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ARTS AND REVIEWS

AMY C. OFFNER

Review of Christy Thornton’s Revolution
in Development
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The result of this research and rereading is a new
picture of the Mexican Revolution’s internationalism
and its global effects. In the wake of Mexico’s revolutionary 1917 Constitution, the country’s politicians,
diplomats, and intellectuals realized that they needed
to change the rules of the international economy to
pursue projects of their own design at home. After
all, the revolution had nationalized foreign-owned
property, which incited threats of retaliation from the
United States. Furthermore, Mexico had defaulted
on its international debt during the revolution, and
for decades afterward, it was effectively cut off from
international lending. Fulfilling the revolution’s
promise, then, required new international norms
that would provide credit for Mexican development
and acknowledge that “states had the right to make
their own economic policies” without retribution,
whether they were large or small states, debtors or
creditors, recipients or suppliers of international
investment. Thornton makes a compelling case that
Mexican leaders were not pursuing economic nationalism but economic sovereignty: the ability to enact
measures of their choice and have an effective voice
in the wider system under which they lived.
As she traces Mexico’s repeated attempts to shape
the international system, Thornton discerns an
enduring commitment to two principles: “representation [for] the countries of what would become
the Global South and…redistribution of the surplus
capital of the Global North.” Struggles for equal
representation began close to home, inside the
Pan-American Union. The U.S. government had
long treated that institution as a vehicle to dominate
its Latin American neighbors. Indeed, to participate
in the Union’s Governing Board, Latin American
governments had to be recognized by the United
States. But in 1923, Mexico mobilized a coalition
of 11 Latin American states, most of them small, to
change that rule: now every member state could have
some representation in the Governing Board, and
all member states would participate in electing the
president and vice president.
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Struggles for the southward redistribution of capital likewise began within the hemisphere. During the
Great Depression, Mexican Foreign Minister José
Manuel Puig declared at the Seventh Inter-American
Conference that when countries could not pay their
debts, they should not be the only ones to face the
consequences; creditors should, too. As Puig argued,
debt was a social relationship in which lenders and
borrowers needed one another. For the system to
work, creditors had to allow debtors to manage
their national economies in ways that would enable
them to repay loans, and if creditors engaged in irresponsible lending, they had to accept their share of
responsibility in case of default, rather than simply
punish the borrower. Puig’s argument went nowhere
at the time, but it marked the beginning of a long
struggle for development credit—long-term loans
to finance productive investments that wouldn’t
produce spectacular short-term returns but would
transform national economies, meeting rising
domestic expectations and ensuring that countries
could repay their debts.
While these early episodes produced as many
dead ends as breakthroughs, they became part of
what Thornton describes as an “iterative, repeated
struggle” that had demonstrable effects on global
governance. As U.S. officials repeatedly confronted
Mexicans at international conferences, negotiated
with coalitions of Latin American states that Mexico
helped to consolidate, and cobbled together rival
coalitions within international institutions, they
learned that they could not simply rule by unilateral
force. They had to give something.
In some cases, they gave more than one might
expect—and certainly more than we tend to remember. Between 1941 and the 1944 Bretton Woods
conference that created the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, Mexico helped ensure that
small countries had a larger role in the governance
of those institutions than U.S. and British planners
originally intended. Furthermore, Mexico helped
guarantee that the institutions would finance not
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only European reconstruction but development in
what would soon be the Third World.
Throughout, Thornton rightly notes that the
United States was no monolith: private capital was
itself a force that could scuttle even watered-down
compromises that government officials negotiated.
Such was the case in 1940, when Wall Street banks
prevented the Senate from approving the charter
for a new Inter-American Bank—an institution that
Mexico had demanded, other Latin American states
had backed, and the U.S. Treasury and president had
endorsed lest they lose control of the debate. In 1948,
virtually the same thing happened. Coming out of
the Bretton Woods conference, Mexico helped spearhead an effort to create a new International Trade
Organization to complement the World Bank and
IMF. The goal was to allow countries in the emergent
Third World to implement tariffs and import quotas
to protect infant industries. U.S. officials submitted to painstaking negotiations involving countries
across the globe, and the result was a deeply contradictory charter that combined commitments to
free trade with provisions for developmentalist trade
regulation—an exemplary case of U.S. officials giving
something to deflect a greater challenge. In the end,
however, the compromise was for naught: the U.S.
National Foreign Trade Council came out swinging
against the charter in testimony to Congress, and
by 1950, the Truman administration stopped even
trying to get it approved.
Mexico’s victories, then, were incremental,
hard-won, and tenuous. But by the 1950s, they were
bearing fruit: Mexico was no longer cut off from
credit but was awash in development loans from
the World Bank, the Export-Import Bank, and the
Inter-American Development Bank. Its newfound
access to international capital and impressive growth
rates during the era of the Mexican Miracle turned
this one-time dissenting voice in international affairs
into an ardent defender of the international system
as it was. This is one of Thornton’s most important
insights, and it allows her to explain the rift that
opened between Mexico and other Third World

