president Lazaro C^denas to the capital from his home in 

Michoacan to discuss national defense and Avila Camacho immediately assigned him to 

command the newly-created Pacific Defense Zone.^ Concerned about the potential for 

Japanese attack on the northern Pacific coast, Avila Camacho had created the security 

zone to protect the sparsely populated regions in Baja California. Cardenas's 

appointment allowed Avila Camacho and U.S. military leaders to benefit from his 

military expertise, but it also provided important popular support to Avila Camacho's 

decision to support the United States after Pearl Harbor. Eventually, former president 

Cardenas became Secretary of National Defense in the Avila Camacho administration. 

The image of the popular, revolutionary ex-President commanding such an important 

defensive position appealed to many Mexicans and brought legitimacy to the argument 

that Mexico could face potential Axis threat. 

The attack on Pearl Harbor had a significant impact on popular opinion. Many 

who had felt ambivalent toward the war began to show indignation toward Japan and the 

^ Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and 
Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995), 75-77. 
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Axis powers.^ Mexicans sympathized with the United States as a victim of unprovoked 

foreign aggression. The attack coincided with aggressive efforts by the lAPC and the 

OIAA to promote anti-Axis sentiments. As a result of Allied censorship and control of 

newsprint supplies, combined with a growing concern and fear of the Axis, the press 

reacted with overt sympathy and support for the United States.'' 

Local political leaders reinforced the shift toward the Allies by organizing public 

gatherings. They gave speeches to denounce Japanese aggression and ensure that all 

citizens were aware of the Pearl Harbor attack.^ Gradually, the government began a 

public campaign of trying to sway popular opinion in favor of the Allies. Avila Camacho 

understood that the ardent anti-Communist feelings among much of the population still 

prompted hesitation and uncertainty toward the war. In order for Avila Camacho's 

economic agreements with the United States to succeed, he needed full support from the 

people. The government began to broadcast public messages urging the Mexican people 

to work hard and produce for the war effort, and to support the United States as it 

mobilized for war. As Avila Camacho slowly developed a public information strategy at 

home, he also took steps to bolster diplomatic relations abroad. 

^ Donald Fisher Harrison, "United States-Mexican Military Collaboration during 
World War 11" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Georgetown University, 1977), 124. 

El Universal (December 7,1941) and (December 9,1941). Headlines reporting 
the attack on Pearl Harbor came exclusively from United Press wire service. 

^ Harrison, 124. 
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U.S. and Mexican representatives began intense negotiations to form a joint 

defense commission. Informal talks had been underway for two years, but the settlement 

of the oil controversy, followed immediately by the attack on Pearl Harbor provided a 

new sense of urgency for finalizing the defense agreement. On January 20, 1942, the 

Mexican government announced that the Joint United States-Mexican Defense 

Commission (JUSMDC) had been formed.® The commission identified its highest 

priority as improving Mexico's ability to contribute to hemispheric defense. It aimed to 

strengthen a strategic alliance between the two nations, which would facilitate the United 

States' ability to aid in the defense of Baja California. At the same time, it planned for 

Mexico to act as a strategic partner in the security of the U.S. southwest.^ The U.S. War 

Department immediately began providing aid to defense projects through the Lend-Lease 

program. Projects undertaken by the JUSMDC included aircraft facilities and a weather 

station in the Yucatan Peninsula. The commission devised an Airfield Development 

Program, to develop landing strips throughout the covintry to service U.S. military planes 

in transit to the Panama Canal and military stations in Brazil.^ 

® Ibid., 128-132, Maria Emilia Paz, Strategy, Security, and Spies: Mexico and the 
U.S. as Allies in World War //(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1997), 110-111. 

^ Stetson Conn and Byron Fairchild, The Framework of Hemisphere Defense 
(Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, U.S. Army, 1960), 338-343. 

^Harrison, 144. 
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Airbases managed through the JUSMDC became important refueling stops for 

thousands of aircraft in the early years of U.S. participation in the war. The activities of 

the commission illustrate the importance both nations placed on hemispheric defense 

after Pearl Harbor. Mexican and U.S. leaders alike were concerned with the immediate 

needs of wirming the war. 

On January 15, 1942 Mexican delegates met with representatives from the other 

American nations in Rio de Janeiro for a hemispheric security summit. Just as he had led 

the way in promoting a U.S.-Mexican alliance nearly a year earlier, Ezequiel Padilla 

again stepped up to promote solidarity with the United States throughout the Americas at 

this conference. One argument states that by January, the Mexican government had 

already decided to back the U.S. government ftilly in the war effort, but that Padilla had 

used the Rio de Janeiro conference to win the backing of the rest of Latin America. Only 

with unanimous regional support did Mexican leaders feel comfortable moving forward 

with their own wartime strategy.^ Delegates at the conference established an Inter-

American Defense Council and made other agreements to cooperate economically during 

the war. 

Despite the goodwill demonstrated by Padilla at Rio de Janeiro, Mexican officials 

determined it was in the country's best interest to remain officially neutral after Pearl 

^ Daniel James, Mexico and the Americans (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
Publisher, 196), 354-356. 
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Harbor, so they only severed diplomatic relations with the Axis. Avila Camacho 

consulted with Cardenas, Padilla, and others before reaching his decision. All agreed that 

the public was too wary of a formal alliance with the United States at that point. Most 

Mexicans still felt that World War II was "Europe's war." They supported the notion of 

national defense and believed that a genuine risk of Axis attack existed. Nevertheless, 

government leaders feared that a formal declaration of war immediately after Pearl 

Harbor would appear to most Mexicans that the United States was pulling them into the 

conflict. Furthermore, many Mexicans in the 1940s had survived the 1910 Revolution 

and their living memory of the horrors of war compelled those veterans to avoid 

becoming involved in the war overseas. They knew the atrocities of war first hand and in 

the early months of 1942, most Mexicans wanted to avoid seeing similar hardships 

played out in their country again. Leftists were the exceptions to this general trend. 

Since Hitler's invasion of the Soviet Union, the Left had been pushing for a restoration of 

diplomatic ties between Mexico and the USSR as well as a formal commitment to the 

war effort. Although many Latin American countries formally declared war on the Axis 

powers after the Rio de Janeiro Conference, Mexico at first remained neutral. 



147 

Mexico's Emerging Propaganda 

Government propaganda mechanisms already existed prior to the swelling 

concerns of World War II. Under the C^denas administration, official government 

propaganda fell under the purview of the General Press and Propaganda Office."' This 

agency controlled the publication of all government materials and oversaw the national 

press. The General Press and Propaganda Office focused mainly on electoral campaigns, 

press releases, and other general issues of national interest.'' Although the ideological 

battle surrounding the build-up to World War II was being played out in a propaganda 

war, the Mexican government remained largely removed from Fascist and anti-Fascist 

propaganda prior to 1940. 

In 1940, with the new presidential administration, the General Press and 

Propaganda Office closed and its duties were absorbed by the General Information 

Division of the Ministry of the Interior.'^ Although the Mexican government became 

more involved in the propaganda war by expelling Arthur Dietrich and trying to censure 

pro-Nazi periodicals, the General Information Division did not become actively involved 

in producing war related propaganda prior to 1942. Nevertheless, as Mexico felt drawn 

Direccion General de Prensa y Publicidad 
" For a brief account of this office, see Fernando Mejia Barquera, "El 

Departamento Autonomo de Prensa y Publicidad," Revista Mexicana de Comunicacion 
(November-December 1988): 1-14. 

Direccion General de Informacion 
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closer to the Allied cause in the war, the government began to consider its need to begin 

producing propaganda. 

Early attention to wartime propaganda began to yield results in the summer of 

1941. As Mexico and the United States finalized the Douglas-Weichers agreements and 

set the stage for full economic partnership, Avila Camacho's administration began a 

rudimentary program of selling the partnership to the public. This initial government 

propaganda focused almost exclusively on urging Mexicans to work harder in wartime 

industries. The underlying theme in this propaganda strategy was that production 

equaled patriotism, and that Mexicans who loved their country and wanted to defend 

their honor should be productive.'^ In its earliest stages, the official wartime propaganda 

campaign was run through the General Information Division with no attempt to consult 

propaganda or war experts. 

Government leaders began experimenting with establishing an official 

propaganda agency to deal with wartime information as early as August 1941. Possibly 

in response to the German protest to the U.S. Blacklists and boycott, a group of 

Congressmen banded together to form the Committee Against Nazi-Fascist Penetration 

in Mexico.'"^ In a memo to President Avila Camacho, members of the committee 

" Jose Luis Ortiz Garza, Mexico en guerra (Mexico City: Grupo Editorial 
Planeta, 1989), 179-180. 

Comite Contra la Penetracion Nazi-Fascista en Mexico to Manuel Avila 
Camacho, August 19, 1941 AGN, RP/MAC 550/9. 
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expressed their concerns and their proposed plans for defending Mexico. They argued 

that although Mexico was a neutral country, it had been subjected to a barrage of Nazi-

Fascist propaganda as well as anti-democratic activities of groups sympathetic to the 

Axis. They cited the Sinarquista movement, the Accion Nacional, the Spanish Falange, 

and the German and Italian diplomatic corps. The Congressional committee proposed 

that the government become actively involved in preventing the dissemination of pro-

Nazi propaganda and that it develop its own anti-Fascist campaign. The committee 

members established their bylaws and developed a propaganda strategy to fight the Nazi 

influence. 

Other efforts to develop a propaganda campaign came from ordinary citizens. 

After the Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor, many feared a similar attack on Mexico. In 

local areas, some Mexican began banding together to form defensive leagues. These 

groups went by various names in different locations. Little information exists about how 

and when the leagues were established. It appears that some formed between December 

1941 and May 1942, and many others formed after Mexico declared war. These groups 

frequently took on the responsibility of fighting Fascist propaganda and generating their 

own propaganda at the local level. Some appealed to the government for help. For 

example, the Mexico City based Legion of Victory accused the Transocean News 

Agency of developing propaganda against the ideals of Mexico's government and its 



150 

citizenry. The Legion asked the Avila Camacho administration to close down 

Transocean and expel its employees.'^ 

In Veracruz, the local movement to fight Axis influence grew to be particularly 

strong and active. The Anti-Totalitarian Committee of Veracruz formed in response to 

the Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor and began publishing posters and pamphlets for 

local distribution. The Veracruz Committee borrowed the government's incipient 

propaganda strategy and urged Mexicans to fight totalitarian influence by producing for 

the war effort. Members also sent regular intelligence reports directly to Avila Camacho 

of any suspicious activity in the area that they attributed to Axis saboteurs.'^ In one 

report, Veracruz citizens accused Axis spies of trying to recruit local members, and they 

included samples of Nazi propaganda pamphlets.'^ 

Mexico City resident Luis Audirac, in another example, felt that Mexico needed 

an organized propaganda strategy afl;er Pearl Harbor, and he took it upon himself to 

develop a program which he sent to Avila Camacho for consideration.'* The 

documentation does not indicate what happened to most of these committees or to what 

Florencio Avila to Manuel Avila Camacho, August 26, 1941, AGN, RP/MAC 
550/9. 

Servicios Secretos de Veracruz to Manuel Avila Camacho, various reports 
December 12, 1941 - March 25, 1943, AGN, RP/MAC 606.3/17. 

Servicios Secretos de Veracruz to Manuel Avila Camacho, nd, AGN, RP/MAC 
606.3/7. 

Luis Audirac to Manuel Avila Camacho, December 24,1941, AGN, RP/MAC 
545.3/75. 
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extent their plans for developing propaganda succeeded, but the evidence does not 

suggest that the government became actively involved in a propaganda strategy prior the 

German submarine attacks. 

The Declaration of War 

Mexicans' reluctance to enter the war changed abruptly in the summer of 1942, as 

government officials responded quickly to German aggression against Mexico. On May 

13 an oil tanker, Potrero del Llano, was sunk by a torpedo fired by a German submarine 

in the Gulf of Mexico. Several crew members died in the attack and the government 

reacted quickly. Avila Camacho's government responded with diplomatic notes of 

protest demanding an apology and compensation for physical and human losses. 

The nation's press reacted with near unanimous indignation. The 01AA had 

succeeded in eliminating most anti-U.S. and pro-Fascist information from the 

mainstream dailies, so an examination of press content reveals more about U.S. 

censorship practices than it does about public opinion. Nevertheless, Mexicans still read 

those newspapers, which means that the stories and opinion pieces published in the 

mainstream press was the only version of war information that many Mexicans received. 

Pro-Allied information that appeared in the press may have had important influence on 

how Mexicans saw their role in the war. 
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Editorials insisted that the government elevate its formal protest to defend the 

dignity and honor of la patria.'® Others urged the public to trust Avila Camacho's 

decisions because the administration knew what its patriotic duties were.^° A general 

attitude prevailed that Mexico had been drawn unwillingly into the conflict by 

unprovoked Axis aggression?' Many considered the attack an act of international piracy 

and they began to perceive the world in two main camps of the totalitarian dictators 

versus the forces of democracy.^^ Editorials insisted that the government take firm action 

to restore national honor, but they stopped short of pushing for a formal declaration of 

war after the attack on the Potrero del Llano. Most editorials and opinion columns urged 

Mexicans to allow the Avila Camacho administration to resolve the issue through 

diplomatic channels and to wait calmly and patiently for the German response.^^ 

Only the leftist voice, through El Popular, demanded an immediate declaration of 

war. Mirroring Lombardo Toledano's insistence that Mexico join the conflict after 

Germany invaded the Soviet Union one year earlier, the CTM newspaper printed 

editorials that challenged the government to respond aggressively in defense of national 

honor. The Left argued that the Mexican nation had a heroic history of bravery and 

El Universal (May 16,1942). 
Excelsior (May 18, 1942). 
La Prensa (May 16,1942); Novedades (May 16, 1942). 
El Universal (May 22,1942) 
La Prensa (May 18, 1942); Novedades (May 22, 1942); Excelsior (May 18, 

1942). 
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strength in times of crisis?"* El Popular urged the president to defend the dignity of the 

nation in his response to the attack. It demanded that he protect the nation's sovereignty 

and honor.The newspaper urged the nation to unite under the flag and urged workers 

to mobilize in defense of the country.^^ 

Less than one week after the attack on the Potrero del Llano, Germany responded 

to Avila Camacho's diplomatic protests by targeting another oil tanker. A German 

torpedo sank Faja de Oro on May 21, killing seven more sailors. The press and the 

government might have overlooked the first submarine attack if the German government 

had responded to diplomatic protests in a suitable manner. The second attack sent a clear 

sign that Mexico was considered an enemy of the Nazi regime. The second attack had 

important consequences for the way Mexicans saw the war and their role in it. 

A call for war began to appear in the editorials of the mainstream press. Some far 

right interests tried to circulate rumors that the United States was behind the attacks in an 

effort to draw Mexico into the war.^^ Editorials in other dailies immediately addressed 

the erroneous information. La Prensa argued that declaring war could \mite the country 

by consolidating support behind the president. Its editorials addressed fears of that the 

country's army would be sent to fight in foreign combat if Mexico formally joined the 

El Popular (May 16, 1942). 
El Popular (May 18, 1942). 
Ibid. 
El Popular (May 23, 1942). 
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war. It emphasized that Costa Rica and Cuba had declared war immediately after Pearl 

Harbor, but had not sent armed forces overseas.^^ Novedades boldly insisted that 

Mexicans were ready and willing to sacrifice as necessary for the good of the nation.^' 

A new emphasis began to work its way into the rhetoric of the press. As the 

government insisted that armed forces would not be sent abroad, editorials in the 

mainstream dailies took up the theme of production for the war effort. An overwhelming 

consensus emerged in the press in May that Mexico's role in the conflict would be as a 

supplier of strategic material Editorials argued that the country must wage a war of 

production.^' Others insisted that increasing production would ensure national 

defense. El Universal went so far as to accuse train workers on strike of being 

"unpatriotic" for not following the orders of management and for defying the nation's 

need for production.^^ 

President Manuel Avila Camacho addressed a special session of the National 

Congress on May 25 to declare war on the Axis powers. He delivered a moving and 

persuasive speech to request support for the declaration. His speech, which was 

broadcast by radio to the entire nation, emphasized that he was declaring a state of war 

La Prensa (May 23, 1942) 
Novedades (May 23, 1942) 
La Prensa (May 25, 1942); Novedades (May 23, 1942); El Universal (May 23, 

1942 and May 25, 1942); Excelsior (May 25, 1942). 
El Universal (May 23, 1942); Excelsior (May 25, 1942). 
La Prensa (May 25, 1942); Novedades (May 23, 1942). 
El Universal (May 28, 1942). 
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that would not require Mexico to commit its military to Europe. In this way, the 

President remained sensitive to the concerns of many Mexicans who did not want to see 

the army involved in foreign combat. 

The tone of his speech was one of reluctance as he commented that Mexico had 

been given no alternative to drastic measures. He explained that Nazi aggressors had 

attacked Mexican territory and sovereignty without provocation. He called on Mexicans 

to answer the call of national duty to defend democracy against the Axis forces.^'* In this 

initial wartime address, the President introduced the interpretation that Mexico's 

involvement in the conflict represented a fight for democracy. Later he would use an 

analogy comparing World War II to the Revolution. 

The mainstream press wholeheartedly backed Avila Camacho's decision to 

declare war. Editorials praised the decision and urged Mexicans to give their full support 

to the government. They called for the country to unite to destroy any remnants of the 

enemy within the nation's borders.^^ News stories interpreted the action as responsible 

service to la patria."^^ La Prensa's editorials anticipated Avila Camacho's exercising 

extraordinary faculties as a way of ensuring the nation's unity and prosperity.^' 

Overwhelmingly, the press called for national unity around the Avila Camacho 

Manuel Avila Camacho, Ideario de la nacion Mexicana (Mexico City: 
September 1942). 

El Universal (May 29, 1942). 
Excelsior (May 29,1942). 
La Prensa (May 27, 1942). 
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administration in wartime emergency.^^ El Popular's editorials predicted that it would be 

necessary for the nation to make sacrifices, but argued that Mexicans would patriotically 

accept those sacrifices.^^ 

At the same time, Avila Camacho presented the Congress with a proposal to 

declare a state of national wartime emergency. The proposal included the suspension of 

constitutional guarantees such as freedom of speech and freedom of the press. The state 

of emergency gave the government considerable leverage in fighting the propaganda war 

against Axis influence in Mexico. He delivered another emotional speech to justify these 

actions in the name of national unity and regional defense. He characterized the war as a 

time of total mobilization that required the support of all classes of society. 

Significantly, he conceded that the enemy was more powerful than Mexico because of its 

strong national unity. 

The mainstream press largely supported Avila Camacho's decision to suspend 

constitutional guarantees. Even though freedom of the press was part of the emergency 

measures, most news editorials saw Mexico's Fascist enemies as a greater threat than 

internal censorship. Novedades stressed that the emergency measures marked a 

suspension of guarantees, not an abolition. Its editorial went on to remind Mexicans that 

the nation was in a state of wartime emergency and urged all citizens to act in the 

La Prensa (May 29, 1942); Excelsior (May 29,1942); Novedades (June 1, 
1942). 

El Popular (May 29,1942). 
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country's best interest/*^ Other editorials urged Mexicans to have faith in the rectitude of 

their leaders and insisted that Avila Camacho would use his emergency powers only for 

the well-being and protection of the country.'" 

Only Excelsior opposed the emergency measures. Its editorials argued that 

freedom of the press should only be restricted if there was clear evidence that the nation 

has been betrayed. They argued that other freedoms should be suspended if absolutely 

necessary to prevent crimes against the country. Those conditions, argued Excelsior, did 

not exist in Mexico. Instead, the country was united around a solid block of patriotism 

with support for the government.''^ The newspaper opposed the measures because it did 

not perceive a need for them in a patriotic and united Mexico. 

As soon as the German submarine attacks began, President Avila Camacho began 

to direct his attention toward popular opinion. Presidential reports between May 16 and 

June 13 include thorough summaries of mainstream press reports and editorial pieces.''^ 

Avila Camacho weighed his options cautiously, understanding that many Mexicans 

might oppose a declaration of war. Once the declaration of war seemed imminent with 

submarine warfare escalating in the Gulf of Mexico, the government began to consider 

more seriously its own ability to sway public opinion. On the same day that Avila 

Novedades (June 3, 1942). 
El Universal (June 1, 1942). 
Excelsior (June 1,1942 and June 2, 1942), 
Resumen Diario de la Prensa, May 16,1942 to June 13, 1942, AGN, RP/MAC 

550/44-16-33. 
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Camacho addressed Congress and declared war, he also created a special office in charge 

of national wartime information. 

The Federal Propaganda Office 

The responsibilities of domestic wartime propaganda fell to the General 

Information Division of the Ministry of the Interior, headed by Jose Altamirano. In a 

memorandum dated May 25, 1942, Altamirano argued that Mexico should follow the 

examples of other countries and establish a central office to organize and coordinate an 

internal propaganda campaign.'*'' Altamirano established the Federal Propaganda Office 

(FPO).'*^ Altamirano defined the objectives of this new office as twofold. First, in the 

context of Mexico's impending declaration of war, he aimed to sway Mexicans' opinions 

in opposition to the Axis powers. Second, he hoped that anti-Axis sentiments would 

equal full support for the Avila Camacho administration.''® 

Although the Federal Propaganda Office did not outline its approach as 

methodically as the OIAA did, the propaganda agency did develop a basic strategy for 

creating and disseminating wartime information. It outlined four basic approaches to 

'''* Jose Altamirano to Ministry of the Interior, May 25, 1942, AGN RP/MAC 
545.2/99 (Hereafter Altamirano to Interior, AGN RP/MAC). 

The Federal Propaganda Office appears to have changed names to the 
Coordinating Commission for National Propaganda later in 1942. 

''^Altamirano Interior, AGN RP/MAC. 
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winning public support. First the FPO appealed to national unity to rally Mexican 

support. It called for all factions to defend la patria and their freedoms.'*^ The office 

specifically targeted workers through federations and unions. It directed propaganda at 

campesino groups and ejido committees, and universities and schools. The office 

specified professionals, writers, homemakers, religious organizations, the armed forces, 

and public and private workers as destinations for its propaganda. 

Second, the propaganda program involved encouraging a sense of sympathy and 

solidarity with the United States.''® Government officials understood that many Mexicans 

still harbored resentment toward the United States. Recent memories of U.S. economic 

meddling and the recalcitrant behavior of oil companies in the wake of Cm-denas's 

expropriation still influenced much of the country. Only two years earlier, anti-

Americanism ran rampant through the national press and the government realized that 

those feelings of antipathy still existed."*^ Altamirano argued that government 

propaganda needed to present the United States in a favorable light, as a mutual ally 

fighting for fi-eedom and democracy in the world. He also decided that most of the 

FPO's propaganda should avoid making close connections between Mexico and the 

United States in the context of the war. Instead, wartime propaganda emphasized that 

Mexicans should support the war effort in the interest of protecting Mexico's well-being. 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
See Chapter 2. 
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Most wartime information did not emphasize that Mexican involvement would benefit 

the United States in its war effort, but rather Mexican patriotism would benefit la patria. 

Third, the strategy encouraged a strong work ethic in all Mexicans to maximize 

production.^" This part of Altamirano's plan dovetailed with the incipient propaganda 

program that the government already had in place. To bolster its commercial agreements 

with the United States and to make those agreements benefit the national economy, Avila 

Camacho's administration needed the general public to support the war by working 

harder and producing more. Because Mexico's primary role in the war was as a strategic 

producer, this theme quickly came to dominate government propaganda. Particularly 

throughout the summer of 1942 when patriotic enthusiasm encompassed much of the 

country, the government tried to capitalize on that zeal by urging high rates of 

production. It equated production to patriotism in its messages in an effort to convert 

nationalist energy into increased productive capacity. 

Finally, Altamirano recorrmiended promoting private initiative to encourage 

Mexicans to volunteer in any capacity that would help in the war effort.^' The Mexican 

government possessed limited resources for producing significant amounts of wartime 

propaganda. Altamirano understood that private initiative would strengthen the 

government's wartime message. Inspired by the local defensive leagues that formed after 

Altamirano Interior, AGN RP/MAC. 
Ibid. 
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Pearl Harbor, the government believed that information produced by private citizens and 

organizations could be extremely persuasive and contribute in important ways to the 

government propaganda campaign. After Mexico joined the war, local defensive leagues 

proliferated throughout the country. Private individuals and local organizations became 

involved in the war effort. Labor and campesino organizations supported Avila Camacho 

and produced their own local wartime propaganda. But some of the most significant 

contributors were Catholic groups that had been inclined to support the Fascist ideology 

in the 1930s. Mexico City's Archbishop, Luis Maria Martinez, had articulated an official 

church position in support of the government since the beginning of his term in 1937. 

Nevertheless, many religious groups, such as Accion Catolica Mexicana (ACM), had 

become associated with the pro-Fascist sympathies that existed in the country. After 

Mexico entered the war, the ACM began to organize events in support of the 

government. Their activities included organized prayers, material assistance, and 

spreading a general feeling of patriotism^^ 

To implement an effective propaganda campaign, the FPO recognized that the 

Mexican nation possessed two fundamental yet distinct characteristics. First, Mexico 

City and other highly populated urban areas hosted a generally literate population, which 

the office deemed capable of understanding Mexico's decision to enter the war. 

"Plan General de Trabajos de las Cuatro Organizaciones Fundamentales de la 
A.C.M. en Relacion al Estado de Emergencia en que se Encuentra el Pais." June 1943, 
Archivo Historico del Arzobispado de Mexico, Box 74-11 (1938-45). 
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Altamirano determined that the literate urban population would easily understand the 

subtleties of propaganda messages and would support the Avila Camacho administration. 

Urban Mexicans were more aware of the war in Europe prior to 1942 because of easy 

access to international news and international propaganda that targeted the cities. After 

Mexico entered the war, the propaganda campaign in the cities increased even more as 

the United States picked up its efforts and the government became directly involved in 

producing propaganda. Altamirano's strategy for the FPO emphasized that a daily and 

persistent effort would be necessary to stimulate the patriotic conscience of the Mexican 

nation. 

Second, the rural population was generally illiterate and Altamirano worried that 

campesinos and other rural illiterate Mexicans would not understand wartime 

information easily and therefore would be less supportive of the government. 

Altamirano's plan emphasized that most of the nearly 5,000 small towns that made up 

Mexico in the 1940s suffered various states of poverty. His strategy included ensuring 

that each small tovra received a public radio and amplifier. He organized two daily 

transmissions at noon, when campesinos gathered to eat, and at dusk, when they retired 

for the day. The government broadcast programs on Sundays, when those who lived in 

the countryside tended to gather in town plazas or churches. Finally, the propaganda 

office helped to organize public festivals in rural villages, using public gatherings to 

Altamirano Interior, AGN RP/MAC. 
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spread propaganda. The messages outlined campesinos' rights as Mexican citizens and 

the duties they had to their country. Rural propaganda played on the sentimentality of 

campesinos toward their land. It called on them to defend the soil that provided 

sustenance to the living and a resting place for the deceased. Altamirano claimed that 

their sentimental attachment to the land was the secret to campesino's existence and it 

rooted them deeply in their native soil.^'* 

Altamirano also laid out a basic organization for the new propaganda agency. 

The Federal Propaganda Office comprised five divisions based on methods of 

disseminating propaganda and one administrative division. The Division of Distribution, 

Operations, and Registration was the administrative arm of the office. It saw that 

propaganda materials were distributed as required. It also monitored the propaganda 

initiative to ensure that pro-government and pro-Allied messages had the desired effect 

on the public. It served as an internal review for the other divisions, constantly 

monitoring the propaganda being produced and evaluating it for its efficacy. The FPO 

employed a total of 19 people under its initial organizational structure. 

The Printed Propaganda Division developed and spread propaganda through 

newspapers, magazines, pamphlets, posters, comics, and corridos. It immediately began 

an aggressive graphic information campaign by printing large, colorful posters to spread 

Ibid. 
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the government's war message. Throughout 1942, government propaganda posters 

addressed two main themes. First, the FPO explained Avila Camacho's decision to 

declare war by reminding Mexicans of the submarine attacks. By keeping the attacks and 

the deaths of fellow countrymen fresh in public memory, the government hoped to 

encourage a patriotic response and instill loyalty to the Avila Camacho administration. 

The Ministry of the Interior produced the poster in Figure 1 in response to the 

submarine attacks. A strong and robust young man grips a pole carrying the Mexican 

flag, which is waving in the breeze behind him. An intense and almost pained expression 

appears on his face as he poses above the caption, "El Grito de Guerra" (The Call to 

War). The young man and the caption are superimposed over an ocean scene and in the 

background an oil tanker flying the Mexican flag explodes. The image was intended to 

recall the German attack and encourage a firm and patriotic response. 

Another poster also represented the submarine attack, but with a much different 

message. The poster in Figure 3.2 shows a female figure in mourning, with her head 

bowed and her hand to her face. In the background, a ship, already partially submerged, 

sinks from a torpedo attack. The caption reads, "Recuerda el 13 de mayo 1942," urging 

Mexicans not to forget May 13, 1942. The poster was printed in the three colors—red, 

white, and green—of the Mexican flag. It aimed to invoke feelings of sacrifice and 

mourning. By reminding Mexicans of the losses the coxmtry had suffered both in lives 



Figure 3.1 
Propaganda Poster: The Call to War 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.A774.1 
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Propaganda Poster: Remember May 13, 1942 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B15.5 
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and in dignity at the hands of German aggressors, the government hoped to rally the 

population during the war. 

A third poster approached the declaration of war from the perspective of Mexican 

traditions (Figure 3.3). A traditionally-dressed man, complete with sombrero, charros, 

jacket, and pistol rings the liberty bell—^the bell Father Hidalgo rang in his call for 

independence—as the Mexican flag waves in the background. The image recalls the long 

tradition of ringing a liberty bell in honor of Hidalgo and his Grito de Dolores to begin 

the movement for Mexican independence in 1810. The caption reads: 

Mexicans! The dictators have finally attacked us, a free land wanting to 
maintain stainless its patriotic deeds, with no other recourse than to accept 
reality bravely and declare war. Our weapons: Ideal, Justice, and Love 
for Freedom. 

The bottom caption, "Mexico por la libertad" (Mexico for freedom) became the 

rallying cry for much of the government's wartime propaganda. 

The slogan appears again in the poster in Figure 3.4, which shows the eagle—a 

symbol of Mexican nationalism—^perched between the two volcano peaks that surround 

Mexico City. The volcanoes are the geographic icon for the nation. The eagle shreds a 

swastika-emblazoned flag as the sky glows in the tri-colors of the Mexican flag behind it. 

The poster needs no caption. Only the tiny words "Mexico for Freedom" at the bottom 

of the poster punctuate the representation of the Mexican eagle destroying Nazism. 



Figure 3.3 
Propaganda Poster: Mexicans! Mexico for Freedom 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.M67.3 



Figure 3.4 
Propaganda Poster: Eagle and Swastika, Mexico for Freedom 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B75.1 



170 

By producing images of the submarine attacks, the Mexican government wanted 

to provoke indignation among the people toward German and the Axis powers. 

Particularly with such recent memories of pro-Fascist leanings among many, the 

government wanted to send a message that Hitler and his Nazi governments were 

enemies to all Mexicans. By identifying a common enemy beyond national borders, 

Avila Camacho called for national unity in the context of World War 11. 

A second theme emerged in government posters produced throughout 1942. 

Corresponding to new economic and trade agreements with the United States that made 

Mexico a major supplier of Allied war materials, government posters encouraged all 

Mexicans to work hard to produce those goods for the war effort. Avila Camacho's 

administration carefully began to craft messages that tied worker productivity to good 

citizenship. The message emphasized that the country needed industrial and agricultural 

production, not only for the good of Allied powers, but also for the good of Mexico. 

The poster in Figure 3.5 exemplifies this theme. A man in a factory uniform 

stands atop a large steel beam, being hoisted by a large chain and hook. He represents 

industrial workers as a silhouette of factory buildings and smokestacks rise in the 

distance. Below him the caption reads, "Y tii, que haces por tu patria? (And you, what 

are you making/doing for your patria?) The caption indicates that all Mexican should be 
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Figure 3.5 
Propaganda Poster; And You, What Are You Making/Doing for Your Patria? 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.A77.1 
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involved in productive work. They should be "making" and "doing" something for the 

good of Mexico. 

In figure 3.6, two workers appear in an industrial setting, surrounded by heavy 

machinery. They are involved in heavy manual labor—hoisting, pulling, and lifting to 

contribute to industrial production. Once again, silhouettes of smokestacks and factory 

buildings rise in the background. In bold red letters, the caption reads, "Trabajo: 

Fortaleza de Nuestros Fronteras" (Work: The Strength of Our Borders). The poster 

suggests that Mexicans need to work and produce to ensure the security of their national 

borders. 

A final poster from 1942 pushed the message of production past factories and 

industry. Figure 3.7 shows a poster featuring a soldier in the foreground, armed with a 

bayoneted rifle and a serious expression on his face. The caption reads, "En sus puestos" 

(At Their Posts) and is borrowed fi-om military terminology. In the background two 

other non-military figures appear. A campesino labors in a field behind the soldier's 

right shoulder, while a factory worker appears behind his left. The image suggests that 

production efforts in agriculture and industry were just as important as military service to 

the war effort. The flags of Western Hemisphere nations border the right side of the 

poster to indicate that each nation contributes what it best can for victory and to 

promotion the concept of hemispheric cooperation. Avila Camacho's declaration of war 



Figure 3.6 
Propaganda Poster: Work, the Strength of our Borders 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZC4 
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Figure 3.7 
Propaganda Poster: At Their Posts 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.M378.1 
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stipulated that Mexico would not send its armed forces overseas. The poster in Figure 

3.7 re-emphasized that the nation's role would be one of production and supply. 

