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Introduction

Mexico in  
the Global Sixties

This is a book about Mexican internationalism during a pivotal moment 
in the global Cold War, when the possibilities for a reconfiguration of geo-
politi cal alignments and revolutionary transformations in global capitalism 
seemed real, if not imminent. It explores the ways in which Mexico’s lead-
ership leveraged the nation’s Good Neighbor strategic relationship with 
the United States to take advantage of an international environment ren-
dered newly competitive by the advent of decolonialization and the appeal 
of socialist models of development. More fundamentally, it inserts Mexico 
into a larger conversation taking place among scholars who are conducting 
research into Cold War po liti cal culture, social mobilization, and diplo-
macy from a transnational perspective.1 At the same time, The Last Good 
Neighbor seeks to move away from a singular focus on repression— the 
axiomatic point of reference for virtually all scholars of Mexico in this 
 period—to take into fuller account the question of aspiration. It thus directly 
contributes to the complex cartographical proj ect referred to as the “global 
sixties,” an emergent field of research that centers peripheral actors as 
agents of historical transformation and as the progenitors of noncapitalist 
imaginaries. Visions of a global reordering did not turn out the way many 
anticipated, yet new ways of being in the world nevertheless came about, 
not only among individuals but also in the order of nations.
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Mostly, this book focuses on the first half of the global sixties (1958–66), 
a period marked by the optimism of “coexistence” and a vision of solidar-
ity among developing nations as they sought through institutional means 
to redefine the rules of global trade and development. In that re spect, it 
largely (though not exclusively) focuses on the presidency of Adolfo López 
Mateos (1958–64), for it was during his watch that the postwar, Cold War 
order first came  under siege, and it was he who laid the groundwork for 
Mexico’s far more radical internationalist stance  under President Luis 
Echeverría in the 1970s. Mexican internationalism had been an integral 
component of the nation’s identity since the 1920s, but it was  under López 
Mateos that Mexicans truly came to recognize themselves as coveted play-
ers on the global stage.

His presidency also coincides with the evolution and subsequent collapse 
of a “New Left.” For a brief period, this New Left— whose orga nizational 
nucleus was located in a broad oppositional movement, the Movimiento 
de Liberación Nacional (mln, Movement of National Liberation)— found 
agreement around a collective set of values, practices, and heroes. By 1962, 
however, under lying fissures had come to the fore and the consensus on 
how to achieve peace, emancipation, and liberation— keywords of the global 
1960s— was rapidly collapsing. In retrospect, the Tricontinental Confer-
ence hosted by Cuba in 1966 marked the climax and signaled a turning 
point of the global sixties. By then, the “Spirit of Bandung”—an idea rooted 
in the conference of former colonial nations at Bandung, Indonesia (1955), 
that gave impetus to a “Third World” collective imaginary— had shattered 
against the ideological nails of the Sino- Soviet split and the real ity of com-
peting geopo liti cal positions.2 The second half of the global sixties (dealt 
with briefly in chapter 8 and in the epilogue) was characterized by a prolif-
eration of splinterings, as the Left was torn asunder by competing visions 
of utopia and how to get  there.

While 1968 was a year that culminated in rupture and most obviously 
aligns Mexico within ongoing discussions of a “global ’68,” this is not a 
book that  will spend much time on the student movement of 1968. It is 
impor tant that we break  free of this par tic u lar historiographic focal point. 
We must move, as the title of a recent collection aptly puts it, “beyond 
1968.” Only by  doing so  will we allow ourselves to see and explore alter-
native historical narratives and to reconceptualize how we approach the 
relationship between state and society in this critical “long de cade” (ca. 
1958–73). Although 1968, of course, constituted a decisive year, it was 
mostly  because the global student protests fleetingly channeled  these ex-
tant strands of dissent into a seemingly cohesive uprising, before being 
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crushed by governmental forces or, just as often, dissolving in the face of 
ideological and cultural entropy. The fragmentations that resulted from 
this combination of repression and disillusionment carried over into new 
countercultural alignments and po liti cal imaginaries that bore scant re-
semblance to  those at the start of the de cade. This book seeks to contribute 
to this historiographical shift underway, to guide our attention back to the 
question of origins and si mul ta neously to widen our frame of analy sis in 
order to accommodate a vantage point that is intrinsically global.3

Three intersecting narrative arcs and levels of analy sis establish the 
core framework of this book. The first is a national- level story about the 
relationship between Mexican foreign policy making and left- wing po liti-
cal mobilization. As a rising midtier country with a relatively stable po-
liti cal system (governed by the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional 
[pri, Institutional Revolutionary Party]), an expanding industrial base, 
and an ambitious president who coveted the global stage, Mexico was 
uniquely situated to play a pivotal role within a Cold War playing field that 
appeared newly malleable. Dramatic transformations in regional and in-
ternational geopolitics beginning in the late 1950s and into the mid-1960s 
created a win dow of opportunity for Mexico to establish new diplomatic 
alliances and pursue new trading partners in a  grand strategy aimed at 
counterbalancing— though not dislodging— the preponderant influence of 
the United States. I identify this strategy of counterbalancing as Mexico’s 
“global pivot.” Although in economic terms the results  were disappointing, 
by the mid-1960s Mexico was widely regarded as having acquired a level of 
global stature that elevated it into being a nation of consequence.

