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organizations and, unlike Vargas, defended their right to strike.
Government support of striking workers even led to a major
international confrontation in 1938, These workers were
employed by British and US oil companics that operated along
the northeastern gulf coast of Mexico. When the companics
and the strikers submitted their dispute to government arbitra-
tion, the arbitrators awarded the workers an increase in pay and
social services. The foreign owners refused to pay, however. The
Mexican Supreme Court reviewed and upheld the decision, but
still the foreign companics stonewalled. The foreign owners
were shocked when Cirdenas then decreed the expropriation
of the oil companies in accord with Article 27 of the Mexican
constitution. Few measurcs have ever been more popular with
the Mexican people, who voluntarily contributed part of their
meager camings to help the government compensate the for-
cign owners. Even the Catholic Church, despite its long and
bitter conflicts with the revolutionary government, rang its
bells in jubilation when the ol expropriation was announced.
Mexico's "declaration of economic independence,”as it became
known inside the country, gave rise to a national oil company,
PEMEX. The railroads had already been nationalized, les
noisily, in 1937.

Great Britain severed diplomatic relations as a result of the
ail expropriation, and the US oil companies clamored for inter-
vention, but FDR had other ideas. The world seemed a danger-
ous place in the 19305, and FDR thought the United States
badly needed allies in Latin America. As world war loomed
on the horizon, he did everything possible to cultivate Latin
American goodwill. In his inaugural address, he announced a
“Good Neighbor Policy” toward Latin America. The idea was
not totally new in 1933. Republican US presidents of the 19205
had already begun to abandon the aggressive intcrventionism
of carlicr years, finding that it created more problems than it
solved. In 1933, however, at the seventh congress of the Pan-
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American movement, EDR's representatives publicly swore off
military intervention. In addition, Cuba and Panama were no
longer to be “protectorates” where US Marines could come and
go at will. The result was a remarkable change in the mood of
US-Latin American relations. FDR then took advantage of
jmproved relations to advance hemispheric security arrange-
ments in successive Pan-American conferences during the late
19305 and carly 1940s. Carmen Miranda, now living in the
United States, made “Good Neighbor” movies, and so did Walt
Disney; an example is the 1945 animated feature The Three
Caballeros, in which Donald Ducl joins forces with a Brazilian
parrot and a Mexican rooster.

1f the nationalization of Mexico's oil industry in 1938 was the
acid test of the Good Neighbor Policy, it passed. Relations
between Latin America and the United States became friend-
lier than ever before or since. After the United States entered
the war, all the countries of Latin America eventually joined as
allies. The small states of Central America and the Caribbean,
closest to the United States in all senses, signed on immediately
Sadly, however, some of the quickest to join the war effort were
former “beneficiaries” of US military intervention, now in the
hands of pro-US dictators. Some of these were outrageous petty
tyrants, like Rafacl Truiillo of the Dominican Republic, about
whom FDR supposedly admitted: “He may be a bastard, but
he's owr bastard” Ours rather than the eneny’s was the point
Chile and Argentina—much farther away from the United
States and diplomatically more aloof, with many immigrants
from “the other side,” Germany and ltaly—were the last to join
the US war effort. Brazil, in contrast, became the most helpful
ally of all. The “bulge of Brazil,” reaching far cast into the Athan-
tic, had major strategic importance in the Atlantic war, and
Vargas allowed the construction of US military bases and air-
strips there. In addition, a Brazilian infantry division went to
fight in Italy alongside US troops. Mexican fighter pilots, for
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their part, flew missions in the Pacific, doing much to menq
relations between Mexico and the United States.

World War 11 also gave further stimulus to IS1—more, even,
than had the Depression—not only in Brazil, but everywhere,
Government spending for war production brought US indusiry
humming back to life—although now building tanks and borl,.
ers instead of cars and buses. US demand for Latin American
agricultural exports also recovered. Foreign carnings in hand,
the Latin American middle classes were ready for a shopping
spree, but consumer goods could not be bought in the United
States or Europe because of the war. So, with demand up and
foreign competition still out of the picture, Latin American
industries continued to flourish. In 1943, for example, Brazil's
exports totaled about $445 million, a $135 million trade surplus.
For the first time ever, many Latin American countries had
favorable balances of trade with Europe and the United States.

In 1945, at the end of World War I1, the nationalists could
take credit for leading the major countries of Latin America
successfully through stormy times. Great things seemed just
over the horizon. If their industrialization continued at the rate
of the prior decade, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and possibly
others would soon get the heavy industries characteristic of
the world’s most developed countries.