In addition to producing posters, the General Information Division negotiated 

with the mainstream press to purchase space in the nation's dailies.^^ Historical 

documentation does not indicate how often government press releases ran or what form 

they took, but financial records indicate that within the first year after the declaration of 

war, the General Information Division paid regular invoices ranging from $15 to $1,056 

pesos to La Prensa, El Popular, and Novedades for "propaganda to maintain a patriotic 

spirit and national unity." The record includes correspondence with Excelsior and El 

Universal.^'' 

The Radio Division of the FPO developed programs and coordinated efforts 

between state and the national governments to ensure that radio transmissions reached all 

major population centers. This division sent special vehicles to cities and tovms 

throughout the country to broadcast government war propaganda over loud speakers. 

The Radio Division cooperated closely with radio experts of the OIAA, but it also 

developed its own propaganda. 

Adolfo Ruiz Cortines to El Universal, June 22, 1942, AGN DGI/G2 300(S-l)/5 
and Adolfo Ruiz Cortines to La Prensa, June 22, 1942, AGN, DGI/G2 300(S-l)/5. 

Various letters and invoices, June 22 1942 to May 13, 1943, AGN, DGI/G2 
300(S-l)/5. 
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Most of the Radio Division's broadcast material consisted of messages sent 

during La Hora Nacional along with regular radio spots. Spots produced by the FPO in 

the summer of 1942 continued to push the government's message of production. They 

targeted both the agricultural and industrial sectors and urged them to be more productive 

for the good of the country. The messages emphasized that only by being productive 

could Mexicans ensure that the nation would emerge victorious from World War II. 

Radio spots emphasized production in the context of industrialization more than 

any other theme. They pushed industrialization in several ways. First, government 

messages argued that industrialization would assure victory in World War II and bring 

freedom to the world. Second, radio broadcasts emphasized that the nation must 

industrialization to ensure economic freedom. They argued that new industries would 

bring complete independence to the country.^^ Particularly on the heels of the economic 

experience of the 1930s, the theme of economic independence appealed to many 

Mexicans. This theme illustrates the nationalist nature of government propaganda. It 

also demonstrates that from its initial involvement in the war, the government saw World 

War II as an opportunity to unite the country around the idea of industrialization and 

economic nationalism. 

Many radio spots targeted potential industrialists and business owners directly by 

promoting Mexico's potential and its security. They took advantage of the wartime crisis 

" Radio Spots, Summer 1942, AGN, DGI/G2 301.2/283. 
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in the world to argue that Mexico's defense of democracy and personal freedoms would 

equate to financial security for private investors.^^ 

Government radio propaganda promoted industrialization in the context of World 

War II as the dominant theme. Avila Camacho saw industrialization as the best course 

for the country and the war provided a legitimate backdrop for pushing that campaign.^' 

Nevertheless, radio propaganda did not omit other economic sectors of the nation. Many 

radio spots urged agriculturalists to be productive as well. One message made a direct 

appeal to the revolutionary patriotism of the agrarian class. 

The peasantry demanded land from the Revolution. The Revolution now 
demands productive lands from the peasantry.^® 

The message implied that World War II threatened to erase the benefits and 

reforms that the revolution had brought to the country's agricultural workers. By 

working hard and increasing productivity, peasants could assure an Allied victory and 

thereby guarantee and continuation of Revolutionary reforms in their lives. 

Radio spots moved beyond the theme of production to urge Mexicans to be good 

citizens and to promote the idea of national unity. The government feared that wartime 

emergency might require Mexicans to make sacrifices in their daily lives. Messages 

Ibid. 
Martha Rivero, "La poHtica economica durante la guerra," in Entre la guerra y 

la estabilidadpoUtica: El Mexico de los 40, ed. Rafael Loyola (Mexico City: Editorial 
Grijalbo, S.A., 1986), 24-27. 

Radio Spots, Summer 1942, AON, DGI/G2 301.2/83. 
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urged them to accept sacrifice in the interest of ensuring their own freedom. Much of 

goverrmient propaganda openly pushed national unity as a single theme. The ideological 

differences that had divided the country so severely in the 1930s still existed and could 

threaten the government's attempts to win support for the war. Avila Camacho saw the 

war as an opportunity to end revolutionary differences that had existed for decades. 

Avila Camacho's emphasis on industrialization posed a challenge to his message 

of national unity. The agrarian sector had benefited from reforms under C^denas, but 

the Avila Camacho administration diverted resources and attention away from the 

agricultural sector in its industrialization strategy. In an attempt to push a message of 

national unity without surrendering its industrialization priorities, the government 

developed radio spots that incorporated both the industrial and agricultural sectors. 

Propaganda messages insisted that Mexicans could affinn their nationality by increasing 

production in both sectors.^' They emphasized that Mexico's success in the war 

depended equally on industry and agriculture without placing one above the other. The 

messages called all major sectors of the economy to rise to the challenges presented in 

the wartime crisis and fulfill their patriotic duty. 

Another spot went one step further and presented agriculture and industry as two 

intricately intertwined sectors, with the nation dependent on both for prosperity.^^ By 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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tying the agriculture and industrial sectors together, the government accomplished 

several goals. It pushed its message of production in wartime emergency. This message 

emphasized the shift Avila Camacho's administration was trying to make toward 

industrialization. More importantly, the radio spot advertised the goal of national unity 

in the context of wartime propaganda. The government encouraged agrarians and 

industrialists to view each other as allies and patriots. Instead of two separate sectors 

competing for government resources, the Avila Camacho administration wanted 

agrarians and industrialists to see the advantages of establishing a beneficial relationship. 

By uniting to confront wartime crisis, the two sectors would forget their past differences 

and move the nation closer to presenting a unified national front to its international 

enemies. 

The Cinema and Theater Divisions of the FPO relied on the appeal of drama and 

the performing arts in its propaganda campaign. The Cinema Division worked in 

cooperation with U.S. cinematography companies to develop short propaganda films and 

wartime news broadcasts that were shown as movie trailers. This division also 

participated in establishing mobile cinematic exhibitions, which traveled throughout 

Mexico showing propaganda films in small towns and villages that did not have movie 

theaters. The Cinema Division immediately began cooperating with Rockefeller's OIAA 

to produce and disseminate wartime propaganda films. The Theater Division organized 
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open-air performances in cooperation with local student groups, actors' and writers' 

guilds, and local theaters. These performances included traditional plays as well as dance 

festivals and musical performances. 

Because the U.S. film industry was more developed in the 1940s, the Cinema 

Division did not become as involved in producing propaganda as the Radio and Printed 

Propaganda Divisions. As part of emergency wartime measures, the government 

tightened its censorship over films being produced and shown in the country, but the film 

industry did not produce many directly propagandistic films. Nevertheless, immediately 

after Mexico declared war, the film company Estudios Aztecas began work on a war-

related film. Soy Puro Mexicano, directed by Emilio "Indio" Fernandez and produced by 

Raul de Anda, was released in the fall of 1942.^^ 

The film offered a comedic interpretation of a macho confronting three Axis 

saboteurs in a village in Jalisco. Through his bravery and manliness, he defeats the 

German, Italian, and Japanese spies. The film presented an extremely patriotic version of 

Mexico's role in the war and demonstrated that a "uniquely Mexican" characteristic, such 

Soy Puro Mexicano, Centro de Documentacion e Investigacion; Ficha de 
Filmes Nacionales, Cineteca Nacional, A-00124. 
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as machismo, could be indispensable for winning the war.^" Despite its patriotic bent, the 

film received only mediocre reviews and did not attract large audiences.^^ 

The FPO's Conference and Competition Division worked in cooperation with 

intellectuals, public educators, religious leaders, and conference organizers to sponsor 

various public events in promoting of the war effort. Conferences, public rallies, and 

general celebrations fell under the responsibility of this division. The Conference and 

Competition Division organized contests in which individuals competed for best patriotic 

plays, movies, poems, posters, comics, and corridos. Through this division, the 

government hoped to encourage the people to participate in the propaganda war by 

producing their own pro-Allied material. 

Within one month, the Federal Propaganda Office had changed names to the 

Coordinating Commission for National Propaganda (CCNP) directed by Adolfo 

Femmdez Bustamante. By June 24,1942, Fernandez had refined the agency's approach 

toward the propaganda campaign. He devised a three-month strategy, which he believed 

would be the surest and quickest way to develop loyalty to the nation and to the cause of 

Emilio Garcia Riera, Historia documental del cine Mexicano (1940-1942), 2nd 
ed., vol. 2 (Guadalajara: Universidad de Guadalajara, 1992), 270-272. 

Carl J. Mora, Mexican Cinema: Reflections of a Society, 1896-1988 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1982), 74. 
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democracy.^^ His basic strategy involved thirteen weekly propaganda themes, which 

were used in newspaper advertisements, radio spots, movie trailers, and public festivals. 

The CCNP devised these themes in a chronological fashion to tell the stoiy of how 

Mexico became involved in the war, how the Allies could win the war, and what the 

nation's role would be among the Allies after the war. 

The CCNP outlined its budget for the rest of 1942. The office planned to spend 

over $1.3 million pesos on a campaign that included 10,000 balloons, 100,000 posters, 

200,000 corridos, 20,000 flyers, and 300,000 pamphlets.*"^ The budget included $39,000 

pesos for government-sponsored public celebrations in Mexico City and in all the state 

capitals. 

The agency worked diligently in 1942. It dedicated considerable resources to 

producing propaganda and it immediately generated powerful wartime messages. 

Members of the CCNP understood that the Avila Camacho administration needed 

widespread public support in its wartime policies, and they largely succeeded in winning 

support. The public responded with fear and indignation to the German submarine 

attacks and a widespread patriotic movement spread across the country in the months 

following the attacks. Much of the public's patriotic zeal can be connected to the 

government propaganda campaign. Mexicans seemed to respond to themes of 

Adolfo Fernandez Bustamante to Jose Altamirano, June 24,1942, AGN, 
DGI/G2 300(8-1)7. 

Presupuesto para 1942, June, 1942, AGN, DGI/G2 300(8-1)7. 



183 

"production" and "unity" as rallying calls in the wartime atmosphere. But popular 

reaction included a new component of wartime rhetoric—one that moved beyond general 

government themes of freedom and nationalism. The people began to recall sentiments 

of revolutionary nationalism and their responses incorporated that rhetoric into their 

expression about World War II. 

Public Response 

Mexicans reacted swiftly and patriotically to the German attacks. Initially, most 

of the public supported Avila Camacho's decision to declare a state of war. Public 

opinion polls conducted by Tiempo magazine in May 1942 reflected the dramatic shift in 

public sentiment. In the May 20 poll, nearly sixty percent of respondents answered "no" 

when asked if Mexico should enter the war. Members of leftist organizations and 

government-employed workers made up the majority of those who favored war. The 

"man in the street" and other social and political groups clearly opposed Mexico's 

entrance into the hostilities.^^ Only nine days later, over eighty percent of Mexicans 

polled in a new survey believed the government's actions were proper.Previous studies 

have attributed this popular support to the government's gradual shifting of its official 

Howard F. Cline, The United States and Mexico (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1963), 268. 

Ibid., 268-269. 
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diplomatic policy in support of the United States and the Allies.™ Others have pointed to 

U.S. and British propaganda efforts that had been ongoing since the beginning of the 

war.^' These studies fail to consider Mexico's history of authoritarianism that many 

believed had ended in the Revolution. For many, the new totalitarian threat posed by the 

German attacks renewed their revolutionary patriotism. 

In times of international crises, a society will often push aside domestic political 

differences, in what sociologists call the "rally around the flag effect."^^ Mexicans 

quickly "rallied around the flag" to meet the challenge of world war.^^ The national unity 

that Avila Camacho was trying to achieve as a domestic program came in response to the 

international crisis. At the time of Tiempo's second poll, President Avila Camacho had 

already declared war against the Axis. The shift in the results could demonstrate that 

Mexicans fell under theories of social response by reacting to a perceived threat to their 

™ Paz Salinas, passim. 
Stephen R. Niblo, "British Propaganda in Mexico during the Second World 

War: The Development of Cultural Imperialism," Latin American Perspectives 10, no. 4 
(1983), passim; and Ortiz Garza, passim. 

William D. Baker and John R. Oneal, "Patriotism or Opinion Leadership? The 
Nature and Origins of the "Rally 'Round the Flag" Effect," Journal of Conflict Resolution 
45, no. 5 (2001). 

John E. Mueller, War, Presidents, and Public Opinion (New York: Wiley, 
1973).Mueller coined the term "rally around the flag effect." He argued that a population 
will present a united front behind its leader to improve the nation's chance of success in 
an international conflict. Although his research focused on U.S. patriotism, the 
sociological theories he applied to the United States can also be used in the case of 
Mexico. 



185 

security with a united front behind their leader. But in the 1940s, that social response 

and patriotism were also affected by the country's recent experience with revolution. 

The nature of their nationalism compelled citizens to look to their past to 

understand the state of war. The German submarine attacks had physically threatened 

national honor and the nation united to defend it. Before the attacks, Mexicans tended to 

remember their most recent enemies as other Mexicans. The attacks provided all 

Mexicans with a new enemy that resided outside of national borders. After decades of 

fighting each other and remaining ideologically divided, Mexicans joined together in 

May 1942 to fight Adolf Hitler, the nation's new enemy. 

The unified response to German aggression fit nicely within the national unity 

campaign that the government had initiated in the 1930s. Dating back to the Cardenas 

administration, political leaders understood that for Mexico to move forward, the country 

needed to put aside its revolutionary differences and unite for the betterment of all. 

C^denas had launched the Committee for National Unity, which became the basis for 

Avila Camacho's national unity campaign. The Cardenas administration succeeded in 

uniting the coimtry around its oil policy. For Mexicans in 1938, national imity was 

cultural and economic in nature and aimed at challenging the British, Dutch, Germans, 

and others. The initial support created by Cardenas's move against the oil companies 

was stifled quickly by economic hardships, growing divisions among the left, competing 

interests among revolutionary groups, and concern among national industrialists. 
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Business leaders became increasingly alarmed at the accommodating relationship 

developing between the government and the labor movement.^'* National unity following 

the German submarine attacks was one that did not threaten internal interests. Although 

many Mexicans had sympathized with the Axis powers in the early years of the conflict, 

they would not tolerate a direct attack against Mexican citizens. 

Mexico's entry into the Second World War, in addition to uniting Mexicans, had 

another meaningful consequence. Ideological divisions had run deep in the 1930s. 

Arguments were common over revolutionary reforms and revolutionaries challenged 

programs they considered contrary to their objectives. Many ordinary Mexicans felt 

betrayed by the Revolution and they questioned what the country had achieved after so 

much violence and destruction. They wondered what outcomes of the Revolution 

Mexicans could look to with pride. World War II provided the answer, and the answer 

was progress toward a more democratic and just society. To many Mexicans the Allied 

attempts to defeat the totalitarian Axis powers became an extension of the democratic 

goals of their Revolution. 

Letters of wartime support written to Avila Camacho offer one of the best sources 

for analyzing popular opinion and memory after the declaration of war.^^ Ordinary 

Albert L. Michaels, "The Crisis of Cardenismo," Journal of Latin American 
Studies 2, no. 1 (1970): 70-72. 

See letter of support (AGN, RP/MAC, Box 835-840). Letters are from 
individuals, political groups, local politicians, and other special interests. This study is 
limited to those letters from individual citizens with no apparent affiliation with special 
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people from all over the country wrote to the President. They all expressed general 

support and allegiance to the government in response to the declaration of war. The 847 

letters in the files contain over 1,500 signatories. Many appear to be part of organized, 

neighborhood letter-writing campaigns, while others are spontaneous and individual 

demonstrations of support. Most were written and mailed between May and October 

1942. More than 40 percent of the writers offered their general service to the 

government, using phrases such as a sus ordenes, while 25 percent specifically 

volunteered for military service to protect the country. Many offering to enlist identified 

themselves as former soldiers, with 227 claiming to be ex-revolutionaries and an 

additional 203 claiming more generally to be ex-military men. The occupations of the 

writers included doctors, lawyers, scientists, teachers, telegraph operators, farmers, 

factory workers, and even prisoners. 

Another large collection of letters came from government bureaucrats and 

politicians. The national archive includes thousands of letters of support from political 

groups, politicians, and bureaucrats, but this type of letter-writing was common for such 

groups at the time. Individuals and groups seeking political favor frequently wrote letters 

of support and congratulations following any major presidential decision. While letters 

of this sort reveal even larger numbers of supporters for Avila Camacho's decision, they 

demonstrate little in the way of popular opinion because many political respondents 

interest. 
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typically wrote their letters of support lest their oversight be noticed by someone 

important, or they wrote supportive letters in response to direction from their superiors. 

Regardless of their professions, nearly all Mexicans who wrote letters volunteered 

for some kind of service to their government in the time of crisis. Generally, 

professionals offered services that related to their occupations. Doctors and nurses 

frequently volunteered their medical expertise as necessary to care for victims of the 

military conflict. In the spirit of hemispheric defense and military cooperation, many 

teachers offered to teach English to members of the Army or to give Spanish lessons to 

soldiers in the U.S. armed forces.^^ Often telegraph operators felt their services could be 

useful in monitoring communications within the country in an effort to combat potential 

Axis espionage activities.Less educated Mexicans such as farmers and factory workers 

adopted the government's rhetoric of producing to fulfill their patriotic duty. Most 

prisoners who wrote letters asked to have their sentences suspended so that they could 

serve in the military in defense of la patria. Usually they also promised that when the 

crisis was over, they would return to prison to finish their sentences.'^ 

Cesar Julio Herrera to Manuel Avila Camacho, September 2, 1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 836, 550/44-16-8 leg. 14 & 15. 

Hector Chacon Prego to ManuelAvila Camacho, May 28, 1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 835, 550/44-16-3; and Ruperto Verdejo Canul to Manuel Avila Camacho, 
July 25,1942, AGN, RP/MAC, Box 835, 550/44-16-3. 

See for example, Edmundo Peron Caballero to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 3, 
1942, AGN, RP/MAC, Box 836, 550/44-16-8 leg. 2. 
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Regional variations existed within the series of letters. Nearly 30 percent of the 

letters came from Mexico City, suggesting that proximity to the national government 

facilitated communication between citizens and their president. Nevertheless, many 

letters came from nearly all Mexican states.™ Nearly all of the letters were typed. This 

suggests that many letter-writers employed professional scribes and that many illiterate 

Mexicans were likely participating in the letter-writing campaign. The number of 

doctors, professors, engineers, and other professionals who listed their occupations 

demonstrates that there were also many literate letter-writers.^" The combination of 

regions, employment, and socio-economic backgrounds indicates that the sentiments of 

the letter-writers were relatively widespread and can provide a representative measure of 

popular opinion. 

The value of these letters comes not from their use as a source for statistical 

analysis, but instead from their content. When examining the language used in these 

letters, it becomes clear that many Mexicans had turned to the Revolution to understand 

the country's participation in the war. Some letter writers referred to national heroes or 

historical events that they identified with World War II. The specifics varied by region, 

™ A sample of regional distribution includes: 5.9% from Coahuila, 3% from 
Guerrero, 2% from Jalisco, 3.8% from Nuevo Leon, 3% fi"om Oaxaca, 6.2% from Puebla, 
3.8% from Tamaulipas, 10.1% from Veracruz. 

11.5% of letter-writers included a skilled occupation, requiring literacy. 
Occupations such as agriculture worker, miner, military, and prisoner are not included in 
this statistic. 
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but a common theme based on the Revolution runs through many of the letters. 

Specifically, Mexicans seemed to identify the Revolution as a struggle between 

authoritarianism and democracy in which democracy emerged victorious. While 

references to the Revolution do not appear in all of the letters, the ubiquity with which 

they do is significant. It indicates that during World War II, the Revolution became a 

unifying national event about which many Mexicans could be proud. 

In his May 25,1942, letter Alberto Salgado from Guerrero exclaimed that he has 

always "placed himself in front of a fistfull of men to defend the conquests of the 

Revolution. All of us Mexicans have the unavoidable obligation to sacrifice ourselves 

for la patria."^' Pedro Cananas expressed his patriotic sentiments, "During our past 

struggles, we have always faithfully confronted enemy arms to defend the rights of the 

Revolution." He later specified those rights to be "maintaining absolute freedom."®^ 

Roberto Gardia de Leon S. considered the Axis powers to be "enemies of freedom and 

democracyMany letter writers pointed to their ancestors who always fulfilled their 

patriotic duties to defend freedom and democracy. Felipe Gutierrez considered it 

Alberto Salgado to Manuel Avila Camacho, May 25, 1942, AGN, RP/MAC, 
Box 837, 550/44-16-11. 

Pedro Cananas to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 19,1942, AGN, RP/MAC, Box 
837, 550/44-16-11. 

Roberto Gardia de Leon S. to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 4, 1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 838, 550/44-16-18. 
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contemptible that any veterans of the Revolution would remain idle,' Vithout offering 

their services to la patria."^'' 

Letter writers who did not specifically mention the Revolution often used 

patriotic language nonetheless. A letter from Jalisco claimed that "peace is a beautiful 

thing, but has no value without honor.J. Jose Luis Rodriguez Mata from Zacatecas 

recognized that Mexico was poorly armed compared to its Axis enemies, but he recalled 

that Mexicans had always defended the sovereignty of their nation with heroism and 

brave hearts.^^ World War II brought a renewed sense of honor and national pride to 

many Mexicans who had begun to lose confidence in their revolutionary government. 

Many of the 227 ex-revolutionaries indicated their affiliation during the 

Revolution. One supporter from Mexico City fought proudly against the 1916 Punitive 

Expedition.^^ Eusebio Nieto Cervantes from Michoacan fought against de la Huerta in 

1923.^^ Some identified themselves as Villistas, some as Zapatistas, and others as 

Constitutionalists. The varied revolutionary affiliations reveal that even opposing 

Felipe Gutierrez to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 9,1942, AGN, RP/MAC, Box 
839, 550/44-16-29. 

Alberto Weissman to Manuel Avila Camacho, May 29, 1942, AGN, RP/MAC, 
Box 837, 550/44-16-13. 

J. Jose Luis Rodriguez Mata to Manuel Avila Camacho, July 6,1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 840, 550/44-16. 

Miguel L. Giordani Gonzalez to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 4, 1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 836, 550/44-16-8 leg. 9-21. 

Eusebio Nieto Cervantes to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 12,1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 837, 550/44-16-15. 
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revolutionary interests made the same type of connections between World War II and the 

country's revolutionary past. They demonstrate the collective experience of the 

Revolution as unifying. Those connections specifically centered on the Second World 

War and the Revolution as mutual struggles for freedom and democracy. The Nazi threat 

allowed Mexicans to move past the revolutionary affiliations that had divided them. 

Regardless of the sides they took beginning in 1910, the experience of the Revolution 

itself brought unity to these revolutionaries in 1942. 

Another important demonstration of patriotism and support came from Mexicans 

residing in the United States. As part of a bilateral defense agreement with the United 

States, Mexico allowed its residents living in the United States to be drafted into the U.S. 

military. More than 150,000 Mexicans became members of the U.S. military under this 

agreement. An impressive statistic came fi-om Mexican consulates across the United 

States. Between July and September 1942, over 60,000 Mexicans living in the United 

States had visited their local consulate to offer to return home to serve in the Mexican 

military to defend the honor of la patria. Many Mexicans living abroad wrote letters of 

support to Avila Camacho, offering their services.^' 

See letters fi-om Mexican Consulates in Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
Washington D.C., Texas, and New Orleans to Avila Camacho (AGN, RP/ MAC, Box 
840, 550/44-16-32). These letters provide specific names of Mexican citizens in the 
United States who had offered their services to Mexico. See also Jaime Torres Bodet, 
Memorias: Equinoccio (Mexico City: Editorial Porrua, S.A., 1974), 297-298. 



193 

Many letter writers had not been ardent Avila Camacho supporters before the war 

and others felt that the Revolution had abandoned them before 1942. In a letter dated 

May 30, Roman Campos Viveros from Mexico City admitted to having participated in 

"action against the government" in 1940, but he supported Avila Camacho's war policy.^® 

Enrique Arevalo of Veracruz wrote "having been a supporter of General Almazan in the 

last electoral campaign -1 now place myself at your service."^' World War II provided 

the President the opportunity to unite the nation politically for the first time since the 

overthrow of Porfirio Diaz in 1911. It did not take Avila Camacho long to begin drawing 

upon the collective memory that related revolutionary democracy and the threat of world 

92 war. 

In addition to the letter-writing campaign, Mexicans demonstrated their support 

and patriotism in other ways. Some joined the local defensive leagues that formed 

throughout the coimtry, and many participated in the numerous public celebrations that 

occurred throughout the summer of 1942. Still others felt compelled to express 

themselves artistically. After Mexico joined the war, many of its citizens expressed their 

patriotic sentiments in war-related songs and poetry. Popular expressions through poetry 

and corridos offer yet one more lens into the public response to the declaration of war. 

Roman Campos viveros to Manuel Avila Camacho, May 30,1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 836, 550/44-16-8 leg. 9-21. 

Enrique Arevalo to Manuel Avila Camacho, December 24,1943, AGN, 
RP/MAC, Box 839, 550/44-16-29. 

See Chapter 5. 
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Just as letter-writers used national heroes and references to the revolution in their 

wartime rhetoric, so did other Mexicans when composing poems and songs. 

Revolutionary veteran, Ellas Lopez sent a patriotic poem to President Avila Camacho in 

the summer of 1942: 

Mexican! 
It is your country that is speaking and calling you 
And it wishes to gather its children around 
It is the shadow of Hidalgo that is searching for you 
As is the shadow of Morelos^^ 

Lopez had fought as a First Captain in the Constitutionalist Army of the 

Revolution and his poem reflects a strong connection to the country's histoiy and 

national heroes. He expressed admiration for Mexicans who were noble in peace, but 

who did not back down in time of war. Other patriotic poems made specific reference to 

the German submarine attacks. Trivinio Valdez, a Mexican immigrant living in 

California, wrote a poem which declared that if the Axis powers did not compensate 

Mexico adequately for its losses, "there will be a great revolution."^"* 

Other Mexicans expressed their patriotism by composing and singing corridos. 

Corridos have been a part of Mexican culture for centuries, dating back to the Spanish 

conquistadores who introduced Spanish musical romances to the Western Hemisphere. 

Elias 1. Lopez to Manual Avila Camacho, June 27,1942, AGN/MAC 550/44-
16-8. 

Trivinio Valdez to Manuel Avila Camacho, June 26, 1942, AGN/MAC 704/96-
1. 
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Over time, corridos became transformed into one of the most important forms of popular 

expression. Corridos traditionally have taken up themes that are important to ordinary 

people such as political events, natural disasters, and love stories. More common in rural 

areas, this traditional folk music became a form of entertainment and a news medium for 

the illiterate population before the days of radio and television. Frequently corridos were 

written to tell the story of current events and Mexicans outside of urban areas relied on 

them to remain informed of what was happening in the country.'^ In the twentieth 

century, musicians wrote corridos to the Revolution as well as to the deaths of many of 

its heroes. In the years immediately prior to World War II, the most common corridos 

dealt with policies of the Cardenas administration such as oil expropriation and land 

redistribution.^'' Corridos in the 1930s also took up political themes such as the 

attempted Cedillo revolt and the presidential elections of 1940. 

Most corridos for local events ignored the developing situation in Europe prior to 

1942. In particular for rural Mexicans, the growing tensions in Europe seemed too far 

away to have much of an impact on their daily lives. A few corridos dealing with the 

Spanish Civil War circulated in the country, but by and large corrido musicians ignored 

See Vicente T. Mendoza, La Lirica Narrativa de Mexico (El Corrido) (Mexico 
City: UNAM, 1976); and Merle Edwin Simons, The Mexican Corrido as a Source for 
Interpretative Study of Modern Mexico, 1870-1950 (Bloomington: Indiana University, 
1957). 

Vicente T. Mendoza, El Corrido de la Revolucion Mexicana (Mexico City: 
Biblioteca del Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 
1956). 
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the onset of world war in 1939. By the summer of 1942, World War II had become a 

dominant theme of the popular folk music. Beginning with the attack on Pearl Harbor, 

ordinary Mexicans reacted to the new threat close to their shores. Guillermo Argote's 

"Corrido de la Traicion Japonesa" emphasized that the treacherous attack on the United 

States was unprovoked and illustrated the immorality of the Axis.®^ 

The public outcry against the German submarine attacks of May 1942 was 

manifested in the tradition of the corrido. Several corridos to the Potrero del Llano and 

to the Faja de Oro were composed and performed across the country. They emphasized 

that the attacks occurred on Mexico's territory and that fellow countrymen had lost their 

lives.^^ They named the victims who had been killed in the attacks and called on 

Mexicans to defend their honor.^^ Other corridos pushed the government's theme of 

unity: 

Today the entire patria 
Without [political] party distinction 
Has united her sons 
Under the heroic flag.'°° 

Late in 1942, the corrido tradition attracted the attention of the OIAA. Seeing an 

opportunity to promote the folk culture of Mexico to the U.S. public. Rockefeller's office 

Antonio Avitia Hernandez, Corrido histdrico Mexicano: Voy a cantarles la 
historia (1936-1985), vol. V (Mexico City: Editorial Pomia, 1998), 58-59. 

"Corrido del Potrero del Llano" by Daniel Muniz C. in Ibid., 64. 
"Corrido del Potrero del Llano" by Florencio Salazar in Ibid., 65. 
"Corrido del Barco Faja de Oro''' by Daniel Muniz C. in Ibid., 67. 
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published a special report in the October issue of its English language journal on U.S.

Latin American relations. The article entitled, "Mexico's Corrido Goes to War," featured 

the "Corrido de la Guerra" with lyrics by Rodolfo Lozada.'®' Lozada's corrido is one of 

the most comprehensive in its coverage of the unfolding of hostilities in Europe, Axis 

atrocities against civilian populations, and the German attacks on Mexico. The corrido 

demonstrates that the trend had developed in Mexico in the summer of 1942 to associate 

the country's involvement in World War II with defending its national honor. Lozada 

provided a thorough account of European events in World War II, which was 

summarized in the OIAA article. He stressed that Mexico had always sympathized with 

oppressed people and would fight for the victims of hate and barbarism. Lozada 

promoted OIAA objectives by stating that Mexico was involved in the war, "working 

side by side with England and the United States, her sister nations." His corrido also 

supported Avila Camacho's goals of national unity, but urging Mexicans to support their 

president in wartime crisis.'®^ The corrido included an image of a traditional Mexican 

figure on a horse, chasing down and trapping a Nazi tank with his lasso (Figure 3.8). The 

image added a Mexican component to the Allied fight against the Axis and conveyed the 

idea that Mexican involvement would make an importance difference in the war. 

Ernest S. Hediger, "Mexico's Corrido Goes to War," Inter-American Monthly, 
October 1942. 

'"2 Ibid. 
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Figure 3.8 
Corrido Illustration: "Corrido de la Guerra" 

Source: "Mexico's Corrido Goes to War," Inter-American Monthly, Vol. 1, No. 6, 
October 1942 
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Conclusion 

After Pearl Harbor, the Mexican government moved the country even closer to an 

alliance with the United States. On the diplomatic level, the Avila Camacho 

administration participated in hemispheric conferences and entered into new bilateral 

commercial and defense agreements with the United States. On the popular level, the 

government began to consider developing a national propaganda campaign. German 

submarine attacks in May 1942 pushed the Mexican government into action. Avila 

Camacho declared an official state of war and established a government propaganda 

agency to produce wartime information. The FPO (later the CCNP) produced posters, 

radio spots, and other propaganda that initially reminded the public that the country had 

been attacked and encouraged Mexicans to produce for the war effort. Mexicans 

responded to the attacks with widespread support for their president in the summer of 

1942 and much of their rhetoric mirrored official government propaganda. Other popular 

responses introduced the Revolution into wartime dialogue. 

Popular responses to World War II can test historical sociologists' theories of 

social response and patriotism. Many of the arguments they propose can contribute to an 

analysis of Mexicans' collective memory of the Revolution after the German attacks. 

The foreign crisis allowed the society to rely on unified notions of national identity in 



200 

responding to an outside threat.'®^ Some studies have found that for societal existence, 

individuals have to believe they constitute a society and that they have something in 

common uniting them. Moreover, within that society, people have a basic need to define 

themselves positively.World War II provided this positive identification for Mexico. 

In comparison to Germany, Italy and Japan, Mexicans saw positive qualities in their 

society despite the negative aspects of Revolution. Many Mexicans came to share 

common beliefs in democracy versus authoritarianism. They remembered their 

Revolution as a fight against the dictatorial regimes they saw in the Axis powers. 

As Mexico became involved in the conflict, its citizenry did not look to the 

United States or western Europe as the representatives of freedom and democracy. 

Instead, many looked to their own nation. After all, Mexico had started the move toward 

democratic revolutions in 1910. Ordinary Mexicans and those writing the official story 

looked to the struggle in which revolutionary forces united to remove an authoritarian 

dictator. To many in the 1940s, Porfirio Diaz's authoritarianism became synonymous 

with the wave of totalitarianism that swept across Europe. Just as famous muralists in 

the 1920s created a popular memory based on revolutionary nationalism, the public in the 

1940s created a new memory based on their own circumstances. They made a new, 

short-term metaphoric revolutionary mural through their wartime rhetoric in 1942. They 

Mueller, 143. 
Daniel Bar-Tal, Shared Beliefs in a Society: Social, Psychological Analysis 

(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 2000), 79. 
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emphasized the Revolution as a fight to replace totalitarianism with democracy and they 

saw the war in Europe as an extension of their own democratic Revolution 
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Chapter 4 

Soup Can Propaganda: The OIAA and the American Way of Life (1942-1943) 

Commercial illustrator-turned pop culture artist Andy Warhol exhibited a painting 

in 1962 that would become his signature work and that introduced a new genre in 

twentieth-century art. Warhol's 32 Campbell's Soup Cans showed in the Ferns Gallery 

in Los Angeles, California and made an important statement about consumer culture in 

the twentieth century. Warhol proceeded to produce an entire series of paintings that 

relied on the same theme over the next six years. By featuring Campbell's soup labels in 

a variety of different sizes, shapes, conditions, and numbers, his work reflected a society 

whose popular culture had become dominated by a combination of mass media 

advertising and mass production. His art served as a critique for U.S. mass 

communications advertising through which brand names had become both celebrity and 

banal at the same time. By using the same image repeatedly in his art, Warhol mimicked 

the condition of sameness brought about by mass advertising and mass production.' 