Previous histories of Mexico in the 1960s have downplayed this inter-
nationalism, addressed it separately from the sphere of domestic politics, 
or focused singularly on Mexico’s relationship with revolutionary Cuba 
as a substitute for the  whole. Unfortunately, López Mateos kept no diary 
during his presidency and left no memoir. Upon stepping down he im-
mediately succumbed to the debilitating effects of multiple aneurysms and 
became an invalid; he died at the age of sixty in 1969. What we know about 
his intentions as well as frustrations, therefore, must be gleaned from the 
documentary rec ord— rich but nevertheless  limited, in the case of Mexi-
co’s Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores (sre, Secretariat of Foreign Affairs 
or Ministry of Foreign Relations)— and the voices of  those who surrounded 
him, both his supporters and critics.4 General histories of Mexico, for in-
stance, tend to dismiss the seriousness of intent (much less outcome) by 
President López Mateos to transform Mexico’s role in the global order. En-
rique Krauze, in his widely popu lar text, Mexico: Biography of Power, deals 
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with this internationalism only cursorily before summing up the period 
by stating with anodyne appreciation how López Mateos was “Mexico’s 
ambassador to the world.”5 Vari ous texts examine the history of Mexican 
foreign relations, including efforts to diversify the nation’s diplomatic and 
economic relations during the 1960s. But while  these examinations estab-
lish an impor tant bedrock for any analy sis of Mexican foreign policy in 
this period, they overwhelmingly retain a US- centered frame of reference 
and lack the benefit of access to new archival research that allows one to 
investigate not only outcome but also motives and intent. Moreover, writ-
ten by specialists in international relations,  these studies lack a wider con-
ceptual framework that might encompass the role not only of ideology and 
culture but of the contestation of global imaginaries that characterized the 
period.6

More common is to find the question of internationalism conflated with 
Mexican support for the Cuban Revolution. While studies in this vein suc-
cessfully integrate the international with the domestic sphere of politics 
and ideology,  these interpretations nevertheless fail to take into account a 
larger global picture, one that transcends the centrality of Fidel Castro per 
se. Thus, they largely reduce the idea of foreign policy making to a po liti cal 
calculation aimed at appeasing left- wing domestic critics.7 My argument 
is aligned with a more recent set of writings that reexamine Mexico and 
Latin Amer i ca’s engagement with the Soviet Union and with the po liti cal 
energies set in motion by the post- Bandung movements.8 By allowing our-
selves to pull away from the question of Cuba, we see how López Mateos 
sought to leverage Mexico’s strategic potential to prop up the forces of 
nonalignment and shape the dispute initiated by peripheral actors to re-
form the rules of global capitalism. Mexico’s geopo liti cal ambitions  were 
genuine; they  were not simply part of a strategy by the ruling party (pri) 
to co- opt and contain a domestic Left energized by the Cuban Revolution. 
Indeed, I argue how in key re spects left- wing po liti cal mobilization and 
presidential aspirations for a new global order not only coincided but  were 
mutually constitutive.

The early 1960s in Mexico was characterized by the emergence of a far- 
reaching left- wing social movement, the mln. As an outcrop of the Soviet- 
backed World Peace Council (wpc), the mln had direct links to an agenda 
aimed at widening the scope of “fellow travelers” who might support the 
ideological positions of the Communist Party. But the mln was also ener-
gized by the revolutionary tumult unleashed by the Cuban Revolution and 
guided (initially) by the leadership of former Mexican president Lázaro 
Cárdenas (1934–40). Moreover, it was a movement  shaped by the spirit of 
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Bandung and thus characterized by the competing ideological strands that 
defined the Left during the late 1950s and early 1960s. In short, the mln 
was a movement whose po liti cal roots and ideological influences  were si-
mul ta neously local, regional, and international. Previous historical inter-
pretations have regarded this moment of po liti cal effervescence and of the 
reemergence of Lázaro Cárdenas, in par tic u lar, as a direct threat to López 
Mateos and to the legitimacy of the ruling pri. Indeed, vari ous domestic 
and foreign observers at the time spoke in dire terms and with increasing 
alarm at the possibility of Cárdenas leading a new revolution or of forming 
an opposition party that would challenge the pri’s mono poly on power. In 
 either case, the po liti cal stability of the nation and the impact of US strate-
gic relations with Mexico  were assumed to be at stake.9

This book, however, offers a very diff er ent interpretation of both Cárde-
nas and the neo- cardenista movement that coalesced into the mln. For 
one, rather than viewing Cárdenas as a threat to the system, he emerges in 
this narrative as a trusted diplomatic interlocutory, someone who facilitated 
early aspects of the regime’s internationalist aspirations and a stabilizing 
force domestically—an “elder revolutionary statesman” capable of contain-
ing the fractious forces of left- wing dissatisfaction. Indeed, Cárdenas was in 
constant communication with López Mateos and repeatedly deferred to 
his authority, knowing full well that the inherent stability of the system de-
pended on unqualified re spect for the office of the presidency. At the same 
time, he became a con ve nient lightning rod for the media’s attacks on the 
Left and thus helped deflect criticism away from the president, whose posi-
tions on Cuba, the Soviet Union, and the forces of nonalignment generated 
unease among vari ous sectors of the population. Second, while the mln 
clearly played the role of antagonist to López Mateos, it was also an ally. 
Notably, virtually all of the central tenets of the mln’s domestic and inter-
national program directly coincided with the stated goals of López Mateos 
and the platform of the pri. As Jaime Pensado has underscored, the objec-
tives of the mln  were fundamentally reformist, “revolutionary” but with a 
small “r.”10  There  were, to be sure, revolutionary actors— those with a capi-
tal “r”— embedded within the movement, and  these actors did gain ascen-
dency as the mln collapsed as a po liti cal force  after 1963. But what  others 
have missed in their analyses of this period is the fact that López Mateos 
sought to harness the energies of the mln in direct support of his interna-
tionalist agenda— a “global pivot” away from economic reliance and diplo-
matic subordination to the United States. Paradoxically, the wellspring of 
popu lar support for this pivot  toward global engagement derived less from 
the  middle classes, which had benefited most from the increasingly close 
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ties with the United States, than the left- wing co ali tion that was mobilizing 
around Lázaro Cárdenas. In short, the president needed the support of the 
mln, at least initially, to deepen his po liti cal base and make evident to rel-
evant US actors that his actions on the global stage had broad domestic sup-
port. Thus, while López Mateos contained and repressed vari ous aspects 
and actors related to the mln, he si mul ta neously cultivated and shielded 
 others, such as the young novelist and highly influential intellectual Carlos 
Fuentes, who served as a key interlocutor between the regime and social 
movements in opposition.

