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n recent years, the non-aligned movement has attracted increased levels of attention from historians.1  
Although searches for a Third Way – distinct from either U.S.-style capitalism or Soviet-style 
communism – developed alongside the onset of the bipolar Cold War, an organized nonaligned 

movement was created by leaders from newly independent countries in Africa and Asia.  Initially, Latin 
American leaders were not involved in the organized movement.  Indeed, the inaugural 1955 meeting of the 
African-Asian bloc did not include any Latin American representatives.  However, as the non-aligned 
movement evolved it began to incorporate Latin American states.  Meanwhile, the movement itself, and the 
issues it embraced, became salient within Latin American politics.  Yet the engagement of Latin American 
governments with non-alignment and Cold War neutralism has been under examined in the literature.  In 
that light, Vanni Pettinà’s analysis of the efforts of Mexico’s Adolfo López Mateos (1958-1964) and his 
government to forge a fundamentally autonomous foreign policy path, geared largely toward facilitating 
domestic economic development, is illuminating.  So too are the setbacks López Mateos faced in his efforts.   

Pettinà is at his best when advancing a focused argument centering on Mexican foreign policy under López 
Mateos.  At its core, the article argues that López Mateos’s primary foreign policy objective was to facilitate 
domestic economic growth and industrialization.  To that end, his government made common cause with the 
non-aligned movement “to loosen the bipolar constraints that limited its economic development and [to] 
increase its leverage with Washington” (1).  Indeed, the President’s tenure in office coincided with the period 
of greatest optimism within the inter-American system that, in the parlance of the era, ‘modernization’ could 
be achieved.  The Dwight Eisenhower administration agreed, after years of resisting, to the creation of the 
Inter-American Development Bank, and provided limited funding for the Social Progress Trust Fund.  These 
measures served as forerunners to President John F. Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress, which was announced 
with great fanfare in March 1961.  But as Pettinà would rightly point out, these programs were in part 

                                                      
1 See especially Robert B. Rakove, Kennedy, Johnson, and the Nonaligned World (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012).   
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prompted by calls to action from Latin American leaders.  Raúl Prebisch, the head of the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Latin America, had long called for more robust support for regional economic-
development objectives from the Global North.  Brazilian President Juscelino Kubitschek proposed 
Operation Pan America – a program through which the United States would have provided $50 billion to 
support Latin American development had it been adopted.  Argentine President Arturo Frondizi likewise 
partnered with the United States and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), having concluded that a 
strategy emphasizing cooperation offered the best prospects for national industrial expansion.  Examined in 
this broader context, Pettinà’s narrative reinforces the idea that the period between the late 1950s and early 
1960s represented a dynamic period of ferment for a variety of developmentalist ideas throughout Latin 
America. 

Pettinà’s emphasis on economic motives throughout the article is notable.  He informs us that “López Mateos 
thought that the economic imbalances that characterized the contemporary world were the root causes of 
international instability and represented threats to global peace.” (9)  He also finds that political differences 
within the broader non-aligned movement “decreased when it came to the issue of economic development” 
(8).  In the case of Mexico, Pettinà finds that López Mateos’s interest in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) 
was largely driven by economic policy concerns.  NAM members more generally articulated a wide-ranging 
set of political and economic concerns.  Since most non-aligned countries had only recently achieved political 
independence, issues surrounding decolonization remained central to the NAM.  However, as a Latin 
American country that had broken free of its colonial shackles in the early nineteenth century, Mexico’s 
economic domination by outsiders constituted a far more salient issue domestically.  The NAM developed its 
own emphasis on economic independence, creating synergy with the concerns of countries like Mexico.  But 
there were additional domestic political reasons for López Mateos to pursue non-alignment.  With the 
triumph of the Cuban Revolution, which was popular among a significant segment of Mexico’s population, 
non-alignment publicly placed distance between Mexico and Washington.   

Ultimately, Mexico did not participate in either the Cairo preparatory meetings or the Belgrade conference.  
In part, López Mateos’s decision to back away from the NAM may have been driven by his desire to secure a 
$90 million credit extension from the U.S. Export-Import Bank, and an additional $500 million in support 
between 1961 and 1962 (17-18). Indeed, Pettinà casts this outcome as a victory for Mexican diplomacy.  
López Mateos successfully leveraged his participation at Cairo for the economic assistance that he sought to 
assist Mexico’s economic development.   

Although López Mateos did not follow through with the NAM, during the 1970s the country expanded its 
participation under President Luis Echevarría Álvarez.  Pettinà argues that López Mateos’s engagement with 
the NAM laid the groundwork for “Echeverría Álvarez to take his place as one of the leaders of the movement 
during the 1970s.” (18)  Echeverría is more associated with the NAM approach, but it will fall to other 
scholarship to flesh out connections, beyond the precedent that López Mateos set, between the two Mexican 
presidents.   