Warhol's "soup can" art reflected conditions that had been developing in U.S. 

culture for decades. It also serves as a metaphor for the type of wartime propaganda that 

' Ernst Veyeler, Andy Warhol: Series and Singles (New Haven: Riehen/Basel: 
Foundation Beyeler and Yale University Press, 2000); and Andy Warhol, The Philosophy 
of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1975). 



203 

the OIAA developed and distributed in Latin America two decades before his initial 

exhibition. Rockefeller's agency identified two main objectives during its blueprint 

phase before the attack on Pearl Harbor. First, the agency aimed to assist other U.S. 

government agencies in protecting national security by bolstering hemispheric defense. 

Second, it wanted to protect American economic stability by encouraging close 

commercial relations between the United States and Latin American countries during and 

after the war.^ These two objectives came to dominate the agency's propaganda 

campaign from 1942 through 1943. 

After Pearl Harbor, two main themes emerged in the OIAA's wartime 

information. First, as a result of U.S. mobilization for war,.propaganda emphasized the 

strength of the U.S. armed forces. The OIAA began publishing and distributing a 

monthly magazine. En guardia, which featured photographs and stories that glorified 

U.S. military might. The agency developed radio programs that dramatized the heroic 

efforts of the U.S. armed forces in Europe, Africa, and Asia. It began producing posters 

and pamphlets that took up the military theme as well. Finally, the Motion Pictures 

Division assisted in the production of wartime movies, shorts, and newsreels, all of 

which portrayed the U.S. military as a formidable fighting force that assured victory. 

The combination of propaganda techniques through the various forms of mass media 

underscored this first theme—^that the Allies, led by the U.S. military, would win the war. 

^ See Chapter 2. 
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Underlying this emphasis on victory, OIAA propaganda encouraged Latin Americans to 

join the winning side. 

Second, another theme supported both the defensive and economic objectives of 

the OIAA's mission. Agency propagandists pushed wartime messages promoting the 

"American Way of Life."^ Rockfeller's office hoped to instill a sense of unity throughout 

the Americas based on common goals and common lifestyles. Propaganda aimed to push 

a notion of hemispheric unity defined by U.S. cultural leadership. Military themes 

dominated En guardia, but the magazine also featured stories which portrayed U.S. 

society as unified and equally mobilized for the war effort. En guardia aimed to show 

the strength and satisfaction of the U.S. workforce and the appeal of the middle-class 

lifestyle, all in the context of wartime unity. The OIAA developed radio programs and 

films that promoted a middle-class version of the "American Way of Life." Posters and 

pamphlets focused more on hemispheric unity, but their messages always placed the 

United States as the leader of a unified Western Hemisphere. 

Throughout 1942 and 1943, the OL\A developed additional programs that did not 

rely on sending wartime messages directly to the public, but instead served as a type of 

^ This phrase was used repeatedly by the OIAA and the U.S. State Department 
during World War II. It is the basis for the argiunents about American advertising made 
in Frank W. Fox, Madison Avenue Goes to War: The Strange Military Carer of American 
Advertising 1941-1945 (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 1975); and Jose 
Luis Ortiz Garza, Mexico en guerra (Mexico City: Grupo Editorial Planeta, 1989). 
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indirect propaganda. Programs such as the Railway Mission and the program to settle 

border water disputes provided a platform for the agency to develop strategies that 

benefited the Mexican economy, while at the same time strengthening the commercial 

bonds between the two coimtries. Indirect propaganda programs that portrayed the 

United States less as a domineering, imperialist power and more as a good neighbor 

frequently bore results that were favorable to Mexico. More importantly, the agency 

aimed to demonstrate that the United States was a strategic economic partner who shared 

important common interests with Mexico. By strengthening those commercial ties, the 

OIAA hoped to reinforce the bonds of wartime alliance, and by extension, the commerce 

between the two nations. 

The social conditions which inspired Andy Warhol's 1960s art had their origins in 

the 1940s. 32 Campbell's Soup Cans relied on the mundane repetition of mass produced 

brand names through mass advertising as a form of social articulation. U.S. propaganda 

in Latin America during World War II serves as a precursor to Warhol's new trends in 

artistic expression. Rockefeller and the OIAA relied on mass media advertising through 

motion pictures, radio, and print to promote a version of the "American Way of Life" that 

was defined by U.S. consumer culture and leadership to Latin Americans. The agency 

combined indirect propaganda with direct wartime messages to win Latin Americans' 

support during World War II and to advance U.S. economic and security objectives. 
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From Blueprint to Soup Cans 

The OIAA seemed to exhaust much of its energy in bureaucratic wrangling with 

other U.S. government agencies and trying to establish its own operating philosophy until 

December 1941. Just as Pearl Harbor marked a major turning point in the Mexican 

government's involvement in wartime propaganda, so too it changed the OIAA's 

approach to war information for all of Latin America. After Pearl Harbor, Rockefeller's 

agency moved beyond the planning stage to put its propaganda plans into action. 

During its blueprint phase, the OIAA articulated the philosophy and objectives for 

its operations in Latin America. It published the Philosophy and Organization of the 

Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs late in 1941 The document justified 

propaganda activities in Latin America by defining the region's importance and outlining 

a specific mentality or credo the agency hoped to instill in Latin Americans. The 

document proceeded to delineate the strategy the OIAA would employ to ensure that 

Latin Americans recognized the Axis threat and supported the Alhed cause.^ 

Philosophy and Organization of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Affairs, nd, RAC, NAR Personal, Washington Files, RG-III4 0, Box 8, Folder 61, 
Philosophy and Objectives, 1942-1943. Although the document is not dated, 
correspondence regarding the publication suggests that it was written sometime between 
September and December 1941. 

^ Philosophy and Organization also outlined a plan for winning support for Latin 
America among U.S. citizens. The agency's programs designed to promote Latin 
America in the United States make up an important part of its history, but are beyond the 
scope of this study. 
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Rockefeller and his agents believed that the United States needed Latin America's 

economic and defensive support during the v^ar. Economically, the U.S. needed access 

to raw materials that Latin American nations could provide to aid in the war effort. 

Although the agency hesitated to identify Latin American nations openly, earlier trade 

agreements reached with Mexico as well as trade statistics between the two countries 

during the war years indicate that Mexico was one of the United States' most important 

supplier of war materials, and therefore, a major component in the economic strategy. 

Militarily, Rockefeller's office defined Latin America as the right flank of the United 

States. With Mexico bordering over half of the southern U.S., it became a vital part of 

military objectives as well. 

Rockefeller's office also produced the "U.S. Credo for the Individual Citizen of 

Latin America," and incorporated this philosophy into its propaganda strategy.^ The 

credo included four main points. First, Latin Americans needed to understand that their 

best interests were linked with the United States. This part of the credo attempted to 

persuade Latin Americans that a close relationship with the United States ensured a better 

life for all Latin Americans. Second, the credo urged Latin Americans to understand 

that their interests would be harmed by the Axis powers. The OIAA emphasized Axis 

plans for world domination, which included subjugating the countries of Latin America. 

The agency publicized atrocities committed by the Axis powers in occupied areas of 

® Ibid, 2. 
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Europe and Asia. Third, the credo promoted the idea that the United States was going to 

win the war because of its military, economic, and moral strength. Fourth, the credo 

aimed to persuade Latin Americans to support the United States and to cooperate for 

victory by making personal sacrifices and helping to produce goods needed for the war 

effort. 

At the same time, the agency adopted a general propaganda strategy, which 

included themes to be emphasized through radio, motion pictures, and print. ^ The first 

themes compared U.S. strengths to the evils of the Axis. Propaganda focused on 

emphasizing the mutually beneficial relationship between the United States and Latin 

American nations. This premise entitled "Relations of the Americas" sought to promote 

the part of the credo that tied Latin Americans' interests with those of the United States.* 

The main message promoted hemispheric unity and urged Latin Americans to identify 

themselves as Americans. Hemispheric unity became one of the most important aspects 

of the OIAA's propaganda strategy for Latin America. 

The OIAA used Pan-Americanism to try to forge a common American identity 

throughout the hemisphere. Although the agency never outlined its definition of 

American, its propaganda messages suggest certain definitions. The OIAA used the 

geographic boundaries of the Western Hemisphere to define Americans, but excluded 

' Ibid, 4-7. 
' Ibid, 4. 
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Canada. Although Americans technically came from all parts of Latin America, the 

OIAA emphasized Mexico and Brazil in keeping with the underlying economic 

objective. The agency also defined Americans as defenders of democracy. The notion of 

democracy became problematic as many Latin American countries at the time boasted 

regimes where democracy was questionable at best. The agency resolved this potential 

conflict in another aspect of its definition of American. The OIAA produced propaganda 

that modeled a definition of American after the United States, which complemented other 

propaganda themes as well. It promoted the notion of the "American Way of Life" 

through political and economic institutions as well as through social and cultural trends. 

This emphasis allowed the agency to overlook undemocratic regimes in Latin America 

while at the same time promoting the United States as a role model for the hemisphere. 

Another propaganda theme emphasized the "Axis Menace to Freedom," in which 

the OIAA insisted that Latin American interests would be harmed by an Axis victory.^ As 

part of the call to unity, the United States presented the explanation of a common 

external enemy during World War II. In its Latin American propaganda, the OIAA 

denounced the Axis powers, and particularly Nazi Germany, as the enemy of all of the 

Americas. This message served as a counterpart to the notion of the American Republics 

united by a common dedication to democracy. The OIAA stressed the ideological 

differences that separated fascist powers fi"om the democratically-oriented American 

^ Ibid. 
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Republics. The message was quite effective and the Mexican government also used it in 

its own national wartime propaganda campaign. Not only could Mexicans identify many 

of the Axis actions and strategies as an affront to their way of life, but they also 

perceived them as a general attack on humanity. 

Two other propaganda themes placed an emphasis on U.S. victory in the war and 

its position as a world leader after the war. The "We Will Win the War" message 

claimed that because of its strengths, the United States would win the war, and initially 

the agency tried to minimize the difficulties the U.S. faced in the military campaigns.'" 

Throughout 1942 and 1943, U.S. military strength became another major theme in OIAA 

propaganda. Finally, the agency attempted to parlay wartime support into support for the 

U.S. after the war. This "We Will Win the Peace" message pushed the notion of U.S. 

leadership and the American way of life even ftjrther.'' It suggested that a wartime 

alliance with the United States would bring greater prosperity to Latin American nations 

after the war. Coupled with its message of hemispheric unity through American 

principles, the OIAA promoted the U.S. as the appropriate leader for the hemisphere. In 

much of its propaganda, the agency suggested that being American meant being like the 

United States. 

Ibid. 
" Ibid. 
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Before the United States became involved in World War II, Rockefeller's office 

had time to organize and articulate the agency's official philosophy and objectives. After 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the agency rushed to put its plan into place. 

Although some agency programs had started earlier in 1941 and many were in the 

plaiming stages prior to Pearl Harbor, the official declaration of war created a sense of 

urgency in carrying out OIAA programs in Latin America. The scope of OIAA activities 

increased throughout 1942 and after in the region, becoming more numerous and more 

aggressive in wartime propaganda. 

Coordination Committee for Mexico 

Rockefeller considered his agency's need to influence individual countries at the 

local level. In the summer of 1941, agency officials devised a strategy to create semi

official bodies to represent the OIAA in each Latin American country. Rockefeller began 

to create coordination committees made up of prominent U.S. citizens already living in 

Latin America. Working in conjunction with the State Department and U.S. embassies, 

the OIAA appointed committee members, who agreed to work voluntarily without pay. 

Comprising primarily U.S. businessmen, the Coordination Committees administered 
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01AA propaganda projects, oversaw cultural exchange programs, and served as advisors 

on economic issues.'^ 

In October, OIAA representatives traveled to Mexico City and with the help of 

the U.S. embassy, they established the Coordination Committee for Mexico. They 

selected representatives from some of the most vital industries in U.S.-Mexican 

commercial relations. The committee's Chairman was James R. Woodul, General 

Manager of American Smelting and Refining Company, and the Vice-Chairman was a 

partner in a major U.S. law firm operating in Mexico. W. S. Sollenberger, the Assistant 

Executive Secretary, also served as Vice-President of Anasteca Petroleum Company. 

Other U.S. businesses represented in the committee's membership included: General 

Electric, General Motors, National City Bank of New York, The Sydney Ross Company, 

Colgate Palmolive, Baldwin Locomotive Works, National Paper and Type Company, and 

Price Waterhouse.'^ 

The Coordination Committee for Mexico immediately formed sub-committees to 

focus specifically on its local objectives. By mid-1943, the Mexico committee had 

established 21 regional sub-committees in major cities throughout the covintry. Other 

sub-committees concentrated on specific propaganda activities. One of the most active 

Claude Curtis Erb, "Nelson Rockefeller and United States-Latin American 
Relations, 1940-1945" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Clark University, 1982), 99-101. 

" "Activities of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs in Mexico," April 21, 
1943, NARA RG 229, Entry 3, Box 513 (Hereafter Activities of the Coordinator, NARA 
RG 229). 
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specialized in communications and propaganda through its Radio, Press, and Motion 

Pictures Sections." Throughout 1942 and 1943, these forms of mass media produced an 

aggressive propaganda campaign. 

Motion Pictures 

The Motion Picture section of the local Coordination Committee included 

representatives from Paramount Pictures, Price Waterhouse, and Billings & Goodrich 

law firm. Because Mexico's film industry was relatively well-developed, that country 

became once of the most active markets for the agency's Motion Picture Division. Like 

the OIAA in general, its operations evolved in a series of phases, which it defined as: 1.) 

Organization, 2.) Indirect operations with emphasis on educational subjects, and 3.) 

Direct action wherein military defense and propaganda films were stressed.'^ On 

December 7,1941, in response to the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Motion Picture Division 

began operating in the third phase. The OIAA assisted and produced motion pictures 

that promoted its two primary propaganda messages of military strength and hemispheric 

unity through the American way of life. 

" Ibid. 
"Summary, Motion Picture Division, Office of Coordinator of Inter-American 

Affairs," nd, RAC, NAR Personal, Washington Files, RG-III4 0, Box 7, Folder 56 
(Hereafter Summary, Motion Picture Division, NARA RG 229.) 

Ibid. 
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As the Motion Picture Division's propaganda strategy materialized, the agency 

identified three kinds of films that proved effective in Latin America. The agency 

created and distributed specialized films, or Short Subjects, which featured Latin 

American themes as well as wartime propaganda. The Motion Picture Division also 

relied on newsreels as a form of propaganda, again emphasizing Latin American themes. 

A final strategy involved promoting U.S. feature films in Latin America. In all three 

areas of film production, the OIAA used the cooperative relationships it had established 

in the early years of its existence to work closely with private U.S. industries. 

The OIAA Short Subjects program demonstrated the cooperation with the U.S. 

motion picture industry. U.S. production companies produced these films without 

subsidy at the request of Rockefeller's agency. Most shorts were twenty minutes in 

length and focused specifically on a wartime issue or an issue that would bring greater 

hemispheric unity. By April 1942, a total of 35 had been released throughout Latin 

America. 

One year later, the OIAA had 108 Shorts in circulation throughout Latin America, 

of which 83 went to Mexico.'^ The priorities of the OIAA were reflected in the subject 

matter of these films. OIAA Shorts promoted a variety of themes, but nearly 25 percent 

promoted military or civilian defense themes.'^ Titles such as "Army of Champions," 

" Activities of the Coordinator, NARA RG 229 
Ibid. 
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"Building a Bomber," "Eyes of the Navy," "Tanks," and "Men of West Point" portrayed 

a powerful U.S. military that would lead the Allies to victory. Other titles such as "Don't 

Talk," "Women in Defense," and "Victory in the Air" showed the patriotic civilian 

population mobilized for war.^' They depicted the U.S. civilian population as the 

example Mexicans should follow. 

Although military themes appeared in many OIAA Shorts, the theme of unity and 

the American way of life dominated as nearly 40 percent of Shorts promoted common 

technological, economic, and cultural traits in the hemisphere with the United States as 

the region's leader.^'' Titles such as "Alaska's Silver Millions," "California Fashions," 

"Colleges," and "An Airplane Trip" used film to advertise the strengths of U.S. industry 

and technology to the rest of the region, while at the same time pushing the American 

way of life through fashion and education. In nearly all of these short films, the United 

States appeared as the region's leader in industry and culture.^' 

As the OIAA further developed its propaganda strategies in Latin America, it 

found new ways to utilize the cooperation of U.S. film makers. In the fall of 1941, the 

Motion Pictures Division organized a meeting of all major executives and producers in 

the U.S. film industry and secured a commitment from each that they would produce 

" My classification of these films as military and civilian defense themes is based 
on subject matter codes established by the OIAA and included in agency reports. Ibid. 

Ibid. 
Other film subjects included medicine, health, and agricultural themes that 

included less propaga than the films discussed above. 



216 

three or four shorts, on subjects approved by the 01AA. Production on these short films 

began immediately after Pearl Harbor. Some of the early titles that were particularly 

popular in Mexico included: "Viva Mexico," "Highway to Friendship," "Peace by 

Hitler," "Francisco Madero," "Hidden Enemies," and "Pan American Story." Other early 

shorts emphasized themes from other Latin American nations: "The Argentina 

Question," "Gaucho Sports," "Eyes on Brazil," and "Sports in South America." 

As the war progressed, the OIAA's Short Subjects program developed into one of 

the most important propaganda tools in Mexico. Between July 1, 1942 and January 1, 

1943, U.S. film producers released more than 225 shorts in Mexico alone, reaching 

estimated audiences of 100,000 to 375,000 with each picture.^^ 

Data compiled from the following OIAA reports: "Universal Shorts Released in 
the Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1, 1942 to January 1, 1943," nd, NARA 
RG 229, Information, MP, Mexico, Films Misc 1943; "RKO Radio Pictures de Mexico 
S.A. Shorts Released in the Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1,1942 to 
January 1, 1943," nd, NARA RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, Films Misc 
1943; "Warner Bros. First National Pictures S.A. Shorts Released in the Republic of 
Mexico during the Period of July 1,1942 to January 1, 1943," nd, NARA RG 229, 
Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, Films Misc 1943; "Columbia Shorts Released in 
the Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1, 1942 to January 1, 1943," nd, NARA 
RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, Films Misc 1943; "Paramount Shorts 
Released in the Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1, 1942 to January 1, 
1943," nd, NARA RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, Films Misc 1943; 
"United Artists Shorts Released in the Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1, 
1942 to January 1, 1943," nd, NARA RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, 
Films Misc 1943; "Fox Shorts Released in the Republic of Mexico dviring the Period of 
July 1,1942 to January 1,1943," nd, NARA RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, 
Mexico, Films Misc 1943; and "Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Shorts Shorts Released in the 
Republic of Mexico during the Period of July 1, 1942 to January 1,1943," nd, NARA 
RG 229, Information, Motion Pictures, Mexico, Films Misc 1943 
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Newsreels also became an effective propaganda tool of the Motion Picture 

Division. Like its Short Subjects program, the newsreels program of the OIAA involved 

close cooperation with Lf.S. newsreel companies. Before World War II, U.S. companies 

foxmd little profit in tailoring newsreels for Latin American markets. In its initial 

investigations in to the Latin American motion picture industry, the OIAA found that 

Axis powers were using newsreels effectively throughout the region as an instrument of 

propaganda. It quickly became involved in recruiting U.S. cooperation in monopolizing 

newsreel production in Latin America. By mid-1942, five American newsreel companies 

were sending weekly productions to Latin America: Paramount, Pathe, Universal, Fox-

Movietone, and News of the Day.^^ At the same time, the OIAA managed to curtail pro-

Axis newsreels so that by 1943 they were virtually non-existent. Newsreels circulated in 

motion picture theatres, showing before feature films. 

The OIAA influenced the subject matter contained in materials send to Latin 

America through its relationship with U.S. newsreel companies. Most U.S. companies 

began dubbing Spanish narrative on the newsreels, while OIAA agents worked to make 

the subject matter appealing to Latin Americans, and effective propaganda. By April 

1942, agents estimated that at least sixty five percent of newsreel coverage emphasized 

the U.S. National Defense Program.^'* 

Summary, Motion Picture Division, NARA RG 229. 
Ibid. 



218 

Examples of Early Newsreel Themes:^^ 

Five stories on the Conference of Rio 

Mexican and United States Army troops march together for the first time 

Brazilian Minister of Finance signs a trade treaty with our government 

Brazilian Government officials get rights to make Wright Engines 

Mexican Foreign Minister in conference with Under Secretary of State, Sumner 
Welles 

Wives of Latin American diplomats doing voluntary Red Cross work in 
Washington 

One challenge the OIAA faced with its Motion Picture Division was that many 

Mexicans living in remote rural areas of the country did not have access to a movie 

theater and therefore could not see the film propaganda. To resolve this issue, the 

Motion Picture Division supplied regional Coordination Committees with portable 

equipment and trucks to send propaganda films into remote areas. As a result, the OIAA 

introduced many Mexicans to the film industry for the first time through its mobile film 

program. The program allowed the OIAA to reach large segments of the illiterate 

population for whom print propaganda was not appropriate.^® 

Ibid. 
Donald W. Rowland, History of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-

American Affairs (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1947), 77. 
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The final category of motion pictures used by the OIAA involved less direct 

propaganda. The use of U.S. feature pictures intended to foster a general feeling of 

goodwill toward the United States among Latin Americans. The division encouraged 

U.S. film producers to release popular feature films in Latin America. Agents soon 

learned that Mexican audiences preferred films with comedic or romantic subjects. In 

fact, Mexicans demonstrated more apathy toward the war upon viewing war-related 

films, which they recognized as overly-propagandistic.^' They hoped that feature films 

would help Latin Americans understand life in the United States, and to view the U.S. as 

the hemispheric leader. 

Another strategy employed by the Motion Picture Division involved encouraging 

U.S. producers to take up themes based on Latin American subjects. In these instances, 

the OIAA served in an advisory capacity, but did not provide direct funding for the 

projects. In one failed attempt, RKO Radio Pictures Inc. hired Orson Welles to produce a 

full-length picture to be filmed in Brazil. Due to a disagreement between Welles and 

RKO, the project was abandoned after five months of filming. 

In a more successful project, the OIAA arranged a tour through Latin America for 

Walt Disney and entered into an agreement with the Disney organization for the 

Seth Fein, "Hollywood and United States-Mexico Relations in the Golden Age 
of Mexican Cinema" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Texas, 1996), 342; and Lew B. 
Clark, "Motion Picture Business in Mexico," June 10,1942, RAC, NAR Personal, 
Washington Files, RG-III4 0, Box 7, Folder 56 (Hereafter Motion Picture Business, 
RAC, NAR). 
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production of twelve feature pictures. Unlike its relationships with other production 

companies, the OIAA's agreement with Disney involved financing the films under a 

"guarantee-against-loss plan," where Rockefeller guaranteed $150,000 against losses on 

the series.^^ Under the agreement, Disney produced two animated motion pictures with 

Latin American themes. The first, Saludos Amigos, was released in 1943 and highlighted 

South American characters as friends of Donald Duck. Brazil held a position of 

importance as the main character, a parrot named Jose Carioca, represented Brazil and 

became patito Donald's most important South American companion. 

Generally the OIAA found that animated films were well-received in Mexico, 

particularly in remote, rural areas.^® The less educated sectors of the population 

responded more favorably to Disney animations than to other films first because cartoons 

tended to be dubbed in Spanish instead of using subtitles, which made it easier for the 

less literate to follow. Furthermore, Mexicans enjoyed the bright colors, energetic music, 

and the generally light-hearted themes presented in the animations.^'' Most Mexicans did 

not perceive Disney films to be overt wartime propaganda.^' 

Another film involved Mexico in the theme of hemispheric unity. Walt Disney 

created the film The Three Caballeros in 1945 for distribution in Latin America. In the 

Summary, Motion Picture Division, NARA RG 229. 
Rowland, 79. 
Fein, 342-343. 
Clark, 50. 
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film, Panchito, "a sombrero-wearing, charro-clad, pistol-packing rooster," hosts Donald 

Duck and the Brazilian parrot, Jose Carioca, on a tour through Mexico.^^ Mexican 

audiences enjoyed the traditional mariachi score, "Ay Jalisco, No Te Rajes," performed 

by the trio. In later scenes, Donald becomes part of a Guelaguetza-inspired dance with 

his China Poblana partner. The two swing and twirl to traditional folk music, meant to 

show positive aspects of Mexican culture.^^ 

The three characters represented the OIAA's efforts to promote unity in the 

hemisphere, but no other countries were represented in Walt Disney films. Most Latin 

Americans found the animated characters entertaining, and some even identified with the 

message of unity contained in heavily stereotyped Mexican and Brazilian characters.^'' 

Nevertheless, the idea of hemispheric unity led by the United States did not appeal to 

Mexicans or Latin Americans in general. Most OlAA feedback indicated that Mexicans 

responded more positively to Pan-Americanism defined as Latin American unity, which 

generally did not include the United States.^^ 

See Carl J. Mora, Mexican Cinema: Reflections of a Society, 1896-1988 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 73. 

Both films were released in 2003 in a Golden Anniversary DVD edition. 
Mora argues that the theme of Pan-Americanism was quite effective in this 

film. He also lauds Disney's attention to detail and accuracy in the film. Nevertheless, 
he explains that many Latin Americans responded positively to the film simply because it 
was one of the first Hollywood attempts to portray Latin Americans in a benign light. 

Ortiz Garza, 122. 
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Early in 1943, the OIAA in conjunction with the Office of Strategic Services 

Psychology Division, Research and Analysis Branch began to compile data that 

attempted to provide a measure of popular response to motion pictures. U.S. consulates 

throughout the country worked in cooperation with local OIAA coordination sub

committees to complete motion picture questionnaires that reported conditions of the 

local industry. Between January 26 and December 3, U.S. consular officials observed 

local theaters and interviewed managers and staff. Their research provided the OIAA 

with a variety of feedback on projection equipment, film content, attendance, and 

audience reaction.^'' Most of the surveys reported that Mexican audiences enjoyed the 

high production quality of American movies, but they disapproved of most war-related 

films or motion pictures with high propaganda content. Only the consulate at Matamoros 

reported that "clapping of hands and stamping of feef greeted the films.The consulate 

in Monterrey reported that audiences responded to pro-Allied propaganda shorts with 

enthusiasm. It credited this reaction to the success of motion picture propaganda that 

stressed the United Nations' cause.^^ 

Nevertheless, most theaters reported that audiences remained skeptical of films 

that appeared overtly propagandistic. According to one report from Guadalajara, 

audiences regularly booed or hissed at early newsreels and propaganda films that showed 

Clark, 27-195. 
" Ibid, 69. 

Ibid. 94. 
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American symbols, such as the U.S. flag or prominent public figures. As the war 

progressed, those reactions evolved generally to silence.^' Most observers found that 

Mexicans preferred locally-produced films because they were filmed in Spanish and 

because they tended to highlight themes that appealed to Mexican nationalism. Shortly 

after Mexico declared war, the government passed a regulation requiring theaters to 

display the national emblem and play the national anthem prior to showing feature films. 

U.S. consular reports indicated that audiences responded to these nationalistic displays 

with respect and enthusiasm.'"' 

The OIAA's motion picture research indicated that after the Mexican government 

declared war, emergency censorship efforts had effectively eliminated Axis propaganda 

in the film industry. Nearly all consular officials reported that no Nazi newsreels were 

shown in the country. Several even concluded that U.S. propaganda films were yielding 

favorable results because no Axis or domestic films offered propaganda favorable to the 

Axis.'" This argument reveals important assumptions made by U.S. propagandists that 

influenced the nature of OIAA wartime information in Mexico. Despite the fact that 

many Mexican-produced films emphasized national historic heroes and other nationalist 

themes, agency officials did not consider them to be effective propaganda. By 1943, 

OIAA representatives had clearly defined wartime propaganda as information relating 

Ibid, 76. 
Ibid, 93. 

"'Ibid. 121. 
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directly to the war which specifically emphasized the role of the United States. The 

agency frequently ignored nationalist themes that appealed to the Mexican public and 

instead promoted messages that emphasized a guarantee of a U.S. victory and a unified 

Americas led by the United States."^ 

Radio 

The Radio Division of the OIAA, like the Motion Picture Division and the agency 

as a whole, went through an initial organizational period in which it outlined its 

objectives and strategies, but put few of its planned programs into action. As with other 

Divisions of the OIAA, Nelson Rockefeller set about to make the Radio Division a 

partnership between the U.S. government and private U.S. interests. Donald Francisco, 

Vice President of the Lord and Thomas Advertising Agency became director of the 

Radio Division in 1941. Mexico's local Coordination Committee for radio attracted 

executives from major U.S. companies such as Colgate Palmolive, Coca-Cola, and 

Sydney Ross-Sterling Drugs."^ 

Pearl Harbor provided the impetus for the OIAA to become more aggressive in its 

radio propaganda. By 1942, the agency had improved short wave broadcasts from 

powerful stations in the United States to Latin America. It also began a strategy of 

David Loth, "Pardon Our Propaganda," Inter-American Monthly, November 
1946, 45-51. 

Activities of the Coordinator, NARA RG 229. 
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rebroadcasting programs by local stations. Most short wave and rebroadcast programs 

consisted exclusively of wartime news and commentary. The OIAA supplied news 

scripts to broadcasting companies such as CBS and NBC and the agency also assisted the 

private companies in finding Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking on-air commentators.'*'' 

One of the most successful of the radio news programs was "La Marcha del Tiempo," 

modeled after the "March of Time" program broadcast in the United States. 

In addition to short wave news broadcasts, the OIAA became involved in local 

radio production in Latin American markets. The agency sent transcriptions to radio 

stations and Coordination Committees became involved in aiding in the production of 

local radio shows. Imitating popular radio trends in the United States, the OIAA began 

producing dramatizations that provided fictional accounts of wartime adventures. 

Several radio programs emphasized the atrocities that Nazi forces had committed 

in occupied areas of Europe. "El Verdadero Enemigo" sent the message that Axis lies 

and violence against civilians were the "true enemies" of freedom-loving people. In a 

July 1943 episode, German officers occupying a small village in northern France are 

ordered to evacuate and to remove all civilians fi-om the town. During their conversation, 

they reveal that most of the village's residents had been sent to German factories and 

concentration camps. They only civilians who remain are too old or too young for 

resistance activities. The Nazi officers determine that they cannot worry about such 

Rowland, 65. 
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details as keeping families together and discuss plans to send small children to 

"instruction camps" while older residents would be sent to factories. The French citizens 

are portrayed as innocent and good-hearted, facing the callous and emotionless Nazi 

officers.''^ 

A similar program, "Espiritu de Victoria," presented weekly dramatizations 

featuring the efforts of the occupied nations of Europe against the Axis aggressors. The 

scripts told the story of how countries such as Russia and Italy were invaded by German 

forces.''^ In each episode, civilians sacrificed at the hands of "death, hvinger, and [Nazi] 

brutality," and became more united on their path to "freedom and victory.""^ Another 

program, "La Marca del Jaguar," told the exploits of Alberto, an "audacious Latin 

American" in Europe who continually fought against the atrocities of Hitler. In one 

episode, Alberto traveled to Alsace Loraine to free the French of Nazi oppression.'*^ 

Other dramatic radio programs portrayed the heroic exploits of the Allied military 

forces fighting overseas. In "Prologo de la Invasion," General Mark W. Clark led U.S. 

forces into regions of North Afnca occupied by the enemy. The narrator, a Frenchman, 

introduced the program as a report on the "salvation" of North Africa from the "tyranny 

"El Verdadero Enemigo," Program No. 39, July 13, 1943, NARA RG 229, 
Entry 3, Radio, Scripts, Box 252, Folder, B-RA-1481. 

"Espiritu de Victoria," November 20, 1942 and November 27, 1942, NARA RG 
229, Entry 3, Radio, Scripts, Box 252, Folder B-RA-4015. 

Ibid. 
"La Marca del Jaguar," July 2, 1943, NARA RG 229, Entry 3, Radio, Scripts, 

Box 252, Folder B-RA-4015. 
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of the Axis." From the introduction, the "soldiers of democracy" appear "strong, 

animated, well-armed, and feared.""^ 

Just as the Mexican public preferred motion pictures with light-hearted subjects, 

radio listeners enjoyed humorous radio programs. "El Baron Eje" offered a comedic look 

at the wartime attitudes of Axis industrialists. One particular episode portrayed the Axis 

Baron, "master of all and expert of nothing," as believing Axis propaganda and clinging 

desperately to the notion that Germany and Japan would win the war.^° 

While dramatic radio programs adopted a variety of approaches, they all sent a 

common message. Radio programs stressed that the Allied forces were stronger and 

more powerful than their Axis opponents. The fictional dramatizations portrayed Allied 

military forces that were destined to win the war. Radio programs went fiirther to portray 

the Allies as more intelligent and more ethical than their Axis counterparts. Radio 

programs not only insisted that the United States and its allies would win, but also they 

gave Mexicans many reasons for wanting to be on the winning side. 

In addition to developing scripts for full-length dramatic radio programs, the 

OIAA created shorter one to two minute "spot announcements" to be read on local radio 

stations. Spot announcements typically appeared as a dialogue between two or more 

49 «g| p].5iQgQ (jg la Invasion," November 18, 1942, NARA RG 229, Entry 3, 
Radio, Scripts, Box 246. 