Indeed, support from the intelligent sia formed the nexus point of the 
pri’s po liti cal hegemony. The breakdown of the close, if oftentimes fraught, 
relationship between left- wing intellectuals  under López Mateos and his 
successor, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, set the stage for the vio lence that culmi-
nated in the massacre of students in 1968 and confirms Roderic Camp’s 
analy sis of the centrality of intellectuals to Mexican po liti cal stability in 
this period. “If the po liti cal leadership attempts to govern without the tacit 
support of at least a portion of the intellectual community,” Camp writes, 
“it  will increasingly resort to the use of force.”11 But at the same time, I 
demonstrate how left- wing discourse was impacted, on the one hand, by 
the charged debates over revolutionary theory and compromiso (po liti cal 
commitment) and, on the other, by irreverent attacks on social and po liti-
cal norms linked to the dissemination of countercultural aesthetics and 
interpretative stances emanating from the cap i tal ist West. Thus the  causes 
for the fragmentation of the Left, which had direct ramifications for the 
integrity of the mln as an opposition movement,  were not only po liti cal 
but epistemological as well.

At a second level of narrative and analy sis, this book is situated within 
a regional and, more so, bilateral framework of US- Mexico relations. Any 
examination of Mexican domestic and international politics in this period 
inevitably requires that we  factor in the influence of the United States. 
Yet it is equally impor tant that we transcend a singular focus on that in-
fluence. In an impor tant  earlier study regarding the impact of the Cuban 
Revolution on Mexican domestic politics, Olga Pellicer de Brody argued 
that the economic leverage exercised by the United States “placed in doubt 
the notion that Mexico was capable of acting with complete in de pen dence 
in the international sphere.”12 While that was certainly true if one focuses 
on “complete,” Pellicer de Brody’s definitive statement occludes the fact 
that Mexico during the period of López Mateos pursued an in de pen dent 
foreign policy, one that significantly extended beyond that of support for 
revolutionary Cuba. What Mexico’s goals  were and how the United States 



Introduction   —   7

confronted the real ity of a subordinate, strategic ally intent on pushing 
against the unstated par ameters of “in de pen dence” are among the central 
questions explored in this book. They dovetail, as well, with a new wave 
of research that has begun to address geopolitics from a Latin American 
perspective during this period. As Tanya Harmer and  others have argued, 
we must seek to escape the vortex of a “historiographic Monroe Doctrine,” 
the notion that hemispheric relations can be understood solely or even pri-
marily within an analytical rubric of US dominance and that Latin Ameri-
can agency exists only in relationship to the United States.13

To be certain, this vortex is particularly acute when discussing Mexico. 
The US- Mexico border was and remains the only meeting point in which 
a First World and Third World nation are conjoined. In an era defined by 
Soviet ideological competition and the contentious politics of decoloniza-
tion, Mexico’s relationship with the United States assumed a new level of 
significance, both strategically as well as symbolically. By the early 1960s 
Mexico had become a geopo liti cal battleground. Mexico was the strategic 
and ideological lynchpin of the Pan- American alliance, and its diplomatic 
policies carried weight. As Michael J. Dziedzic writes, “Mexico was prized 
as a geopo liti cal fulcrum” critical to the dominance (and perceived security) 
of the United States regionally and beyond.14 This battleground was defined 
far more broadly than Mexico’s defense of revolutionary Cuba, though to 
be certain that ele ment encapsulated US frustrations and fears. Indeed, we 
must move beyond a singular focus on the impact of the Cuban Revolution 
in our discussion not only of Mexico but of Latin Amer i ca more broadly in 
this era. Without question, the influence of Fidel Castro was paradigmatic. 
Yet the attention garnered by the Cuban Revolution has obscured compet-
ing story lines and has tended to render an overly reductionist analytical 
framework for interpreting Mexican domestic and international politics. 
Inevitably, Castro, los barbudos (namesake for the “bearded” revolution-
aries), and the ideological influence of the Cuban Revolution are central 
 factors to this book, but they do not stand for the  whole of external influ-
ences nor the Left’s proj ect of “emancipation.” By looking past the Cuban 
Revolution, this book seeks to gain a broader perspective not only of the 
multitudinous, transnational forces that  shaped Mexican po liti cal subjec-
tivities but, equally impor tant, to acknowledge Mexican diplomatic aspi-
rations to engage— and not simply co- opt for domestic purposes— key ele-
ments of what Vijay Prashad denotes as the “Third World proj ect.”15

The bigger picture I show is one that reflected Washington’s concern 
that President López Mateos, through his aggressive search for alterna-
tive trading partners, open identification with (while not formally joining) 
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the Non- Aligned Movement (nam), and evident determination to lay the 
groundwork for a new international economic order, constituted a  grand 
strategy aimed at abetting a “diffusion of power” at US expense.16 Para-
doxically, however, President López Mateos’s drive to diversify Mexico’s 
relations and his aspirations for a more just world order depended on and 
ultimately reinforced the country’s strategic partnership with the United 
States. The straitjacket of proximity to the United States— the predomi-
nant source of capital investment, loans, markets, and tourism— became 
the driving force  behind the country’s newfound internationalism. Indeed, 
the two tendencies  were deeply intertwined. Hence, the closer López 
Mateos seemed to draw to the United States, as reflected in a series of 
highly successful reciprocal presidential visits and other acts of cultural 
diplomacy, the more emboldened he felt to challenge the constraints of 
US hegemony.

This paradox was undergirded and enabled by the strategic discourse 
of the Good Neighbor, a diplomatic framework dating from the 1930s pre-
mised on “mutual re spect.” Most authors who examine the Good Neighbor 
Policy emphasize its historical specificity tied to the presidency of Frank-
lin Roo se velt or, at best, its definitive rupture following the overthrow, 
orchestrated by the Central Intelligence Agency (cia), of President Jacobo 
Árbenz in Guatemala (1954). A noted historian of the subject, for instance, 
argues that  after the intervention in Guatemala, “the voice of the Good 
Neighbor was no longer heard in the land.”17 Other recent studies on Latin 
Amer i ca in the Cold War similarly take as a given the irrelevance of the 
Good Neighbor in the wake of the Cuban Revolution and further US inter-
vention in the region.18 Yet the Good Neighbor sustained an afterlife in 
Mexico that was unique to US relations with Latin Amer i ca more gener-
ally. Moreover, the symbolic language of the Good Neighbor became the 
discursive thread that wed the two nations together in a mutually symbi-
otic yet oftentimes fraught geopo liti cal arrangement, a “marriage of con-
ve nience,” as one prominent study  later put it.19

