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Latin American countries followed the lead of the USA in adopting a policy 
of benevolent neutrality on the outbreak of war in August 1914. 

● As early as August 1914, Peru suggested that all Latin American countries 
agree a common policy to protect their shipping lanes and international 
trade. Little came of this because any German threat was significantly 
reduced after the destruction of the German fleet in the South Atlantic 
following the Battle of the Falklands in December 1914.

● In autumn 1914, Brazil called for a demilitarized zone around South 
America from which all warships should be barred. Again, nothing came 
of this.

● The Pan-American Union set up a Special Neutrality Commission 
headed by the US Secretary of State to define the rights of neutrals. 
However, it had not reported by 1917, when both the USA and Brazil 
joined the conflict.

Demilitarized zone Area 
where no troops or military 
installations are allowed.

Pan-American Union An 
organization to encourage 
co-operation between 
American countries, founded 
in 1910 as a result of the 
fourth Pan-American 
conference, with the US 
Secretary of State as 
permanent chairman. It had 
little power or influence.

This chapter considers how the war impacted generally on Latin America and 
particularly on Argentina, Brazil and Mexico. It shows how while only Brazil actually 
declared war on Germany, most countries grew hostile towards Germany and the 
Central Powers, and how the war had a huge economic impact on the region. It ends 
by considering how historians have evaluated the impact of the war on Latin America.

You need to consider the following questions throughout this chapter:

J To what extent were Latin American countries affected by the First World War?
J How far did Argentina benefit from the war?
J What was the impact of the First World War on Brazil?
J How did the war impact on the relations between Mexico and Germany, and Mexico 

and the USA?
J How far are historians in agreement about the impact of the war on Latin American 

countries?
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by the First World War?
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Pan-Americanism
war, but delegates distrusted US motives. They felt 
they were trying to gain capital by replacing European 
creditors and imports on terms favourable to 
themselves. While there were various calls for 
concerted action, including conferences (e.g. at 
Buenos Aires in May 1917), they came to nothing.

Following the war, Latin American countries often felt 
ignored by the rest of the world. The League of 
Nations rarely got involved in Latin American affairs, 
refusing to arbitrate, for example in the dispute 
between Chile on the one hand and Peru and Bolivia 
on the other concerning the territory of Tacna-Arica, 
or to get involved later in the inter-war period in the 
devastating Chaco War between Bolivia and Paraguay. 

This movement came about as a way to organize 
relationships between Latin American countries, and 
to provide an effective means by which Latin 
Americans could orchestrate a common response to 
Central and Southern American issues. As we have 
seen (page 27) there had been Pan-American 
conferences but they achieved little. The one 
scheduled for 1914 was actually postponed as a result 
of the war, and didn’t convene until 1923. In 1915 a 
Pan-American financial conference was organized by 
William McAdoo, the US Treasury Secretary, to discuss 
the economic and financial dislocations caused by the 

However, by the cessation of hostilities most Latin American countries were 
hostile towards the Central Powers, although only Brazil formally declared 
war on Germany. Seven countries in the Caribbean also declared war on 
Germany, mainly because of ties with the USA, Britain or France. Only seven 
Latin American nations maintained full neutrality – Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, El Salvador and Venezuela. 

This section examines the reason why various countries became involved in 
the war and the level of their participation.

The initial responses in Latin America
On the surface one could argue that the First World War was peripheral to 
Latin America. The battlefields were thousands of miles away and the causes 
of the conflict were remote from their concerns. However, the war made a 
quick impact on the countries. Historian Bill Albert has shown that the 
Cañete Valley in Peru experienced serious food shortages within one week of 
the war starting. Even before Britain entered the war on 4 August 1914, 
banks throughout Latin America were closing, both unemployment and 
prices were rising, and the export trade in primary products (the mainstay of 
the continent’s economy) was severely dislocated in the short term. The war 
had an impact throughout the Southern American continent. Although some 
countries such as Ecuador and Paraguay remained less affected, it had 
significant effects on some of the larger and more developed countries.

Trade
Trading conditions
Latin America had seen a huge growth in trade, mainly to Europe, during the 
final decades of the nineteenth century and first of the twentieth. The trading 
relationship was largely dependent on primary exports and the import of 
manufactured goods. Often countries were over-dependent on the 
production of one commodity – what is known as a monoculture. The 

How did countries in 
Latin America 
respond to war?

What changes came 
about in trading 
arrangements as a 
result of the war?

Primary exports Exports 
of raw materials and 
agricultural products such as 
foodstuffs that have not been 
manufactured.
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disadvantages of this were that Latin American countries were reliant on the 
smooth working of the financial and trading systems, and their own industrial 
development was postponed because the emphasis was on the production of 
primary exports instead of developing their own industrial processes.

The onset of war 
The onset of war severely disrupted the network of international trade, which 
Great Britain had dominated as a consumer and supplier, carrier and financial 
provider. All the countries at war called in loans and refused to lend more. In 
Brazil, for example, its long-term loans from European countries were valued 
at $19.1 million in 1913, $4.2 million in 1914 and nil in 1915. The Government 
was only rescued from having to default on its loans by an emergency £15 
million raised in London in October 1914. Early disruptions in trade arose 
from the removal of trade credits and physical shortages of shipping due to 
the demands of war. Given that many Latin American governments received 
their principal revenues from tariffs and duties, this disruption of trade had 
significant effects; Chilean government revenues fell by 66 per cent between 
1911 and 1915 and Brazilian exports fell to half of their pre-war value.

Recovery
Most Latin American countries had recovered to some degree by 1916 as 
shipping lanes were reopened and demand for foodstuffs and raw materials 
soared among the belligerents. Mexican oil, Peruvian copper, Bolivian tin and 
Chilean nitrates were in huge demand. Venezuela began its first exports of oil 
in 1918 – 21,194 metric tons were exported by Caribbean Petroleum – 
despite shortages of machinery and transport from the war. Countries such 
as Brazil whose main exports, in this case coffee, were considered luxuries 
did not do so well; Brazil saw a 50 per cent reduction in trade during the war 
years although its production of manganese for use in iron and steel 
manufacture grew (see page 183). Imported goods cost more due to wartime 
conditions and led to inflation throughout Latin America. Rising prices led to 
industrial unrest in many countries.

Development of trade with the USA
The major development in terms of trade during the war period was the 
growth of imports from and exports to the USA. By 1914, the USA was 
already the main trading partner of Mexico and the Caribbean countries; 
during the war its share in their markets rose from 25 per cent to a huge 
80 per cent of their trade. The opening of the Panama Canal in 1914 (see 
pages 67–70) allowed the USA to carry goods more easily to South American 
countries. The USA superseded Germany in particular as a market for Latin 
American goods. Even if it still had surplus goods to trade or money to pay 
for imports, Germany‘s trade would be stifled by the Allied blockade. US 
exports to Latin America rose faster than to any other region in the world. 
For example, as can be seen from Source A opposite, the value of its exports 
to Mexico rose from $39 million in 1914 to $208 million by 1920. The 
percentage of imports from South American countries to the USA 
meanwhile increased from 16.2 per cent of the total in 1913 to 25.9 per cent 

Trade credits The 
purchase of goods to be paid 
for later.
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by 1918. By 1918, only Argentina kept Britain as its main trading partner and 
this, too, would shift as the inter-war period developed.