"El Baron Eje," Program No. 32, June 4, 1943, NARA RG229, Entry 3, Radio, 
Scripts, Box 252, Folder B-RA-1429. 
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people and tended to justify U.S. participation in the war. "Nuestros Aliados" used a 

clown analogy to explain that U.S. leaders did not arbitrarily interfere in the internal 

affairs of sovereign nations. In the case of World War II, German, Italian, and Japanese 

aggression toward other sovereign nations compelled the United States to become 

involved: 

"If you decide to walk around dressed as a clown, go ahead ... we could 
continue being friends despite your mania; but if one day you grab me by 
the neck and you want to force your disguise onto me, things [would] 
change."^' 

Other spots stressed Axis cruelty. One announcement listed civil liberties that 

were not allowed by the Nazis, such as freedom of the press, suffrage, and freedom of 

expression.^^ Another spot told the story of Juan, who had been living in Europe and had 

recently returned after the Nazis confiscated or destroyed everything he owned.^^ Other 

spots simply promoted hemispheric unity, using phrases such as "the free nations of the 

Americas" and referred to their united struggle against totalitarian nations. 

Some OIAA radio programs did not directly push a war message. "Hit Parade" 

was a musical show popular with young listeners throughout Latin America. 

"Nuestros Aliados," nd, NARA, RG 229, Entry 3, Radio, Scripts, Box 276. 
"One-Minute Spot Aimouncement," nd, NARA, RG 229, Entry 3, Radio, 

Scripts, Box 276. 
" Ibid. 

Ibid. 
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Nevertheless, the light-hearted entertainment was interrupted frequently by the one-

minute spot announcements, which always brought listeners' attention back to the war.^^ 

One radio program produced in Mexico departed from direct wartime drama and 

instead appealed to women's sense of culture and fashion in a wartime enviroimient. 

"Mexican Women's Magazine of the Air" began airing early in 1942 and promoted a 

middle-class lifestyle to Mexican women and urged them to follow the example set by 

their American counterparts.^^ One episode reported a rebirth in fashion in 1942 due to 

the worldwide state of war. The program described how U.S. fashion designers had 

devised ways to create new fashions because much of the fine cloth that had previously 

come from Europe was not longer available.^^ Another program discussed the wartime 

efforts of American women on the home front. It emphasized their contributions in 

factory work and in such organizations as the Red Cross.^^ Another episode told the 

story of famous American actresses who were spending all of their free time making 

clothes for children who had been orphaned in the war.^^ One of the important ways the 

program influenced Mexican culture came in an episode that described how American 

Erb, 129. 
Don Francisco to James Woodul, May 6, 1942, NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, 

Radio, Mexico, Box 343. 
"Women's Magazine of the Air," #3, nd, NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, Radio, 

Mexico, Box 343. 
"Women's Magazine of the Air," #2, nd, NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, Radio, 

Mexico, Box 343. 
"Women's Magazine of the Air," nd, NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, Radio, 

Mexico, Box 343 
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women doing men's jobs in the workforce now largely wore pants instead of skirts.^" 

The program reported that yoxmg women seen on the streets of New York often wore 

masculine clothing, and the woman radio announcer of the program approved of this new 

trend.®' Many Mexican women who entered the workforce in record numbers during 

World War II adopted new fashion and began wearing pants instead of skirts.®^ 

Early in 1943, the Radio Division began to look closely at the Mexican market 

and tried to devise a strategy to measure popular reaction to its radio propaganda. The 

Coordination Committee for Mexico first established a system of administering surveys 

to gauge the popularity of radio programs.^^ The agency began evaluating public 

response in Mexico City, and then moved on to other major cities, such as Puebla, 

Guadalajara, Morelos, San Luis Potosi, Monterrey, and Torreon. The committee 

immediately faced several obstacles in its strategy. First, they found that several of the 

interviewers who had been hired were making up answers and those interviewers had to 

be replaced. Second, interviewers found that many listeners did not remember which 

program they had listened to the night before and, moreover, listeners also made up 

"Women's Magazine of the Air," nd, NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, Radio, 
Mexico, Box 343 

Ibid. 
Colin MacLachlan and William Beezley, El Gran Pueblo: A History of Greater 

Mexico, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2003), 378. 
Herbert Cerwin to Nelson Rockefeller, February 18,1943, NARA RG 229, 

Entry 1-3, Radio, Mexico, Box 344. 



231 

answers.®" Telephone checks during radio programs were effective, but only a small 

percentage of the population had telephone service, so this method only gave feedback 

for listeners in the higher income brackets. The Coordination Committee attempted to 

supplement telephone checks with house-to-house surveys, but they found that many 

Mexicans in the poorer sections of the cities would not allow the interviewers into their 

homes at night and they refused to answer questions.®' Finally, the committee devised 

what might be called a survey espionage plan to send surveyors out to poorer sections of 

the cities armed with portable radios. As they passed homes with windows open and 

radios on, they would tune their portable radio until they found the station that matched 

the program they could hear through the window. They would record the time, the 

station, and the home and then move on. As surveyors perfected the system, each one 

could "clock" an average of 100 radios during a three hour period.®® The Coordination 

Committee found the combination of telephone checks and survey espionage to be the 

most effective way of gathering reliable feedback to radio programs. 

The survey results indicated overwhelmingly that Mexicans preferred Mexican 

programs. Azcarraga's station, and NBC affiliate, XEW held the majority of the radio 

listening market. In Mexico City and throughout the country, listeners enjoyed 01AA 

Herbert Cerwin to Nelson Rockefeller, March 10, 1943, NARA RG 229, Entry 
1-3, Radio, Mexico, Box 344. 

®' Ibid. 
®® Ibid. 
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programs that featured Mexican music and Mexican talent.®' In Mexico City, in 

particular, the OIAA found that radio audiences preferred variety programs with well-

known Mexican talent as well as local music and culture.®^ The most popular program, 

with a rating of 88.72 was a one-hour Mexican production that featured national 

performers such as Cantinflas, Jorge Negrete, and Sara Garcia.®^ Two of the most 

popular news programs, "El Espectador" and "La Interpretacion Mexicana de la Guerra" 

were ones produced by the OIAA in Mexico with local radio commentators.'" The 

OIAA's survey reports did not reach any conclusions about the appeal of propaganda 

programs, but the fact that few war-related programs were included in the highest rated 

shows indicates that many parallels existed between motion picture and radio 

entertaiimient. In both media, many Mexicans were not interested in overtly 

Herbert Cerwin, "Radio Survey Results," 1943, NARA, RG 229, Entry 1-3, 
Radio, Mexico, Box 346. This report gave results for the OIAA's second official radio 
survey conducted in Mexico. Interior cities included in Cerwin's report were: Veracruz, 
Orizaba, Cordoba, Ciudad Victoria, Tampico, Queretaro, Celaya, Irapuato, Leon, 
Zacatecas, Fresnillo, Durango, and Aguascalientes. Surveys of interior cities were 
conducted from October to December 1943. Cerwin's report also includes a second 
series of surveys carried out in Mexico City from July 12 to September 12,1943. 

Herbert Cerwin, "Second Radio Survey of Mexico, D.F.," 1943, NARA RG 
229, Entry 1-3, Radio, Mexico, Box 345. 

Ibid. 
™ Don Francisco, "Field Inspection Report on Mexico, May 10"" to 17"^," 1943, 

NARA RG 229, Entry 1-3, Radio, Mexico, Box 345. "La Interpretacion Mexicana de la 
Guerra" was a propaganda tool of the OIAA, in which notable Mexican, Felix Palaviccini 
reported war-related news with a patriotic tone. See Chapter 5. 
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propagandistic entertainment. Instead, they preferred lighthearted or comedic films and 

radio programs, or those with a nationalist flair. 

Press 

By 1942, the OIAA's Press Division had put important measures into place to 

influence the Mexican national press. Subsidies and newsprint supply strategies began to 

yield results as Rockefeller's Washington office received reports that most mainstream 

newspapers were friendly toward the United States.'' Nevertheless, as the war 

progressed, new problems surfaced. Field reports began to indicate that many editors had 

turned away from free or inexpensive Axis news services and had refused Axis subsidies. 

Newspapers subscribed to expensive U.S. news agencies, but at the same time 

advertising revenues from U.S. private businesses had declined as American 

manufacturers converted to wartime production and had reduced exports. As U.S. 

businesses decreased sales to Mexico and Latin America, they also cut their advertising 

budgets in Latin American newspapers by as much as 35 percent.'^ The OIAA feared 

that many pro-Allied newspapers would go out of business as a result of lost revenue. 

See Chapter 2 
'^Erb, 113. 
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Rockefeller immediately began a public relations campaign directed at U.S. 

businesses. In cooperation with the Commerce Department, the OIAA sent nearly 1,700 

letters to U.S. manufacturers urging them to continue advertising in Latin America. He 

pointed to marketing advantages of maintaining familiarity with brand name products 

and the commercial sense of placing U.S. goods in a strategic position in Latin America 

for gaining markets after the war. Rockefeller also convinced the Treasury Department 

to rule that U.S. businesses could use advertising expenses in Latin America as a tax 

deduction. By the end of 1943, U.S. advertising expenditures had doubled throughout 

Latin America. 

The OIAA tried to improve U.S. coverage in Latin American newspapers and 

magazines by inviting Latin American journalists to tour the United States. In October 

1942, reporters and columnists for Mexican newspapers such as Exclesior, El Universal, 

El Popular, Novedades, La Prensa, El Nacional, and El Popular toured the United States 

as guests of the OIAA^'* 

One of the most important propaganda tools of the OIAA was the monthly 

magazine En guardia {Em guarda), published in Spanish and Portuguese and distributed 

Ibid., 114. Archival documentation does not give specific results for these 
trips, such as numbers and types of stories pubUshed in Mexican newspapers. Since 
many articles did not include by-lines, the overall effect of this strategy is unknown. 

Activities of the Coordinator, NARA RG 229. 
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throughout Latin America. The agency began publishing En guardia in January of 1942 

specifically to inform Latin Americans of the U.S. military efforts in the war. The 

magazine ceased publication in December of 1945. To pubUsh En guardia, the agency 

hired editors from Life magazine in the United States and En guardia took on many 

characteristics of the U.S. popular culture publication.^^ Similar in size to Life, En 

guardia was published on a monthly basis with a color cover and a variety of color and 

black and white photos throughout the magazine illustrating articles. It included articles 

about battles in Europe and Asia, detailing the strengths and resources of the U.S. 

military. It also reported regularly on the U.S. home front by featuring special articles on 

U.S. industries and workers as well as women and children. In later years, the magazine 

also began reporting on U.S. culture, highlighting different regions of the United States 

each month. 

In its initial years of circulation, En guardia was distributed free-of-charge to 

people in Latin America that the OIAA considered the most influential. The magazine 

became extremely popular and the agency began processing subscription requests. The 

first issue's circulation of 80,000 copies had grown to 550,000 by the end of the war. Of 

its Spanish-language copies, roughly 20 percent went to Mexico alone, once again 

underscoring the importance the OIAA had placed on Mexico..^® 

Rowland, 46-48. 
Activities of the Coordinator, NARA RG 229. 
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In examining the contents of En guardia it becomes clear that the primary 

objective of the publication was to promote a definition of American life according to 

U.S. standards. During its run, En guardia never devoted more than 40 percent of its 

coverage to specific Latin American countries and on average devoted less than 15 

percent to Latin American coverage. Most issues of En guardia included 30 to 40 pages 

on the U.S. war effort. These stories emphasized the strength of the U.S. military with 

photos of large, imposing warships and other military equipment. Other stories featured 

U.S. military and political leaders, and described how their training and expertise would 

assure a U.S. victory. Partly to combat Axis propaganda that promised a German victory, 

OIAA propaganda aimed to persuade Latin Americans that siding with the United States 

was in their best interests and would place them on the winning side after the war. 

Other OIAA stories featured the heroic efforts of the U.S. workforce. Photos 

depicted clean working environments and happy workers. One story described how U.S. 

workers ate healthy, well-balanced meals provided by cafeterias in the factories. Figure 

4.1, which accompanied the story, shows a cafeteria worker surrounded by rows and 

rows of tasty and nutritious desserts. OIAA propagandists wanted to show that the 

American way of life meant living the good life. They emphasized nutritious food and a 

robust workforce that could also indulge in small luxuries such as cakes and pies. 

The magazine encouraged women to be patriotic by featuring articles on females 

as nurses in the war and as factory workers at home. Many U.S. women worked in 



Figure 4.1 
En guardia U.S. Factory Cafeteria 

Source: En guardia, Vol. 4, No. 9, September 1945. 



Figure 4.2 
En guardia U.S. Woman Factory Worker 

Source: En guardia, Vol. 2, No. 10, October 1943. 
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industries producing military equipment, further contributing to the war effort. Other 

women performed their patriotic duty by transforming themselves from housewives into 

farmers to keep up agricultural production. In all of the photos of U.S. laborers, the 

workers are well-dressed, well-groomed, and smiling (Figvire 4.2). En guardia painted a 

picture of a patriotic American population where all citizens did their part to aid in the 

war effort. Its stories implied that Latin Americans should follow the example set by the 

U.S. and dedicate themselves to the war effort. 

En guardia promoted its patriotic propaganda by including articles on U.S. 

families during the war and people buying war bonds. Figure 4.3 shows Teddy Burton, 

eleven years old, who sent his entire savings of $428.88 to President Roosevelt to help 

win the war. Teddy Burton sent a dual message to Latin Americans. First, he provided 

another example of wartime support for Latin Americans to follow. The OIAA hoped to 

demonstrate that even children took seriously their patriotic responsibilities. Second, 

Teddy Burton's $428.88 sent a compelling message about the American way of life. The 

story demonstrated that not only was the eleven-year-old willing to donate his life 

savings to help the war effort, but that he had $428.88 to send. It subtly implied that the 

American way of life meant that eleven-year-old children could accumulate a savings 

account worth more than most Mexicans made in an entire year. The OIAA wanted 

Latin Americans to believe that by allying themselves with the United States and 

supporting the war effort, they could also enjoy the American way of life. 



Figure 4.3 
En guardia U.S. Child Aiding War Effort 

Source: En guardia. Vol. 1, No. 6, June 1942. 
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Figure 4.4 
En guardia U.S. Coffee Consumption 

Source; En guardia, Vol. 3, No. 1, January 1944. 
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The majority of En guardia's stories featured the United States military or the 

civilian population, but some stories highlighted Latin American countries. Frequently, 

those stories reported Latin American contributions toward the war effort.Other 

features aimed to make Latin American feel more economically and culturally connected 

to the United States. The story accompanying Figure 4.4 explained that coffee, a product 

exported by many Latin American nations to the United States, was becoming an 

American national passion. Through such stories, the OIAA hoped to convince Latin 

Americans that their future economic well-being lay with the United States and an Allied 

victory. 

The OIAA believed that hemispheric unity would be more appealing to Latin 

Americans with an advanced and progressive nation like the United States as a leader. 

Through En guardia, it sent a message that the powerful U.S. military would lead the 

way to an Allied victory in World War IL With the emphasis on military might and 

wartime mobilization, the magazine's content almost assured a U.S. victory. The OIAA 

wanted to send the message that Latin Americans should want to join the winning side. 

It portrayed the American way of life defined by a U.S. standard of living and 

See "Las Americas en Accion: La Conferencia de Rio define la Pplftica del 
Hemisferio," En guardia Vol. 1, No. 6, June 1942; "Aviadores vecinos," En guardia, 
Vol. 1, No. 7, July 1942; "Mexico entra en la guerra," En guardia, Vol. 1, No. 8, August 
1942; "Brasil," En guardia, Vol. 1, No. 8, August 1942; "El Brasil entra en la guerra," 
En guardia, Vol. 1, No. 12, December 1942; "Las fiierzas armadas de Mexico," En 
guardia. Vol. 1, No. 12, December 1942; "Mexico en pie de guerra," En guardia, Vol. 2, 
No. 7, July 1943. 
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encouraged Latin Americans to aspire to similar standards. Finally, En guardia stressed 

that United States offered strong potentials for trade during and after the war. 

Posters 

As the Press and Publication Division further developed its propaganda strategy, 

it began looking beyond print media as a form of propaganda. In 1942, the OIAA began 

putting plans into place to develop a propaganda poster campaign in Latin America. 

Although using visual media did not require extensive research into local infrastructure 

and industry, it did require knowledge of local trends and customs to devise a plan that 

would be most appealing to individual countries. After Pearl Harbor, OIAA agents 

began to investigate the use of posters throughout Latin America to broaden its 

propaganda campaign.'^ 

The OIAA used visual media to appeal to both literate and illiterate groups in the 

Mexican population. The poster campaign was not the most important aspect of OIAA 

propaganda and U.S. posters competed for space and public attention with posters 

produced by Mexico's propaganda agency. Nevertheless, the Press and Publication 

Division did devote considerable resources to producing posters in all of Latin America. 

Rowland, 55. 
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01AA posters tended to fall into one of two main themes: Allied victory or 

American unity. Frequently the OIAA used local artists to give the posters a more 

authentic Latin American character. Antonio Arias Bemal, famous Mexican caricaturist 

and front page cover designer for the weekly magazine Hoy, went to work for 

Rockefeller's agency to produce wartime caricature posters for distribution in Latin 

America.^' His works tended to the humorous and frequently featured prominent 

Mexican characteristics. 

Figure 4.5 was a popular image within Mexico, but it is unclear how it was 

received in other areas. It shows short and effeminate Nazi officers cowering before a 

towering, muscular, sombrero-clad Mexican peasant, fully equipped with a sagging gun 

belt and a buck tooth. The Mexican appears to be rolling up his sleeves, preparing for 

physical confrontation with his outmatched opponents. True to Arias Bemal's form, the 

Mexican is portrayed in a stereotypical fashion, as a rural peasant with almost primitive 

traits. To Bemal, Mexico as a nation exhibited similar characteristics: mral, yet 

imposing. The outline of Latin America appears in the background. The Mexican 

peasant leans in slightly to place his left shoulder between the Nazis and the American 

continents, implying that the he is protecting the entire hemisphere.*'^ The poster sent the 

™ Ibid. 
No distribution information is available for this poster. 
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Figure 4.5 
OIAA/Arias Bemal Poster: Mexican versus Nazis 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B46.6 



Figure 4.6 
OIAAyArias Bemal Poster: United for Victory 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Pliotographs Division, POS-B-Mex.B46.2 
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message of hemispheric unity and allied victory, and it portrayed the idea that Mexico 

played a vital role in that victory. 

Another Arias Bemal poster, shown in Figure 4.6, appealed to a broad audience 

with multiple messages. With the caption reading, "United for Victory," the image 

portrays Axis leaders Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Emperor Hirohito in a pile. 

The leaders are bandaged and appear beaten down, helplessly confronting defeat. As a 

final humiliating act, Mussolini, with his back to the viewer, peeks over his own shoulder 

as he straddles Hitler's neck and is poked in the back with a "V" for Victory. The "V" is 

personified with two faces, one wearing a soldier's helmet and the other a peasant's 

sombrero. The message intends to emphasize the military ability of the United States 

united with the productive capacity of Latin America to bring victory against the Axis. 

A similar message appears in the "Union is Strength" poster in Figure 4.7. The 

poster shows a soldier and an industrial worker smiling and shaking hands in friendship. 

Both figures are muscular and imposing, giving the image of strength and ability. They 

appear behind columns of smoke rising from an industrial production complex. At the 

bottom, Mussolini, Hitler, and Hirohito recoil in fear and awe. It is clear that the Axis 

leaders fear the combination of industrial and military strength that the U.S.-Latin 

American union provides. Although produced by a Mexican artist, only 8,000 of the 
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Figure 4.7 
OIAA/Arias Bemal Poster: Union is Strength 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-B-Mex.B46.5 
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nearly 80,000 copies of this poster were distributed in Mexico. The OIAA may have 

preferred to use images that appeared more "Mexican" in Mexico.^' 

A final example of Arias Bemal's posters deviated from the theme of American 

unity and emphasized the Allied victory. At the same time it promoted the concept of a 

United Nations movement after the war. The "Hitler Caged" poster in Figure 4.8 

portrays Hitler and Hirohito trapped in a cage comprising flags of all Allied nations. 

Latin American nations are not prominently featured in this figure, although the Mexican 

flag appears fourth behind the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union. In this 

image, he sends a message that the unity of all Allied nations brought down the evil Axis 

powers. 

Other OIAA posters sent similar messages. In Figure 4.9, the "Good Neighbors, 

Good Friends" posters promoted the spirit of the Good Neighbor Policy and emphasized 

historical bonds between the United States and Mexico. The image shows U.S. hero 

Abraham Lincoln side-by-side with Mexican hero Benito Juarez. Behind each figure 

appears the flag of his country. In the center, a figure dressed as a U.S. fanner shakes 

hands with a Mexican campesino. Both figures are smiling and approach each other as 

fiiends. 

"Distribution List for 'Union is Strength' Poster," nd, NARA, RG 229, Entry 
127, Box 1467. 



Figure 4.8 
OIAA/Arias Bemal Poster: Hitler Caged 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-B-Mex.058.1 
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Figure 4.9 
OIAA Poster: Good Neighbor, Good Friends 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, DLC/PP-1997:039 
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In Figure 4.10, the theme of hemispheric solidarity is repeated. The figure of a 

man with no discemable facial features rises from the Americas, wielding a weapon. He 

has one foot planted in North America and the other planted in South America. The 

caption below reads, "As One Man," indicating a united Americas generates a formidable 

military force. True to the agency's definition of "America," the poster excludes Canada 

as part of the Western Hemisphere. 

As in other areas of its propaganda campaign, Mexico was considered a priority 

for distribution of wartime posters. Between July 1, 1943 and July 1, 1944, the OIAA 

printed a total of 775,491 posters for distribution in Latin America. Of that number it 

sent 124,350 to Mexico.®^ The only country that received more posters during that 

twelve-month period was Cuba, with approximately 160,000 prints. 

"Summary of Pamphlet and Poster Distribution, July 1,1943 - July 1, 1944" 
nd, NARA, RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1467. 
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Figure 4.10 
OIAA Poster: As One Man 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B46.4 
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Table 4.1 
OIAA Posters Distributed in Mexico 

July 1,1943-Julyl, 1944^^ 
"Mute Mexican" 3,500 
"As One Man" 16,250 
"United for Victory" 1,600 
"The Americas United for Progress & 
Victory 

70,000 

"Hitler Caged" 25,000 
"Caralees? Talk" poster 2,800 
"The Vision of our Heroes" 6,000 

Total 124,350 

Pamphlets 

Like other aspects of OIAA propaganda, pamphlets were not developed and used 

by the agency until after the U.S. entry into the war. In February 1942, agency 

representatives in Washington D.C. began to consider distributing pamphlets at frequent 

intervals throughout Latin America.^'' Since the publication of En Guardia had recently 

begun, agency leaders felt that using pamphlets to cover military matters would be a poor 

use of resources. Similarly, they felt that Latin Americans would not be interested in 

pamphlets devoted to background material.^' Therefore, OIAA pamphlets tended to be 

Ibid. 
Schuyler Bradt to Harry Frantz, Subject: Printed Literature Campaign for the 

Other American Republics, February 23,1942, NARA, RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1467. 
Ibid. 
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historical or technical in nature. Historical material frequently promoted the United 

States as the democratic leader of the Americas. Other historical themes compared Latin 

American historical leaders to U.S. national heroes, extolling the virtues of democracy 

and freedom. Technical pamphlets focused on health, sanitation, and education while at 

the same time promoting the United States as a leader in those fields. A few pamphlets 

went beyond the historical and technical fields by depicting Nazi atrocities in Europe. 

By the end of the war, the OIAA was distributing nearly five million pamphlets a year in 

the region, of which nearly two million went to Mexico.®^ 

"Summary of Pamphlet and Poster Distribution" 
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Table 4.2 
OCIAA Pamphlets Distributed in Mexico 

July 1, 1943-Myl, 1944^^ 
"A People Marches" 10,000 
"A Man - What's he Worth" 40,665 
"Heroes Verdaderos" 450,000 
"Road to Victory" 200,000 
"Jokes of the War" 99,000 
"Cordell Hull" 25,000 
"The Americas United" 2,000 
"Automotive Transport in the Americas" 10,000 
"Our Future" 500,000 
"Spanish Speaking Americans in the War" 67,000 
"The U.S. in the War" 75,000 
"How Short Wave Works" 1,500 
"Makers of Victory" 100,000 
"After the Storm" 50,000 
"The War in the Air" 50,000 
"Stories from Real Life" 250,000 

Total 1,930,165 

During the war, the OIAA published El pueblo y su triunfo, dedicated to 

explaining the United States' long history of social progress. According to the pamphlet, 

social progress existed in countries with a long democratic history of promoting social 

welfare and where social concerns were priorities. The introduction explained that some 

of the main components of a socially advanced society were the development of the labor 

"Summary of Pamphlet and Poster Distribution" 
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movement, improvements in rural life, the development of a Social Security system, and 

the promotion of education.^^ According to the OIAA, these aspects of social progress 

were top priorities for the United States, as a democratic nation. The agency chose to 

emphasize strengths of U.S. society, which were also important elements of the Latin 

American social structure in general. In doing so, agency representatives promoted 

conceptions of democracy and social progress in U.S. history that would not offend Latin 

Americans. Likewise, the OIAA avoided events in U.S. history that would not portray 

the United States as a socially advanced and democratic role model. 

The pamphlet began with a discussion of the United States' pursuit of 

independence, followed by a review of the Civil War and the abolition of slavery. As 

one agent divulged in his criticism of State Department censorship, this account of U.S. 

history conveniently omitted any mention of the Mexican-American War or the settling 

of the Western frontier.®^ The pamphlet stressed that the United States had a long history 

of fighting to protect the rights of the people and to preserve the democratic way of life. 

It went on to compare the U.S. role as protector of democracy to its present-day role in 

the European crisis. 

The pamphlet, in addition to a discussion of the U.S. education system and the 

Social Security program, outlined a glowing account of the pursuit for workers' rights in 

El Pueblo y su triunfo (Washington D.C.: Office of Inter-American Affairs, 
n.d.). 

Loth, 45-51. 
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the United States. This account portrayed the United States government as playing a 

cooperative role in securing laws to protect workers. It emphasized that the goverrmient 

passed a constitutional amendment to provide a minimum wage and described a strong 

and growing labor movement in the first decade of the twentieth century. It did not 

acknowledge the obstacles that the labor movement faced as the government historically 

yielded to the interests and demands of big business. 

Another OIAA pamphlet seemed, on the surface, to target patriotic and nationalist 

interests of some Latin American countries. Hombres de las Americas que lucharon por 

la democracia provided biographical information on several Latin American heroes and 

presented them as true defenders of democracy.'" A closer look at this pamphlet reveals 

that the agency's true message once again featured the United States as a role model for 

the hemisphere, downplaying the importance of Latin America's heroes. 

The pamphlet began by explaining that the six Latin American heroes represented 

the fight for democracy because each had become familiar with it in practice in the 

United States. The pamphlet stated that prominent Latin American historical figures, 

such as Benito Juarez, Jose Marti, and Domingo Sarmiento, were influenced by 

democratic ideals by spending brief periods of time in New York, New Orleans, and Ann 

Arbor, Michigan. These leaders then returned to Latin America to share democratic 

^ Hombres de las Americas que lucharon por la democracia (Washington D.C.: 
Office of Inter-American Affairs, n.d.) 



259 

values with the rest of the American Republics. Because of the State Department's 

censorship and its desire to present the U.S. as the ideal democratic role model, the OIAA 

clouded potentially effective nationalistic propaganda by stressing the role of U.S. 

influence over that of Latin American heroes. 

Through the poster and pamphlet program developed in 1942, the OIAA 

continued to emphasize the main themes laid out in its propaganda strategy. Visual 

material supported the theme of military victory, but posters and pamphlets stressed 

hemispheric unity more than any other theme. The OIAA sent messages that as a unified 

body, the countries of the Americas would be victorious in World War II. Nevertheless, 

the agency's message of unity was overshadowed by its portrayal of the U.S. as a 

hemispheric leader. By emphasizing U.S. leadership, the OIAA ignored potentially 

effective propaganda themes that appealed to Latin American nationalism. The wartime 

information program initiated by the Avila Camacho administration in Mexico in the 

summer of 1942 serves as a stark contrast to the methods used by the OIAA. The 

Mexican government continued to develop its propaganda program and the wartime 

information campaign continued with deeply nationalist themes.®' It is difficult to 

measure popular response to the OIAA propaganda campaign, but an analysis of 

Mexicans' rhetoric with respect to the war suggests that many rejected the U.S. emphasis 

See Chapter 5. 
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on Pan-Americanism in the agency's wartime information and instead preferred to 

consider the war in terms of their own nationality. 

Indirect Propaganda: Playing the Good Neighbor 

United States Railway Mission in Mexico 

Rockefeller and his agents of the OIAA considered Mexican transportation to be a 

serious issue in wartime emergency. Earlier economic agreements had made Mexico a 

major supplier and shipper of vital raw materials such as antimony, molybdenum, zinc, 

lead, tin, copper, tungsten, manganese, mercury, rubber, henequen, mahogany, graphite, 

and coffee.^^ Throughout 1941, U.S. transport ships became increasingly committed to 

trans-Atlantic shipping with fewer vessels available to move goods from Mexico and 

Central America. A shortage of vessels, combined with escalating submarine warfare 

made Mexico's railways the safest option for inter-American shipping. It quickly 

became apparent that the national railway system suffered disrepair and inefficiency, and 

it could not accommodate the increased demands of wartime shipping. 

The OIAA commissioned a survey of Mexican railways in February 1942. The 

investigation concluded that the railway suffered from various problems that needed to 

be addressed immediately. First, equipment and design were old and outdated. The 

See Chapter 2. Some of these products came from Central American countries 
and were shipped through Mexico to the United States. Rowland, 32. 
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tracks and bridges were not suitable for high speeds and heavy transports. Furthermore, 

much of the equipment had been poorly maintained. The survey found large sections of 

lines in deteriorated conditions and there was a shortage of locomotives and other 

equipment as many sat idle awaiting repairs. Finally, the OIAA found railroad 

management to be inefficient.^^ As a result of operations and maintenance problems in 

the rail system, other Mexican industries had been operating under capacity for lack of 

shipping capability. 

A second survey began in April to establish a plan for remedying railway 

problems. After several months of investigations and several more months of 

negotiations, U.S. and Mexican officials agreed to a joint program of railway 

rehabilitation in November. The United States Railway Mission in Mexico targeted lines 

that would provide direct transport between the United States and Central America for 

immediate repair. The Mexican government agreed to make changes in management and 

operations, while the U.S. agreed to provide technical and financial assistance. The 

United States also agreed to guarantee procurement of necessary equipment and supplies 

that came from U.S. suppliers. 

The United States Railway Mission in Mexico operated until June 30, 1946. 

During the war, it helped to repair thousands of miles of track and replaced or 

'^Ibid., 33. 
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strengthened several bridges.^'* The Mission improved daily operations of the rail lines 

and increased shipping capacity. The program ensured that rail transport continued 

uninterrupted during the war years. U.S. experts submitted suggestions for long-term 

projects to continue improvements and efficiency after the official mission ended. 

The railway mission illustrates important aspects of OIAA operations in Mexico. 

First, it supported the original economic and commercial objectives laid out by the U.S. 

government in creating the office. Improvements to Mexico's rail lines ensured 

uninterrupted transport of vital war materials during the immediate crisis of the war. It 

also contributed to long-term U.S. commercial goals by putting a system into place that 

made the Mexican rail system reliant on U.S. equipment and technology to continue 

efficient operations after the war. The considerable attention and resources the U.S. 

government devoted to the railway mission indicates Mexico's strategic importance 

during the war in terms of supply and defense. More than bolstering an economic 

objective, the railway mission solidified Mexico's strategic and defensive cooperation 

with the United States. Finally, the U.S. railway mission served as a form of indirect 

wartime propaganda. By providing resources and aid to improve a vital part of Mexico's 

See Thomas Wood Clash, "United States-Mexican Relations, 1940-1946: A 
Study of U.S. Interests and Policies" (Ph.D. Dissertation, State University of New York, 
1972), Chapter V; Dorothy M. Tercero, "Rehabilitation of the National Railways of 
Mexico," Bulletin of the Pan American Union (July, 1944): 385-391; and David 
Klingman, "Cooperation and Conflict: Railway Relations between the United States and 
Mexico during World War 11" (M.A. Thesis, Tulane University, 2003). 
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infrastructure, the OL/\A also portrayed the United States as a strategic ally and a good 

neighbor. 

Colorado River Water Treaty 

The OIAA became involved in an environmental dispute between the United 

States and Mexico that dated back to the 1870s when the two nations began considering 

the irrigation potential of the Colorado River and the Rio Grande.^' A 1906 treaty had 

allocated water from the upper Rio Grande, but left the controversy of the lower Rio 

Grande and the Colorado River unresolved. As Mexico continually developed 

agricultural activities in its northern regions, the issue became crucial to that country.®^ 

As the war escalated, the Avila Camacho administration saw an opportunity to 

revisit the issue, particularly as an alliance between the two nations became imperative to 

the United States. As early as January 1941, Avila Camacho had initiated negotiations 

with the U.S. Department of State to resolve the conflict. U.S. leaders faced serious 

domestic opposition from Colorado River basin states to allocating water to Mexico.'^ 

They also worried that failure to reach a settlement could jeopardize the delicate and 

Norris Hundley, Dividing the Waters: A Century of Controversy between the 
United States & Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966). 

Wood Clash, 68. 
Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, New Mexico, Arizona, and California. 

Ibid., 69. 
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crucial alliance the two nations had formed. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, reaching a 

compromise with Mexico became even more imperative and strategic defense objectives 

took priority over domestic political concerns. Furthermore, the U.S. Commission to the 

American Section of the International Boundary Commission completed a study of the 

issue and found that Mexico's irrigation needs had expanded substantially over the 

previous two decades and that the United States had water to spare.^^ State Department 

officials worried that failure to settle the issue through diplomatic channels would 

compel Mexico to seek arbitration, which U.S. leaders feared would favor Mexican 

demands.^^ 

The two governments negotiated technical details throughout 1942 and 1943 and 

by February 1944 they signed a proposed treaty that guaranteed Mexico 1.5 million acre-

feet of Colorado River water each year.'"" As the treaty went to the U.S. Senate for 

ratification, domestic opposition flared up once again, led by California lobby interests. 