Several reasons help explain the staying power of the discourse of the 
Good Neighbor. It is perhaps not insignificant that the first use of the term 
dates to the document that codified the existence of a  legal boundary be-
tween the two nations, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848). In estab-
lishing a formal end to the Mexican- American War, the treaty declared 
in its preamble that “the two  Peoples should live, as good Neighbours.”20 
While the phrase no doubt preexisted as a clichéd popu lar expression, its 
integration into this founding document of US- Mexican relations never-
theless underscores its essential qualities as a point of diplomatic refer-
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ence into the  future, not only for the bilateral relationship but as a build-
ing block of Pan- Americanism itself. A second reason is that as the stated 
policy  under President Roo se velt, the Good Neighbor directly shielded 
Mexico from intervention following President Lázaro Cárdenas’s expro-
priation of US oil companies in 1938. The expropriation proved a supreme 
test of the princi ple of nonintervention that formed the bedrock promise 
of Roo se velt’s policy and cemented in the mind- set of Mexicans across 
the po liti cal spectrum a standard against which to mea sure trust in US 
aims and objectives. Fi nally,  there was the unusual degree of attention 
given to Mexico through US cultural diplomacy during World War II, the 
apex of the Good Neighbor Policy. Alongside Brazil, Mexico was one of 
only two Latin American nations to join the allied war effort in a military 
capacity, and the two countries became famously celebrated in popu lar 
culture as trustworthy strategic partners. The Office of the Coordinator 
of Inter- American Affairs (ociaa)— the institution responsible for leading 
the cultural diplomatic offensive  under the Good Neighbor— gave special 
recognition to Mexican repre sen ta tion in film,  music, and other forms of 
propaganda.21 This war time attention helped cement in the popu lar imagi-
naries of both the US and Mexican publics a sense of exclusivity of purpose 
and friendship, one that carried over into the postwar period even more so 
than in other national contexts. Elsewhere, po liti cal polarization contrib-
uted to a more rapid dissipation of Good Neighbor sentiment. The special 
feelings conveyed by Americans for Mexico were amply revealed when in 
May 1947 one million  people lined the streets of Broadway in New York 
City to participate in a ticker-tape parade marking the arrival of recently 
elected president Miguel Alemán (1946–52). As the New York Times re-
ported, “pretty girls . . .  shrilled ‘Viva!’ from offices and from factory win-
dows,” while “home- wending New Yorkers paused at the curbs to cheer, 
applaud and call ‘Viva Aleman!’ and ‘Viva Mexico!’ ”22 In cheering Presi-
dent Alemán, Americans  were at one level celebrating the recent defeat of 
fascism, in which Mexico had played its own, not insignificant part.23 Yet 
more broadly, with the war over, Americans  were  eager to demonstrate that 
Mexico and the United States would remain the best of Good Neighbors.24 
This invocation of the discourse of the Good Neighbor carried over well in 
the 1960s as the two nations derived strategic benefit in their mutual reaf-
firmation of friendship in a world of rapidly mutating po liti cal sentiment.

At the same time, however, Mexico’s foreign policy pronouncements and 
professed interest in establishing new diplomatic alignments produced tre-
mendous consternation and tactical handwringing within the State Depart-
ment. Washington diplomats and analysts strug gled to decipher the logic of 



10   —   Introduction

the ruling party’s revolutionary nationalism and of President López Mateos’s 
internationalist aspirations in an era of geopo liti cal uncertainty. The Good 
Neighbor framework, I argue, proved resilient enough to accommodate 
Mexican in de pen dence; each government mined for their respective (yet 
not necessarily overlapping) strategic rationale the inherent value in sus-
taining the idea of Good Neighborliness long  after the phrase had fallen 
out of fashion elsewhere in the Amer i cas. If, as  others have demonstrated, 
Washington found advantage in having Mexico sustain diplomatic ties with 
Cuba,  there was a broader opportunity gained by policy makers in allow-
ing for a semblance of Mexican foreign policy autonomy more generally: 
to demonstrate the credibility of mutual re spect, the princi ple at the heart 
of the Good Neighbor promise. During the succeeding presidency of Gus-
tavo Díaz Ordaz (1964–70), Mexico’s relative retreat from the global stage 
all but assured that “in de pen dence” remained a policy denoted by quota-
tion marks. Indeed, by 1966, following the US invasion of the Dominican 
Republic and a deepening military commitment in Vietnam, Mexico had 
become, as the title of this book suggests, the “last Good Neighbor.” By that 
point in time the logic of revolutionary nationalism had been cracked, the 
par ameters of geopo liti cal in de pen dence had become more clearly defined, 
and the contours of a strategic symbiosis  were now explic itly acknowl-
edged. Nevertheless, by forging a nationalist identity that was intertwined 
with a defense of the rights of peripheral nations, López Mateos had estab-
lished a trajectory that would be difficult to contain and which, following 
the interregnum of Díaz Ordaz, would reemerge as official policy in the 
1970s and 1980s. How this tran spired within the framework of a deepening 
strategic partnership with the United States constitutes the central story of 
this book.

The final level of narrative and analy sis is one that situates my argu-
ment squarely within the wider conceptual framework of the global six-
ties. This emergent field reflects the merger of two distinctive phrasings 
that came together relatively recently to constitute the broader rubric of a 
global sixties historiographic agenda. The first of  these is the long 1960s, a 
term first used by Arthur Marwick in his effort to periodize cultural trans-
formations across Western Eu rope and the United States that appeared to 
share interlinking  causes and outcomes.25 The fact that Marwick’s phrase 
has subsequently been embraced by many other scholars analyzing this 
period in countries far afield from  those he originally discussed has led 
to a historiographic consensus that dramatic cultural changes occurred 
si mul ta neously across a wide range of countries during the approximate 
period 1958–73. A central component of the global sixties agenda there-
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fore is to understand the transnational connections, at both the structural 
and individualist level, that can account for this synchrony. The second 
phrase, global Cold War, comes from Odd Westad.26 Westad broke with the 
historiographic argument that the Cold War came to the Third World and 
instead showed how anticolonialist nationalism in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
Amer i ca was integral to the form and trajectory of the Cold War itself. 
Among other contributions, The Global Cold War decentralized and varie-
gated our understanding of the Cold War. Westad’s book shifted the defini-
tion away from that of a  battle between the Soviet Union and the United 
States for control “over” nations on the periphery to one that regarded the 
Third World as constitutive to the  battle itself, and thus allowed us to rec-
ognize the agency and significance of Third World actors. Like Marwick’s 
phrasing, the “global Cold War” has also been widely embraced by scholars 
working on Cold War diplomacy from a Third World perspective across a 
variety of contexts.