SoUrce A 

US exports to Latin America, 1914–20 ($ millions) from Historical 
Statistics of the USA, quoted in A Hemisphere to Itself by F. Niess, 
published by Zed Books, London, 1984, page 95.

Year Total Cuba Mexico Brazil Others

1914 309 69 39 30 171

1915 275 76 34 26 139

1916 540 165 54 48 273

1917 744 196 111 66 371

1918 741 227 98 57 359

1919 1,004 278 131 115 480

1920 1,581 515 208 157 701

These strengthening economic ties were reflected in closer banking links. 
Between 1914 and 1918, the US First National City bank set up twelve 
branches in Latin America. 

While trade to the USA increased by the biggest percentage, the Allied nations 
also demanded large quantities of products from Latin America. The impact on 
trade may have been the most significant overall factor in the impact of war on 
Latin America, but this tells us little about the specific impact on individual 
countries. The next section will deal with the impact of war on Brazil, Argentina 
and Mexico as three of the largest and most developed countries in the region.

What can be inferred 
from Source A about the 
growth in US exports to 
Latin America?

SUmmAry DiAgrAm

The impact of the First World War on trade

USA

• 1918: 80 per cent of Latin
   American trade
• Panama Canal opened, 1914
• Investment in Latin America
• Growing demand for Latin
   American imports

Europe

• Belligerents reduced imports
• Belligerents called in loans
•  Trade levels fell
   proportionate to USA

Latin America

Demand for imports 
• Mexico – oil and henequen
• Peru – copper
• Bolivia – tin
• Chile – nitrates
• Brazil – manganese

The impact of the First World War on trade
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Argentina and the First  
World War 

Key question: How far did Argentina benefit from the war?

2

While Argentina remained neutral, the war had a significant impact on its 
trade and its leader Hipólito Irigoyen used the conflict to try to extend his 
influence in the region.

Argentine politics
– wealthy landowners, the Church and leaders of the 
armed forces. These groups remained distrustful of 
democracy. In the working-class areas of towns and 
cities, meanwhile, immigrants from southern Europe 
often introduced new, radical ideas – particularly 
anarchism, which sought the overthrow of capitalist 
society, by violent means if necessary. Anarchists had 
gained control of many of the trade unions and 
advocated direct action, which sparked off the events 
of ‘Tragic Week’ in January 1919 (see pages 178–179).

Argentina had introduced male suffrage by the 
Sáenz-Peña political reforms in 1912. Hipólito 
Irigoyen, the leader of the Radical Party, was the first 
president to be elected by popular vote in 1916. His 
opponents, the Conservatives, controlled Congress, 
the Argentine parliament. This meant he found it 
difficult to get legislation passed. Before 1912, 
Argentine politics had been dominated by the elites 

The nature of Argentina’s involvement  
in the war
Like other Latin American countries, Argentina initially pursued a course of 
‘benevolent neutrality’, hoping trade would not be dislocated and loans from 
Britain would continue. Neither of these happened. President Irigoyen was a 
nationalist wary of US influence and as such was reluctant to get involved in 
pan-American commitments, which he feared would be controlled by the USA. 
He sought to maintain independence of action. However, as the leader of an 
exporting nation he was naturally concerned about the impact of German 
policies on trade, particularly the renewal of unrestricted submarine warfare in 
February 1917 (see pages 96–97) which saw three Argentine merchant ships 
sunk and calls from pro-Allied newspapers, such as La Nación, for Argentina to 
enter the conflict. This led to large anti-German demonstrations in Buenos 
Aires and Germany agreed to exclude Argentine ships from attack. The period 
also saw pro-German demonstrations, principally from members of Argentina’s 
German immigrant communities, and Spanish journals in circulation such as 
La Gaceta de España tended to be pro-German in opinion.

Opinions within Argentina
Sympathies with the belligerents were divided in Argentina:

● Many in the army which, like others in the continent, was based on the 
German model and had been trained by German officers, favoured the 
Central Powers.

How did Argentinians 
respond to the war?

german model Military 
organization based on that of 
Germany.
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● Many in the navy supported Britain as it had strong ties with the Royal 
Navy, which had been involved in training its personnel.

● The governing Radical Party was divided. Leaders from the ranks of the 
landowning elites such as Marcelo T. de Alvear supported the Allies, while 
others such as Irigoyen maintained neutrality.

Argentina had long distrusted the influence of the USA. It had seen itself as 
the ‘Colossus of the South’, believing it had the potential to become a 
rival of its northern neighbour in terms of power. Many, including Irigoyen, 
still distrusted the USA and saw any partiality towards the Allies as 
threatening Argentine independence of action. Argentina saw the war as an 
opportunity to extend its own influence within Latin America by leading the 
drive to maintain benevolent neutrality. In May 1917, Irigoyen called for all 
Southern American states to send delegates to the Argentine capital, 
Buenos Aires, to discuss a concerted policy of continent-wide neutrality. 
This move was seen as a deliberate snub to the USA, which was 
contemplating entry into the war at that time – but only Mexico, which had 
its own reasons for hostility towards the USA (see pages 81–84), showed 
any interest. 

In 1914 there was a 100,000-strong German community in Argentina, 
descended from immigrants. These were mainly found in Buenos Aires, and 
in the Pampas, where they maintained their distinctly German culture and 
tended to support the Kaiser during the war. Their numbers in Buenos Aires 
were augmented by many from the Pampas who had unsuccessfully sought 
passage to fight for Germany in the war. This created a large, mainly middle-
class German community in the capital city, which was anxious that the 
Government at least maintain its neutrality, and also participated in pro-
German activities to gain support for it in the war.

Argentine neutrality
In keeping Argentina out of the war, therefore, Irigoyen probably reflected 
the predilections of most of the Argentine people. However, his patience was 
tried on several occasions, notably in September 1917 when correspondence 
from the German Minister in Buenos Aires, Count von Luxburg, was 
intercepted and published in the USA. Not only did the minister make 
unflattering comments about Argentine leaders, for example calling the 
Foreign Minister ‘ a pompous ass’, but more seriously called for Argentine 
ships en route to Europe to be either left alone or ‘sunk without trace’. ‘Sunk 
without trace’ meant that survivors would be machine gunned to erase any 
evidence of the sinking so no blame could be apportioned to German 
vessels. Amid an indignant clamour for war when this correspondence was 
leaked, Germany apologized, von Luxburg was recalled and Irigoyen assured 
Argentines that Germany had given no real provocation for war. Despite a 
vote in the Argentine Congress to sever diplomatic relations, Irigoyen 
maintained them.

royal Navy The British 
navy.

radical Party An Argentine 
political party committed to 
openness and fair dealing, 
and opposed to corruption.