Rockefeller, who had served only in an advisory capacity prior to 1944, became actively 

involved in trying to assure to treaty's passage.'"' The OIAA supported Ambassador 

George Messersmith and the State Department in their efforts to encourage the Senate 

"'Ibid., 71. 
^ Ibid., 209. 

Hundley, 130-132; and Department of State Treaty Series No. 994. 
Nelson Rockefeller, "Information on Mexican Waterway Treaty," January 23, 

1945, RAC, NAR Personal, Washington Files, RG-III4 0, Box 7, Folder 55, Mexican 
Water Treaty, 1944-1945. 
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Foreign Relations Committee to endorse the treaty. Both agencies argued that the treaty 

was fair and reasonable in its concessions to Mexico and they criticized the California 

opposition movement.The Senate finally ratified the treaty on April 18, 1945. 

The Senate's ratification of the treat marked an important victory for the OIAA. 

Rockefeller had argued that the future of the United States' strategic alliance with 

Mexico would be jeopardized if the U.S. failed to ratify the treaty. The Mexican 

government considered the outcome of the conflict to be of vital importance to the two 

nations as they moved forward in a postwar relationship.'"^ More importantly, the OIAA 

and many in the State Department viewed the treaty as fair. They understood that 

Mexico had genuine irrigation needs and they believed the treaty addressed those needs 

in a manner that was equitable to both countries. Rockefeller felt that settling the water 

dispute was a strategic public relations move to improve the perceptions many Mexicans 

had of the United States.'"'* By treating Mexico fairly and expressing genuine concern for 

the country's development needs, the OIAA hoped to portray the United States as a Good 

Neighbor and it hoped to solidify popular support for the U.S. in World War II. 

Nelson A Rockefeller to Donald Rowland, February 13, 1945, RAC, NAR 
Personal, Washington Files, RG-III4 0, Box 7, Folder 55, Mexican Water Treaty, 1944-
1945. 

Wood Clash, 214-215. 
Rockefeller to Rowland. 
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Conclusion 

Andy Warhol painted his "soup can" art two decades after the OIAA was 

producing its propaganda campaign in Latin America. Nevertheless, his art reflects 

important trends in 1960s American pop culture that existed already in the 1940s and that 

influenced the agency's wartime information. The OIAA relied on the same forms of 

mass media that Warhol criticized to promote a mass produced version of the "American 

Way of Life" that it wanted to spread throughout the hemisphere. Its messages 

frequently glorified ordinary aspects of American life, such as factory work, food, and 

cosmetics. The agency's reliance on major U.S. firms to market and sponsor its 

programs further reflects Warhol's art. The OIAA used celebrity in brand names such as 

Colgate Palmolive and General Electric to advertise the American way of life. It aimed 

to unify the hemisphere around a common, yet contrived definition of "American" based 

largely on U.S. consumer culture. 

Although the OIAA claimed to promote cultural awareness as its official dictum, 

its underlying objective—^to promote U.S.-led economic cooperation—influenced the 

way the agency pursued its propaganda campaign. The agency focused on Pan-

Americanism and encouraged a mutual identity of American for all of the Western 

Hemisphere. Its definition of American promoted the United States as the role model for 

Latin America. Mexico's reaction to these strategies can partially be measured by its 

ovra propaganda techniques. In their rhetoric, Mexicans tended to identify little with 



being American. Instead Mexicans looked to national heroes and their own national 

interests in World War 11. 
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Chapter 5 

A Propaganda Chalkboard: 

Teaching Mexico the Official Story (1943-1944) 

The initial enthusiasm for the war displayed by Mexicans in the summer of 1942 

was tempered by the reality of the struggle by August. Economically, the country had 

been on a war footing for more than a year. Many factory owners and agriculturalists 

had already converted to wartime production to meet the demand generated in trade 

agreements with the United States. As they increased production of war supplies for 

export to the United States, the availability of staple goods for domestic consumption 

decreased. Inflation quickly set in and Mexicans found their paychecks shrinking in 

terms of real buying power. For many, the war for which they were sacrificing grew 

increasingly distant and public support began to wane. 

Many began to retreat from their initial enthusiasm for the war when the Avila 

Camacho administration implemented the Compulsory Military Service Law in August 

1942. Government attempts to train a reserve force for domestic security met a popular 

backlash as protests erupted throughout the country. Many feared that compulsory 

military service meant the Mexican armed forces would be sent abroad to fight. Others 
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resisted the draft for the burden it would impose on the family's resources. National 

unity that seemed solid in the summer of 1942 appeared to be threatened later in the year 

as many citizens questioned some government programs. 

As a result, the Mexican government adapted its propaganda strategy to these 

changing circumstances. Information agents devised new programs to reduce factional 

affiliations and promote a common Mexican identity. They used the upcoming 

Independence Day celebration in 1942 to reinforce messages of national unity. The 

Avila Camacho administration also took advantage of OIAA resources to augment the 

national wartime information program. The government became directly involved in 

several OIAA programs to give a Mexican voice to U.S. propaganda. Mexican 

contributions to the OIAA programs made U.S. wartime propaganda more appealing to 

the public, and it allowed Avila Camacho to promote his domestic agendas of national 

unity, modernization, and industrialization. 

The government devised other strategies to address wartime challenges. By 1943, 

its wartime information campaign shifted to the education system, where propaganda 

messages incorporated national unity, military service, and modernization. Using the 

personnel and resources in the Ministry of Education, the government targeted adults and 

children alike.' The SEP took over production of propaganda posters and pamphlets 

from the Ministry of the Interior, and the emphasis shifted to promoting a sense of 

' Secretaria de Educacion Publica (SEP). 
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national unity and military responsibility. Posters frequently incorporated traditional 

sectors of the population, but with a modem presence. They used the strength of the 

country's indigenous past to portray a shift to a more modem society. Other SEP posters 

promoted the idea that a modem nation must fulfill its patriotic duty by educating its 

youth. This goal not only appeared in propaganda, but also it became part of school 

curriculum and the 1944 literacy campaign. World War II provided a backdrop for 

messages of modernity and patriotism that appeared in educational materials for both 

adults and children. 

A final shift in wartime propaganda can be seen in government rhetoric. 

Following the examples set by patriotic letter-writers in the summer of 1942, government 

officials began to incorporate the Revolution into their wartime discourse. They drew 

parallels between the 1910 Revolution and World War II to define the nation's 

revolutionary legacy as one of freedom and democracy. The Avila Camacho 

administration incorporated national unity, modemization, and industrialization into its 

rhetoric. It argued that by uniting and supporting the government's modemization 

agenda, Mexicans would help ensure an Allied victory in the war. They portrayed the 

war as an extension of the Revolution and argued that only a victory in World War II 

would protect its democratic legacy. 

As its immediate needs in the war changed, the Mexican government's 

propaganda approaches changed as well. Throughout 1943 and into 1944, intemal 
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wartime information aimed to educate the population. By using the school system and 

public forums, the Avila Camacho administration taught Mexicans how to be patriotic 

with his national propaganda chalkboard. He urged them to support the nation's military 

modernization and to support industrial expansion. Furthermore, the government taught 

the Mexican public a new version of the nation's revolutionary legacy, one that 

emphasized democracy and modernity to defend the successes of the 1910 conflict 

Wartime Challenges 

Mexico's primary contribution to the war effort came through production. The 

government's earliest propaganda slogans, "produce to be patriotic," reflected this role. 

Nevertheless, the lure of a steady paycheck and rising standards of living after years of 

economic depression attracted more loyalty among Mexicans. By mid-1942, Mexico had 

already become the main supplier of raw materials to the United States. As the U.S. was 

pulled further into the conflict, it required greater quantities of raw materials from its 

southern neighbor. The Avila Camacho administration viewed industrialization as a vital 

part of its modernization agenda, and it identified the demand for wartime production as 

a means to develop the country's industry. As wartime demand for steel, cotton, and 

foodstuffs rose, production for local consumption in Mexico began to dwindle. 
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The imbalance in war production meant that more Mexicans were earning a wage 

and more dollars were pouring into the country, but at the same time fewer consumer 

goods were available. Inflation took a serious toll on the country. Between 1939 and 

1946 the number of Mexicans participating in the official workforce rose by 11.3 percent, 

while the cost of living index saw an increase of over 280 percent.^ The average worker 

had more money than ever in his pocket, but it was not enough to buy basic necessities 

for his family. 

The agricultural system also felt the impact of World War 11. Avila Camacho had 

inherited a volatile agrarian situation from the Cardenas administration. Cardenas's 

agrarian policies were extremely popular and had raised expectations among the rural 

population as to what the revolution would do for them. Avila Camacho recognized the 

need to continue a trend that had actually started in the last years of the C&denas 

administration. He £irgued that much of the nation's land was unsuitable for agriculture 

and many traditional agricultural techniques were outdated and inefficient. These facts, 

coupled with a population growth of more than one million every year, meant that the 

country was no longer self-sufficient in feeding its population. Instead of further 

dividing the country's agricultural resources, Avila Camacho determined to improve 

agricultural production through investments in irrigation, inlrastructure, and technology. 

^ Tiempo No. 271, July 11,1947; and Howard F. Cline, The United States and 
Mexico (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 285. 
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The immediate result was a decline in the distribution of available land to the rural 

population that was growing in numbers and in expectations.^ 

The expanding surplus of rural labor coincided not only with increased demands 

for industrial labor in the cities, but also with increased labor demands in the United 

States. As millions of young American men were drafted or voluntarily joined the U.S. 

military forces, they left a labor void on U.S. farms and factories. To fill that void, the 

United States and Mexican governments reached a series of agreements starting in 

August 1942 to import temporary Mexican laborers, braceros, to the United States. The 

Bracero Program became extremely popular with over 200,000 Mexicans participating 

over the course of the war." Even more Mexicans entered the U.S. illegally to 

supplement the shrinking labor force. Nevertheless, many in Mexico could not help 

harboring some resentment for the labor exchange program. Braceros frequently left 

their families behind to work for extended periods in the U.S. Many of those families, 

and others in Mexico, could not help seeing the irony of Mexico's slowing its 

revolutionary reforms and sending its surplus agrarian workers abroad.^ 

^ See Ramon Fernandez y Fernandez, PoUtica agricola: ensayo sobre normas 
para Mexico (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1961). 

' Cline, 391-394. 
^ Richard B. Craig, The Bracero Program: Interest Groups and Foreign Policy 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1971); and Maria Herrera-Sobek, The Bracero 
Experience: Elitelore versus Folklore (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1979). 
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Compulsory Military Service 

One of the most controversial issues in Mexico during the war was in the area of 

national defense. Despite the strong show of support in the letter-writing campaign in the 

summer of 1942 and despite the fact than many Mexicans seemed eager to volunteer for 

military duty, when the government finally enacted the Compulsory Military Service 

Law in August 1942, the administration met popular resistance. Several months later, an 

agreement between the United States and Mexico allowed Mexican citizens living in the 

United States to be drafted into the U.S. army. This agreement also provoked popular 

protests. 

In reality the Compulsory Military Service Law was only a small part of a larger 

plan by the Avila Camacho administration to modernize the country's military.^ In 1940 

the Mexican army was made up of approximately 50,000 men, of whom roughly 20 

percent were administrative personnel. Avila Camacho, himself, had reached the rank of 

General in the army's accounting office. The country's actual fighting force was 

inefficient, ill-equipped, and poorly trained. As part of his plan to modernize the 

^ Reform efforts came about as a response to the growth of the revolutionary army 
prior to 1940. See Edwin Lieuwen, Mexican Militarism: The Political Rise and Fall of 
the Revolutionary Army, 1910-1940 (Albuquerque, University of New Mexico Press 
1968). For a broad accoimt of military modernization and reform efforts throughout the 
twentieth century, see Roderic Ai Camp, Generals in the Palacio: The Military in 
Modern Mexico (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). These two works are the 
classic studies on the military in twentieth-century Mexico, but neither addresses the 
Compulsory Military Service Law with much detail. 
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Mexican military, Avila Camacho put into force the Compulsory Military Service 

Legislation that had been enacted by Lazaro Cardenas in 1940. It called for all Mexican 

males age 18 to 45 to devote a minimum of one year to compulsory military training and 

service if necessary.^ The program created a military reserve system in Mexico, 

guaranteeing an adequately trained military force if needed for national defense. It 

increased the number of trained military reserves in Mexico to over 250,000.^ It also 

limited the obligation to one year, thereby continually rotating the burden of military 

responsibility among eligible men. The law also stipulated that military training 

exercises were to become a part of physical education programs for youth, as early as 

elementary school.' 

Avila Camacho's intentions seem logical. Mexico had just declared a state of war 

and in the summer of 1942 it was not clear whether or not the Western Hemisphere 

would come xmder further Axis attack. U.S. and Mexican leaders worried that the 

Japanese could target the west coast of North America and they specifically feared the 

vulnerability of California and Baja California.Furthermore, German submarine 

^ Thomas Rath, "El Servicio Militar Obligatorio" (M.A. Thesis, Oxford 
University, 2003), Chapter 1. 

' Cline, 276-277. 
' "Reglamento de la Ley del Servicio Militar," Diario Oficial, Ch. XIX, art. 191, 

November 1942. 
Blanca Torres Ramirez, Historia de la revolucion Mexicana periodo 1940-

1952: Mexico en la segunda guerra mundial (Mexico City; Colegio de Mexico, 1979), 
113-121. 



276 

warfare escalated in the Atlantic and Caribbean throughout 1942-1943 and German 

submarines frequently came close to U.S. and Mexican territory." The military service 

plan also complemented Avila Camacho's broader program for national unity. He aimed 

to create a loyal reserve fighting force among young adult males and to promote loyalty 

to the Mexican nation among Mexico's school children. The Avila Camacho 

administration stipulated from the beginning of its involvement in the war and 

throughout 1942 that the military would not be sent to a foreign battle field, but instead 

would serve to guarantee national defense. 

The majority of Mexicans accepted the plan and participated in the military 

service program without protest. Nevertheless, dissent began to emerge in many areas, 

particularly in remote, rural regions. Petitions for exemption began to surface as it 

became clear that the law included various provisions for avoiding service. Those who 

could prove that they were the primary income earner for their family could have their 

service legally postponed. Other postponements were granted for advanced education 

and government employees were exempt from service.'^ Many sent petitions directly to 

President Avila Camacho requesting postponements or exemptions for hardship 

reasons." 

" Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and 
Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995), 77. 

Rath, 30. 
See correspondence from various Mexican citizens to Manuel Avila Camacho, 

AGN RP/MAC 545.2/14. 
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More vocal protests emerged as local government officials began to incorporate 

the military service law into the existing network of corruption and favoritism. Officials 

frequently targeted the rural poor for conscription, allowing the affluent to pay bribes for 

exemptions. Other officials illegally charged local citizens for uniforms and other 

expenses associated with military exercises. The Secretary of Defense received 

complaints that local officials frequently used the threat of compulsory military service to 

force compliance from striking workers or other recalcitrant members of the 

community.''' 

Some objections to the military service law emerged from local political 

divisions. An investigation into an uprising in Huamantla, Tlaxcala in December 1942 

revealed that the community was already deeply divided over a disputed local election. 

Groups loyal to the losing candidate initiated the protest, using the military service law as 

an excuse to oppose local government authority. Those who supported the winner 

accepted the military service law. In addition to its findings that the demonstration was 

politically motivated, the investigators concluded that several leaders in the disturbance 

were women who claimed to be acting in defense of their sons.'^ 

Most who engaged in protests did so because they interpreted the military 

obligation as the government's attempt to send its citizens to fight a foreign war. Despite 

Rath, 33-36. 
"Informa sobre investigacion practicada en Huamantla, Tlaxcala," January 25, 

1942, AGN DIPS/G2, Box 70, 130-553. 
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government assurances to the contrary, many rural Mexicans in particular feared that the 

United States would pressure Mexico into sending troops abroad to serve as cannon 

fodder.'^ Government officials and other war supporters tended to blame the renmants of 

pro-Axis groups that had been active in the 1930s. In particular, they accused the Union 

Nacional Sinarquista of propagating false rumors and agitating social disturbances.'^ 

The introduction of compulsory military service and the inefficiency with which 

it was implemented at the local level provoked a popular backlash against the Avila 

Camacho administration and the country's involvement in World War II. In some 

instances, Mexicans reacted violently, physically attacking government officials, 

destroying telegraph and telephone lines, and in some extreme cases laying siege to local 

towns.Most protests took the form of passive resistance as eligible men frequently did 

not report for the selection process. Others who participated in training exercises 

engaged in feet-dragging and other strategies of non-performance to protest the system." 

The government quickly recognized that it needed to respond to draft protests in 

the interest of maintaining wartime support and national unity. The Avila Camacho 

administration sent Cm-denas to visit rural areas. He personally assured the local 

Jose Luis Ortiz Garza, Mexico en guerra (Mexico City: Grupo Editorial 
Planeta, 1989), 197; Rath, 57. 

Ortiz Garza, 199. 
Stephen R. Niblo, Mexico in the 1940s: Modernity, Politics, and Corruption 

(Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1999), 117; Rath, 54-55. 
Rath, 55. 
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populations that the war was justified and that Mexico would not use the obligatory 

military service law to send troops abroad to fight?" One study of national unity 

concludes that Cardenas's assurances had calmed disturbances in rural areas within four 

months, and peasants willingly presented themselves for military service. Another study 

challenges those conclusions by pointing to an armed insurrection in Guerrero as late as 

October 1943?' C^denas's involvement reassured much of the public and brought a 

widespread sense of reassurance in the government's actions. Nevertheless, some 

opposition to the militaiy service law persisted. 

The government used other methods to encourage participation in the 

conscription program. Late in 1942, government planes flew over remote areas of 

Central Mexico and dropped thousands of fliers that urged yoxmg men to become better 

citizens through National Military Service and to help the country reach its full potential. 

Government propaganda also asserted that those who were spreading rumors and 

claiming that Mexican armed forces would be sent abroad were "traitors to la patria."^^ 

Many reacted to an agreement between the Avila Camacho and Roosevelt 

administrations whereby Mexican citizens residing in the United States could be drafted 

Jose C. Valades, Historia general de la Revolucion Mexicana: La unidad 
nacional (Mexico City; Ediciones Gemika, 1985), 37-38. 

Rath, 54. 
El Tiempo, January 8, 1943; Ortiz Garza, 199. 
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into the U.S. army. The agreement allowed U.S. military representatives to set up 

recruiting stations throughout Mexico to encourage volunteers. It was signed in 

December 1942 and immediately went into effect. The policy evoked a mixed reaction. 

On the one hand, many eagerly joined for economic reasons as enlisted men's pay was 

frequently a tempting financial offer.^^ Others may have joined out of a sense of duty. 

Estimates indicate that 150,000 to 250,000 Mexicans served in the U.S. army during the 

war and even more Mexican-Americans joined as well.^'* Despite a widespread show of 

support for the accord, many Mexicans protested the agreement as a breach of their 

sovereignty.^^ As discontent emerged around the new military service law and the draft 

agreement with the United States, the Mexican government began to adjust its wartime 

messages to emphasize patriotism and national unity, with underlying themes of 

modernization. 

National Unity Programs 

National unity strategies began to appear in the government propaganda campaign 

in the last months of 1942. From an administrative perspective, the Coordinating 

Niblo, War, Diploomacy, and Development, 98. 
Luis G. Zorilla, Historia de las relaciones entre Mexico y los Estados Unidos 

de America, vol. II (Mexico City: Editorial Pomia, 1963), 487-489. 
Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development, 99. 
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Commission for Nation Propaganda resolved to consolidate its authority as the sole 

producer of wartime information. It passed a series of regulations declaring that it would 

not accept or approve propaganda initiatives submitted by any individuals or groups not 

directly associated with the CCNP.^^ The Commission felt that by being the only creator 

of wartime information, it could ensure that factional groups would not produce 

propaganda that promoted special interests. 

Guided by the CCNP and with the cooperation of the Office of Inter-American 

Affairs, the Mexican government altered its wartime message to stress national unity and 

to support the nation's military efforts above all other messages. It aimed to persuade 

citizens to view themselves as Mexicans over other factional affiliations. Government 

leaders stressed the need for domestic security through a new, modem military. It hoped 

to persuade Mexicans to identify themselves as members of a society united in protecting 

itself from Axis aggression. To do so, contended government propaganda, meant 

supporting a modem military established for national defense. The Avila Camacho 

administration expanded its use of radio, printed materials, and public celebrations to 

broadcast this message. It also began utilizing the education system in an attempt to 

teach a more patriotic wartime attitude both to adults and to children. 

Luiz Araiza to C. Secretario de la Comision Coordinadora de la Propaganda 
Nacional, July 26, 1942, AGN DGI/G2 Box 47, 300(S-l)/7. 
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One of the last documented programs organized by the CCNP began in August of 

1942 and continued through 1943. Adolfo Fernandez Bustamante orchestrated a nation

wide patriotic campaign called Abanderado de la Libertad, or Standard Bearer of 

Liberty.^^ Through this program, the CCNP hoped to appeal to a large audience and 

secure general support in fighting for Mexico's freedoms. The Abanderado campaign 

serves as a representative expression of the government's overall propaganda strategies. 

It illustrates the culmination of propaganda themes such as national unity based on Patria 

y Libertad, and it demonstrates the government's attempts to recruit ordinary individuals 

both to disseminate patriotism and to protect Mexico from Nazi-sympathizing traitors. 

Finally, the CCNP's use of public festivals and mass media as forums for spreading 

propaganda was a central component of Abanderado de la Libertad. 

The Commission used the concept of national unity as the main theme in its 

propaganda campaign. Understanding that many Mexicans remained divided politically, 

ideologically, economically, and religiously, the CCNP had to look outside these spheres 

for a concept to unite them. Through Abanderado de la Libertad, the rallying cry for 

national unity became la patria and freedom. Regardless of prior divisions, the CCNP 

hoped that all Mexicans could agree on general beliefs about Mexico and freedom. 

Adolfo Fernandez Bustamante to Jose Altamirano, August 17,1942, AGN, 
DGI/G2, Box 47 (300(8-1)7). 
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To begin the Abanderado de la Libertad program, the Commission distributed 

memoranda throughout the country to government offices, schools, labor organizations, 

ejido groups, religious organizations, and businesses. The CCNP memo explained that 

only two fundamental characteristics were necessary to become a bearer of liberty: love 

for Mexico and love of liberty. The memo stated Mexicans had always been and would 

continue to be lovers of freedom.^^ To emphasize the call for complete national unity, 

the Commission stressed that all inhabitants of Mexico could become standard bearers 

regardless of sex, age, political association, or religious affiliation. Members of the 

Abanderado program accepted the duty of serving Mexico above all else. They were also 

obliged to wear the badge of the Abanderados in a visible place on their clothing. In 

exchange the government wanted them to be recognized as patriots respected by their 

government and fellow Mexicans. 

The Abanderado program also set the stage for Mexicans to become actively 

involved in promoting patriotism among community members. Standard bearers became 

responsible for creating and spreading all types of propaganda in favor of Mexico and 

freedom. This propaganda included displaying the Abanderado de la Libertad banner in 

their homes or places of businesses. The program required each new signatory to recruit 

ten new members until all Mexicans became Abanderados.^^ The CCNP expected this 

"Abanderado de la Libertad," August 17,1942, AGN, DGI/G2, Box 47 (300(S-
1)7). 

Ibid. 
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program to guarantee that all loyal Mexicans would voluntarily become Abanderados and 

actively participate in spreading patriotic propaganda. The Commission stated that those 

who rejected the Abanderado campaign clearly demonstrated that they did not love their 

patria and would open themselves up to immediate suspicion of being a 

quintacolumnista, a spy, and an enemy of Mexico. 

The CCNP designed the Abanderado program to become widespread and public. 

The initial plan called for nationwide public celebrations to be carried out simultaneously 

on September 11,1942 in all public schools, government offices, factories, small shops, 

mining operations, local businesses, and rural ejidos. The Commission planned these 

celebrations to allow a platform for government officials to explain clearly why Mexico 

had joined the war and to promote the Abanderado campaign. The plan called on all 

radio stations in the country to play the National Anthem at noon on that day to initiate 

the celebrations.^" 

The Abanderado program did not require feedback from the population. It was 

intended to be a voluntary program involving informal compliance. Nevertheless, the 

CCNP received over 80 letters from radio stations, newspapers, civic organizations, 

businesses, and individuals between September 1942 and April 1943. All gave their 

support to the program. Many circulated local petitions to attract new members, which 

Ibid. 
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amounted to over 180 additional signatures.^' Since the Abanderado program did not 

require signatories to record their participation with the CCNP, these numbers represent 

only those who chose to correspond with the propaganda office. The total number of 

participants was probably much higher. 

Independence Celebration 

As the country's independence celebration approached, the CCNP began looking 

for additional strategies to take advantage of growing patriotism and push for national 

unity. Following the trend set by other former presidents and political leaders, former 

president Abelardo Rodriguez had volunteered his services to the Avila Camacho 

administration shortly after the declaration of war. The CCNP capitalized on his name 

recognition and revolutionary symbolism and appointed him as President of the 

Committee for National Rapprochement.^^ The Committee aimed to use the war in 

Europe to promote a greater sense of national unity in 1942. It targeted September 15, 

Independence Day, as the Day of National Rapprochement and engaged in a propaganda 

campaign to convince citizens that they were indeed united as a nation. 

See various letters to CCNP, AGN, DGI/G2, Box 146,301.(S-7)/l. 
Comite Director de Acercamiento Nacional, 1942, AGN, DGI/G2, 301.2/296) 
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On September 1, EHas Alvarez del Castillo, director of the Committee, sent a list 

of radio spots to all broadcast stations in the country to promote the event. Radio spots 

emphasized that Mexicans were confronting an enemy that threatened the entire world 

and encouraged citizens to produce and contribute to the unification of national thought. 

The spots emphasized that as a united nation, Mexico could confront its universal 

enemies and be victorious in the war. They repeatedly used phrases such as "imity," 

"patria," and '"Mexicanidad" to promote the concept that citizens were united by their 

country and their Mexican heritage.^^ 

The Independence celebrations in 1942 provided another platform for Avila 

Camacho and the CCNP to promote the war effort. In the context of wartime crisis, the 

president saw the September 16 celebrations as an opportunity to promote both of his 

wartime objectives.^'* The traditional military parade that was part of the celebration 

allowed the government to unveil its new, modem military. The parade lasted for more 

than two hovirs and displayed the first round of modem machinery that Mexico had 

acquired from the U.S. though the lend-lease agreement. The Avila Camacho 

administration pushed the notion of national unity by inviting ex-presidents Plutarco 

Elias Calles, Emilio Portes Gil, Pascual Ortiz Rubio, Abelardo Rodiguez, Adolfo de la 

Huerta, and Lazaro Cardenas. The sight of former presidents who represented conflicting 

Elias Alvarez del Castillo to Radio Gobemacion, September 1, 1942, AGN, 
DGI/G2, Box 154, 301.2/296. 

Torres Ramirez, 130. 
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revolutionary factions made an important symbolic statement that the nation had united 

on an official level to face the international crisis. The Avila Camacho administration 

aimed to use the sjmibolism of political unity to set an example to be followed by the 

popular masses. 

Avila Camacho's speech at the ceremony turned the coimtry's attention to both 

the national heroic past as well as to the current crisis in World War II. He outlined the 

principles of the nation's enemies: hate, rancor, servitude, violence, and abdication of 

spiritual and humane values. He compared those qualities to Mexico's foundation on: 

energy instead of fury, the desire for peace and understanding in place of vengeance, 

harmony instead of force, and love of justice and liberty over despotism. He called on 

Mexicans to consider their nation a sacred xmion that could not be divided.^^ 

Government propaganda further promoted national unity and domestic defense 

through printed materials late in 1942. The propaganda office distributed the pamphlet, 

Defendamos a la patria (Let's Defend our Homeland), which offered a narrative of how 

Mexico became involved in World War II. It emphasized that the Avila Camacho 

administration had desperately attempted to maintain neutrality in the conflict, but had 

been forced to declare war by German aggression. The pamphlet provided a 

reproduction of Avila Camacho's pronouncement to Congress in which he requested 

Manuel Avila Camacho, "Pueblo de Mexico," September 16, 1942, AGN, 
RP/MAC, 135.21/18-8. 
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support for a declaration of war. Through Defendamos la patria, government 

propaganda stressed that the nation needed to defend its domestic security against foreign 

aggression and that it would at all times protect its independence and its dignity.^® 

Cooperation with U.S. 

As Nelson Rockefeller's agency became more involved in Mexican propaganda in 1942, 

the Mexican government began to develop an increasingly cooperative relationship with 

it and other U.S. agencies. Since an important aspect of the CCNP's propaganda plan 

was to promote greater understanding and unity toward the United States among 

Mexicans, the Avila Camacho administration determined to lead by example. Initially 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs served as the main liaison between the OIAA and the 

Mexican government, but quickly other departments began cooperating with the agency 

as well. As government representatives from the Ministry of the Interior and the 

Ministry of Education, among others, began to engage in the propaganda campaign 

jointly with Rockefeller's agency, many of the OIAA's programs took a distinctively 

Mexican character. These cooperative programs frequently were more appealing to 

Mexicans than generic OIAA programs designed for Latin America as a whole. The 

Defendamos la patria, 1942, AGN, RP/MAC, Box 66, 71-1561. 



289 

relationship allowed the Mexican government to benefit from the financial resources and 

manpower the OIAA had at its disposition, and allowed the OIAA to use Mexicans' 

expertise to produce more effective propaganda targeted specifically at Mexico. 

A telling example of the cooperation between the OIAA and the Mexican 

government occurred in August 1942. The two governments shared information and 

responsibility in organizing a public celebration to commemorate victims of Nazi 

atrocities in Europe. Although the celebration was formally sponsored by the OIAA, 

Mexican planners helped to design an agenda that emphasized uniquely Mexican 

characteristics.^^ 

On June 10, 1942, the small Czechoslovakian town of Lidice was attacked and 

destroyed by the German army. That same day, Berlin radio publicly broadcast a report 

accusing the residents of Lidice of having given asylum and protection to the assassins of 

German official, Reinhard Heydrich. The report revealed that town residents had 

engaged in acts of defiance against the German Reich, which included accumulating 

subversive propaganda, compiling weapons, hoarding rationed supplies, and 

collaborating with the enemy. As punishment for these acts, the German army 

assassinated all of the men of Lidice, and sent all women and children to concentration 

" Paxton Haddowto Jose Altamirano, July 1, 1943, AGN, DGI/G2, 301.2 (S-
l)/3. 
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camps. The army then destroyed the village, erasing any physical signs that it had ever 

existed.^^ 

News of this Nazi atrocity horrified Allied leaders and the rest of the world. The 

OIAA immediately initiated a campaign to use the Lidice incident as propaganda in the 

Americas. Rockefeller's agency began to make correlation between the Czechoslovakian 

village and many small pueblos throughout the Americas. Working in cooperation with 

the Mexican government, the OIAA proposed changing the name of a small town to 

Lidice in honor of the Czechoslovakian village to keep its memory alive. In fact, the 

OIAA had made similar proposals in other Latin American countries and had carried out 

a similar celebration in a small town in Illinois. Local participation in the Lidice 

ceremony made it a unique experience for Mexicans. 

The government scheduled its highly publicized celebration for August 30, 1942. 

The town chosen for the honor was San Jeronimo, fifteen kilometers outside of Mexico 

City. Selected partially for its similarities to Lidice, San Jeronimo also offered high 

visibility for the ceremony with its proximity to Mexico City. The ceremony began at 

3:00 on a Sunday afternoon with a series of patriotic songs.^' Congressional Deputy 

Alejandro Carrillo initiated the festivities with an introductory speech in which he 

Lidice: Historia de una pequem poblacidn, (Washington D.C., Office of Inter-
American Affairs, 19423) 

Memorandum: Direccion General de Informacion, August 27,1942, AGN, 
DGI/G2, 301.2 (S-l)/3. 
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evoked heroic figures such as Hidalgo, Morelos, and Juarez as symbols of Mexico's fight 

against Fascism. He insisted that Lidice had not died, but rather lived on through San 

Jeronimo de Lidice. 

Following Carrillo's speech, Mexico City Mayor, Javier Rojo Gomez gave a brief 

declaration that officially changed San Jeronimo's name. Rojo's declaration was 

followed by the traditional rallying cry of "Viva Lidice" as the officially-commissioned 

police band played the Czechoslovakian national anthem.''" 

In the last part of the program, Mexican organizers took advantage of the public 

festival to incorporate and reinforce the message of national unity. Alejandro Carrillo 

returned to the podium to identify the elements that comprised Mexican nationality. He 

delivered a narrative declaring that all Mexicans felt the anguish of all the victims of 

Lidice.''^ He then summoned citizens, who represented various social sectors to the 

podium to give a declaration demonstrating how the population of Lidice paralleled their 

own experiences. He first called a worker to the podium who proclaimed worker 

solidarity against oppression. The laborer declared that 200 Czechoslovakian workers 

had been shot and that the Mexican labor force would stand up in their defense."*^ An 

indigenous campesino represented the rural sectors of society. He rejected Nazi theories 

Ibid. 
"Programa radiodifiindido con motivo del cambio del nombre de la Villa de 

San Jeronimo, Distrito Federal, por el de Lidice, el dia 30 de agosto de 1942, nd, AGN, 
DGI/G2, 301.2 (S-l)/3. 

Ibid. 
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of racial superiority and declared that American natives would fight Fascism.''^ The 

government ceremony drew parallels between Nazi atrocities in Lidice and two disparate 

factions of Mexican society. By placing both representatives of the labor and agrarian 

sectors on the same platform to oppose Nazism, the government made important appeals 

for national unity against an international enemy. 