The concept of a global sixties integrates the periodization and atten-
tion to cultural practices established by Marwick with the global diplo-
matic and ideological approach to the Cold War introduced by Westad. As 
Martin Klimke and Mary Nolan write in the introduction to their monu-
mental collection on the subject, the mapping proj ect of the global six-
ties aims to “reconstruct the multidirectional South- South networks and 
flows of ideas, activists, and repertoires of protest and explore the two- way 
exchanges between the South and the North in both its communist and 
demo cratic cap i tal ist forms.” It involves a broad- minded investigation of 
“the va ri e ties of internationalism promoted by the Soviets, the US, China, 
and the Third World that existed alongside of and often in tension with 
national protest movements and transnational ties.”27 While we should 
recognize the “long sixties” and “global Cold War” as subsets rather than 
synonyms for “global sixties,” collectively they share an under lying epis-
temological premise: national actors, po liti cal institutions, and cultural 
practices are all embedded in transnational pro cesses. The nation- state is 
innately porous and became ever more so in the Cold War era. In sum, 
we must comprehend the embeddedness of global currents within local 
histories.

The analytical integration of the axis of geopolitics with that of po liti-
cal culture/aesthetics constitutes the essence of the global sixties agenda. 
Therefore, while geopolitics is a central focus of analy sis in The Last Good 
Neighbor, I also place the role of intellectuals and the ideological contes-
tation over po liti cal and cultural signifiers at the heart of my discussion. 
Despite their apparent unity of purpose, by the early 1960s the Mexican 
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Left was characterized by profound divisions that  were at once ideological 
as well as epistemological. Such divisions began to define left- wing move-
ments across the globe at the end of the 1950s, as the Soviet Union proved 
determined to retain its revolutionary authority on a rapidly transmuting 
world stage.  These divisions became the basis internationally for what was 
to be called a “New Left,” one demarcated from an “Old Left” as much by 
its arguments about the location of revolutionary agency as by the incor-
poration of new aesthetic sensibilities and cultural practices. For this New 
Left, the “ labour metaphysic,” as C. Wright Mills aptly put it, was no longer 
sacrosanct.28 Peasants, intellectuals, and rebellious youth all assumed lead-
ing roles. The epistemological reordering of Marxist theory and praxis, 
 shaped initially by the anticolonialist movements in Africa and Asia, fur-
ther impacted by the revolution in Cuba, and influenced by the antipa-
triarchal revolt of the beatniks and rock ’n’ roll, was suffused by a critical 
reexamination of artistic expression  under existing socialism. In returning 
to the earliest writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, intellectuals 
within this emergent New Left sought to recover Marxism’s original hu-
manism, a philosophical understanding of  human beings as creative agents 
of but also in history. This “return to man,” as E.  P. Thompson framed 
the critique in 1957, shortly  after Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalinism, 
encapsulated the intellectual basis for what became known as “socialist 
humanism.”29 The question of how one could be both “humanist” ( free to 
think) and “socialist” (committed to collective action) became one of the 
central debates that contributed to the fragmentation not only of the Mex-
ican Left but globally, and underscores the importance of approaching the 
New Left not as a singular but as a plural, a “movement of movements,” in 
Van Gosse’s rich phrasing.30

Three impor tant turning points in Mexico’s post-1946 period set the 
stage for where The Last Good Neighbor begins in 1958. The first was the 
presidential elections of 1952, which  were the first since 1940 to be openly 
contested by a national opposition movement. Led by the ex- revolutionary 
general Miguel Henríquez Guzmán, the henriquistas, as they  were called, 
freely appropriated the image of Cárdenas in their po liti cal propaganda and 
“assured followers that the ex- president supported Henríquez Guzmán’s 
candidacy,” a position Cárdenas himself did  little explic itly to contra-
dict.31 As a populist unaffiliated with any of the official parties, Henríquez 
Guzmán not only represented the promise of a return to the Cárdenas era 
and thus “the recuperation of worker and peasant conquests” but he also 
garnered support across the po liti cal spectrum (including among disaf-
fected conservatives) as a credible “no” vote to the official pri party desig-
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nate, Adolfo Ruiz Cortines.32 The subsequent defeat of Henríquez Guzmán 
through a combination of fraud and repression left a significant mark on a 
younger generation coming of po liti cal age. For a young Carlos Monsiváis 
(just fourteen years old), destined to become one of his generation’s most 
insightful and influential New Left writers, the defeat of the henriquistas, 
as he  later reflected, “represented my entry into skepticism and disenchant-
ment” with the ruling pri.33