‘colossus of the South’ 
A term Argentines gave their 
country to describe its 
economic and political 
potential for growth and 
influence.

Pampas The grasslands of 
Argentina, the heartlands of 
cattle ranching and wheat 
production.
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SoUrce B 

An extract from an article, ‘Anti-germans to the South of Us’, published in 
the New York Times, 9 october 1917.

The gross insult to the Argentine Minister of Foreign Affairs revealed by the 
publication of the von Luxburg telegrams and his sinister ‘sunk without traces’ 
advice to the German Foreign Office were enough, without the submarine 
controversy, to arouse a great State, high-spirited, disgusted with the broken 
German promises in which the Argentine Minister at Berlin lately expressed 
such artless or infatuated pro-German confidence. Von Luxburg had to be 
smuggled out of the country, and several other South American countries 
indicated their unwillingness to receive that ornament of diplomacy even in 
transity. There was violent popular indignation. Both branches of the Congress 
voted to break off diplomatic relations with Germany. The Radical President, Mr. 
Irigoyen, for reasons not understood, setting up the technical reason that he 
wished a conference of the two houses on the matter, has so far suspended action.

The impact of the war on Argentina
In this section we will look at the impact on the Argentine economy, and 
social and political unrest resulting from the war.

Economic impact of the war
The war had both positive and negative economic effects.

Argentine trade during the war
Exports
As trade patterns changed as a result of the war some sectors of the economy 
gained and others lost out. While Argentina had huge potential for growth, 
before the war its economy was still dominated by primary exports of wheat 
and beef, with Britain as its main customer and its finances very much tied to 
British financial institutions. The outbreak of war brought shipping and trade 
to a halt. The subsequent recession persisted until 1917, by which time the 
sea lanes were open and production was geared to meet the enhanced 
demand for exports. The demand for Argentine exports, particularly processed 
meat for the troops, soared during the war. Export earnings valued at 
approximately 400 million gold pesos (opposed to paper pesos) in 1913 
almost tripled to 1.1 billion by 1919. By 1919 some meat-processing plants 
were experiencing profits in excess of 50 per cent. Meanwhile, the volume of 
imports fell from 10 million tons in 1913 to 2.6 million by 1918. However, the 
cost of imports soared, not least because shipping charges quadrupled. 
Indeed, in 1913 400 million gold pesos were expended on imports; in 1918 
this figure was 850 million despite the four-fold decrease in volume.

Impact of reductions in imports
Higher import costs led to huge price rises; clothing for example tripled in 
price despite the development of domestic textile manufacturers, albeit 
mainly in small workshops. In many cities, as imported machinery and tool 

What is the value of the 
newspaper article in Source B 
to a historian?

How significantly did 
the war affect 
Argentina?

recession A downturn in 
the economy.

gold pesos Pesos valued in 
terms of gold; they had a 
higher value than paper 
pesos.

Paper pesos  
Paper banknotes.
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parts for manufacture dried up, unemployment rose; by 1918 as much as 20 
per cent of the workforce of Buenos Aires was unemployed. Before the war 
unemployed people had often left to seek employment elsewhere on the 
continent; now because of shipping shortages most were trapped in Buenos 
Aires. Those in work often faced longer working days and lower wages, with 
a labour surplus ready to take their jobs if they complained. For many in 
Buenos Aires the impact of the war was a reduction of up to 50 per cent in 
the value of real wages.

SoUrce c 

An extract from Latin America: A General History by J. e. Fagg, published 
by macmillan, London, 1977, page 468.

He [Irigoyen] saw no need for his country to do anything but make profits from 
the sale of her products which she was doing on an enormous scale, without 
bothering about the balance of power or international moral issues of 
questionable validity.

Government revenues
The Government received less in revenues because of its dependence on 
customs duties. It subsequently cut many public work schemes – leading to 
recession in the construction industry, which largely depended on these – and 
faced high levels of unemployment; as we have seen, in Buenos Aires alone, 
20 per cent of the workforce was without a job in 1918. The higher cost of 
imports also led to inflation, which saw prices rise to the extent that for many, 
particularly those living in the cities, living standards fell and discontent rose.

Debt
Having said earlier that the Government attempted to retrench in the face 
of falling revenues from tariffs, it did acquire new debts, mainly from the 
USA. The public floating debt nearly trebled between 1914 and 1918, 
from 256 million paper pesos to 711 million. 

Output
In 1994 economic historian Victor Bulmer-Thomas argued that Argentina did 
not significantly benefit financially from the war. Although imports were 
reduced, possibly by as much as 20 per cent, the country lacked the industrial 
infrastructure to develop its own production capacity to replace them. Not 
until 1919 was the 1913 output surpassed; in 1917 it was still 17 per cent 
below the 1913 level. While the economy grew particularly in the years 
following the war, the impact of this growth was uneven. However, with 
overall growth in the first four post-war years estimated at 40 per cent, there 
clearly had been developments in domestic production of consumer goods 
such as leather goods and textiles, and the manufacture of automobiles 
began in 1916. Moreover, the increases in revenue from exports, for example 
when Argentina began to sell surplus wheat to the Allies in early 1918, did 
help make Argentina a creditor nation, albeit briefly.

What point is being made 
in Source C?

real wages Wages valued 
in terms of what they will 
actually buy.

Public work schemes 
Government-financed 
schemes, for example, road 
building.

Public floating debt 
Short-term loans to the 
government attracting lower 
rates of interest than 
longer-term ones.
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Economic contractions
Growth in the Argentine economy had been contracting even before the 
onset of the war. Annual GDP rates of 6.3 per cent before 1910 fell to 3.5 per 
cent thereafter. Between 1913 and 1927 only 1200 kilometres of railways 
were built. In the decade beginning in 1913, immigration was effectively 
halted. Nevertheless, the post-war years saw a marked recession as wartime 
demand for exports slumped. The beef industry was particularly affected, 
with the numbers of cattle slaughtered for export in 1921 being half of the 
1918 figure. The problem was exacerbated by investment in inferior stock 
producing cheaper meat for processing during the war to feed the troops. 
Investment in new processing plants such as in Zárate near Buenos Aires 
had also led to an overcapacity now that demand was reduced.

There is then some dispute among historians about the precise effects of the 
war on the Argentine economy. Broadly speaking, after the dislocation at the 
beginning of the war, conditions slowly improved until, by the end of the 
war, Argentina was selling more and performing better. However, it did not 
replace lost imports with goods of domestic manufacture. While exports 
grew and imports fell, the cost of the latter rose significantly so there was 
little financial gain from their falling. Meanwhile, government revenues, 
dependent on customs duties, fell for most of the war period and this led to 
less government spending and rising unemployment, for example in the 
construction industry. Towards the end of the war, however, Argentina did 
start to earn surplus revenues.