Carillo called citizens who represented middle-class families. A housewife made 

an emotional statement by pronouncing her solidarity with the widows in concentration 

camps who did not know where their children were.'*'' Finally, a small child addressed 

the crowd. He read the following message: 

"I feel for the children of the other Lidice who do not have daddies and 
mommies now and who do not have homes anymore. Some day I will be 
able to help you.""^ 

Mariachi music followed the testimonials to give the effect of traditional Mexico. 

The ceremony ended with a speaker reading various telegrams sent by influential leaders 

from around the world, including: Czechoslovakian President Eduardo Benes, Ex-U.S. 

Ambassador to Russia Joseph E. Davies, and a spokesman from Lidice, Illinois. U.S. 

Vice President Henry Wallace delivered a radio address in Spanish, transmitted from 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
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Washington D.C. to the crowd. Finally, Secretary of the Interior, Miguel Aleman 

delivered the closing speech, followed by the Mexican National Anthem. 

The Lidice ceremony illustrates important benefits that came with cooperation 

between the OIAA and the Mexican government. The OL\A provided indispensable 

financial resources and international exposure for the event. The Print and Publications 

Division provided an eleven-page illustrated color pamphlet that was distributed at the 

ceremony. It told the story of Lidice through images and short captions. The OIAA 

helped to secure the participation of international leaders. Nevertheless, the event drew 

the interest of the public because of local contributions. By including members of local 

society in the ceremony, the government succeeded in drawing personal parallels 

between individual Mexicans and the Lidice victims. As a result, Mexicans identified 

with the ceremony on a patriotic level, instead of viewing it as a foreign concept imposed 

upon them by the OIAA. 

Patriotic Radio: "La Interpretacion Mexicana de la Guerra" 

Mexican cooperation with the OIAA can be seen clearly in the field of radio. Although 

the OIAA initially preferred to imitate U.S. programs in Latin America, it soon learned 

that Mexicans responded more strongly to programming that possessed a clear Mexican 

character. The Coordination Committee for Mexico began to plan programs that 
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included Mexican music and commentary on Mexican customs. It also began to use 

local personalities in many of its programs. In November of 1942, radio stations XEB 

and XEOY began cooperating with the OIAA to broadcast a daily program devoted to 

reporting news of the war. Written, produced, and orated by renowned journalist and 

diplomat Felix Fulgencio Palavicini, "Interpretacion Mexicana de la Guerra," or Mexican 

Interpretation of the War became one of the country's most popular and influential 

wartime radio programs.'*® 

Felix Palavicini, a native of Tabasco, started his career as a topographer, but 

quickly changed to journalism and politics. At an early age, he founded a local 

newspaper in Tabasco before relocating to Mexico City and eventually to Europe to 

pursue his studies. In 1908, he began editing a political newsletter, El Partido 

Republicano and the following year he joined Francisco Madero's anti-reelectionist 

campaign. With Madero's victory, Palavicini became part of the political machine that 

represented the victorious revolution. During the Presidency of Venustiano Carranza, 

Palavicini served as head of the Department of Education—^not yet a cabinet position. In 

1916, he founded El Universal, a newspaper that became one of the nation's more 

Juan Leyva, PoUtica educativa y comunicacion social: La radio en Mexico, 
1940-1946. (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autotoma de Mexico, 1992). 
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important periodicals. Between 1920 and 1942, Palavicni became involved in 

diplomacy, serving posts in England, France, Belgium, Italy, Spain, and Argentina.'*^ 

During his diplomatic posting in Argentina in the early 1940s, Palavicini became 

actively involved in promoting the ideals of Pan-Americanism on behalf of the Mexican 

government. During his tenure, he began a propaganda campaign to promote the future 

of the American continental economies and published his ideas in Mapa Economico de 

America. In 1941, he published a book entitled Democracias Mestizas, which exalted the 

virtues of Mexican democracy and fiirther promoted the ideals of continental solidarity.''® 

Throughout his career, Palavicini represented Mexico's evolving revolution through his 

own politics. His call for Pan-American unity in 1941 appealed to the OIAA to bring a 

Mexican voice to the hemispheric unity arm of its propaganda campaign. 

On November 16, Palavicini's program began limited broadcasts in stations 

supported by the Mexican government and the OIAA. Using U.S. wire services and 

OIAA resources, Palavicini reported as a Mexican authority on news of World War II. 

The fact that the program was an arm of the OIAA was not widely publicized. In 

interviews, Palavicini presented himself as an independent journalist, without 

ideological, economic, or political ties."*' He never made reference to his relationship 

Felix Fulgencio Palavicini, Mi vida revolucionaria (Mexico City: Ediciones 
Botas, 1937). 

Felix Palavicini to J. Jesus Gonzalez, June 2, 1941, AGN/AC-G2 704/159; 
Felix Fulgencio Palavicini, Democracias mestizas (Mexico City: Cardenal, 1941). 

Leyva, 64 
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with the OIAA in his commentaries, although he did acknowledge on air that the United 

Press provide him up-to-the-minute coverage of wartime news. He relied exclusively on 

U.S. news sources, and frequently his commentary went directly from the teletype to the 

microphone.^" He claimed in his initial broadcast that he intended to interpret the war 

"with a minimum of doctrine, and a maximum quantity of information."^' Nevertheless, 

being paid and supported by the OIAA, Palavicini's commentary generally emphasized 

those themes that the Rockefeller agency wanted to promote. 

Palavicini's program broadcast many of the objectives of the OIAA, and it also 

incorporated Avila Camacho's wartime messages. In his first months, Palavicini devoted 

most of his commentary to justifying Mexico's involvement in the war. He used 

language similar to Avila Camacho's rhetoric in his declaration of war, promoting 

concepts of peace, democracy, and freedom. He advocated the government's 

industrialization strategy as one of the best means of assuring an Allied victory." He 

called on the country to unite against Axis aggressors and to increase production, using 

phrases such as "Mexico's weapon is production. One of his most important messages 

was creating a psychology of war among the public.'" He constantly urged Mexicans to 

Leyva, 63 
Amable auditorio. Vol. 1 (16 November 1942) UNAM, CESU Fondo Felix 

Palavicini. 
Ibid, Vol. 1-2, (November-December 1942). 

" Ibid, Vol. 4 (April 1943) and Vol. 20 (July 1944). 
'"Leyva, 107. 
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be on alert for enemy propaganda and to embrace the sacrifices required by the war as 

part of their patriotic duty." 

The popularity of Palavicini's program grew and its broadcasts eventually 

reached most of the country by the end of the war. As the OIAA's relationship with 

media mogul Emilio Azcarraga developed, the agency saw an opportunity to expand the 

influence of Palavicini's program. In July 1943, the program moved to Radio Programas 

de Mexico. Azcarraga's network connected 44 associated stations and allowed 

Palavicini's program to evolve from a local, Mexico City broadcast to a national wartime 

news program. By the end of the war, it had become the most popular source of wartime 

radio news in the country.^® 

Palavicini tied Mexican well-being to U.S. objectives throughout his program, but 

at the same time he avoided making references to his relationship with Rockefeller's 

office. He regularly made references to Pan-Americanism as a practice that would be 

mutually beneficial to both countries. Generally, his commentaries argued that the 

United States aimed to improve productivity and transportation services in Mexico." He 

promoted OIAA programs, but in the three years that he worked for the agency, he only 

mentioned it in one program.^^ Palavicini intended to generate support for the war 

Amable auditorio, Vol. 8 (July 1943) and Vol. 22 (September 1944). 
See Chapter 4. 
Leyva, 109. 
Amable Auditorio,, Vol. 28 (March 1945). 



298 

through nationalist appeals. Instead of imposing U.S. messages of hemispheric unity 

onto the public, Palavicini relied on issues that concerned Mexicans. He tried to 

demonstrate that in addition to contributing to hemispheric security, Mexico's 

participation in the war would benefit its citizens internally as well. His radio 

commentary represents one of the few OIAA programs that presented a Mexican 

perspective to the war and allowed nationalist propaganda to sway public opinion. 

The National Chalkboard: A Lesson in Patriotism 

By the end of 1942 and into 1943, the government's propaganda agency stopped 

it activity and propaganda efforts shifted to the Ministry of Education (SEP).^^ One 

likely explanation is that with the OIAA becoming more involved in generating wartime 

propaganda, the government chose to devote its limited resources to educational 

campaigns. By late 1942, the Ministry of Education began printing war propaganda 

posters and pamphlets. The SEP also developed a system of indirect propaganda in the 

school system. It encouraged teachers to adopt the government position toward the war 

in their classrooms. World War II became incorporated into education missions by rural 

school inspectors. It began to appear in classroom curriculum and the National 

No documentation exists explaining the end of this office, but it disappears in 
the official archives after September 1942 
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Campaign against Illiteracy in 1944. Through the Ministry of Education, the 

government's official propaganda campaign matured and began to represent not only the 

desire to win support for its actions in the war, but also the broader agenda for 

modernization and national unity. The Ministry of Education responded to many of the 

war-related challenges that began to emerge late in 1942. 

Begiiming late in 1942, the Ministry of Education began producing wartime 

pamphlets. The most important of these. La educacion Mexicana y la educacion Nazi, 

compared Mexico's education system to that of Germetny, stressing the differences 

between the two systems. The pamphlet argued that the piupose of Mexican education 

was to ensure the freedom and well-being of the population and to bring families closer. 

In contrast, it stressed the rigidity of Nazi education, citing one of Adolf Hitler's famous 

quotes "Knowledge would corrupt my youth." The Ministry of Education SEP produced 

a poster with that caption that featured a large, imposing Nazi soldier destroying books, 

classrooms, and libraries (Figure 5.1). The soldier's bayonet pierces the word "culture" 

as he tramples the remains of civilized society. 

A clear shift occurred in the Ministry of Education's poster campaign when 

compared to earlier posters printed by the Ministry of the Interior. The government's 

wartime rhetoric moved away from promoting industrialization and instead expressed a 

message of modernization. The image of a modem nation that the Avila Camacho 



Figure 5.1 
SEP Poster: BCnowledge Would Corrupt My Youth 

Source: "Mexican War Posters," Inter-American Monthly, Vol. 1, No. 8, December 1942. 
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administration was trying to craft included new industries, but it also incorporated 

national service and literacy. 

The SEP placed a clear emphasis on promoting the government's military service 

program by producing posters that instilled a sense of military duty and patriotism. In 

figure 5.2, the silhouette of a Mexican soldier overlooks a sinking ship meant to represent 

the Potrero del Llano as described in the caption below. The message intends to remind 

Mexicans that their call to arms was a response to an attack by a foreign aggressor and 

not an arbitrary decision by the government to force its citizens into military service. 

The government continued to use the Nazi submarine attacks in its propaganda messages, 

but by 1943 it had infused the theme of the necessity of military service into its 

propaganda. The shift is particularly clear when comparing Figure 5.2 to earlier Potrero 

del Llano posters that featured civilians rallying around the nation.^" This later 

propaganda poster exchanged civilian figures for soldiers. 

In Figure 5.3, a young, strong Mexican youth in military uniform stands proudly 

behind a shield with the seal of Mexico, his body protecting the outline of Mexico below 

him. The caption "Ready!" appears behind him in bold letters and the caption claims, 

"My spirit speaks for my race." The image portrays a message that military service is a 

matter of pride for the Mexican people and la patria. 

See Figures 3.1 and 3.2 from Chapter 3. 



Figure 5.2 
SEP Poster: Mexico United against Aggression 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B15.6 



Figure 5.3 
SEP Poster: Ready! 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-
Mex.M497.27 
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Figure 5.4 shows two strong hands grasping a weapon, which is superimposed 

over the Mexican symbol of the eagle and serpent atop a pyramid. The caption reads, 

"La Patria Mexicana, Defended by Her Sons." The image combines traditional images of 

the nation such as the eagle and serpent and the hidian pyramid dating back to pre-

Colombian civilizations with symbols of modem military force. 

All of the defense posters produced by the Ministry of Education sent a subtle 

message of the modernization in the nation's military. The features of the soldiers, seen 

in figures 5.2 and 5.3, are chiseled, strong, and give the impression of modernity. The 

powerful forearms in figure 5.4 give the same impression. All of the images show 

modem weapons in defense of the nation. Even the captions are printed in a 

contemporary font, completing the message of modemity. 

Other posters printed by the Ministry of Education promoted cooperation and 

solidarity with other nations. As part of its campaign for Pan-Americanism, the SEP 

printed the poster in Figure 5.5. It shows silhouettes of two men shaking hands and 

standing over a globe without country silhouettes. The caption presents a quotation from 

President Avila Camacho: "Why do we fight? For a world where man can be the fiiend 

of man." The dark figures purposely show no distinctive feature and could be persons of 

any nationality. Again, the men are muscular and exude a sense of modemity, but also 

international solidarity. The message states that international cooperation makes a nation 

modem and that Mexico is a modem nation. 



Figure 5.4 
SEP Poster: La patria Mexicana 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POC-C-Mex.R45.1 
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Figure 5.5 

SEP Poster: Why Do We Fight? 

Source; U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.P75.6 
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Another aspect of the Ministry of Education's propaganda strategy emphasized 

inculcating youth with a sense of patriotism and duty. The SEP sent a general message 

that young Mexicans had a duty to love their country and to pursue an education to fight 

ignorance, which would in turn defend Mexico. In Figure 5.6, a young boy is shown 

saluting with a caption above claiming "Present!" Photographs beside the boy show 

Mexican students in classrooms, eagerly learning. The caption at the bottom of the 

poster explains that students also fight for their country. The same general theme of 

modernity is present in this image, suggesting that not only through military might and 

international cooperation, but also through education a nation becomes modem. 

The Ministry of Education targeted young people in other ways. Through its 

program of sending inspectors to rural schools, the Ministry had access to regular 

communication with teachers in villages and could disseminate a central message 

relatively easily. When many rural Mexicans began to question the Compulsory Military 

Service Law in the fall of 1942, the government used rural inspectors to explain the 

project. Parents feared that their sons would be sent abroad to fight. Many did not 

understand why their children were participating in military exercises at school. The 

Ministry of Education used its inspectors to communicate the government program both 

to teachers and to parents. Inspectors regularly organized open forums with parents to 

listen to their concerns and to explain government policies. During these meetings, 

inspectors emphasized that the government reluctantly declared war only because the 



Figure 5.6 
SEP Poster: Present! 

Source; U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photograph Division, POS-C-Mex.. 
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country had been attacked by Germany. They also stressed that the Military Service 

Law was enacted for national defense and that conducting military exercises in 

elementary school would better prepare the children for compulsory military training.^' 

Inspectors reported that after hearing these explanations, parents were eager to support 

the government's wartime policies. 

Inspectors kept teachers up-to-date on changes in the curriculum that 

accompanied the state of war. Primary school readers published by the Ministry in 1942 

and 1943 used themes of patriotism and national unity in their lessons. Mi Nuevo amigo 

included an entire section entitled, "Mi patria es Mexico," which contained reading 

lessons about the national flag, the national anthem, and famous historical sites such as 

Chapultepec, Xochimilco, and the pyramids.®^ 

Another primary school reader, Un gorrion en la Guerra de las Jieras took up the 

theme of World War II directly. It told the story of a sparrow who was caught in a battle 

between elephants and other large and fierce jungle creatures.^^ The sparrow, although 

smaller in size, became instrumental in defeating the elephant because he stood justice 

and freedom. The story ended with a caption that reinforced the government's patriotic 

Informe bimestral correspondiente a abril y mayo 1942 por Profesor e Inspector 
Epigemenio de Leon C., SEP, DGRMS, 5581-3530; Reportes, Escuela Rural Federal de 
Chiapas, June 14 and June 18, 1943, SEP, DGRMS, 5581-3530. 

Carmen Dominguez A. and Enriqueta Leon G., Mi nuevo amigo: Libro de 
lectura para ler ano (Mexico City: Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 1943). 

Antonio R. Robles, Un gorrion en la guerra de las Jieras (Mexico City: 
Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 1942). 
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message. It recounted the German submarine attacks of 1942 and it underscored the 

dignity and patriotism of the president's decision to declare war. The lesson concluded 

by reprinting a German government's reaction to Mexico's declaration of war: "the 

entrance of Mexico into the conflict is like a bird interfering in a battle between 

elephants.'"" 

As the war continued, the Avila Camacho administration adopted new programs 

to promote its educational agenda and to use the education system to promote its war 

propaganda. In 1944, Congress passed the President's Ley de Emergencia, which set the 

stage for the National Campaign against Illiteracy. Avila Camacho recruited former 

Assistant Secretary of State and former protege to Jose Vasconcelos, Jaime Torres Bodet, 

as the new Minister of Education to lead the new campaign. The President made it cleeir 

that the Literacy Campaign was necessary in the time of emergency to combat ignorance 

and to instill loyalty to the country.^^ The program, dubbed the "each one teach one" 

plan, called for all literate citizens with at least a fifth-grade education to teach an 

illiterate countryman to read and write. The law made teaching literacy a legal obligation 

for the literate population.®^ 

Jaime Torres Bodet, Memorias: Anos contra el tiempo (Mexico City: Editorial 
Porrua, S.A., 1969), 17. 

Josefina Vazquez de Knauth, Nacionalismo y educacion en Mexico, Mexico 
City (El Colegio de Mexico: 1975), 229. 
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Under Torres Bodet, the Ministry of Education initiated a publicity campaign to 

promote the new program. Posters advertising the campaign frequently made reference 

to World War II as impetus for promoting literacy and they stressed that Mexicans had a 

patriotic duty to participate. One of the most widely circulated publicity posters, shown 

in Figure 5.7, made explicit the cormection between the dangers of illiteracy and World 

War II. Part of the caption reads: "We are at war and one of our most dangerous enemies 

is ignorance." 

Other posters called on Mexicans' sense of patriotism to participate. The caption 

in Figure 5.8 reads: "All who have received instruction have the duty of teaching [others] 

to read and write. It is an act of patriotism and humanity." The caption in figure 5.9 

claims: "Teaching an adult or child to read is not a difficult task if it is done with 

constant enthusiasm and love of la patria." 

The actual curriculum developed for the literacy campaign used World War II as 

a subject for reading lessons. In 1944, the Ministry of Education printed and distributed 

10 million copies of a 109-page Cartilla, which served as the primary teaching material 

in the literacy campaign.®^ The first section provided introductory exercises to practice 

basic letter combinations. The second section provided reading exercises on a variety of 

topics, including lessons on family, health, and the land. Other exercises promoted a 

Maijorie Cecil Johnston, Education in Mexico (Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1956), 50-52. 



Figure 5.7 
SEP Poster: National Campaign against Illiteracy 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-
Mex.M497.28 



313 

ĵ ue ha reclbido instruccion flene 
' (fe enseRar a leer ya esalbir. 

sccKrMM et tot/cAC!fiN Pitts 

Figure 5.8 
SEP Poster: National Campaign against Illiteracy 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.P75.2 
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EMSENAR A LEER YA ESCRIBIR 
A UN ADULTO 0 A UN NINO 
NO ES EMPRESA DIFICIL 

SI SE PONE EN ELLO ENTUSIA5MQ 
CQNSTANCiA Y AMOR A LA PAT 

CAMPAfHA NACIONAL CONTRA EL ANALFABETI 

Figure 5.9 
SEP Poster: National Campaign against Illiteracy 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.B15.3 
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clear patriotic message. Several focused on national heroes such as Cuauhtemoc and 

Benito Juarez. Other lessons took up themes such as the national anthem and the 

Constitution. Several lessons focused specifically on World War 11. "Estamos en 

Guerra" or "We are at War" included lines such as; "Eduardo is interested in the war," 

and "The brave aviators are going to fight for freedom." Another lesson was devoted 

specifically to Squadron 201, which stressed: "Brave Mexicans want to fight for the 

liberty of the world."^^ The lesson ended with the phrase, "A mother gives her life to her 

sons and gives the lives of her sons for freedom."®^ 

The OIAA Literacy Experiment 

The illiteracy issue provided a lens into local reaction to U.S. pedagogical 

techniques. As Torres Bodet orchestrated the "each one to teach one" plan, education 

experts in the OIAA worked in cooperation with Walt Disney studios to design a literacy 

and health program through educational films.™ Agency representatives invited Mexican 

See Chapter 6. 
Campana Nacional contra el Analfabetismo: Cartilla 1944-1946 Mexico, 

(Mexico City: Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 1944). 
™ "Subjective Report on Health and Literacy Film Testing Trip, July 16 -

November 17,1944," 1944, NARA RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1464 (Hereafter Subjective 
Report, NARA RG 229). 
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educators to the United States to participate in the planning stages to assist in developing 

specific curriculum. The OIAA then established test groups in urban, semi-wban, and 

rural areas of Jalisco. '' Agency representatives reported enthusiastic reactions among 

illiterate Mexicans who participated in the program. One agent reported that an Indian 

woman had fallen in love with one of the male characters in the films and dreamed about 

him regularly. Another reported that one Indian woman in the rural testing area had 

caught on to the lesson quickly and regularly shouted answers in anticipation of the film. 

In response, the rest of the class began shouting as well to try and drown her out.^^ OIAA 

educators described adult students eagerly participating in the reading lessons, and taking 

pride in the fact that they were learning to read. They rated the pedagogical techniques 

of the literacy project a success and sent the films on to other Latin American countries 

to be tested there as well. 

Despite the OIAA's reports of positive feedback among students, the agency's 

attempted literacy program provoked a political backlash among some educators, 

journalists, and government officials. Eulalia Guzman, a representative of the Ministry 

of Education and participant in the planning stages of the program, led an aggressive 

public relations campaign against the final result. She argued that the OIAA had ignored 

important advice from the Mexican contributors regarding content and strategy.^^ In 

Ibid, 5. 
Ibid, 6. 
Ibid. 10. 
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particular she and others balked at the opening credits of the education films which 

included an announcement that the films were a gift fi-om the United States. Guzman 

also argued that the OIAA disregarded her input and reproduced English reading lessons, 

translated into Spanish.^'* 

Guzman's objections quickly led to a public debate in Mexico City's editorials. 

Journalists, educators, and other opinion leaders largely opposed the literacy program as 

another illustration of U.S. attitudes of imperialism and superiority. One editorial found 

the films to be offensive, accusing the OIAA of making fiin of Indians and presenting 

indigenous traditions in a "vulgar manner.An Excelsior editorial pointed to a 

questionnaire that the OIAA incorporated into the reading lessons, which included 

questions about how often individuals bathed, if they used soap, how they disposed of 

their garbage, and if they had the same comforts as Americans.^^ 

The opinion piece found other excerpts of the film demeaning to Mexico's 

illiterate citizens. It quoted one particular section, "Jose is a healthy young man. Jose 

eats well, Jose is healthy because he eats well." For Excelsior's writer, the references to 

OIAA Translation No. 34051, Clipping fi-om ULTIMAS NOTICIAS, 
September 15,1944, NARA RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1464. 

OIAA Translation No. 34049, Clipping from "El Universal Grafico," October 
24,1944, NARA RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1464. 

OIAA Translation No. 34051, Clipping fi-om Excelsior, October 6, 1944, 
NARA RG 229, Entry 127, Box 1464. 
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food and health were insensitive because many Mexicans were poor and did not eat well 

because they could not afford to do so7^ 

The outcome of the OIAA health and literacy campaign reveals important aspects 

of the popular perception of the United States in Mexico. As a result of the strong 

backlash against the program. Secretary Torres Bodet announced that he did not want to 

use the films in Mexico.^^ He pointed to the SEP's literacy campaign and argued that the 

national program was best suited to meet the country's immediate needs. The popular 

reaction that appeared in editorials indicates that the public largely supported his 

position. The OIAA's literacy program attempted to promote improvements in health by 

making Latin Americans more aware of health issues. Nevertheless, Mexicans viewed 

the program skeptically. Many took offense at the content of the educational films and 

they questioned U.S. intentions in developing the program. 

Government Language and the Revolution 

Another evolution in the government's propaganda strategy developed following 

the outpouring of emotion demonstrated by many Mexicans in the summer of 1942. As 

the initial public enthusiasm for the war effort waned in response to economic crises and 

Ibid. 
Subjective Report, NARA RG 229,23-24. 
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the military laws, the Avila Camacho administration determined to integrate wartime 

rhetoric with its revolutionary legacy. The government devised new strategies to deal 

with wartime shortages and rising prices, and it promoted those new programs as part of 

revolutionary reforms. The administration adopted a rhetoric that equated World War II 

to the 1910 Revolution. By doing so, the government intended to persuade the public 

that supporting the war effort meant defending the successes of the Revolution. 

The Avila Camacho administration developed internal strategies to combat the 

food shortages and inflation created by the wartime economy. In particular, the National 

Food Agency became one of the largest social projects of the wartime administration 

after 1942.^' The president created the Nacional Distribuidora y Reguladora, S.A. 

(NADYRSA) in May 1941 to regulate the price, supply, storage, and transport of basic 

grains. Urban workers began to put increasing pressure on the government in 1943 to 

take action to correct the decline in real wages that accompanied inflation. In response, 

Avila Camacho increased fimding to the NADYRSA, which allowed the agency to 

increase food subsidies from 536,380 pesos in 1942 to 3,226,175 pesos in 1943.^" The 

agency devised policies intended to curb the rising costs of food by persuading agrarians 

to sell basic foodstuffs to the government at controlled prices. The government would 

See Enrique C. Ochoa, Feeding Mexico: The Political Uses of Food since 1910 
(Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 2000), Chapter 4. 

Ibid., 78. 
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then sell food to the urban population at prices that were frequently lower than the 

purchase price.^' 

Agricultural representatives, through the Confederacion Nacional de Campesinos 

(CNC), pushed the government to guarantee higher prices to producers. Avila 

Camacho's concern with maintaining social stability in the cities superceded the 

complaints of agrarians and the government kept payments low to reduce the cost of 

living for urban consumers. At the same time, internal transportation problems affected 

food production. The NADYRSA frequently lacked ways to ship and store crops. As a 

result, black market operations arose around the domestic food supply during the war. 

The government responded by developing wartime propaganda that targeted growers. 

The Ministry of Education began producing posters aimed at rural Mexicans in 

1943. The poster in figure 5.10, for example, instructed teachers to tell the campesino 

that, "victory is in the harvests." This and other posters featured country people as an 

important cornerstone of the nation's patriotic identity and its potential for success in the 

war. Other rural propaganda urged campesinos not to be fooled by charlatans offering 

higher prices for grain. Instead, they should fulfill their patriotic duty by selling to the 

national food agency.®^ 

For statistics on com and wheat subsidies, see Ibid., 87. 
See "Campesino de Jalisco" and "Campesino de Coahuila," LOC DLCPP, 

1997.067H-I. 



Figure 5.10 
SEP Poster: Maestro: Tell the Campesino 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-C-Mex.L67.1 
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The Revolution began to appear in government rhetoric as a reflection of popular 

sentiment expressed by many Mexicans in the summer of 1942.^^ It is useful to compare 

popular memory with the official story, particularly when the two converge. Throughout 

1943, the government's official language began borrowing recollections of the revolution 

from popular opinion. When the official story follows the collective popular memory 

instead of imposing a top-down history, it makes the official story more persuasive and 

more acceptable, hi their letters of support after Avila Camacho's declaration of war, 

many citizens had made a correlation between Mexico's 1910 Revolution and the world 

crisis. In an effort to understand their country's involvement in what seemed like 

Europe's war, Mexicans looked to their own revolution as a movement to rid the country 

of a dictator and as the predecessor to a worldwide movement to end totalitarianism. The 

Avila Camacho administration recognized that those sentiments could be used to 

strengthen the national unity campaign. World War II provided the President the 

opportunity to unite the nation politically for the first time since the overthrow of Porfirio 

Diaz in 1911. It did not take Avila Camacho long to begin drawing upon the collective 

memory that related revolutionary democracy and the crisis of world war. 

No part of the government's propaganda strategy in May 1942 involved 

emphasizing the Revolution in the context of the broader world conflict. On the contrary, 

Avila Camacho feared that images of the Revolution could renew the fervor of the 

See Chapter 3. 
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revolutionary factions that had divided the country for decades, especially the recent, 

short-lived rebellion led by Satumino Cedillo and the dispute surrounding the 1940 

presidential election.^'' Nevertheless, as individual letters continued to pour in that 

summer, government officials appear to have learned an important lesson from popular 

opinion and government propaganda began to incorporate the Revolution as a symbol of 

democracy. The government did not abandon the themes laid out in its initial 

propaganda strategy, but rather used the concept of the Revolution within that plan. 

Mexican propaganda first incorporated the Revolution in messages sent to its 

military. In September 1942, shortly after the Compulsory Military Service Law went 

into effect. President Avila Camacho delivered a speech directly to Mexico's armed 

forces. In this speech, Avila Camacho publicly recognized for the first time a correlation 

between the Revolution and World War II. He stated: 

The Mexican Army grew not out of Academies and school buildings; but 
out of the trying days of battle. Nearly one hundred years after the 
political freedom of the Coimtry, the Mexican Army was formed by the 
freedom from bondage, it is the cause and the result of the Revolution... 

Although unforeseen, this war in its international scope, is for us, a sequel 
to our own internal struggle. Now in many languages we hear the same 
words uttered by our elders, the same words that fired us to greater 
achievements, and the ones that must be the slogan for our lives: Country, 
Liberty, Justice, Independence, and Honor. 

^ Betty Kirk, Covering the Mexican Front: The Battle of Europe versus America 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1942). 

Manuel Avila Camacho, "Mexico pelea por la libertad y defiende su honor y su 
vida," September 1942, AGN, RP/MAC, 550/44-32. 



324 

In commemoration of the anniversary of the Revolution in November 1942, 

political leader Isidro Fabela gave a speech at the Palacio de Bellas Artes, which sent a 

similar message. He reviewed the decades of struggle, including agrarian, labor, and 

political reforms. The most important aspect of the Revolution, he argued, was the 

country's fight for liberty and its defense of individual freedoms. Fabela claimed that the 

Revolution allowed the country to participate in the Pan-American and the international 

systems by making Mexico a civilized, respectable nation, held in high universal esteem. 

The most compelling part of his speech claimed that Mexico was at war precisely to 

defend what had been won in its own Revolution. He argued that World War II was the 

largest political, economic, and social revolution that modem history had witnessed. He 

argued that a totalitarian victory would mean enslavement and complete subjugation to 

the tyrannous Axis powers, who would divide among themselves the economic, political, 

and religious domination of the world. He urged Mexicans to protect their democratic 

heritage by defeating the Axis powers.^® 

A 1943 speech by Avila Camacho commemorating the fifth anniversary of the 

founding of the CNC made similar patriotic appeals based on the Revolution. An excerpt 

was later printed in the Ministry of Education's journal Educacion Nacional. He claimed 

Isidro Fabela, "La revolucion Mexicana y la revolucion mxmdial," in For un 
mundo litre (Mexico City: Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 1943), 100. 
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that the Revolution was fully alive and that "those who believe that the Revolution has 

ended are fooling themselves." He considered World War II to be an immense 

revolution that represented the ideals that Mexico's revolutionaries fought for in 1910. 

He defined those causes as a democratic political system supported by complete civil 

liberties.^^ 

The publication of this excerpt is because it provides clear evidence that the 

government's official story forcefully made the direct connection between the war in 

Europe and Mexico's fight for democracy in its revolution. It emphasized the democratic 

objectives of the Revolution as the nature of the worldwide conflict. Avila Camacho 

boldly claimed that the Revolution continued and had expanded to a broader scale as 

democratic powers in Europe fought for the same freedoms that Mexico's revolutionary 

heroes achieved. 

Furthermore, Avila Camacho's speech is significant for where it appears. For the 

government there was no better medium than the education system for establishing and 

spreading its official history. By 1944, the Avila Camacho administration turned to the 

schools as a medium in its propaganda campaign. It used the school system not just for 

Manuel Avila Camacho, "La educacion en un pueblo libre," Educacion 
Nacional 1, no. 5 (1944). 
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wartime propaganda, but for general propaganda as well, in a continuation of the 

programs established in the 1920s imder Plutarco Elfas Calles.^^ 

The Mexican government's official history became further clarified by Luis 

Sanchez Ponton, who had briefly served as Minister of Education in the early days of the 

Avila Camacho administration. In 1944, Sanchez Ponton made a connection between 

Europe's war and the Mexican Revolution in his book entitled Guerra y Revolucidn.^^ 

His book serves as an intellectual history of World War II and postwar peace plans, 

analyzing the ideological currents that had led to war and those that would bring peace. 

His underlying argument was that the Second World War was indeed a Revolution. He 

insisted that the struggle would bring democracy to totalitarian and extremist nations, and 

it was a Revolution that had begun in Mexico in 1910.^® 

Conclusion 

As the realities of war began to take hold in Mexican society, much of the initial 

enthusiasm for the war effort seemed to waver. Rising prices, food shortages, and forced 

military conscription policies provoked popular opposition and compelled the 

Mary K. Vaughan, The State, Education, and Social Class in Mexico, 1880-
1928 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1982). 

Luis Sanchez Ponton, Guerra y Revolucidn (Mexico City: Liga Democratica 
Hispanoamericana, 1944). 

'"Ibid. 
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government to alter its wartime messages. The Avila Camacho administration began 

cooperating with the OIAA and provided a Mexican voice to some U.S. propaganda 

programs. Programs such as the Lidice celebration and "Interpretacion Mexicana de la 

Guerra" promoted Pan-Americanism not only as a movement for hemispheric unity, but 

also as an idea that could benefit Mexico. Despite Mexican participation, some OIAA 

programs still evoked suspicion, even resentment among the public as campaigns for 

U.S. imperialism. 