Nostalgia for the socialist policies of former president Cárdenas was 
used by another charismatic figure who also ran in the 1952 elections and 
who would remain a central player in Mexican politics into the early 1960s, 
Vicente Lombardo Toledano. He was the candidate of the Partido Popu lar 
(pp, Popu lar Party), a nationalist party formed by him in 1948 (following his 
expulsion as leader of the government- led Confederación de Trabajadores 
de México [ctm, Confederation of Mexican Workers]). The pp had made sig-
nificant inroads especially among agricultural workers, urban intellectu-
als, and rural school teachers in opposition to the new direction of the 
ruling party. By the mid-1950s, the pp had  adopted an explic itly Marxist- 
oriented line but its strategic vision was to support a progressive state “in 
permanent  battle with reactionary cap i tal ists and landowners at home and 
imperialism abroad.”34 Through his travels to the Soviet Union and Com-
munist China, and with the help of his fiercely loyal supporters, Lombardo 
Toledano crafted an image of himself as a heroic, larger- than- life person-
ality ready to do  battle against the forces of cap i tal ist imperialism, and 
thus as a stand-in for the absent Lázaro Cárdenas.35 Yet his leadership of 
the pp was as a domineering caudillo figure who imposed his authority 
from above. Moreover, he appeared to have few qualms about entering into 
self- serving negotiations with the ruling pri (such as throwing his party’s 
support to the official candidate in 1958 and 1964). Although the party re-
mained popu lar among rural supporters, by the late 1950s Lombardo Tole-
dano provoked deep cynicism, especially among a younger generation of 
independent- minded, left- wing intellectuals.36

The second turning point was the US- backed coup d’état against Gua-
temalan president Jacobo Arbenz in June 1954. Cárdenas had privately de-
fended Guatemala’s demo cratic revolution, praising President Juan José 
Arévalo (1944–50) in a private letter as an “example for the oppressed na-
tions.”37 When Arévalo’s successor, Jacobo Árbenz, came  under assault in 
the Organ ization of American States (oas) and faced the threat of a US 
invasion, Cárdenas conveyed to Guatemala’s foreign minister his “personal 
friendship and sympathy” for Guatemala’s revolutionary goals and solidar-
ity in defense of the besieged nation’s sovereignty.38 Despite Washington’s 
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disavowal of any role in the army rebellion that ousted Árbenz, the presump-
tion ( later proven true) of US involvement was invoked by the Left to ques-
tion the sincerity of the decades- old Good Neighbor pledge of noninter-
vention. In an action meant to highlight the symbolic death of the Good 
Neighbor, a young Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas (the twenty- year- old son of for-
mer president Lázaro Cárdenas), accompanied by students of a recently 
formed group, Consejo Nacional Estudiantil de Solidaridad con el Pueblo 
de Guatemala (National Student Council in Solidarity with the  People of 
Guatemala), laid a wreath in front of the US Embassy in Mexico City, “in 
memory of the Good Neighbor Policy.”39 The overthrow of Arbenz was a 
formative moment in the po liti cal evolution of students and intellectuals, 
one that set the stage for a mistrust among the Left of further US invoca-
tions of Good Neighbor sentiment.

A third turning point occurred two years  later when Lázaro Cárdenas 
accepted the Stalin Peace Prize in a ceremony or ga nized by the Mov-
imiento Mexicano por la Paz (Mexican Movement for Peace), the national 
branch of the wpc. It was the first time in nearly a de cade that Cárdenas 
had appeared in a significant way on the public stage. For a generation 
of youth who had only known of Cárdenas the legend, the chance to lay 
eyes on him in person was epic.40 Cárdenas was unmoved by critics who 
used his ac cep tance of the prize as proof of his Communist leanings; nor 
was he concerned with the award’s ill- fated timing. In a connection openly 
mocked in some quarters of the Mexican press, the prize was bestowed in 
the wake of the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the So-
viet Union, where Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev had just repudiated 
Joseph Stalin.41 For Cárdenas, the prize ceremony offered an opportunity 
to denounce the downfall of the Good Neighbor and to praise Mexico’s 
noninterventionist traditions. The jam- packed auditorium underscored 
the continued mystique of a heroic figure who was no longer a vis i ble fea-
ture on Mexico’s other wise crowded po liti cal landscape. As an article in 
Excélsior described the chaotic scene: “The multitude surpassed by sev-
eral times the occupancy limit; each seat contained up to three  people; 
dozens of men and  women hung from the curtains and walls of the am-
phitheater. And stretching from the doors to the street to the main hall, 
a compact mass— ex pec tant, enthusiastic— continued to strug gle to get 
in.”42 Cárdenas’s ac cep tance speech was brief and lacked any specificity 
to recent events, in Guatemala or elsewhere. Its theme was that of peace, a 
term that would emerge as perhaps the most contested trope of the global 
sixties. “At the pre sent hour  there is not a single nation that does not de-
sire peace and work  toward its consolidation,” the former president stated. 
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The crowd’s ovation lasted nearly five minutes yet Cárdenas, faithful to his 
moniker, the “Sphinx of Jiquilpán” (a reference to the town of his birth in 
Michoacán), maintained a presence of absolute inscrutability. “Not a sin-
gle muscle on his face moved, his lips  were immobile, he never smiled,”43 
a reporter noted. Leaving the theater, he needed to wade through a dense, 
adulatory throng before reaching his waiting car.

Clearly, Cárdenas’s moral authority remained supreme within the con-
text of a Mexican Left that was fragmented and unsettled. As explored in 
chapter 1, “Mexico’s ‘Restless’ Left and the Resurrection of Lázaro Cárde-
nas,” he was the only leader who had the capacity to unite the disparate 
factions across the Left and thus to act as a bridge, not only between gen-
erations but between an “Old” Left— nationalist yet openly identified with 
Soviet internationalism— and a “New” Left in formation. Throughout the 
1940s and for most of the 1950s, Cárdenas had chosen to remain in the 
shadows of domestic po liti cal machinations. He had been determined to 
stay out of the public realm— away from the reach of supporters as well as 
detractors. Indeed, his self- restraint played an essential role in construct-
ing a po liti cal culture of presidentialism, a term used to denote that 
whoever sat in the presidential chair reigned supreme during his six- year 
term in office (sexenio). Meanwhile, anti- Communism served as a con ve-
nient domestic cover for the repression and marginalization from po liti-
cal decision- making not only of the left- wing forces associated with ex- 
president Cárdenas but also of other vocal critics of the pri’s increasing 
authoritarianism.44 By the mid-1950s a deepening web of domestic spying 
emanated from the Dirección Federal de Seguridad (dfs, Federal Security 
Directorate), created by President Miguel Alemán in 1947, and the Di-
rección General de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociales (dgips [dips], De-
partment of Po liti cal and Social Investigationes), an intelligence agency 
dating to the early postrevolutionary period. The two institutions com-
peted with one another and often overlapped in their surveillance activi-
ties. Writing about the dfs, Sergio Aguayo Quezada notes how the range 
of activities that came  under the spy agency’s purview was inherently ex-
pansive. “The subjects of this vigilance  were leftists,  unionized workers (oil 
workers, railway workers), some foreigners, critical journalists, políticos 
who upset  those in power, and members of the pri who de cided to join the 
opposition in pursuit of their own po liti cal self- interest,” he writes.45 All 
of this contributed to what a US Embassy report described as the “crush-
ing centralism of the Mexican po liti cal system,” one that had brought po-
liti cal stability yet did so by squashing demo cratic dissent and po liti cal 
alternatives.46