Political unrest
In Argentina, as elsewhere, the economic conditions caused by high inflation 
and the lower value of wages, coupled with the influence of the Russian 
Revolution and instability in Europe, led to a series of strikes in the 
immediate post-war period. While most employees no doubt sought nothing 
more sinister than better working conditions and pay, unions tended to be 
dominated by radicals, many of whom had a political agenda of violent 
revolution (see box on page 174). Of particular interest here is how Irigoyen’s 
Government appeared to side with the strikers, especially when employers 
represented foreign interests. Hence, when port workers and railwaymen, 
whose concerns were mainly British owned, went on strike, Irigoyen’s 
Government ordered police to protect the picket lines and put pressure on 
the employers to give in to their workers’ demands. However, as historian 
David Rock has shown, Irigoyen was also more likely to be partial to strikers 
when they were based in Buenos Aires, and particularly when they were 
likely to be supporters of his Radical Party. In 1918, for example, meat 
packers who were mainly of foreign origin were treated to repression and 
strike breaking.

‘Tragic Week’, January 1919
The lowest point of the post-war industrial unrest came during  ‘Tragic 
Week’  in January 1919. The conflict began on 3 January, when workers at the 

russian revolution The 
communist revolution in 
Russia of 1917.

Picket lines Lines of striking 
workers that prevent others 
from going to work.

Strike breaking Trying to 
defeat a strike, for example, 
by using other workers to do 
the jobs of those on strike.
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British-owned Vasena plant went on strike for better working conditions. Their 
action became violent when they fired on police bringing materials for 
production into the plant in an attempt to break the strike; four days later they 
fought a pitched battle with the police, which led to five of their number being 
killed. It was at the funeral of these on 9 January that events really became 
ugly, with riots and attacks on property throughout the city. At one point the 
British directors of the Vasena plant were trapped inside the building.

With port workers also out on strike demanding higher wages and working 
conditions, union members called for a 24-hour strike which brought the city 
to a halt. Rumour and counter-rumour were at fever pitch among Porteños. 
It was said that communists were plotting a revolution in Buenos Aires. 
Argentine Jews were accused of being communist agitators. The authorities 
even said they had broken up the first meeting of the self-proclaimed 
revolutionary government of Argentina, all members of whom were Jewish 
immigrants from Russia.

The armed forces, supported by police and vigilante groups, notably the 
Argentine Patriot League, restored order brutally. They targeted Jewish 
people in particular for violence. By 13 January, the insurrection had largely 
been suppressed. Casualty figures have been estimated at as many as 700 
dead although the true figure is likely to be nearer to 100. Over 50,000 were 
arrested. The Argentine Patriot League became a fact of life in Argentina 
during the 1920s, threatening and attacking those it perceived to be a danger 
to stability, particularly Jews who were unfairly seen as potential communists 
and traitors, and members of left-wing groups.

While the Argentine system of government was maintained, and Irigoyen 
was replaced peacefully in 1922, the war had the effect of polarizing political 
attitudes. The economic uncertainties had led to greater political awareness 
among many of the lower classes, who had embraced radical ideas such as 
anarchism and communism. Among the reactions to this was the emergence 
of right-wing vigilante groups that supported the elites and were supported 
in turn by many members of the security forces. Nevertheless, the 1920s 
remained a relatively stable decade in Argentina.

Porteños Inhabitants of 
Buenos Aires, the ‘people of 
the port’.

Vigilante groups Groups 
that take the law into their 
own hands.

Brazil and the First World War

Key question: What was the impact of the First World War on Brazil?

3

Brazil was the only Latin American country to declare war on Germany and 
its reward was to be widely seen by the Allies as the political leader of the 
continent when the war was over. However, as with Argentina, the war led to 
economic and political dislocations that had a significant impact. Some 
groups gained and others lost out as a result of the impact of the war in Brazil. 
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In this section we will consider the reasons for direct Brazilian involvement, 
and the war’s economic, political and social effects, before concluding with a 
consideration of its impact on Brazil’s international standing.

Brazil’s involvement in the war
Brazil was the only mainland Latin American country to formally declare war 
on Germany. It was in a potentially difficult situation as on the one hand 
many Germans lived there, particularly in the southern provinces of Rio 
Grande do Sul and Santa Catarina. On the other hand, there was plentiful 
support for Britain and France, particularly among the elites. In this scenario 
the incoming president in 1914, Venceslau Brás, might have been expected to 
enforce a benevolent neutrality.

However, this was difficult in the face of German attacks on Brazilian shipping.

Attacks on shipping
Unlike other Latin American countries, Brazil had a sizable merchant fleet, 
which suffered particularly when the Germans resumed unrestricted 
submarine warfare in February 1917. Even before this, in May 1916, the 
Brazilian vessel Rio Branco had been sunk. In April 1917, the Paraná followed, 
prompting anti-German demonstrations and the expulsion of the German 
Minister to Brazil. When Brazil reaffirmed its neutrality following the US 
entry into the war in April 1917, protests prompted the dismissal of the 
Foreign Minister Lauro Müller, who was of German origin. 

SoUrce D 

An extract from a speech by President Venceslau Brás, quoted in ‘Latin 
America in the First World War’ by ron genini (found at www.worldwar1.
com/sfla.htm).

Brazil should adopt the attitude that one of the belligerents forms an integral 
part of the American continent and that to this belligerent we are bound by 
tradition, friendship and by a similarity of political opinion in the defense of our 
vital interests of America and the principles accepted by international law.

When another Brazilian ship, the Macau, was sunk in October, Brazil 
declared war. Forty-six German ships in Brazilian harbours were seized and 
German assets, notably banks and insurance houses, were taken over.

SoUrce e 

An extract from Public Note from Brazil’s Foreign minister Dr Nilo Peçanha 
to the Brazilian Ambassador to Pope Benedict, october 1917, from Source 
Records of the Great War, Vol. V, edited by charles F. Horne, National Alumni 
1923 (found at www.firstworldwar.com/source/brazil_pecanha.htm).

This nation, your Excellency can assure his Holiness, would have remained apart 
from the conflict in Europe in spite of the sympathy of public opinion for the 
Allies’ liberal cause had Germany not extended the war to America and thereby 
prevented inter-trading between all neutral countries.

Why did Brazil 
declare war on 
germany?

elites Powerful and 
influential groups, notably 
leading politicians, large-scale 
landowners, leaders of the 
Church and armed forces.

Rewrite Source D in your 
own words. Who is the 
‘one of the belligerents’ 
referred to?

What reasons are being 
offered in Source E for 
Brazil’s entry into the war 
against Germany?

www.worldwar1.com/sfla.htm
www.worldwar1.com/sfla.htm
www.firstworldwar.com/source/brazil_pecanha.htm
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Without renouncing her obligations as an American nation, this country could 
not fail to assume the position of a belligerent as a last resource, without hatred 
or any interest other than the defence of our flag and our fundamental rights.