At the same time, a sweeping transformation of public cul-
ture suggested that Latin America's bitter legacy of racial hierar-
chy and political exclusion was fast disintegrating, The hallways
of Mexico’s palace of government—truly “corridors of power” —
now proudly displayed Diego Rivera's huge murals depicting
the achievements of indigenous Mexico and the evils of Span-
ish colonization. The black samba dancers of Rio de Janeiro
were now acclaimed as exponents of Brazilian national cul-
ture, and their carnival parades received state subsidies. Across
the board, Latin Americans were taking pride in themselves
and each other. The advent of the phonograph, radio, and cin-
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ema had made Argentina’s great tango singer, Carlos Gardel,
an idol throughout Latin America. Audiences loved the hand-
some Gardel’s tangos so much that they sometimes interrupted
his movies to make the projectionist rewind and repeat a song.
Gardel was on a triumphant international tour in 1935 when
his plane crashed on a Colombian mountainside, tragically
ending his still-ascendant career. Then, in 1945, Gabriela Mis-
tral, a Chilean poet, became the first Latin American to receive
a Nobel Prize. In litcrature, as in painting and music, Latin
America was finally world-class.

Yet great problems remained. For one thing, nationalism,
181, and the growth of an urban middle class had left some
parts of Latin America virtually untouched. Central America
provides a good example. The internal markets of Central
American countries were 100 small to support much industri-
alization. So old-style landowning oligarchies had not, for the
most part, ceded control to more progressive nationalist coali-
tions on the isthmus between Panama and Guatemala. In the
years when nationalists like Cardenas were brealing the back
of Mexico’s landowning class, old-fashioned coffec-growing
oligarchics still ruled much of Central America.

In Guatemala, many coffee growers were Germans who had
little interest in the country’s national development. Guate-
malu's ruler throughout the years of the Great Depression and
World War 11 was a liberal authoritarian of a classic neocolo-
nial cut, Jorge Ubico, who came to power promising “a march
toward civilization” and whose main concern was promoting
the cultivation and exportation of coffee. Ubico wanted Guate-
mala to be the closest ally of the United States in Central
America, and during his presidency the United Fruit Company
became the country’s single dominant economic enterprise. £l
Salvador, a miniature version of the old Brazilian "Coffee King-
dom,” represented the worst-case scenario. There, a grim dic-
tator, Maximiliano Herndndez Martinez, a dabbler in the occult,
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defended El Salvador's King Coffee so brutally that 1932 became
known in Salvadoran history as the year of “The Slaughter.”
Most of the victims—more than ten thousand—were indige-
nous people. To be an “Indian” became so dangerous in the
19305 that indigenous Salvadorans gradually said good-bye to
their ethnic identity. They hid their distinctive clothing, spoke
only Spanish, and tried to blend in. Ironically, in the same years
when indigenismo became an official creed in nationalist Mex-
ico and elsewhere, the native heritage of stubbornly neocolonial
El Salvador practically ceased to exist.

The United States generally put a lid on nationalism in Cen-
tral America and the Caribbean. US co-optation of Fulgencio
Batista’s nationalist impulse in Cuba has already been men-
tioned. Tn a number of countries, the rulers of this period actu-
ally owed their jobs to US intervention. Nicaragua's Anastasio
Somoza and the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo had
been placed in power, indirectly, by US marines. Both deployed
a bit of nationalist imagery, but both distinguished themselves
above all, for their greed, corruption, obedience to the United
States, and determination to retain power at all cost. Trujillo
renamed the capital city after himself and erected a large elec-
tric sign that proclaimed the motto “God and Trujillo.” His
most nationalist undertaking was the massacre of Haitian
immigrants.

Even in Latin American countries where nationalism was a
more serious force, rhetoric often outran reality. Despite the
popularity of indigenismo and mestizo nationalism, racist atti-
tudes lingered everywhere in Latin America. The poet Gabri-
ela Mistral never forgave the Chilean elite that made her feel
inferior early on because of her mestizo coloring, Also, utban-
ization had outrun existing housing and city services. Shanty-
towns, constructed by rural migrants in search of industrial
jobs, sprawled on the outskirts of major Latin American cities.
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Hopefully, these would be temporarys in the meantime, black-
outs and water shortages became routine. Outside of Mexico,
the Latin American countryside had felt fow of the improve-
ments brought by nationalism. More industrial jobs were needed
for the migrants who arrived day by day in the shantytowns.
Meanwhile, Latin American industries remained technologi-
cally far behind those of Europe and the United States. They
had prospered under the special conditions of ISI during the
Depression and World War I1, but they would have to improve
rapidly to be competitive in the postwar period.