16   —   Introduction

In late 1958 Cárdenas embarked on a several- month journey that took 
him to the United States, Western Eu rope, the Soviet Union, China, and 
Japan to “see for himself,” as he  later put it, the comparative nature of 
lived socialism versus capitalism. This journey, also explored in chapter 1, 
signaled a new desire on his part for international engagement at a critical 
juncture in the Cold War. But his intentions  were scarcely oppositional. 
Indeed, his conversations with Khrushchev helped pave the way for closer 
Soviet- Mexican ties, and he made a quick retreat to his home in Micho-
acán upon his return to Mexico. His travels abroad, however, coincided 
with the unfolding of two paradigmatic events, one national and the other 
international: the violent crackdown by the pri of a strug gle by breakaway 
 unions and independent- minded workers and the triumph of los barbudos 
in Cuba. Both events spurred an impor tant conversation among a new gen-
eration of left- wing intellectuals— what the State Department described 
as a “wave of restlessness”— regarding the significance of what it meant to 
be “on the left” at this historical moment, both in the context of Mexican 
revolutionary nationalism and more universally.

The United States was not alone in regarding Mexico with strategic in-
terest. Beginning in the mid- to late 1950s, the Soviet Union also looked to 
Mexico as a key component of a broader effort to normalize Soviet diplo-
matic, cultural, and trade relations throughout Latin Amer i ca. Chapter 2, 
“ ‘Luniks and Sputniks in Chapultepec!,’ ” focuses on the rapid intensifica-
tion of Soviet- Mexican relations during the high point of Khrushchev’s 
strategy of Peaceful Coexistence, a period that coincided with the respite 
of a brief Cold War détente. Soviet Rus sia could claim its own distinctive 
relationship with Mexico, as nations whose revolutions  were practically 
coterminous and whose postrevolutionary states mirrored one another in 
impor tant re spects. In fact, the Partido Comunista Mexicano (pcm, Mexi-
can Communist Party) was the oldest in the hemi sphere, though it was also 
among the weakest. As Barry Carr writes, the 1950s “ were an almost com-
plete disaster” for the pcm, which was harassed by government security 
agents, plagued by internecine ideological disputes (exacerbated by the 
1956 denunciations of Stalin), and disadvantaged in competition against 
the pri and pp.47 “Indeed, I have served in no country where [the] Com-
munist danger was less,” the British ambassador would note at the start of 
1958.48 Yet both in Mexico and globally, the Soviet Union had positioned 
itself as the ideological counterpoint to the “imperialism” of Western capi-
talism. In that role, the international Communist movement spearheaded 
(if not necessarily controlled) by the Soviet Union served si mul ta neously as 
threat and foil for Mexico’s ruling party— Communists and fellow travelers 
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 were labeled by the media as exóticos (exotic, that is, outside the nationalist 
body politic). Yet despite the pcm’s practical irrelevance to the  labor move-
ment (in comparison with Uruguay, Chile, and Brazil, for instance) and 
an official discourse of anti- Communism, the Soviet Union nevertheless 
retained a strong cultural influence on Mexican national consciousness. 
Mexico’s two most prominent living muralists, David Alfaro Siqueiros 
and Diego Rivera,  were pcm members (despite Rivera’s on- again,  off- again 
relationship with the party) and vocal supporters of Soviet socialist ad-
vances, but more broadly speaking many Mexicans had come to regard the 
Soviet Union with a certain awe and re spect. Soviet postwar industrial and 
technological prowess— epitomized by the launch of the world’s first satel-
lite into space in 1957— suggested to many, not only in Mexico but globally, 
that socialism was indeed the wave of the  future.

Mexico came to embrace on its own terms an expansionist Soviet poli-
tics, but this engagement reflected a more generalized, concerted effort 
to fortify ties with other nations as potential balancers to  counter the dis-
proportionate economic, cultural, and po liti cal influence exerted by the 
United States. Chapter 3, “Mexico’s New Internationalism,” sets the stage 
for Mexico’s global pivot and positions this ambitious foreign policy against 
the need to harness the Left, on the one hand, and uphold the framework 
of the Good Neighbor, on the other, all within the tumultuous context of 
the Cuban Revolution. Indeed, a strategy of diversification provided a po-
liti cal win dow of opportunity not only for the Soviet Union— eager to es-
tablish a place of diplomatic respectability and influence at the doorstep 
of the United States— but West Eu ro pean nations and Japan as well, which 
likewise  were  eager to claim an economic stake in the so- called Mexican 
Miracle. Exemplifying this view was the urgent, final summation in the 
fall of 1960 by Britain’s ambassador to Mexico, who argued that now was 
the “ideal moment” to deepen Anglo- Mexican ties in order to “associate 
ourselves with the tremendous growth of the Mexican economy.” Mexico, 
he argued, merited the highest attention as part of a broader British strat-
egy  toward Latin Amer i ca. If the pre sent opportunity was squandered, he 
warned, “in ten years’ time the rich openings now available to us  will have 
been snapped up by our rivals in the United States, France, Germany, Italy, 
Japan, and elsewhere and we  shall once again be out in the cold.”49

However, 1960 was also a pivotal year in the embrace, transformation, 
and contestation over the values of emancipation, solidarity, and nonalign
ment. Chapter 4, “The ‘Spirit of Bandung’ in Mexican National Politics,” 
examines how  these themes had resonance not only for the Mexican Left 
but within government circles as well. This chapter examines the pivotal 
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role played by Cárdenas during this year of confrontational politics, when 
the initial hope for a “peaceful coexistence” intersected with the ardor of 
revolutionary nationalism. Cárdenas was si mul ta neously an instigator of 
left- wing revolt yet also a stabilizer, one whose position was essential to 
López Mateos’s ability to harness the forces of the Left in support of his 
domestic and international agenda. A key component of that agenda was 
López Mateos’s embrace of the politics of nonalignment, a geopo liti cal 
proposal conjured by leading postcolonial personalities, and one that was 
viewed with optimism within Mexico yet apprehension by the United States.