Happily today the republics of the New World are more or less allied in their 
rights, but all, equally menaced in their liberties and their sovereignty, draw 
closer the bonds of the solidarity which formerly was merely geographic, 
economic, and historic, and which the necessities of self-defence and national 
independence now make political as well.

For such reasons Brazil can no longer maintain her isolated attitude, and now, in 
close solidarity as she must be and really is with the nations on whose side she 
has ranged herself, she can even speak as an individual entity.

Extent of Brazilian involvement 
The Government was fully committed to the war and expected its troops to 
serve abroad, indeed it had requested that Allied leaders send them to the 
Middle East zone of operations where they might be more accustomed to 
the climate than other Allied troops. However, Brazilian troops were to play 
little part in the conflict.

President Brás introduced conscription, resulting in 50,000 recruits. Yet, with 
limited transatlantic shipping and poor supplies, the Brazilian forces remained 
at home largely to police the predominantly German areas where insurrection 
was expected. The Government declared martial law in the provinces of Rio 
de Janeiro and São Paulo. Brazil’s main contribution to the war effort was 
assuming some responsibility for naval patrols in the South Atlantic. 

However, entry into the war did raise Brazil’s prestige. At the end of the war, 
the USA intervened on Brazil’s behalf on two issues:

● to force Germany to pay for Brazilian coffee impounded in German ports 
at the outbreak of war

● to enable Brazil to keep the impounded German ships, which had been 
requested by the other victorious nations to be divided up among 
themselves.

Brazil joined the League of Nations as a founder member with a  
non-permanent seat on the Council, which was the governing body  
of the League of Nations.

The impact of the war on Brazil
In this section we will consider the impact of war in political and economic 
terms and how it affected the international standing of Brazil.

Political impact
The elites in Brazil tended to support the Allies and so there was no real 
opposition to Brazil’s entry into the war. There were though considerable 
numbers of Germans, mainly in the south of the country where in 1890 they 

martial law Military rule 
imposed over a region, with 
features such as suspension 
of civil liberties and curfews.

Non-permanent seat The 
Council, or governing body, 
of the League had four 
permanent members – 
Britain, France, Italy and Japan 
– and four non-permanent 
members, voted every three 
years to be members of the 
Assembly, the parliament 
body of the League.

How extensive was 
the impact of war in 
Brazil?
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made up 13.3 per cent of the population in Rio Grande do Sul. During the 
war, German language newspapers were suppressed, property belonging to 
German nationals was confiscated, and German-owned banks were taken 
over by the state. Seven hundred Germans were interned. However, the 
expected rebellions didn’t happen and after the war they returned to their 
place in society, with sequestrated property restored.

Industrial unrest
The trade union movement in Brazil, particularly in the city of São Paulo, was 
largely in the hands of anarchists. As in Argentina, immigrants from 
southern Europe had brought ideas of violent revolution and saw industrial 
strife as a conduit for this. More immigrants settled in São Paulo than 
elsewhere so extremist views were more prevalent there. However, workers 
went on strike for more basic reasons such as higher wages and better 
working conditions. Industrial action had largely been unsuccessful because 
of the power of employers who could deploy strong-arm squads to 
intimidate striking employees and bring in strike breakers to take over their 
jobs. The Government’s response had generally been not to get involved.

In June and July 1917, a massive general strike brought São Paulo to a halt. 
Historian Boris Fausto asserts that discontent was broadly due to crippling 
inflation as a result of wartime conditions, and the inspiration of the Russian 
Revolution which saw the overthrow of the Tsarist government – although 
the actual imposition of a communist regime did not occur until October, by 
which time the São Paulo strike was over. Nevertheless, the impetus given to 
revolutionary groups such as anarchists by the overthrow of the monarchy 
and government by narrowly based elites was profound, particularly in urban 
areas throughout Latin America and indeed Europe and the USA.

In the event the São Paulo unrest began when female employees at the 
Rudolfo Crespi textile mill went on strike for a 25 per cent wage increase. 
Their action escalated as male workers joined them and employees in other 
industries followed suit. A São Paulo Committee of the Defence of the 
Proletariat, comprised mainly of anarchists and their supporters, took over 
the strike and co-ordinated action to shut the city down. On 6 July, the 
newspaper Estado de São Paulo estimated that as many as 20,000 people were 
on strike. On 14 July, leading employers offered a 20 per cent wage increase 
for all workers, and improved working conditions. The strikers had won.

In the ensuing years, governments did consider legislation to improve 
working conditions, such as limitations on child and female labour and an 
eight-hour working day. Most proposals were defeated by conservative 
Congressmen, and all that was achieved was a law to ensure compensation 
for industrial accidents passed in 1919.

In March 1922, mirroring the split between anarchists and communists in 
Russia, Brazilian anarchists were divided; some split to form the Brazilian 
Communist Party. Although illegal, its membership grew from 73 in 1922 to 
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1000 by 1930; however, it made little impact in the 1920s. Similarly, the cards 
were stacked against the trade unions, although their membership grew. 
Industrial disputes were often put down with considerable brutality. Conditions 
for workers hardly improved although they were at a very low base in 1920; 
average earnings were 60 cents for a ten- to twelve-hour day; average life 
expectancy was 28 years; and 64 per cent of Brazilians aged over fifteen were 
illiterate, a fact which, under the Constitution, precluded them from voting.

While the war may have raised political awareness, despite industrial action, 
workers did not appear to have achieved much as a result of Brazilian 
involvement.

Economic impact of the war
As elsewhere in Latin America, the war loosened Brazil’s financial and 
commercial ties with Great Britain and Germany by the reductions in trade. 

● In 1913, Brazil sold 14 per cent of its total exports to Germany and 
imported 17.5 per cent of its goods from there; by 1919 these figures had 
fallen to 0.54 per cent and 0.26 per cent respectively. Exports to Britain fell 
in the same period from 24.5 per cent of the total to 16.3 per cent and 
imports from 13.2 per cent to 7.3 per cent. In the ensuing years the USA 
stepped in as a trading partner.

● With shipping lanes restored by 1915 following the Battle of the Falklands 
(see page 170), Brazil exported foodstuffs, notably coffee and sugar, to the 
Allies. Increased demand for rubber saved its declining rubber industry 
from extinction, at least temporarily. 

● Brazilian production of manganese grew, with exports rising from 245,000 
tons in 1914 to 432,000 by 1918. Brazil was to provide the USA with 80 per 
cent of its manganese ore during this period. 

● The output of cotton textiles rose from 70 million to 160 million metres 
between 1914 and 1918. 

We should be wary, however, of attributing too much success on the basis of 
this evidence. It must be remembered that Brazil’s main export was still 
coffee and this was regarded as a luxury item. Much of the textiles were kept 
in warehouses in the hope that prices would rise; at the end of the war as 
demand fell they were still unsold. In 1920 the census showed there were 
13,336 manufacturing firms employing 275,000 workers; this was less than 
3 per cent of the working population.