In an effort to instill a deeper sense of nationalism among the nation's children 

and adults alike, Avila Camacho transferred propaganda duties from the Ministry of the 

Interior to the Ministry of Education. Through the education system, the government 

produced posters and other printed materials that stressed the national objectives of 

military defense and modernization. Educators incorporated wartime messages into 

classroom curricula and rural school inspectors used public addresses to parents as a 

forum for promoting the war effort. The 1944 Literacy Campaign reflected Avila 

Camacho's strategies of using the war to promote his domestic agendas and to modernize 

the country. 

A final shift in government propaganda became visible in its official rhetoric 

surrounding the war. Official references to the war began borrowing fi-om the ideas 

espoused by Mexican letter-writers in the summer of 1942. Guerra y Revolucidn served 

as the culmination of popular memory and the Mexican government's official history of 
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the Revolution in the context of World War II. The book had government approval and 

was dedicated to President Avila Camacho and Secretary of State Ezequiel Padilla. 

After Mexico became officially involved in the war, its citizens began looking to 

their 1910 Revolution as a success story, not necessarily a success story of social reform, 

but rather the success of fi-eedom and democracy. Soon the government and some 

intellectuals began making the same argument. Totalitarian extremism seemed to be the 

wave of the future as Germany and Japan pursued expansionist policies and Soviet 

Communism gained popularity worldwide. As Mexico became involved in the conflict, 

its citizens did not look to the United States or Western Europe as the representatives of 

freedom and democracy. Instead, many turned to their own nation's history. They 

argued that Mexico had started the move toward democratic revolutions in 1910. 

Ordinary Mexicans and those writing the official history looked to their Revolution when 

revolutionary forces united to remove an authoritarian dictator. Many in the 1940s saw 

Porfirio Diaz's authoritarianism as synonymous with the wave of totalitarianism that 

swept across Europe. They emphasized the Revolution as a fight to replace 

totalitarianism with democracy and they saw the war in Europe as an extension of their 

democratic Revolution. 
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Chapter 6 

A Propaganda Billboard: 

Heroes, Victims, and a View to the Postwar Era 

The momentum of World War II began to shift in favor of the Allies during 1943, 

as their forces experienced a series of successes that marked a major turning point. The 

British defeated Axis forces in Africa and the Soviet Union succeeded in expelling the 

German invasion of its territory. The Allies fought their way into Italy and the Italian 

people overthrew Mussolini. Allied leaders met in November to plan the invasion of 

France as well as more aggressive operations in Asia. Because of those successes in 

Europe and Asia, by 1944 Mexicans felt assured that the Allied forces would claim 

victory. 

As a result, the nature of wartime information produced by the U.S. and Mexican 

governments changed considerably. Neither government stressed the need for victory as 

they had done in the previous two years. Instead, they began looking to postwar issues 

and began incorporating them into their propaganda messages. The changing nature of 

wartime information after 1943 reveals important aspects of both governments' 

objectives. U.S. and Mexican leaders became increasingly concerned with safeguarding 
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national economic welfare. U.S. leaders pushed the American way of life more 

aggressively after 1943, hoping to make U.S.-produced consumer goods attractive to the 

Mexican public. The Mexican government incorporated postwar economic issues in a 

different way as its wartime messages began to consider the needs of the nation's 

industrialists and postwar plans increasingly came to cater to that group. At the same 

time, the Avila Camacho administration upset the diplomatic balance it had achieved 

with the United States by implementing protectionist measures to safeguard incipient 

industries against U.S. competition after the war. By turning their attention to postwar 

economic matters, the U.S. and Mexican governments both converted their wartime 

information strategies into a propaganda billboard. They began using war propaganda to 

advertise potential commercial developments after the war and tried to win popular 

support for their distinct strategies. 

Mexican and U.S. propagandists took different approaches in using a propaganda 

billboard for promoting their postwar objectives. Mexican leaders continued to 

emphasize their domestic goals, but also they incorporated international objectives. 

Avila Camacho continued to face public pressure over inflation, food shortages, and 

other wartime scarcities. At the same time, he anticipated new concerns in what 

Mexico's role would be after the war. Government officials wanted to ensure the 

country's economic stability after the war and they wanted a voice in the negotiations for 

an international peace plan. To resolve domestic anxieties and the country's international 
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ambitions, Avila Camacho established a Mexican air squadron to participate in direct 

combat. 

Squadron 201 helped the government achieve its domestic objectives of 

increasing popular support for the v^ar effort. It allowed the Avila Camacho 

administration proudly to display its improved and modem military. The nation 

responded to the war heroes with fierce patriotism. Sending a Mexican contingent 

abroad to fight gave the country a greater, more personal stake in the war. It made 

problems such as inflation and food shortages seem small compared to the sacrifices 

being made by the armed forces. The public's perception of the squadron began to 

incorporate ethnicity into wartime rhetoric as the nationalist cause that set the country 

even further apart culturally from the United States. 

Participation in combat advanced the government's international goals. The 

squadron's participation in the war under the Mexican flag gave the goverrmient a 

legitimate argument for a voice at the peace table. Mexico City hosted the Conference of 

Chapultepec in 1945. Latin American and U.S. representatives adopted the "Act of 

Chapultepec" that identified threats facing the Americas and outlined collective and 

cooperative response to address them. 

For their part, OIAA agents feared that Mexicans were beginning to believe that 

the Allies would win the war easily and that they were becoming embittered by inflation 

and other consequences of the war. U.S. propagandists sensed increasing nationalism in 
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local wartime rhetoric and they saw that as a threat to hemispheric unity. Finally, OIAA 

representatives found that Latin American leaders were increasingly concerned about 

post-war financial issues. As a result, U.S. propaganda intensified its message of 

hemispheric unity. It tried to emphasize that the U.S. wanted to share Latin American 

culture, not dominate it. The OIAA also altered its portrayal of U.S. military power. As 

more U.S. troops went into European and Asian combat, the OIAA changed its 

propaganda significantly. Instead of producing photographs and stories featuring the 

strength of the U.S. armed forces, after 1943, propaganda emphasized casualty figures 

and human interest stories to illustrate the sacrifices Americans were making to win the 

war. 

U.S. agents tried to address the post-war concerns of Latin American leaders by 

including peace plan proposals in their propaganda. They used the image of Allied 

sacrifices to set realistic expectations for when industrial and consumer goods would 

resimie availability. U.S. leaders appealed to Latin American leaders by including them 

in new regional diplomacy within Latin America and in negotiations for establishing the 

United Nations. Moreover, U.S. leaders used the Chapultepec Conference as a platform 

to push for continued economic cooperation after the war. The divergence in U.S. and 

Mexican post-war aims became most visible in questions of economic development. 

While U.S. leaders used a propaganda billboard to advertise stronger trade agreements 

between the two nations after the war, Mexican leaders moved their economic policies in 
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the opposite direction. They used the war to industrialize and saw U.S. post-war 

industries as potential competition for developing industries. The Avila Camacho 

government rejected U.S. propositions to strengthen bi-lateral trade agreements, and 

instead began to impose measures to restrict U.S. imports and protect Mexican producers. 

The last two years of World War II illustrated how U.S. and Mexican commercial 

interests—expressed in wartime propaganda—diverged. The OIAA produced messages 

to encourage greater trade after the war. The Mexican government used the war to begin 

an industrialization project and used its propaganda as a billboard to sell that project to 

the public as an extension of revolutionary legacy and worldwide democracy. 

Late Mexican Propaganda: Mexican Heroes 

As the Avila Camacho administration saw support for the war effort begin to 

wane as early as the fall of 1942, it became more aggressive with its propaganda 

campaign. The production of wartime information had shifted from the Ministry of the 

Interior to the Ministry of Education. As a result, Mexicans not only heard the 

government's wartime message through the radio, the press, public celebrations, and 

graphic arts, but they also heard patriotic wartime propaganda in the education system. 

Nevertheless, as the war continued and the well-being of Mexicans was ftirther 

compromised by wartime sacrifices, the president imderstood that new tactics might be in 
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order. A sense of apathy toward the war still remained in some public opinion surveys 

and propaganda tactics needed a new approach.' At the same time, the Avila Camacho 

administration began focusing its attention on Mexico's role in the post-war world. The 

president wanted to protect the nation's developing economy and he wanted to have 

influence in peace negotiations. Direct military participation became the resolution to the 

nation's new wartime needs. 

Almost immediately after Avila Camacho delivered his address to the Chamber of 

Deputies and declared a state of war in May 1942, military leaders rallied behind the 

president in a demonstration of national unity. In the war-related correspondence 

received in the president's office throughout the siimmer, many letters came from 

military officers and other political leaders pledging their full support and loyalty to the 

nation in time of crisis.^ Many of those officers made appeals to be allowed to lead 

troops in combat. While ordinary Mexicans offered to serve as necessary to defend 

Mexican soil, officers and politicians pushed for direct foreign involvement from an early 

date.^ Foreign Minister Ezequiel Padilla announced in November 1942 that the nation's 

armed forces would bravely serve overseas if called to do so and the people would 

support their military heroes.'' Senator Salvador Franco Urias took a diplomatic tour of 

' El Popular (May 29,1944); and El Universal (August 24, 1944). 
^ See Chapter 3. 
^ El Universal (November 18,1942); and Excelsior (October 17,1943). 

Donald Fisher Harrison, "United States-Mexican Military Collaboration during 
World War II" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Georgetown University, 1977), 223. 
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the United States in May 1943 and made similar declarations. He affirmed that Mexico 

would gladly send armed forces into the conflict and the public would give its full 

support.^ 

Stronger pressure came from military leaders. Generals argued that the country 

should send at least 10,000 men to fight in Europe.^ Many felt a genuine sense of duty to 

be directly involved in the war. Others saw direct participation in World War II as a way 

of preserving their influence as the president modernized the nation's armed forces. 

Avila Camacho's attempts to renovate the military had brought a significant decrease in 

the number of high ranking officers. Between 1942 and 1945, the president had forced 

more than 300 generals to retire.^ Military men saw World War II as an opportunity to 

bring security and even advancement to their careers.^ A token fighting force would 

appease many of the military who were pushing for direct involvement. 

Aside from mollifying officers' demands, direct military involvement in World 

War II was seen by the Avila Camacho administration as having direct benefits to the 

government. Much of the country's military modernization scheme relied on U.S. lend-

lease dollars to finance expenditures in new equipment. Officials realized that much of 

^ Excelsior (May 27, 1943). 
® Excelsior (September 21, 1943). 
^ Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and 

Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995), 97. 
* Blanca Torres Ramirez, Historia de la revolucion Mexicana periodo 1940-1952: 

Mexico en la segunda guerra mundial (Mexico City: Colegio de Mexico, 1979), 144. 
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the modernization effort depended on U.S. resources, which were in short supply or were 

committed to other nations for direct military participation.^ The Avila Camacho 

administration concluded that for Mexico to become a priority of U.S. lend-lease aid, the 

country would have to move beyond a defensive role and take part in military action. 

As a third incentive for Mexican military participation in the war, Avila Camacho 

understood that the United States and its allies would eventually win the war. As U.S. 

and other world leaders began discussing postwar plans, Mexican leaders knew that only 

military participation would assure them a voice in the peace plans. One military leader 

suggested that the country needed to "pay a price in human blood" to have a place of 

prestige in the international system after the war.'" This initially prompted Avila 

Camacho to propose an arrangement as early as October 1942 whereby the United States 

would supply and train Mexican armed forces for overseas combat.'' At the time, U.S. 

officials seemed hesitant to concede to Avila Camacho's wishes and with the deficient 

state of the Mexican military, the president temporarily abandoned his push for military 

participation.'^ 

' Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development, 96-97. 
Excelsior (September 21, 1943). 

" Harrison, 223-224. 
William G. Tudor, "Flight of Eagles: The Mexican Expeditionary Air Force 

Escuadron 201 in World War II" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Texas Christian University, 1997), 
31-35. This is the most comprehensive study available of Mexico's expeditionary force 
that fought in World War 11. The only other published study is available through 
Mexico's Secretary of Defense. See Enrique Sandoval Castarrica, Historia Oficial de la 
Fuerza Aerea Expedicionaria Mexicana (Mexico City: Secretaria de la Defensa 
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Finally, direct and voluntary military participation by a Mexican force in the war 

fit into the Avila Camacho administration's changing propaganda strategies. As public 

support for the war effort vacillated, administration officials looked to military 

involvement as a way to change the tide of public opinion. Mexicans watched prices rise 

and saw their standard of living deteriorate as the entire country made sacrifices for the 

war effort. Unlike the U.S. public, who had a strong connection to the war effort through 

family members fighting overseas, most Mexicans did not connect their experiences with 

battlefield sacrifices. Many argued that U.S. soldiers and the U.S. government were the 

primary beneficiaries of Mexican sacrifices to the detriment of the Mexican people." 

The United States provided a model for Avila Camacho in garnering more 

support for the war effort. He determined that if Mexicans had a vested interest to win 

the war—in the form of countrymen fighting in combat—they would be less likely to 

withdraw their support. With the country's military in battle, Mexicans would be more 

likely to work harder to produce more and to accept daily sacrifices such as rising prices, 

frozen wages, and food shortages. Participation in battle meant that many Mexicans 

would have family members and friends fighting overseas, and their relationship to those 

Nacional, 1946). 
" Vicente Lombardo Toledano, "El Por que del Hambre del Pueblo," El Popular 

(June 20, 1944). Lombardo Toledano's opinion piece outlines arguments put forth the by 
war opponents and he calls for the public to be patriotic and stand up to internal 
opposition. 
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soldiers would provide the direct connection to the war that the Avila Camacho 

administration sought. 

Selling the Squadron 

Organizing military participation and selling it to the public was not a simple 

task. Local resistance to compulsory military service in 1942 was still fresh in the minds 

of administration officials. Axis propaganda had insisted that young Mexicans would be 

drafted and sent to die on foreign battlefields. It had also emphasized that national 

leaders had yielded to U.S. pressure to raise an army to defend U.S. interests.Avila 

Camacho understood that any talk of sending armed forces abroad could incite violent 

reactions among the public. In the latter months of 1943, an editorial debate emerged 

among the country's main periodicals over the issue of sending Mexican troops abroad.'^ 

Even Avila Camacho's brother spoke out against sending Mexican forces to fight in a 

foreign front.The president understood that putting together an expeditionary force 

would require a delicate balance between promoting the force as a patriotic symbol in the 

propaganda front while downplaying its importance to avoid opposition. He also 

See Chapter 5. 
Excelsior (October 16,1943); El Popular (October 18, 1943); El Universal 

(October 23 1943): Excelsior (October 23, 1943); Novedades (October 26, 1943); and 
Novedades (November 4,1943). 

New York Times (December 10,1943). 
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understood that any force fighting abroad would have to be voluntary to avoid the type of 

resistance that had been generated by the Compulsory Military Service Law.'^ 

In response to Mexican requests to provide a military force in the war effort, U.S. 

military leaders began considering how to meet that request. Throughout 1943, 

representatives from the two countries negotiated the details of an expeditionary force. 

U.S. leaders worried that training and equipping the force would be a drain on U.S. 

resources that could be better devoted to the U.S. military effort. In 1943, Mexico's 

military was in the midst of an aggressive restructuring and had seen vast improvements, 

but the military was still not adequately trained and equipped to contribute much to an 

Allied victory. U.S. leaders feared that bringing the Mexican military up to reasonable 

standards would require too much time and resources to be worthwhile. Several military 

leaders expressed concern over the language and cultural barriers that would complicate 

working with a Mexican military unit. Leaders from both countries agreed that sending 

ground troops would not be the best use of Mexico's military. A ground invasion force 

would require large numbers of troops and the language barrier would hinder its 

effectiveness. Furthermore, the Mexican government felt that a small fighter squadron 

would have a greater impact on the overall  war effort  than a large ground force.Having 

Harrison, 230-231. 
''Tudor, 31-34. 
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a visible impact on the war effort would lend more legitimacy to the government's 

appeals to patriotism in its propaganda campaign. 

Since 1941, many Mexican pilots and ground support personnel had been 

receiving training in the United States and by the end of 1943, U.S. military leaders were 

satisfied that Mexico could provide a legitimate Air Force squadron. In January 1944, 

Ambassador George Messersmith traveled to Washington D.C. to discuss the possibility 

of allowing Mexican troops to join the fighting. After a series of meetings with President 

Roosevelt and top military advisors, Messersmith returned to Mexico and presented 

Avila Camacho with a proposal calling for the participation of an Air Force Squadron.'^ 

Avila Camacho proceeded cautiously in releasing publicity about plans for the 

squadron. He needed special Congressional approval to send Mexican troops abroad and 

Congress was not in session until later in the year. Avila Camacho hesitated to publicize 

the squadron fiilly until he had secured Congressional approval. In the meantime, he 

began testing the waters of public opinion by gradually introducing the ideal to the 

public. This strategy allowed him to gauge public reaction to the notion of official 

military involvement. In March, he announced to a group of aviators at a luncheon that 

the squadron had been approved. Military men and pilots responded with enthusiastic 

support and thousands stepped forward to volunteer their services.^" 

Ibid., 35-39. 
La Prensa (March 15,1944). 
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In April, Avila Camacho began the recruitment process to form Squadron 201. 

General support for the operation grew as Mexicans came to embrace the fact that their 

coxmtry would provide military assistance in the war.^' The president became actively 

involved in overseeing the recruitment process and in selecting the nation's new heroes. 

During the recruiting and training stage, Squadron 201 enjoyed continued support from 

the public. Press coverage emphasized that the country was fulfilling a duty of honor and 

that the volunteers who made up Squadron 201 were national heroes.^^ Mexicans praised 

the government for allowing the servicemen the honor of volunteering. They claimed the 

voluntary nature of the squadron made its actions all the more heroic.^^ With plenty of 

positive publicity surrovinding the recruitment process, a sense of anticipation and 

national pride began to build throughout the country. By the time the squadron was set to 

depart for training in the United States, Mexicans were experiencing a new sense of 

patriotism. The country banded together to support the young men who would leave 

their homes under the Mexican flag and go into foreign combat to fight for freedom and 

democracy in the world. 

Harrison, 230-231; Tudor, 46. 
El Nacional (July 22, 1944) 
Novedades (July 25, 1944). 
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Deploying the Squadron and Propaganda 

On July 24, 1944 the 300-man expeditionary force was set to depart and the 

nation came together full of pride, admiration, and support to give them a send-off One 

hour prior to their scheduled departure, the members of Squadron 201 gathered at the 

train station in Mexico City for a patriotic farewell. According to press coverage of the 

event, hundreds gathered at the station to show their support for the squadron's mission. 

Family members, friends, military personnel, and government officials were joined by 

the general public in cheering, singing, and crying in honor of the heroes. Throughout 

the crowded station, mothers exchanged tearful goodbyes with their sons while wives and 

husbands embraced. Fathers kissed their children goodbye, with pats on the head and 

murmurs of "be a good boy." All the while, cries of / Viva Mexico! could be heard 

throughout the crowd as Mexicans cheered the squadron for bringing a sense of pride and 

honor to the country.^'' 

Members of the squadron offered interviews to El Nacional. They promised to 

fulfill their patriotic duties to the country. Pablo Herrasti Donde dedicated his patriotic 

mission to his mother and his fiance, promising that he would carry them into battle in 

his heart. Max Gutierrez promised to defend world freedom with the same fervor that he 

would defend la patria against foreign enemies. Another soldier humbly stated that those 

El Nacional (July 25,1944); Novedades (July 25,1944). 
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remaining at home were as honorable as those chosen to fight.^^ One of the most 

nationalistic declarations came from Jesus Carranza, son of the former president and 

commander of the Constitutionalist Revolutionary Army, Venustiano Carranza. In a 

symbolic action, Jesus evoked revolutionary patriotism as he publicly bid farewell to the 

Subsecretary of Defense. He asserted that he was proud to fulfill his duty for his country, 

his army, and his people.^® 

As the train pulled out of the station, the ceremony ended with the government's 

officially sanctioned song in honor of the squadron, written by Corporel Hugo Sanson 

Jimenez. It emphasized that the country's armed forces were going to combat to defend 

the country and to preserve its honor: 

We march off to combat 
To victory or to die 
Now there is no one who will back down 
To save the country ... 

Tomorrow when with our heads raised 
We leave the battlefield 
We will be distinguished 
Soldiers of the country^^ 

Sanson's song emphasized the importance the government and Mexicans 

themselves placed on the squadron as a symbol of national honor. It stressed the bravery. 

El Nacional (July 25, 1944). 
Ibid. 
Hugo Sanson Jimenez, "Canto Belico al Nuevo Escuadron," July 7, 1944, AGN 

RP/MAC 161.1/81-1. 
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strength, and pride of the nation's fighting force. Although it was a small force and most 

of its members were young and inexperienced, the airmen of Squadron 201 embraced the 

opportunity to show their bravery and sacrifice their lives. The song did not mention that 

the squadron would fight for the freedom of the Philippines, or to defend the notions of 

liberty and democracy in the world. Instead the song stressed that the squadron's 

participation in World War II would make them distinguished soldiers for their country, 

fighting for the honor of la patria. 

During the last half of 1944, Squadron 201 engaged in intensive training exercises 

to prepare the aviators and ground crew for combat. Excelsior sent a correspondent to 

accompany the squadron to Randolph Field in the United States to report on training 

activities.^^ The public periodically received progress reports on the Squadron's 

activities, and generally heard that the force was disciplined and learning quickly. 

Newspapers described a heroic group of well-trained young men who impressed their 

North American counterparts.^^ 

At the end of the training period, Avila Camacho became involved once again in 

determining to which combat zone the unit would be sent. Drawing on Mexico's 

common history of Spanish colonialism with the Philippines, Avila Camacho pushed to 

have the squadron sent to the Pacific. The president also wanted to fulfill a promise he 

Excelsior (July 28, 1944). 
Novedades (August 2,1944); El Nacional (August 22,1944); and Excelsior 

(December 30, 1944). 
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had made to the PhiHppine president at the beginning of the war that Mexico would do 

everything possible to secure the independence of the islands.^" As the squadron 

prepared to depart the United States in March 1945 for combat, Mexicans responded 

again with patriotism and pride. Just as Mexicans in 1942 wrote letters and composed 

songs and poems to express their patriotism; in 1945, the public made similar shows of 

support. 

One example came from Baldomero Ibarra, who wrote a corrido dedicated to 

Squadron 201. He sent a copy to Avila Camacho in March 1945 in honor of the 

Squadron's departure for the Philippines. In his letter, he claimed that he had the corrido 

professionally printed using his own money 

Now the 201 is gone 
Carrying their flag to the front 
They will demonstrate their valor 
To all of Europe 

We will show the world 
That we have not known fear 
And if by chance we don't return 
"Goodbye dear Mexico" ... 

Onward Mexican 
With boldness and valor 
It does not matter the elements 
The enemy presents ... 

Harrison, 236. 
Baldomero Ibarra Herrera to Manuel Avila Camacho, "Corrido al Escuadron de 

Aviadores 201," March 1945, AGN RP/MAC, 550/44-2. 
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Goodbye dear Mexico 
Goodbye our fathers and brothers 
Goodbye sons and women 
If by chance we don't return 

Ibarra's corrido followed a similar pattern to the official song sanctioned by the 

government when the squadron departed Mexico. It emphasized the bravery and honor 

of the country and the members of the squadron. It also stressed the idea of sacrifice by 

repeating lines of "goodbye" and the idea that many might not return. Ibarra's corrido is 

evidence that the government's approach to propaganda surrounding Squadron 201 had 

the intended effect on much of the country. Mexicans considered their military personnel 

a source of pride and honor. Ibarra's corrido in particular made the cormection between 

pride in the Squadron and pride in Mexico's government by placing the two side-by-side 

in the line: "Long live the 201, Long live the supreme government." 

The nation's press continued to cover the squadron's activities as it fought in 

combat operations in the Pacific. News stories encouraged patriotic support by 

describing the squadron's living quarters as a reminder of home that the young men 

referred to as "a little comer of Mexico in the Philippines." They explained that soldiers 

and officers co-existed cordially with a deep sense of equality and pride in each other. El 

Universal referred to Commander Cardenas Rodriguez as the "big brother" to the rest of 
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the squadron.^^ Headlines boasted that Mexico's finest, bravest, and best prepared were 

bringing glory to the nation.^^ 

Squadron 201 in Combat 

The Squadron, also known as the "Aztec Eagles" arrived in Manila Bay on April 

30,1945 and after a short pre-combat instruction period, Mexico's heroes began 

participating in combat missions. Members of the Aztec Eagles flew in 59 missions and 

logged over 1,200 hours of flight time. They contributed to major bombing missions in 

Luzon and Formosa and they also served as ground support to U.S. airmen.^'* Although 

the unit participated in active combat for less than six months, twenty airmen of the 

Aztec Eagles received U.S. medals recognizing their contribution to the war effort. 

Seven pilots died during the Squadron's combat missions in the Philippines, and the 

Squadron received the Philippine Presidential Unit Citation and the Mexican Medal of 

Valor.^' 

The Japanese surrendered on August 10,1945 and the squadron prepared to 

return to Mexico. As the war drew to a close, popular perception of its role in the war 

El Universal (June 23, 1945). 
Novedades (June 9, 1945); El Universal (Jxme 10,1945) 
See Tudor, Chapters 9 and 11. 
Ibid., 286-288. 
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began to incorporate ethnicity into the public rhetoric. Many Mexicans took the 

government line of national pride and national honor one step further by insisting that the 

country's indigenous heritage and its Mestizo physical characteristics set Mexican 

soldiers apart jfrom their Anglo counterparts. The propaganda surrounding this public 

perception emphasized taking even greater national pride in Mexico's indigenous 

heritage. 

Two corrido's written in honor of the return of Squadron 201 and sent to the 

president illustrate this new rhetoric. The first came Irom a professor in Michoacan. 

Here come the heroes! They return to their native soil! ... 

Here they come, bringing in their strong, dark hands 
Strong from the bronze that forges the indomitable - race of Juarez -
They carry high the standard of iree Mexico 
That speaks to us of eagerness, of love, of patria! .. 

The tribute not only hailed members of squadron as national heroes, it also drew a 

comparison with historic national heroes. It argued that because of its indigenous 

heritage seen in heroic figures like Benito Juarez, Mexico could not be defeated. The 

corrido de-emphasized the squadron's mission to liberate the Philippines and more 

broadly to fight for world fi-eedom. Instead, it stated that by carrying the Mexican flag 

into battle. Squadron 201 was first and foremost fighting for la patria. 

Sara Malfavo to Manuel Avila Camacho, November 15,1945, AGN RP/MAC 
161.1/81-1. 
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Another corrido sent by Enrique de Avila y Villaluazo extended pride in the 

country's indigenous heritage beyond Mexico's borders. 

... Hail! Bronze race! Indian! 
American soul! Hail! In your glory! ..." 

In his corrido, de Avila considered the bronze race to be the heart of the American 

soul. His song implied a sense of Latin American unity—with the exclusion of the 

United States—due to its indigenous heritage. It represents the strength of Mexican 

nationalism in the coimtry's approach to the war. Throughout World War II, the public 

tended to support the nation's participation in the conflict when viewed through the lens 

of national interests. They justified their involvement in terms of defending national 

honor and sovereignty and they took renewed pride in the country's unique national 

identity that derived from its indigenous past. 

When the airmen of Squadron 201 returned home, the nation gave them a hero's 

welcome. The Aztec Eagles arrived at the port of San Pedro in California on November 

13,1945. The group traveled by train through the U.S. Southwest for several days en 

route to Texas where they would cross into Mexico at Laredo. During that trip, U.S. 

citizens of Mexican ancestry greeted them and welcomed them as heroes.^^ The 

Squadron finally arrived in Mexico City on November 18 and large crowds gathered to 

Enrique de Avila y Villalvazo to Manuel Avila Camacho, November 1945, 
AGNRP/MAC 161.1/81. 

Tudor, 285. 
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watch the airmen parade through the city to the Zocalo to meet the President. Avila 

Camacho gave an emotional speech from the balcony of the national palace in which he 

praised the Squadron for its contribution in fighting for the ideals of humanity. He 

encouraged the Aztec Eagles to be proud for having fought for their nation's honor.^^ 

The celebration welcoming the Squadron home became another representation of 

Mexican identity and nationalism. 

The incorporation of nationalist, indigenous pride in World War II rhetoric had 

important implications for U.S. propaganda as well. Throughout the war, OIAA 

representatives continually tried to avoid using language or images in their propaganda 

campaign that would strengthen nationalist sentiments in Latin America."® Instead, U.S. 

propaganda sought to promote hemispheric unity and a sense of American identity. 

Mexicans' nationalist reactions to the war indicated that OIAA propaganda was not 

having its desired effect. It gave credibility to concerns that began to surface in the 

agency that propelled a change in U.S. propaganda tactics. 

Ibid., 287-288. 
David Loth, "Pardon Our Propaganda," Inter-American Monthly, November 

1946,45-51. 
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Changes in U.S. Propaganda 

The propaganda strategies developed by the OIAA in late 1941 and 1942 proved 

to be short-lived. Early wartime messages produced by the agency stressed the need for 

hemispheric unity and they highlighted the strength and expansion of the U.S. military. 

While the United States put the country and the hemisphere on a war-footing, the 

propaganda stressing U.S. military might was effective. Putting forth an image that the 

United States would win the war was particularly important as the country converted 

heavy industry to war production and began recruiting and training its army. The OIAA 

wanted to assure Latin Americans that the Allies would win the war and therefore, 

supporting the Allied cause would put Latin Americans on the winning side. 

Furthermore, since few U.S. forces were actively involved in combat operations prior to 

June 1944, the agency did not have other illustrations of the U.S. war effort to use in its 

propaganda. For propagandists wanting to emphasize the U.S. war effort to Latin 

Americans prior to the Normandy invasion, the military build-up was the best 

information to report. 

In the last half of 1943, agents of the OIAA looked ahead to the impending 

European invasion and began to rethink their approach to propaganda. As early as 

August 1943, Content Planning Division Agent Lawrence Duggan wrote a memo to 
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Nelson Rockefeller urging him to reconsider the OIAA's propaganda strategy."" Duggan 

made a compelling argument by emphasizing the perception existing propaganda was 

creating in Latin America as well as the nationalist tendencies prevalent in Latin 

American countries. He took his case one step further by looking ahead to the post-war 

world and how the peace plans would incorporate Latin America. 

Duggan argued that the OIAA's existing propaganda had emphasized the military 

might of the United States to such an extent that Latin Americans had begun assuming 

that the Allies would easily win the war. According to him, those assumptions were 

resulting in serious consequences. He argued that Latin Americans felt distant from the 

violence and destruction of the war in Europe because the tragedy of war had not truly 

touched their daily lives. He stressed that Latin Americans had not seen their families 

torn apart and had not lost loved ones in combat. The popular perceptions in Mexico of 

the war prior to the advent of Squadron 201 seemed to confirm his concerns. As a result, 

the general Latin American public increasingly refused to accept the daily 

inconveniences that resulted from their wartime sacrifices. Duggan argued that Latin 

American people saw little difference in an Allied or an Axis victory. Instead, they 

understood that in the short-term, prices were rising and consumer goods were scarce 

because of the war."^ He urged the OIAA Content Planning Division to change the its 

Lawrence Duggan to Nelson A. Rockefeller, August 3, 1943, NARA, RG 229, 
Entry 126, Content Planning, Box 1459 (Hereafter Duggan to NAR, NARA RG 229). 

Ibid. 
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propaganda strategy from emphasizing military might to stressing the real sacrifices 

being made by the Allies in terms of materials, goods, money, and lives. 

Duggan also pointed to the strong nationalist tendencies in many Latin American 

nations. A strong sense of nationalism prevailed in Latin American countries and OIAA 

propaganda had purposely placed very little emphasis on individual countries' nationalist 

appeal. Duggan argued that Latin American nationalism came at the expense of Pan-

Americanism and a sense of hemispheric interdependence. Mexico's national wartime 

rhetoric illustrated this tendency. Duggan saw these nationalist inclinations as a threat to 

the hemispheric unity the OIAA had been trying to achieve with its Latin American 

propaganda."*^ He felt that by emphasizing the contributions made by other Allied 

nations, the OIAA could curb some of the nationalist impulse present in Latin American 

policy and culture. 

Finally, Duggan recommended taking early steps to address Latin Americans' 

concerns about their place in the post-war world. He found that as early as 1943, 

government leaders throughout the hemisphere had already begun to concern themselves 

with how to avoid the problems their countries had experienced after the First World 

War. The entire world had suffered a severe economic depression partially due to post

war financial provisions. Already facing currency problems and inflation, Latin 

American leaders in 1943 wanted to see a peace plan put in place that would safeguard 

Ibid. 
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the economic well-being of their countries. Leaders in Latin America had two primary 

concerns. First, they feared that after the war, the Allied nations—^particularly the United 

States—^would cut back the amount of raw materials they were purchasing from the 

region, creating economic hardship in Latin American nations. Second, they worried that 

consumer goods in short supply during the war would continue to be in short supply after 

the war as the European areas devastated by the war would have priority on receiving 

civilian products. A United Nations Food Conference had stipulated that areas formerly 

occupied by the Axis would be the first to receive relief in the areas of food and civilian 

supplies.'*'' Duggan believed that the OIAA should immediately begin stressing that 

victory would not bring an immediate resumption in the availability of consumer goods 

and that agency propaganda should emphasize why the devastated occupied areas would 

have priority on receiving consumer goods."*^ Duggan also felt that fears of Latin 

American leaders could be assuaged by giving them a voice in the post-war world 

through a new peace agency. Latin Americans did not have a positive experience in the 

League of Nations after World War I, and giving them a more constructive role in the 

post-World War II agency could go a long way in calming their anxieties. 