In addition to establishing the significance of López Mateos’s autonomous foreign policy, Pettinà seeks to 
“offer a more nuanced and complex image of Latin America’s Cold-War experience and thus contribute to 
the broader historiographical debate on this topic.”  Pettinà maintains that the study of the history of U.S.-
Latin American relations and inter-American affairs continues to suffer from excessive attention on 
Washington.  Scholars, writing largely in the United States and to some extent in Europe, have ascribed 
insufficient agency to Latin American actors.  This critique fails to capture the field as it currently exists; 
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Pettinà’s criticisms apply to the field as it stood more than a generation ago, despite his argument that this “is 
not yet an out-dated debate.” (4)  However, at this point it is difficult to find anybody taking the other side.  
In a footnote, Pettinà identifies Tanya Harmer and Hal Brands as notable for taking Latin American actors 
seriously and thus bucking the general trend in the literature.2  While his characterization of their work is 
accurate, it would be more appropriate to point to such scholarship as cementing and upholding a standard 
that has existed for at least a generation.  Over that span of time, emergent scholars of U.S.-Latin American 
relations and inter-American affairs have highlighted and analyzed the agency of Latin American actors.  
When sources are available, primary research in the region’s archives is de rigueur.  The distinction between 
scholars trained as historians of U.S. foreign relations specializing in Latin America, and those trained as Latin 
Americanists specializing in foreign relations, is quickly dissipating.    

In 2003, Max Paul Friedman surveyed what was then the recent historiography of U.S.-Latin American 
relations for the journal Diplomatic History and concluded that “[r]estoring Latin America to the equation in 
terms of both agency and archives while turning to culture for a fuller understanding of the scope of the 
political has helped bring us studies of inter-American relations that measure up to the richness of the subject.  
Given the ferment taking place throughout the field, we are likely to see a flourishing of such work in the 
future.”3  Even in 2003, Friedman pointed to voluminous scholarship that highlighted Latin American agency 
– certainly sufficient enough to constitute a trend in the subfield.4  Like Friedman, Andrew Kirkendall is 
correct that there is not much of a debate about the merits of internationalization in the study of inter-
American relations any longer – to the extent that there ever was.5  For his part, Pettinà does not cite any 
recent scholarship that exemplifies the concerns he expresses.  Certainly different historians will assess the 
relative importance of U.S. power in variety of ways.  And there remains a rather robust debate about the 
extent to which it makes sense to de-center the United States from examinations of inter-American relations 
in light of the disproportionate power the country has long wielded.  Finally, there will be historians who use 
elements of U.S.-Latin American relations in the service of research questions primarily centered on internal 
developments within the United States, or answering questions about U.S. foreign policymaking and 
Washington’s view of the world.  But it would be inaccurate to argue that today’s historians of inter-American 

                                                      
2 Tanya Harmer, Allende’s Chile and the Inter-American Cold War (Chappell Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2011); Hal Brands, Latin America’s Cold War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010).   

3 Max Paul Friedman, “Retiring the Puppets, Bringing Latin America Back In: Recent Scholarship on United 
States-Latin American Relations.” Diplomatic History 27:5 (November 2003): 621-636, quoted on 636. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7709.00375.  

4 For just a small sample, see Kyle Longley, The Sparrow and the Hawk: Costa Rica and the United States during 
the Rise of José Figueres (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1997); María Emilia Paz, Strategy, Security, and Spies: 
Mexico and the U.S. as Allies in World War II (University Park: Penn State University Press, 1997); Mary Renda, Taking 
Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2001); Gilbert M. Joseph, Catherine C. LeGrande, and Ricardo D. Salvatore, eds., Close Encounters of Empire: 
Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998). 

5 Andrew J. Kirkendall, “Cold War Latin America: The State of the Field.”  H-Diplo (Essay No. 119; 14 
November 2014), http://issforum.org/essays/PDF/E119.pdf.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-7709.00375
http://issforum.org/essays/PDF/E119.pdf
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affairs predominately produce scholarship that does not include the voices and perspectives of Latin American 
actors.   

Pettinà’s observation that there are “a world of possible connections between Latin America and other regions 
of the Third World” is, on the other hand, quite welcome (5).  One consequence of the very movement 
toward area specializations noted above has been the comparative dearth of sophisticated new scholarship 
drawing links between world regions.  To the extent that such scholarship based on primary-source analysis 
exists, uncommon linguistic abilities and material resources are necessary to complete the research.6  
Nonetheless, scholars are increasingly pursuing the kinds of ‘South-South’ connections that Pettinà 
contributes here.   

Ultimately, in his concern about demonstrating Mexican agency Pettinà misses an opportunity to analyze 
more fully the construction and application of power.  As Pettinà acknowledges, the United States constituted 
a central actor and enjoyed great relative power in the international system.  In the end, both Washington and 
the López Mateos government got what they wanted; Mexico did not attend the Belgrade Conference but 
received the $90 million credit from the Export-Import Bank it sought, as well as an additional $500 million 
from the United States and other international lenders between 1961 and 1962. (17-18) Why did those 
developments occur?  What does it say about power?  There is an opportunity to go deeper into those 
questions.   

Historians can no longer simply point to time spent in Latin American archives, and then claim that their 
scholarship cuts against the grain and adds to our collective understanding of inter-American relations.  When 
records are available, peer reviewers and practitioners in the field expect them to have been examined.  
Despite these problems, the story Pettinà tells about the foreign policy approach of the López Mateos 
government stands on its own.  He convincingly argues that the administration pursued policies designed to 
facilitate domestic economic development – much like other governments in the hemisphere.  Making 
political connections with the NAM, and particularly with its call for a more equitable global economic order, 
was part of that larger strategy.  There are potentially fruitful avenues for future research in the way less 
powerful states developed foreign policies aimed at economic development.  Pettinà’s work is important to 
that larger project.   
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6 See, for example, Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of 

Anticolonial Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).   
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