Moreover, the response of the Brazilian Government to reductions in revenues 
from imports and difficulties in borrowing money on international markets 
during the war years was to print more money. As we have seen, inflation led 
to strikes in the industrial areas of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo in 1917. 

Industrial development
Shortages of imports led to the volume of Brazilian industry doubling during 
the war, and the beginnings of industrial development were made – although 
foodstuffs and textiles still accounted for 75 per cent of the total production. 
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The value of industrial production quintupled between 1907 and 1920 to 
$153,060,000. Many repair shops turned to small-scale manufacture in an 
attempt to replace imported goods. Because of the war, fewer imports entered 
Brazil. However, countries at war needed foodstuffs. A new industry centred 
on frozen meat led to the exportation of more than 60,000 tons of meat in 
1918. Brazil had not exported meat prior to this period. To this end, the advent 
of cold storage plants to preserve and keep meat fresh led the US firms 
Armour and Wilson to found branches in Rio de Janeiro in 1917 so processed 
meat could be delivered to Allied troops. Of the 13,336 industrial companies 
in 1920 mentioned above, at least 5936 were created during the war.

International prestige
One of the reasons for Brazil’s entry into the war was undoubtedly to win 
international prestige. Despite its minimal involvement in the war Brazil was 
allowed, on the basis of its population size, to send three delegates to the 
Paris Peace Conference (see pages 117–119). One of its delegates, Epitácio 
Pessoa, a Congressman, Supreme Court Justice and future president, spoke 
for the countries of Latin America. He spoke particularly passionately about 
how there should be a declaration of racial equality written into the 
Covenant of the League of Nations; this did not happen due to the influence 
of colonial powers such as Britain and France.

Nevertheless, Brazil was a founder member of the League and elected onto 
the Council as a non-permanent member. The permanent members were 
the Allies with the exception of the USA: Britain, France, Italy and Japan. 
However, disillusion set in as ‘the big four’ made decisions in their own 
interests and other parts of the world were ignored. Brazil believed the 
permanent members should represent areas all over the globe. Clearly it saw 
itself as the representative from Latin America. However, with no progress 
on this issue Brazil left the League in 1926, arguing it was better to play no 
role than one of insignificance. In this then Brazil’s international prestige 
arising from the war was relatively short-lived. 

The 1920s
The 1920s saw economic hardship in Brazil. It might be argued that involvement 
in the war had led to few advantages. The military had generally been content to 
accept civilian rule so long as they were given generous budgets. The decade saw 
increased military involvement in politics and several attempted coups, 
particularly by young officers called tenentes who sought modernization and 
effective government. Discontent culminated in 1930 in a successful military 
coup that brought the future dictator Getúlio Vargas into power.
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Mexico and the First World War

Key question: How did the war impact on the relations between 
Mexico and Germany, and Mexico and the USA?

4

Mexico endured a devastating period of civil war from 1910 to 1920 and so 
might have been expected to ignore the wider conflict elsewhere. It lost 
almost a million inhabitants, its railroads and telegraph wires were largely 
destroyed, and 50 per cent of its estates were laid to waste. In addition, 
various strong-arm leaders such as Pancho Villa (see pages 83–84) held sway 
in particular regions over which the central government had little control. 
However, Mexico was a repository of oil reserves, which were vital in terms 
of supplies for the belligerents.

mexican involvement in the war
Mexico remained officially neutral throughout the period of the First World 
War, but so long as the oil continued to flow, the Allies (apart from the USA) 
showed little interest in what was happening there. In contrast, Germany 
tried to draw Mexico into a war with the US to provide a diversion for the 
USA, although this was never likely to be taken seriously by any Mexican 
government. Nevertheless, the Mexican government led by Venustiano 
Carranza retained strong relations with Germany. 

Carranza’s foreign policy
Venustiano Carranza was a nationalist who distrusted the USA. He became 
president in 1916 although the civil war continued in different parts of the 
country. Carranza was not prepared to follow the lead of the USA and break 
ties with Germany, arguing (with some justification) that Germany had 
never taken land from Mexico, or intervened militarily in its affairs. The USA, 
however, was afraid that Germany might sabotage the oilfields or become 
involved in Mexican affairs. This, of course, was highlighted with the 
publication of the Zimmermann telegram (see page 102), which Carranza 
ignored; no country in the depths of civil war was likely to attack the USA. 
However, Germany hoped that poor relations between the USA and Mexico 
would keep the former preoccupied in its own hemisphere. It would be in 
Germany’s own interests to encourage hostilities between Mexico and the 
USA, thereby keeping US troops as far away as possible from the European 
conflict. Carranza also wanted to maintain German friendship, partly 
because he feared Germany might otherwise commit acts of sabotage in the 
Mexican oilfields, and partly because he sought German funding.

Carranza’s relationships with Germany and the USA 
In January 1917 Carranza’s government passed a new constitution. Article 
27 asserted that foreigners could not buy Mexican land unless they were 
prepared to accept Mexican law, and subsoil deposits remained in the 

How far was mexico 
affected by the First 
World War?

Subsoil deposits The 
resources under the ground; 
Article 27 of the 1917 
Constitution asserted that all 
deposits under the surface of 
the soil (including minerals) 
belonged to the state and so 
were subject to tax.
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ownership of the Mexican government. This had huge ramifications for 
foreign mining and oil interests and threatened a serious rift with the USA 
who feared Carranza would impose a new tax on these deposits. Not 
surprisingly, US banks were reluctant to lend money to Carranza, and in 
October the US government imposed new restrictions on US exports of 
gold, food and industrial equipment to Mexico. Possibly hoping to play 
one government against the other, Carranza was also seeking German 
funding. In November 1917 German officials in Mexico did offer a 70 
million peso loan so long as Mexico agreed to remain neutral during the 
war and offer favourable conditions to German trade afterwards. However, 
this loan did not materialize. In May 1918 the German government in 
Berlin offered only 5 million pesos. This was made after the threatened tax 
on the oil industry was announced (see page 185), jeopardizing US and 
British interests.

Ultimately Carranza received funding from neither the USA nor Germany; 
the latter country was increasingly pre-occupied with imminent defeat in the 
war. In the face of the new tax on subsoil deposits US interests sought the 
overthrow of Carranza and relations deteriorated between the two countries 
to the extent that there were violent clashes across the Texas–Chihuahua 
border. In August 1918, Carranza abandoned the threatened tax as it stood 
and asked his officials to negotiate an acceptable alternative with US 
interests. He was overthrown in 1920, before this materialized.

The impact of the war on mexico
This section will examine the economic and foreign policy effects of the war 
on Mexico – which, it should be remembered, remained a country embroiled 
in civil war throughout the period.

Economic impact 
Mexico was important to the Allies in economic terms because it had two 
resources that were vital to their interests – oil and henequen.