Duggan's call for change prompted Rockefeller and other senior advisors to re

evaluate the agency's approach to propaganda in Latin America. In the months following 

Ibid. 
Duggan to NAR, NARA RG 229. 
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Duggan's memo, agents of the Content Planning Division held a series of confidential 

meetings aimed at addressing the issues raised by Duggan as well as proposing real 

solutions to the region's changing needs. Some agency leaders objected to shifting the 

propaganda emphasis away from the U.S. military production capacity and insisted that 

military might was one of the greatest strengths the U.S. could demonstrate."*^ Other 

agents insisted that the emphasis on military power had served its purpose in the months 

immediately following Pearl Harbor, but current circumstances warranted a change in 

approach. In particular, field agents in Latin America were beginning to perceive that the 

emphasis on the U.S. military was creating a sense of overpowering strength and that 

many Latin Americans viewed it as a threat to their own independence."*^ Downplaying 

the potential for U.S. hegemony in the Western Hemisphere became a compelling 

argument and eventually succeeded in changing the agency's propaganda strategy. 

By 1944, the OIAA changed its approach to propaganda in Latin America and 

placed a new emphasis on human suffering, casualties, and death suffered by the Allied 

powers in combat operations. The agency also emphasized areas of the world that had 

been occupied by the Axis and justified why those areas should have a priority on 

foodstuffs and other civilian goods after the war. Finally the OIAA attempted to address 

Minutes of Content Committee Meeting, October 12, 1943, NARA, RG 229, 
Entry 126, Content Planning, Box 1459. 

Paul Jones to Charles K. Kline, September 21, 1943, NARA, RG 229, Entry 
126, Content Planning, Box 1459. 
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some of the concerns of Latin America nations regarding the post-war world. It was too 

early to talk specifically about a new peace agency, so Content Planning agents took up 

the theme of U.S. hegemony and fears of U.S. imperialism in the hemisphere by reviving 

the idea of the Good Neighbor Policy. By May 1944, three themes surrounding the Good 

Neighbor Policy had become official agency policy. The OIAA emphasized that as good 

neighbors, the United States and Latin American nations had an immediate common 

stake in the war, and that they also had mutual long-term economic and cultural 

aspirations.''^ 

Field agents had expressed concern that Latin Americans viewed the Good 

Neighbor Policy as merely a device for keeping the hemisphere under control during 

wartime, and that the good neighbor rhetoric would disappear once peace was achieved.'*^ 

The first two themes under the Good Neighbor Policy made no departure from previous 

OIAA propaganda. Since its inception in 1940, the agency had emphasized that £in 

Allied victory was in the best interest of Latin American nations and that cooperation 

with the United States would help Latin American economies. The third theme 

represented a new approach. Content Planning agents hoped to emphasize that the 

Public Opinion Memo, May 1944, NARA, RG 229, Entry 126, Content 
Planning, Box 1459. (Hereafter Public Opinion Memo, NARA, RG 229) 

Frank Waters to William Clark, September 7, 1943, NARA, RG 229, Entry 
126, Content Planning, Box 1459. Waters made specific reference to concerns expressed 
regarding Chile in his memo. 
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United States did not expect to dominate the hemisphere politically, economically, or 

culturally after the war. 

The agency established a new official dictum, which stressed that U.S. 

propaganda should not try to impress Latin Americans with material goods. Instead 

wartime information should emphasize that people in the U.S. had achieved financial 

success and possessed material goods because of their "pioneering spirit." The new 

propaganda philosophy aimed to send a message that, the average U.S. citizen was 

simple and hard-working and had much in common with his Latin American neighbors. 

The agency wanted to portray U.S. people as ordinary and non-threatening.^'' 

New strategies focused renewed attention on the American family. Agents aimed 

to show "that the little American who lives modestly in any small town in U.S.A., is no 

glamorous, adventurous Hollywood character, no thrill seeking get-rich-quick-

Wallingford, but a plain, down to earth citizen to whom a Saturday night movie is a real 

thrill."^' They emphasized that the U.S. public did not want to superimpose its culture on 

other regions of the hemisphere, but rather to share U.S. culture and blend other cultures 

with that of the United States. Through these new techniques, the OIAA hoped to 

portray a victorious United States in a non-threatening way to Latin America. Agents 

Public Opinion Memo, NARA, RG 229. 
Propaganda Objectives of the Radio Division, May 1944, NARA, RG 229, 

Entry 126, Content Planning, Box 1459. 
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promoted an image of the neighbor to the north as a benign, friendly, and welcoming 

force to achieve the betterment of the entire hemisphere. 

Press coverage of the war, controlled by the OIAA and sent to Latin American 

news agencies, began to de-emphasize the growing military machine in the United States 

and instead reported U.S. casualties and destroyed property.^^ Others featured stories of 

Allied soldiers who had been captured and tortured by the Japanese through methods 

such as bleeding, starvation, and overwork. El Universal ran a story that described the 

Batan death march in graphic detail.^^ In another story, a French refugee wrote his 

personal account of torture at the hands of the Nazis.^'^ In the midst of its new 

propaganda strategy, the U.S. hosted Mexican military leaders on a tour of European 

battlefields in August 1944. Upon returning to Mexico, General Gustavo Salinas relayed 

a particular episode that impressed upon him the realities of war and the atrocities that 

occupied areas were suffering. He had witnessed the lynching and quartering of a Nazi 

soldier by an Italian village. The village "tore his body to pieces" to take revenge on the 

soldier for having killed an innocent family. According to Salinas, the soldier had 

invaded the family's home and demanded the last of their food supply. After the family 

complied, the soldier left and bombed the house, killing the parents and their small 

El Nacional (August 16, 1943); El Universal (October 1, 1943); Excelsior 
(December 17, 1943); and Excelsior (February 21, 1944). 

El Universal (January 27, 1944). 
El Universal (February 23, 1944). 
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children instantly.^^ The OIAA publicized these types of stories to illustrate that Allied 

nations were making tremendous sacrifices in their battle with the Axis oppressors. The 

agency wanted Mexicans to feel sympathy for occupied areas and to accept continued but 

temporary shortages after the war as the U.S. helped Europe and Asia rebuild. 

En Guardia experienced a similar metamorphosis as its stories reported less on 

military production and more on human sacrifices by U.S. armed forces and civilians. 

The February 1944 edition featured a story on wounded U.S. soldiers. It highlighted the 

care they were receiving in military hospitals and included photographs with rows of 

stretchers and wheel chairs.^^ Another story showed the families of military men. The 

story featured wives, children, and parents who worried about the safety of their loved 

ones and who waited with anticipation for letters from the front.^^ Other issues began 

showing graphic photographs of wounded and dead soldiers on the battlefield to 

demonstrate the sacrifices the Allied armed forces were making.^^ 

En guardia encouraged Latin Americans to understand the rehabilitation needs of 

occupied areas by featuring human interest stories depicting the devastation of war on 

El Universal (August 16, 1944). 
"Estos son los que regresaron," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 2, February 1945. 
"Cartas del soldados," En guardia, Vol. 3, No. 2, February 1944. 
"Las Islas Gilbert," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 4, April 1944; "Tropas para la 

invasion," En guardia, Vol. 3, No. 5, May 1944; "Una gran cruzada," En guardia, Vol. 3, 
No. 10, October 1944. 
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civilians.^' Stories stressed the sacrifices being made by the U.S. civilian population. 

One dramatic photograph showed a soldier's wife and infant son accepting a medal after 

he was killed in the Pacific.''" 

The magazine also began devoting more attention to Latin American stories. A 

story on baseball incorporated the two by stressing the contributions Hispanic players 

had made in the sport. It described the game as a unifying force in the Americas, which 

had brought greater hemispheric understanding and it featured baseball leagues in several 

Latin American countries.®' Other stories featured individual countries. The January 

1943 issue included a story on the contributions of Mexican women in the war. It 

focused specifically on nurses and women working in war industry factories.®^ Another 

story reported on the Mexican film industry, emphasizing that film studios were 

developing an advanced industry.*"^ The magazine included features on the participation 

of Brazil's and Mexico's armed forces in combat.®'* Throughout 1944-1945, En guardia 

included more stories on individual countries and Latin American historic heroes. 

"La necesidad de rehabilitacion despues de la guerra," En guardai. Vol. 4, No. 
3, March 1945 

"For valor y heroismo," En guardia, Vol. 3, No. 9, September 1944. 
"El baseball; estimula la amistad," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 11, November 1944. 
"Las mujeres de Mexico," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 1, January 1944. 
"Las peliculas mexicanas," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 4, April 1944. 
"Victoria Brasilena en Italia," En guardia. Vol. 4, No. 8, August 1945; "Los 

aviadores Mexicanos," En guardia. Vol. 4, No. 8, August 1945. 
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At the same time, En guardia printed stories and photos depicting a comfortable, 

middle-class lifestyle as the norm in the United States. Stories and photographs 

portrayed housewives enjoying new appliances in their modem kitchens and women 

modeling the latest fashion.®^ In other photographs, well-dressed school children eagerly 

learned scholastic lessons and families engaged in recreational activities together.^^ 

Other stories described U.S. pastimes such as ballet and opera.*'^ One issue included a 

story on television as a new entertainment in the United States that seemed like magic, 

but was indeed a reality.^^ An October 1945 story tried to alleviate any potential 

concerns Latin Americans might have over atomic weapons by emphasizing the benefits 

society could reap from atomic energy.*'® These types of stories painted a picture of the 

United States that the OIAA wanted Latin Americans to see. Not only was the U.S. 

portrayed as a role model for the rest of the hemisphere, but also it was presented as an 

advanced nation to encourage commercial interest among Latin Americans. 

"Las que esperan en casa," En guardia, Vol. 4, No. 2, February 1945; "Nuevas 
mejoras socials," En guardia, Vol. 4, No. 11, November 1945; "La moda entre buenos 
vecinos," En guardia, Vol. 4, NO. 11, November 1945; "La ciencia ayuda al ama de 
casa," En guardia, Vol. 4, No. 12, December 1945. 

^ "La vida escolar," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 8, August 1944. 
"El ballet en los Estados Unidos," En guardia. Vol. 3 No. 9, September 1944; 

"La opera," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 5, May 1944. 
"Television: Los adelantos de una nueva industria," En guardia. Vol. 3, No. 5, 

May 1944. 
"Energfa Atomica," En guardia. Vol. 4, No. 10, October 1945. 
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The shift in OIAA propaganda aimed primarily to address the growing 

complacency among Latin Americans toward the war and the disconnect that many felt 

from the most serious wartime sacrifices. It also stressed positive aspects of U.S. society 

to encourage interest in trade after the war. It presented the United States as a victim of 

wartime circumstances whose population was selflessly making even greater sacrifices 

than those of Latin Americans. U.S. families were torn apart and many Allied soldiers 

were losing their lives in combat. Nevertheless, U.S. society continued to prosper and 

the OIAA hoped that Latin Americans would want to follow that example. 

Mexican Propaganda Approaching the Post-War: Industrialization 

The Avila Camacho administration's approach to post-war planning added a new 

dimension to Mexican and U.S. propaganda. Early in his administration, the president 

had begun considering the economic implications the war would have on the country. 

Avila Camacho pushed his industrialization strategy through trade agreements with the 

United States, but he intended the nation's industrial expansion to be more than just 

short-term wartime collaboration. Instead he envisioned Mexico's economic future to be 

based on modem industry. When Avila Camacho declared war in 1942, he concentrated 

on unifying the nation around the war effort. Once national unity was achieved, he 

hoped to parlay wartime support into backing for his industrialization plans. The 
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government wartime propaganda campaign reflected those intentions. As early as 1942, 

the Coordinating Commission for National Propaganda incorporated the need to develop 

the nation's industries into its call for wartime support. Its messages insisted that by 

industrializing, Mexico would help ensure an Allied victory and the protection of 

democracy worldwide. 

Throughout World War II, the Avila Camacho appealed to the Mexican public 

and largely won their support for the war effort.™ Building on the success of Squadron 

201 in particular, the government sensed that its call to national unity had yielded the 

intended results. The support Mexicans displayed in rallying behind Squadron 201 

demonstrated that many in the country looked with pride at the characteristics that made 

them Mexican. As an Allied victory loomed in 1945, the Avila Camacho administration 

understood that it needed to use the support and unity established during the war to 

further its post-war objectives. Specifically, officials hoped to use the incipient industrial 

base established during wartime to continue to advance the country's industrial potential 

and modernize the economy. 

To cement his legacy of national unity, Avila Camacho intended to incorporate 

the country's growing industrial class. Those who had invested time, money, and other 

resources into expanding the production of war products became increasingly concerned 

Jose C. Valades, Historia general de la Revolucion Mexicana: La unidad 
nacional (Mexico City: Ediciones Gemika, 1985), 4-5. 
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that the government would turn its back on them as the war came to a closed' They 

feared Avila Camacho would bow to U.S. pressures to engage in open, unprotected trade. 

In 1945, Mexico's industries were relatively new and weak compared to industries in the 

United States. As the war drew to a close, diplomatic exchanges between the U.S. and 

Mexico began to focus on trade and trade barriers between the two countries.^^ 

U.S. leaders had viewed Latin America as the best potential for export markets 

after U.S. peacetime industries resumed production after the 1930s. Mexico in particular 

had a sizeable population that represented a largely untapped market for U.S. exports. 

Furthermore, the country had amassed substantial dollar reserves as a result of wartime 

production and exports to the United States.^^ By promoting a greater cultural 

understanding between the U.S. and Latin America, Rockefeller's office hoped to 

achieve an economic objective as well. Mexico's new group of industrialists pushed for 

increased protection against competing U.S. imports throughout the war, while OLAA 

propaganda emphasized a commercial relationship. Although Mexico suffered from 

consumer goods shortages during the war and the United States was not exporting such 

A. Garcia Robles, Mexico en la postguerra: El marco mundial y el continental 
(Mexico City: Ediciones Minerva, S.R.L., 1944), 10-11. 

Sanford Mosk, Industrial Revolution in Mexico (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1954). 

" Valades, 84-85. 
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products, Mexican industrialists feared that the end of the war would bring a deluge of 

U.S. imports, which would compete with newer and weaker Mexican industries.^'' 

The OIAA had attempted earlier to respond to economic problems brought to 

Mexico by the war. As Mexico industrialized, it began to feel the impact of shortages of 

machinery, spare parts, and supplies. The U.S. and Mexican governments established a 

joint program to remedy the situation. The Mexican-American Commission for 

Economic Cooperation (MACEC) began in 1943 to develop a long-range program to 

promote Mexican economic growth.^^ The Commission made recommendations for 

expanding public works industries as well as for developing new private manufacturing 

enterprises.^^ Mexican industrialists had high expectations for the MACEC as the 

solution to the country's wartime industrial needs.^^ Nevertheless, most projects required 

substantial amoimts of equipment and materials from the United States and the 

Commission could only make recommendations and establish priorities for after the war. 

Furthermore, the MACEC began to face considerable opposition from U.S. politicians 

who feared that many of the proposed projects would lead to higher Mexican tariffs.^* 

Mosk, 33. 
Thomas Wood Clash, "United States-Mexican Relations, 1940-1946: A Study 

of U.S. Interests and Policies" (Ph.D. Dissertation, State University of New York, 1972), 
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Unable to initiate immediate development projects and facing growing opposition in the 

United States, the Commission disbanded early in 1945. 

Although the MACEC failed to implement any programs that produced results 

during the war, its activities illustrate important trends in U.S.-Mexican relations that 

were established through the OIAA. It demonstrates that the United States intended to 

maintain close economic ties after the war, and that U.S. leaders wanted a commercial 

relationship free of trade barriers. 

The MACEC also provided a plan for Mexico's industrial development that did 

occur after the war. As part of its post-war development plan, the Avila Camacho 

administration attempted to implement broad tariff increases early in 1944. Mexican 

industrialists hoped that the distraction of war in Europe and the Pacific would facilitate 

passage of the new tariff legislation that would then be in effect as the war drew to a 

close. Nevertheless, diplomatic pressures fi-om Ambassador Messersmith, combined 

with the precedent set in a 1942 Reciprocal Trade Treaty, forced Avila Camacho to 

abandon hopes of implementing protectionist trade barriers prior to the end of the war. 

The nation's industrialists understood the need for patience and caution with the 

war still ongoing overseas. Nevertheless, they continued to push for a post-war 

economic policy aimed at protecting their new business endeavors. Their demands were 

not out of line with the Avila Camacho administration's post-war plans. To the contrary, 

the president and his staff placed continued industrialization as a top priority after the 
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war. As early as 1942, the Ministry of National Economy in cooperation with the School 

of National Economy at the Universidad Autonoma de Mexico organized a series of 

conferences on the War Economy. Conference participants debated Mexico's economic 

role during the war and began to look to potential problems the country could face with a 

return to peace.^' 

At the same time, Avila Camacho appointed a commission to study potential 

peacetime concerns and to formulate a plan to protect the country's interests. By mid-

1944, the National Commission for Peace Preparation (NCPP) had taken on an 

increasingly important role in wartime propaganda. Much of its propaganda was 

directed narrowly to the country's industrial class, while Squadron 201 continued to 

dominate propaganda directed at the masses. In the last half of 1944 and throughout 

1945, Avila Camacho administration began a subtle, yet important transition in its 

wartime messages. Government propaganda gradually ceased to be an attempt to win 

support for the war, and eventually became an attempt to win support for the government 

in peace. For Avila Camacho and the official party, peacetime support equated to 

support for an aggressive industrialization and economic modernization policy. 

Alfonso Pulido Islas, Reporter Ciclo de Conferencias de Economi'a de Guerra 
en Mexico, October 19, 1942, AGN, DGI/G2, 301.2/306. 

Comision Nacional de Planacion para la Paz, Decree, July 1942, AGN 
RP/MAC, 433/310. 
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NCPP rhetoric emphasized that the country needed to prepare itself for a changed 

world after the war ended. Failure to do so would result in devastation equal to that seen 

in wartime.^' Commission members sent this message to a small circle of industrialists 

and assured them that the government was taking measures to address the nation's 

economic challenges after the war. The government's plan included developing new 

industries during the war and protecting those industries in peace.^^ 

The government's industrialization propaganda took on a much more subtle 

nature as the end of the war approached. Instead of sponsoring festivals, posters, 

corridos, and other forms of mass appeal, Avila Camacho's industrialization propaganda 

was much quieter and narrowly directed. In 1945, industrial expansion was a volatile 

topic and had the potential for rupturing the delicate sense of national unity the 

government had tried to achieve during the war. Devoting national resources to 

developing industry necessarily meant that other interests might suffer. Furthermore, the 

government could carry out an industrialization strategy without widely publicizing its 

intentions to the country. Unlike declaring war, freezing wages, and implementing the 

draft, Avila Camacho understood that he did not necessarily need full national support 

Octavio Vejar V^quez, El mundo de la postguerra: Speech to Club Rotario y 
C^ara de Comercio de la Ciudad de Guadalajara, September 26,1944, AGN RP/MAC, 
433/310. 

Primer Congreso Nacional de Economia de Guerra del Proletariado Mexicano: 
Problemas Economicos de la Post-Guerra, December 1942, AGN RP/MAC 433/310. 
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for industrialization. The administration had support from Mexican industrialists who 

stood to gain from a national industrialization program. 

The President also had the support of the country's middle and upper classes. 

People who had benefited from the wartime economy had accumulated excess savings 

due to large amounts of dollars pouring into Mexico. The coxmtry had faced shortages in 

the availability of consumer goods, particularly products that were considered luxury 

goods such as small and large appliances and automobiles. At the same time, OIAA 

propaganda had targeted middle- and upper-class Mexicans, featuring luxury consumer 

products as part of the American way of life. By 1945, a new consumer culture had 

emerged among many Mexicans as they began to demand the products that had been 

featured in U.S. propaganda.Avila Camacho used that new consumer demand to gain 

popular support for his industrialization plans. He promised consumers that national 

industrial development would give them greater access to the products they wanted to 

buy. He promoted his strategy to middle- and upper-class consumers as the best way to 

fulfill their demands for consumer goods, while supporting the nation's economic 

growth. Industrialization propaganda aimed not to win widespread national support, but 

rather to appease a small but influential group of industrialists as well as middle- and 

upper-class consumers who wanted to see their interests protected. 

Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development, 13-15; and Julio E. Moreno, Yankee 
Don't Go Home! Mexican Nationalism, American Business Culture, and the Shaping of 
Modern Mexico, 1920-1950. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). 
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A second factor requiring low-key propaganda techniques was the diplomatic 

pressure the administration received from the United States. The State Department's 

strong reaction to early attempts by the government to raise protectionist trade barriers 

confirmed Avila Camacho's suspicions that U.S. officials were counting on Mexico as 

major market for peacetime industrial production. While Ambassador Messersmith 

sympathized and even supported Mexico's position that it needed a certain degree of 

protection to encourage continued growth of its new industries, officials in Washington 

were much less sympathetic and pointed to the Reciprocal Trade Treaty of 1942 to 

prevent Mexico from raising tariffs.^'^ Avila Camacho understood that the United States 

would play a leading role in determining the nature of a peace agency and therefore the 

nature of Mexico's place in the post-war world. He could ill-afford to alienate U.S. 

diplomats during such a volatile time in the international system. In an effort not to 

offend U.S. diplomatic sensibilities and not to alienate large sectors of the Mexican 

public, Avila Camacho's approach to promoting industrialization was limited to speeches 

and publications aimed at a narrow audience as well as policy implementation. 

The differences in U.S. and Mexican visions of the peace culminated at the Inter-

American Conference on Problems of War and Peace held at the Chapultepec Castle in 

Mexico City in March 1945. The conference resulted in the Inter-American Reciprocal 

Assistance and Solidarity, also known as the Act of Chapultepec. It set principles of 

Wood Clash, 227. 
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sovereignty and non-intervention that became an important influence on the United 

Nations Charter/^ Even though the conference's final act represented the new era of 

good relations between the United States and Latin America, negotiations during the 

conference demonstrated that their commercial interests were diverging. U.S. 

representatives made declarations and proposed resolutions that would prohibit trade 

barriers within the hemisphere. They discouraged the development of any new industries 

which would require protectionist restrictions.^^ Delegates to the conference managed to 

resolve their differences in commercial policy by using vague language in the final 

Charter. Nevertheless, U.S. and Mexican participation in the conference demonstrates 

that the two nations had differing visions of the commercial relationship that would 

develop after the war. 

Conclusion 

As the tide of the war turned to favor the Allies in 1944, U.S. and Mexican 

propaganda evolved and incorporated the new shift in wartime events. Mexican 

"Inter-American Reciprocal Assistance and Solidarity," in Treaties and Other 
International Agreements of the United States ofAmerica, 1776-1949. Charles I. Bevans 
ed. Vol. 3, Multilateral 1931-1945, (Washington D.C.: Department of State, 1969) 

David Green, The Containment of Latin America: A History of the Myths and 
Realities of the Good Neighbor Policy (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971), 175, 203-
205. 
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messages considered domestic price increases and consumer goods shortages that 

propelled continued opposition to the war effort. The Avila Camacho administration also 

began to look to the nation's role in the world after the war and adapted his approach 

accordingly. The country sent Squadron 201 to participate in combat in the Philippines 

and the President used the new national heroes to consolidate his war position. Mexicans 

reacted with patriotism as they watched young military men leave their homes and risk 

their lives for the country and for world peace. The nation followed the last six months 

of the war through the activities of the Aztec Eagles. For Mexicans, the war came to an 

end when members of Squadron 201 returned home as their countrymen welcomed them 

with honor and pride. The country's military participation solidified the president's 

national unity campaign and allowed the government to increase its rhetoric promoting 

post-war industrialization. It also legitimized Avila Camacho's involvement in the peace 

process. 

The OIAA made adjustments to its wartime information in 1944. Sensing that 

Latin Americans had grown apathetic to the war, U.S. agents began to place a stronger 

emphasis on the sacrifices being made by the Allied nations. Their propaganda moved 

away from stressing United States military might, and instead portrayed the sacrifices 

made by U.S. soldiers and families. As the U.S. armed forces became more involved in 

combat operations, U.S.-controlled news stories emphasized casualty figures and Axis 

cruelty. Many En guardia stories concentrated on human suffering, while others 
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portrayed a progressive U.S. society despite wartime challenges. The OIAA hoped to 

renew Latin American sympathies for the sacrifices U.S. citizens were making. At the 

same time, the agency promoted the United States as a worthwhile trading partner after 

the war. U.S. leaders hoped to strengthen wartime agreements that had allowed open 

trade during the war. 

U.S. and Mexican commercial interests diverged during the war and the extent of 

those differences became evident in the final years of the conflict. Mexican leaders 

hoped to strengthen new industries that would compete with U.S. peacetime production. 

They also perceived that a new middle- and upper-class consumer culture had emerged, 

largely as a result of U.S. propaganda pushing the American way of life. In 1944, Avila 

Camacho began taking measures to raise tariffs and provide protection to developing 

Mexican industries. New tariffs did not take hold until after the war was over, but the 

different commercial objectives of the two nations had become clear in their wartime 

propaganda campaigns. 
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Conclusion: World War II in a Mexican Deck of Cards 

Figure 7.1 
Arias Bemal Print; Peace Table Joker Card 

Source: U.S. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, POS-B-Mex.B26.1 
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Eight months before the war ended, Mexican caricaturist Antonio Arias Bemal 

collaborated with Ignacio Carral Icaza to commemorate Mexico's participation in World 

War II through art. Icaza's publishing company sponsored Arias Bemal's Album 

historico de la II guerra mundial, in which the artist told the story of the war through 

caricature. The portfolio included 56 original prints designed as a deck of playing cards. 

It chronicled the major episodes that influenced the outcome of the world conflict, 

beginning with the Ace of diamonds where a young Hitler wanders through the streets of 

Vienna dreaming of conquering the world.' The deck concluded with three Joker cards 

(the last of which is pictured in Figure 7.1). The final Joker shows world leaders seated 

at the victory table where Mexico had a place of honor; Manuel Avila Camacho appeared 

alongside Harry Truman, Clement Attlee, and Vyacheslav Molotov. Winston Churchill 

and Franklin Roosevelt appeared as portraits on the wall behind the victors, observing the 

proceedings below them. 

Arias Bemal's playing cards served as a final metaphor representing the 

importance of the war in Mexico. First, the image in Figure 7.1 illustrated that by the 

end of the war, the government had become a major voice in the international arena. 

Mexico's armed forces only played a minimal role in direct combat compared to the 

United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union, but many other Allied nations sent no 

' Antonio Arias Bemal, Album historico de la II guerr a mundial: ilustrada por 
Arias Bernal (Mexico City: Carral y Carral, 1945), Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division. 
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troops. Nevertheless, the country's role as a supplier of strategic materials contributed 

greatly to the war effort and the eventual Allied victory. Furthermore, Avila Camacho's 

willingness to commit troops overseas and the actions of Squadron 201 in the Pacific 

gave the country an enhanced voice in postwar peace plans. Mexico signed the Charter 

of San Francisco in 1945, and became one of the founding members of the United 

Nations. In fact, Latin American countries made up 21 of the original 50 U.N. founding 

nations. The Mexican delegation, headed by Alfonso Garcia Robles, led other Latin 

American nations at the San Francisco Conference in pushing for concessions in the 

charter that would give the region a greater voice in the postwar world. They influenced 

issues such as membership in the U.N. and the role of regional organizations. 

Furthermore, Mexican delegates pushed to enhance the role of the General Assembly in 

an attempt to counterbalance the authority of the Security Council.^ Arias Bemal's Joker 

^ See Simma Bruno and Hermann Mosler, eds., The Charter of the United 
Nations: A Commentary (London: Oxford University Press, 1995); Leland M. Goodrich 
and Edvard Hambro, Charter of the United Nations: Commentary and Documents 
(Boston: World Peace Foundation, 1949); Ruth B. Russell, A History of the United 
Nations Charter: The Role of the United States 1940-45 (Washington D.C.: Brookings 
Institution, 1958). The U.N. Dag Hammarskjold Library at the United Nations and Yale 
University, Sterling Memorial Library house collections of Oral Histories of the United 
Nations that provide insight into the negotiations of the original charter. See Jean Krasno, 
The Founding of the United Nations: International Cooperation as an Evolutionary 
Proce55(Intemational Relations Studies and the United Nations Occasional Papers, No. 1: 
The Academic Council on the United Nations System, 2001, accessed March 15 2004); 
available from http://www.acuns.wlu.ca/publications/UN_History/Founding.UN.pdf. 

http://www.acuns.wlu.ca/publications/UN_History/Founding.UN.pdf
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card demonstrates that Mexican leaders had achieved their diplomatic objectives by the 

end of the war. 

Arias Bemal's deck of cards also illustrates how important the war became in the 

context of the nation's internal policies. Between 1933 and 1945, Mexico evolved from a 

society deeply divided over its revolutionary past to become a nation united around the 

government's industrialization and economic modernization policies.^ National unity 

developed by associating the Allied cause in World War II with the democratic legacy of 

the revolution. Wartime rhetoric eventually argued that Mexico's industrial expansion 

would ensure the Allied victory and, by extension, guarantee the continuation of the 

country's democratic revolutionary legacy. 

During the Cardenas administration, special interest groups on the Right and Left 

had dominated the domestic political debate and the President's revolutionary reforms 

further divided them. Those divisions had intensified as both sides incorporated the 

growing international clash between Fascism and Communism into their domestic 

agendas. The Right integrated Fascist tenets such as nationalism, anti-Americanism, and 

pro-Catholicism into its definition of the Revolution. The Left had emphasized Fascist 

cruelties in the Spanish Civil War and in the precursory events to World War II to 

^ Stephen R. Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and 
Mexico 1938-1954 (Wilmington, DE: SR Books, 1995), 15. 
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promote a socialist definition of the Revolution. As a result of special interest-dominated 

wartime information, international ideologies had further divided the nation by 1940. 

The Avila Camacho administration began using the war to promote 

industrialization as a way to modernize the country and to merge the contrasting 

definitions of revolutionary legacy. Democracy became the unifying concept that 

bridged the gap between the Right and the Left. After German submarines sank Mexican 

oil tankers in the summer of 1942, the country rallied around the President in a 

widespread demonstration of patriotism. Popular perceptions of the nation's role in the 

conflict began borrowing memories of the 1910 Revolution and many people found 

similarities between the authoritarianism of Porfirio Diaz and the totalitarian leaders of 

Axis nations in World War 11. They understood Mexico's entry into the war in those 

terms, and government rhetoric quickly adopted those comparisons. First through the 

Ministry of the Interior and later through the Ministry of Education, the Avila Camacho 

administration produced wartime information that urged Mexicans to support the war 

through their production. Government propaganda argued that by industrializing, the 

country would safeguard the ideals that revolutionaries fought for by guaranteeing an 

Allied victory. Eventually, official rhetoric incorporated other modem features into the 

wartime information campaign by promoting a modem military stmcture through the 

Compulsory Military Service Law and by endorsing the literacy program as an extension 
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of wartime measures. Government officials wanted to erase revolutionary factionalism 

and replace it with national unity based in democracy and modernization. 

At the same time, the Avila Camacho administration played a diplomatic 

balancing act with the United States. Conflict over C^denas's oil expropriation and 

land reform policies had strained relations between the two countries. Exigencies of the 

war allowed the government to resolve those conflicts in a manner that was advantageous 

to Mexico. Avila Camacho smoothed over the country's diplomatic relations with the 

United States and moved the two countries closer together by entering into trade 

agreements. Mexico became a principal supplier of wartime materials for the Allies and 

an important strategic partner for the United States. 

Mexico's importance to the United States is illustrated by many of the activities 

of the OIAA. The agency devoted substantial resources to its propaganda campaign in 

Mexico. It also established specific projects to encourage the growth of Mexican 

industries such as the U.S. Railway Mission and the U.S.-Mexican Commission for 

Economic Cooperation. The Avila Camacho administration welcomed U.S. technical 

and economic assistance in projects that improved the nation's infrastructure and 

encouraged industrial development. As leaders began to look toward the postwar, Avila 

Camacho further clarified his industrial agenda by moving away from reciprocal trade 

agreements. Instead, his administration implemented policies to protect Mexico's 

incipient industries and complete the modernization process. 
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Popular interaction with OIAA wartime information provides another lens into 

Mexico's industrialization project. Much of the agency's propaganda promoted the 

United States as a political and cultural model for Latin American nations. En guardia 

frequently ran stories that emphasized the comforts of the U.S. middle-class lifestyle. 

Radio and film propaganda pushed the message fiirther by portraying the "American way 

of life" as one of the agency's most important wartime themes. 

Mexicans reacted with indignation to many OIAA programs. They perceived 

some the agency's activities as an extension of goodwill by the United States, but 

frequently they interpreted OIAA programs as an effort to achieve U.S. dominance. As a 

result, most Mexicans preferred nationally-produced radio programs and films. The 

results of OIAA surveys reflect a strong nationalist reaction to U.S. programs, which 

promoted Avila Camacho's domestic wartime goals of national unity more than U.S. 

attempts to create hemispheric unity. 

The most important consequence of wartime propaganda appears in Mexican 

consumer culture. OIAA propaganda aimed to convince Mexicans to adopt a middle-

class lifestyle, defined by the United States, and the agency largely succeeded in that 

objective. After the war, people longed for consumer goods such as electric blenders, 

refrigerators, and cars.'' They demanded many of the products they saw displayed on the 

pages of En guardia or in Hollywood films. The Mexican government used consumer 

Niblo, War, Diplomacy, and Development, 13. 
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demands to consolidate support for its industrialization agenda. By restricting the 

imports of U.S. consumer goods, the government gave people no other option than to 

support industrialization. 

When Pablo Gonzalez Casanova published La democracia en Mexico in 1965, 

Mexico had already experienced two decades of rapid industrial development and 

impressive economic growth. Statistics such as 6.6 percent annual productivity growth 

indicated that the country was indeed experiencing the Miracle between 1946 and 1970 

and convinced many within and outside the country that the Revolution had succeeded. 

Mexico's involvement in World War II provided the basis for that economic growth and 

brought praise for the Revolution. Avila Camacho's cooperation with the United States 

afforded the country many of the necessary resources to carry out its industrialization 

project, and the war provided a foundation for national unity. During World War II, the 

government promoted a message of unity and industrialization in defense of democracy 

to preserve the legacy of the Revolution. 
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