countries that spent the postwar decades challenging the Bretton Woods institutions and the U.S.
government.
Today, as historians flock to the study of Third
Worldism, non-alignment, and the place of Latin
America in those wider political movements, Revolution in Development represents the leading edge of
this research. Thornton carefully disaggregates both
Latin America and the Third World, showing how
alliances formed and came undone. She makes clear
that Mexico was no stooge of the World Bank, IMF,
or U.S. government: Mexican officials maintained a
degree of independence from all those institutions,
as well as the Non-Aligned Movement. During the
postwar decades, however, those ambivalent relationships made it a relatively conservative member
of the Third World. Indeed, Thornton explains that
Mexico acquired a unique place in world politics:
from the 1950s to the 1970s, Mexican presidents and
diplomats presented themselves to U.S. officials as a
moderating force that could keep the rest of Latin
America, Asia, and Africa in check. Exploiting U.S.
fears of communism and Third Worldism, Mexican
leaders convinced the U.S. government to accommodate their needs and proposals in order to quash
more radical ones.
While Mexican presidents, diplomats, and intellectuals might have considered this a success story,
Thornton clearly doesn’t. What, after all, did Mexico
achieve? As Thornton explains, Mexico “[held] the
United States accountable to the promises of multilateral liberalism.” Fighting for representation in
international institutions and access to long-term
development credit, Mexico helped create the very
system of international lending that generated the
debt crisis of the 1980s and the destruction of the
Mexican developmentalist project.
The second product of Mexico’s diplomatic struggle was, ironically, the hegemony of the United States.
Thornton’s inspired discussion of hegemony distinguishes this book among studies of international
order and is worth the time of anyone interested in
empire and political economy. Building on the work
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of anthropologist William Roseberry, Thornton
uses the concept of hegemony “not to understand
consent but to understand struggle.” In Thornton’s
view, the U.S. government lacked many of the ideas,
policies, and institutions it needed to rule in the
1910s. It “learned to rule” through confrontation.
Across decades, U.S. policymakers co-opted and
modified Mexican demands, and they formulated
diversionary proposals to deflect challenges too great
to countenance. By the postwar period, the system
of international economic institutions through
which the United States exercised power bore the
unmistakable marks of Mexico’s mobilization and
remained a site of ongoing struggle, negotiation, and
diversion. As Revolution in Development reminds us, a
hegemonic system is not one in which power goes
unchallenged, but in which conflict may be endemic
and consent must be produced and reproduced.
Revolution in Development is a meticulous work
of history, but Thornton has also written it as a
warning to those seeking to reform international
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capitalist institutions today. Writing from the left at
a time when many are asking what socialism might
be, Thornton is struck by the limits of imagination
among her book’s protagonists. During the late 1940s,
Mexican officials insisted that there was no need to
break with capitalism to attain economic justice:
there could be a “third way” between communism
and the neoliberal prescriptions of the Mont Pelerin
Society. A new set of international regulations and
institutions could benefit everyone, preserving the
large capitalist powers while allowing debtor states
and small countries to develop prosperous capitalist
economies of their own. Revolution in Development is
a postmortem of that dream—and, Thornton writes,
a cautionary tale for those who still believe in it. n
n
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