Oil
Despite threats by the Government to move against the regional bandit 
Pelaey, who controlled many of the oilfields and was allegedly paid 
protection money by both the British and US oil companies, the oil kept 
flowing and Mexico was briefly the world’s largest exporter of oil during the 
war period. The major companies of Standard Oil, Mexican Petroleum and El 
Aguila all raised production levels. Oil production rose from 23 million 
barrels in 1913 to 87 million in 1919.

Britain, in particular, depended upon supplies of Mexican oil to fuel its war 
effort and keep war materials moving. It was prepared to follow the lead 
of the USA in protecting these supplies so long as its efforts were 
successful.

How far did the First 
World War affect 
mexico?
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SoUrce F

oil workers inside the drilling rig at Tanhuijo, mexico in November 1915.

However, for all his liking of Britain, US President Wilson didn’t entirely trust 
the British authorities. He suspected once the war was over they would make 
separate deals with whatever government emerged in Mexico, against US 
interests. For this reason he asked J.P. Morgan to form an international 
committee of investment bankers to take the lead on investments in Mexico 
with the aim of preventing separate agreements. From the formation of this 
committee, which controlled investment in Mexico, it was a short step to 
discouraging European investment in Latin America at all (see page 123). US 
state department officials argued that the Government should support the 
expansion of US banking interests and firms throughout Latin America to 
extend US and reduce European influence. We have already noted the 
post-war growth of US investment compared with that of Great Britain (see 
page 124).

What does Source F 
suggest about conditions 
of work inside an oil rig in 
1915?
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Henequen
Henequen is a fibre used in making twine. During the war it was essential to 
make rope for naval and military purposes. Seventy-five per cent of the 
world’s supply was grown in the Mexican province of Yucatán. Growers 
decided to take advantage of increased demand by raising the price from 1.5 
cents a pound to 19 cents with a further rise to 23 cents threatened. Some in 
the US demanded military intervention but the State Department argued 
sensibly that a war would cut off all supplies. In the event, negotiators from 
the US Food Department managed to hold the price at 19 cents, in part due 
to a latent threat of military action if their efforts failed. With the end of the 
war, demand for henequen crumbled.

Impact on foreign policy
Carranza saw himself as a leading influence in Latin American policies 
throughout the war and post-war period. Historian Friedrich E. Schuler has 
argued that his policies long survived their author and guided Mexican 
foreign policy through much of the twentieth century. He rejected the 
Monroe Doctrine, and indeed the right of any powers to intervene in Latin 
American affairs, and asserted that Mexico’s economy and territory should 
be respected. After the League recognized the Monroe Doctrine, Mexico 
refused to join.

Overall impact on Mexico
The war impacted on Mexico largely in terms of how Germany sought to 
exploit it to divert the attention of the USA. Clearly Mexico’s own civil war 
and the devastation this caused precluded its involvement. However, its 
relations with the USA were affected by both wider and internal conflicts in 
that the USA sought a victor friendly to its interests and the protection of the 
property and interests of its citizens in Mexico. Mexico was also rich in 
valuable resources, notably oil and henequen, which were needed in 
wartime. However, the end of the war passed it by; its own conflict did not 
end until 1920 after which a huge reconstruction process was necessary. The 
1921 census saw 900,000 fewer inhabitants than in 1911, having fallen from 
15.2 million to 14.3. The fall can largely be explained by war, plague and 
famine, although unknown numbers emigrated to the USA. 

● The railroads meanwhile were bankrupt, 1000 miles of telegraph wires were 
destroyed out of 20,000, and 50 per cent of the estates were laid waste. 

● With foreign debt at $1 billion, massive investment was necessary. 
● The army stood at 100,000 and consumed 60 per cent of the national 

budget. There were still a plethora of ambitious generals and regional 
strongmen, such as Pancho Villa, with large armies of supporters.

● The USA demanded compensation for damage to its property during the civil 
war and withdrew its Ambassador – without US recognition any new 
government would find it difficult to attract the necessary foreign investment. 

● Relationships with the USA were not normalized until the middle years of 
the decade (see page 126).
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SUmmAry DiAgrAm

Brazil
• German attacks on shipping

• Opinions and sympathies
   divided

• Inflation

• Growth in exports

• Growth in US investment

Declaration of war,
October 1917

NeutralityNeutrality

Argentina
• Fall in imports until 1916

• Recession until 1917

Mexico
• Continuing civil war

• Increases in production of oil
   and henequen

• Carranza sought support from
   both Germany and the USA

• Dispute with USA re. Article 27
   of the Constitution – subsoil rights 
• Carranza distrusted
   US interference in Latin America

• Inflation

• Opinions and sympathies
   divided

• Industrial unrest, e.g.
   ‘Tragic Week’, 1919

The impact of the war on three countries

Key debate

Key question: How far are historians in agreement about the impact of 
the war on Latin American countries?

5

Historians have tended to focus on economic issues such as the shift in trade to 
the USA, how far Latin America industrialized in the face of reductions in 
manufactured imports, and more political concerns such as how far the countries 
moved forward as a bloc in the face of common concerns as a result of the conflict. 
In all these debates the influence of the USA and reactions to this loom large.

Effects on trade
Few historians could disagree that the main impact of the war was the 
growth in US trade with, and investment in, Latin America, but their 
emphases are different. Edwin Williamson, writing in the 1990s, argued that 
changes were taking place before the outbreak of war – war simply speeded 
them up. He first points to the long-term decline in European demand for 
food imports as families became smaller and domestic supplies increased 
due to improved farming and production methods. Later he goes on to argue 
that British dominance was already in decline. Latin America had 
traditionally traded its primary products in Europe for industrial goods and 
financial loans. Now it entered into a more complex pattern in which it 
increasingly relied on industrial goods imported from the USA, while still 
having to export its primary products to European markets – although these 
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were in decline. This was because the USA did not require imported 
foodstuffs, which were, in any event, excluded from entry by high tariffs.

Economic historian Victor Bulmer-Thomas agreed to a large extent, arguing that 
the war finished off the old trading order dominated by Britain and ended Latin 
America’s ready access to European loans. Both saw that the overdependence on 
primary exports was to lead to problems in the post-war period. In this they 
followed the analysis of economic historian Andre Gunder Frank who argued that, 
generally, in the middle years of the twentieth century, over-reliance on exports 
inhibited development in poorer countries. Writing in 1986, Rosemary Thorp used 
economic data to show that during the war exports from Latin America rose and 
this adversely affected any impulse to develop domestic industry.

In a more recent study (2012), historians C.E. Martin and M. Wasserman 
agreed that the onset of war exposed the uncertainties of the market and 
instability associated with over-reliance on exports. However, Latin 
American farmers in particular tended to borrow to offset losses in the 
expectation that once the war was over the old trading pattern would 
re-emerge. This didn’t happen.