By the start of 1962, concerns about Latin Amer i ca’s potential “drift 
 toward neutralism” had reached the highest echelons of strategic policy 
discussion within the Western alliance. The declaration by López Mateos 
that Mexico, while not “neutral,” was nevertheless “in de pen dent” had be-
come a reflection of a wider trend. Moreover, as the keystone of the entire 
Pan- American alliance, curtailing Mexican regional and global ambitions 
became of paramount importance to the United States. These themes 
are explored in chapter 5, “The ‘Preferred Revolution,’ ” which focuses on 
President John F. Kennedy’s visit to Mexico City in the summer of 1962 and 
Washington’s strategic calculation to  couple Mexico ideologically to the 
recently launched Alliance for Pro gress. The visit solidified Good Neigh-
bor sentiment by washing away residual fears and frustrations on both 
sides that had built up around responses to the Cuban Revolution. But at 
the same time, it emboldened López Mateos to take a more active role 
in the post- Bandung order taking shape, in par tic u lar around efforts to 
formulate a “new economic order” that would give greater weight to the 
financial demands of developing nations.

Before getting to that discussion, however, chapter 6, “New Left 
Splits,” backtracks chronologically in order to focus on the internal poli-
tics of the Left and the collapse of the mln as a  viable opposition force. 
The novelist and public intellectual Carlos Fuentes plays a central role in 
this narrative as an interlocutor. Fuentes sought to mediate not only the 
competing ideological stances within the mln but between the mln and 
López Mateos, as well as between Mexico and the United States. By the 
summer of 1962, however, what the caricaturist Jorge Carreño depicted as 
the “drama of the left” had come into the open. This drama had local po-
liti cal  causes, but it was also driven by global ideological  factors related to 
the Sino- Soviet split. At the same time, the divisions between an “Old” and 
“New” Left  were further exacerbated by an epistemological split within 
the New Left itself over the question of revolutionary subjectivity, a split I 
conceptualize as between a “vanguardist” and “cosmopolitan” Left.
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Returning to the theme of the global pivot, chapter 7, “Apex of Inter-
nationalism,” examines the climactic final two years of the López Mateos 
government (1962–64), the period of his most sustained activism on the 
global stage. The era marked the apex of nam as a coherent force for 
global transformation— signaled by the success of the first United Na-
tions Conference on Trade and Economic Development (unctad) and the 
second nam conference held in Cairo— but it also heralded nam’s pend-
ing demise. Competing ideological tendencies within the “Third World 
proj ect”  were aggravated by the centripetal pull of the Sino- Soviet split; 
meanwhile, divergent economic interests among developing nations be-
lied the vision of innate solidarity. The chapter explores how Yugo slavian 
president Josip Broz Tito made an all- out effort to save nam by bringing in 
Mexican (and Latin American) support. At the same moment, French pres-
ident Charles de Gaulle also openly wooed Mexico (and Latin Amer i ca) as 
central to his own strategic calculus to chisel away at US- Soviet bi polar ity 
in order to foment a multipolar landscape. Mexico was, in the eyes of the 
British, a sought- after “debutante” on the world stage, and a nation whose 
newfound in de pen dence and clear desire to be at the center of global af-
fairs tested the limits of Washington’s tolerance as never before.

The final chapter, “The Last Good Neighbor,” addresses a central ques-
tion: why, at the pinnacle of Mexico’s global pivot, did President Díaz 
Ordaz (1964–70) turn away from the activist foreign policy of his pre de ces-
sor? The answer, I argue, lies not only in differences of temperament but 
in transformations in the global order that increased the risks and dimin-
ished the potential benefits of continuing the activist foreign policy set in 
motion  under López Mateos. Instead, Díaz Ordaz capitalized on Mexico’s 
unique alliance with the United States, exemplified by the surprise visit 
of President Lyndon B. Johnson to Mexico City in the spring of 1966. The 
turn away from a progressive agenda abroad, however, coincided with a 
series of confrontations between Díaz Ordaz and the nation’s left- wing 
intelligent sia. For the first time in the nation’s postrevolutionary period, 
the key linkage between the intelligent sia and the presidency was rup-
tured, thus laying the groundwork for the breakdown of legitimacy that 
culminated in the 1968 protests and brutal government response.

In an epilogue I reflect on the implications of Díaz Ordaz’s retreat from 
an activist agenda in the context of 1968 and discuss the revitalization of 
internationalism  under his successor, Luis Echeverría (1970–76). By the 
early 1970s the geopo liti cal order was again in dramatic flux: US- Soviet 
détente, the entry of the  People’s Republic of China (PRC) into the United 
Nations, an oil embargo by the Organ ization of the Petroleum Exporting 
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Countries (opec), and myriad other  factors all pointed not only to the 
emergence of a multipolar world but a rejuvenated perception among pe-
ripheral nations that a new global order could be formed through collec-
tive action. Echeverría was determined to insert Mexico within the van-
guard of  these efforts and did so explic itly by building upon the strategic 
rationale and institutional legacies inherited from López Mateos. In  doing 
so, moreover, he used a progressive internationalism to rebuild the pri’s 
internal alliances with the nation’s intelligent sia and thus reconstitute a 
key nexus at the heart of the ruling party’s hegemony.

 There are multiple pos si ble entry points for researching and writing 
about the global sixties. This book, using Mexico as a portal, represents 
one such possibility. It seeks to offer not only a revisionist interpretation 
of Mexican po liti cal culture and international dynamics during a critical 
moment of the global sixties but also a meaningful contribution to the col-
lective cartographic proj ect that is already well underway.
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