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THE MEXICAN OIL EXPROPRIA TION AND THE ENSUING PROPAGANDA W AR
By Robert Huesca

The Mexican nationalization of foreign oil holdings in 1938 unleashOOa torrent of

English-Ianguage propaganda in a battle for the support of American officials and public

opinion. The Standard Oil Company of New Jersey 100the fight in the comer of the foreign

operators with the publication of a series of news bulletins, pamphlets, and books often

touted as "a factual summary of the events" (Standard Oil 1938b: 1). The Mexican

govemment counterOOby publishing a variety of periodicals and economic documents and

by dispatching teams of officials, labor leaders, and academics to address U.S. audiences

in public forums.

Observers of the period from both the UnitOOStates and Mexico noted the fever

pitch of the propaganda and the media coverage that the expropriation generatOO.Mexican

representatives consistently decriOOthe disinformation campaign waged by Standard Oil

through the U.S. press and called on their govemment to act to reverse the damaging

effects (Beteta 1940e; Calderón 1938; Castillo Nájera, AGN 1938b; Hay 1938; Noriega

1938; Suárez 1940). Ambassador Josephus Daniels noted in his memoirs that the oil

companies "started to build propaganda fires under the [U.S.] govemment to compel a

return of the properties" (Daniel s 1947: 231), and a freelance writer criticizOOthe "intense

campaign which the oil companies carriOOout in the Mexican and foreign press and which

for sheer distortion of facts has probably never been equalled" (Millan 1939: 200). Yet the

New York Times, conveying oil company assertions, argued that the Mexican govemment

was not only propagating false information, but was also using that material to mislead

even its own people ("People of Mexico" 1938).

A survey of material s published by both sides in the oil debate reveals not so much

disinformation, as attempts to focus readers' attention on specific factors of the

expropriation by repeating certain images and omitting others. Furthermore, a limited

review of archival material sheds some light on Mexico's perception of the seriousness of

the oil company propaganda and exposes some of the motivations and actors on the part of

the govemment. Finally, an examination of U.S. newspapers provides a method of

assessing the ability of the Mexican govemment and the oil companies to influence

American editors. A study of propaganda effects on the U.S. press is important for any

analysis ofthe impact on American public policy, since entry into these publications would

have reached a wider audience and might have guidOOpublic opinion either for or against

Mexico.
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Oil Company Propaganda

For about two years after the Mexican oi! expropriation, Standard Oil regularly

published press releases, pamphlets, newsletters, appendices, magazines, and books

distributed at no charge "in the interest of an informed public." The pamphlets discussed

the company's history in Mexico, the legal basis of its operations, the country's record of

debt repayment, the issue of American rights abroad, and the indemnification process

(Standard 1938a and b, 1940a, b, and c). The five books and six appendices that Standard

published claimed to reflect the opinions of the average American, provided deeper

background on the day's issues, and dealt with law, the debt, and the State Department's

role in the expropriation.

Standard always elaimed to hold an objective position when presenting arguments

against the Mexican expropriation by reprinting artieles, editorials, and cartoons from the

world's press. In this way the company deemphasized its own vested interest in the

expropriation and pointed out that intemational opinion had ruled against the Mexican

action. Mexico at the Bar 01Public Opinion best exemplified this approach by reprinting

artieles and editorials from the United States and Latin America. In the book's preface,

author Burt McConnell wrote, "In no other nation could one find such a variety of able,

independent, and clearly written editorials on any public question" (McConnell1939: iii).

Yet readers found scant variety among the entries, which were in fact artiele excerpts rather

than editorials. And although the introduction claimed that artieles were selected in a

random fashion, the reprinted selections appeared to be handpicked diatribes against

Mexico. For example, the reporters most frequently selected were writers who disliked

Mexico's policy and wrote artieles reflective of their opinions. Frank L. Kluckhohn of the

New York Times and Henry J. Allen of the Topeka State Journal were the most frequentIy

reprinted writers, both being cited ten times in the book. After them, Betty Kirk of the

Christian Science Monitor and 1. H. Carmical of the New York Times were the next most

frequentIy cited writers. Both Kirk and Kluckhohn were correspondents in Mexico, and

their repeated inelusion is logical, if for no other reason than the high volume of copy they

produced. But Allen and Carmical were both working from their local bases and seem to

have been included simply because of the acerbic tone of their articles on Mexico.

Furthermore, prolific writers in the field like Upton Close, who wrote for the Sto Louis

Post-Dispatch, the Washington Evening Star, and other newspapers, and Anita Brenner,

who wrote for the Milwaukee Journal, were virtually ignored, being cited only once each,

and in short fragments. Both Close and Brenner wrote more in-depth pieces that tended to

expose information unfavorable to the oi! companies and sympathetic to Mexico.