Effects on industrial development
Many historians once believed that the dislocation of import supplies as a 
result of the First World War led Latin American countries to begin to 
develop their own industries. Hence F.A. Kirkpatrick, writing in 1938, argued 
that they were forced onto their resources before the USA superseded 
Europe as the main provider of imports; as a result they developed their own 
industries and developed more trade with each other. However, Kirkpatrick 
offers no evidence to support this claim and, while it is undoubtedly true of a 
later period, more modern historians are dubious of the extent to which it 
happened as a result of the First World War. Of course, one can discern 
developments such as the growth in the number of companies as E. Bradford 
Burns does in relation to Brazil in his book A History of Brazil (1993). 

Writing about industrial development, in 1986 historian Colin M. Lewis 
considered that the reduction in manufactured imports did stimulate 
domestic industrial development, for example with repair firms moving into 
manufacture. However, these firms often became over-ambitious and 
post-war economic retrenchments led to problems, for instance in the 
British-owned Vasena foundry in Buenos Aires where demand for its 
products contracted due to the post-war return of imported goods. Historian 
Bill Albert, writing in 1992, argued that the view of how Latin American 
countries began to develop industrial infrastructures as a result of wartime 
shortages of imports is inaccurate. He argues that effectively pre-war 
conditions prevailed. There was a huge demand for primary products within 
a year of the war, and because of shortages of machinery and technical 
expertise, little possibility of Latin American industrialization taking off. 
Indeed, Albert argues that the debate as to the impact of dislocation in 
foreign links is misconceived. The lack of industrial development during the 
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war was more due to the lack of infrastructure arising from the domination 
of export-led growth before it than its continuation.

Unity
In his book The Western Hemisphere, published in 1968, historian Wilfrid 
Hardy Callcott emphasized that the countries of Latin America were in fact 
separate and one could not expect them to speak with one voice – or have 
the same views on the war. 

In his history of Latin America, published in 1962, D.M. Dozer argued that the 
First World War and subsequent instability in Europe stimulated nationalism 
throughout Latin America in the sense that, as with Canada and the USA, 
many thought the older nations were a lost cause and preferred to develop 
without their involvement. This led to a desire to co-operate together and to 
move forward as a Latin American bloc. Writing primarily about Mexico, 
historian Friedrich Schuler in 2000 showed how angry its leaders were that 
the League of Nations recognized the Monroe Doctrine and refused to 
intervene in Latin American concerns about growing US influence. 

Dozer expanded this point by arguing that, while the League was reluctant 
to get involved in Latin American disputes, it did nevertheless court Latin 
American membership and appointed officials from there to important 
positions. Albert (see above) considered the development of national identity 
as a major factor after the war: the rejection of, say, European culture led to 
the development of distinct Latin American identities; furthermore, the 
growth of a politicized working-class and middle-class discontent emanated 
from the war and posed a threat to the elites.

Writing in 1986, Robert Freeman Smith also reminded us how this new 
sense of national identity manifested itself in anti-Americanism, not 
necessarily in terms of economic penetration but military intervention, for 
example in Nicaragua (see pages 79 and 127). In 1917 Colombian author 
J.M. Vargas Vila wrote a devastating critique of the USA in which he asserted 
it had taken advantage of wartime conditions to extend its influence – which 
he saw as imperialism.

SoUrce g 

An extract from Against the Barbarians. The Yankee – Behold the Enemy by 
J.m. Vargas Vila, first published in 1917 (quoted at www.ebooksread.com/
authors-eng/samuel-guy-inman/problems-in-pan-americanism-hci/page-29-
problems-in-pan-americanism-hci.shtml).

The Yankees are giving themselves over to the division and plunder of Latin 
America, the Yankee has chosen well his hour, this tragic and crepuscular hour, in 
which none can go in aid of the peoples he is devouring; the Yankee has exploited 
the European War as if it were a mine. Why not make Latin America see what, in 
reality, this race and people are? A lustful race, hostile and contemptuous, a 
countless people, spurious and cruel, insolent and depreciatory toward us, with a 
monstrous idea of their superiority and an unconquerable desire for conquest.

Some historians have 
discussed the economic 
benefits associated with 
war. Discuss this 
argument from an 
ethical perspective. 
(Ethics, Social Sciences, 
Logic)

Latin American bloc Latin 
American countries moving 
forward together and 
developing common policies 
because of their common 
interests.

What point is the author 
making about the USA in 
Source G?

crepuscular An adjective 
relating to twilight which in 
this extract refers to a dark or 
tragic hour.

www.ebooksread.com/authors-eng/samuel-guy-inman/problems-in-pan-americanism-hci/page-29-problems-in-pan-americanism-hci.shtml
www.ebooksread.com/authors-eng/samuel-guy-inman/problems-in-pan-americanism-hci/page-29-problems-in-pan-americanism-hci.shtml
www.ebooksread.com/authors-eng/samuel-guy-inman/problems-in-pan-americanism-hci/page-29-problems-in-pan-americanism-hci.shtml
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Most Latin American countries remained neutral during 
the First World War, although Brazil declared war on 
Germany. In economic terms, the war saw a short-
term dislocation of trade but over time the USA 
stepped in to become the biggest trading partner of 
Latin American countries. Many did well from exports 
and some began to industrialize to replace 
lost imported goods with those of domestic 
manufacture – although this was small scale. Argentina 

Chapter summary skilfully avoided involvement in the war but political 
ideas and influences emanating from the Russian 
Revolution stimulated industrial unrest, culminating in 
‘Tragic Week’ in January 1919. Brazil did declare war 
because of its shipping losses, but its actual involvement 
in the conflict was limited. As in Argentina, there was 
industrial unrest resulting from the influx of 
revolutionary ideas. Mexico saw a great demand for its 
oil and henequen. It was, however, embroiled in civil 
war for much of the period, but President Carranza 
saw himself as a leader of Latin America who was wary 
of US policies and attempted unsuccessfully to court 
Germany as a counterweight to the influence of the 
USA. In the event, the disputes between Mexico and 
the USA were left unsolved at the time of his death. 

While the vast majority of Latin American countries remained neutral during the 
First World War the conflict had a significant impact, albeit in different ways and 
to differing degrees. The one common factor on which historians agree, and 
indeed was noted at the time, was the extension of US influence, particularly in 
terms of the growth of trade and investment at the expense of its European 
trading partners. This development may have been accelerated by wartime 
dislocations, but the growth in US influence could be discerned even before the 
war, and by the end of the 1920s the USA was clearly the most significant trading 
partner within the western hemisphere, although countries of Latin America 
were more aware of their own national identities and common interests.

 Examination advice
How to answer ‘assess’ questions
Questions that ask you to ‘assess’ want you to make judgements that you 
can support with evidence, reasons and explanations. It is important for you 
to demonstrate why your own assessment is better than alternative ones.

Example
Assess the impact of the First World War on two Latin American 
countries.

1. For this question, you need to set the terms. Given the information in 
this chapter, you would probably focus on both the economic and 
political impact in Argentina and Brazil. However, because the question 
does not specifically state what type of impact, you could possibly focus 
your argument on one or the other. If you wish to discuss the impact of 
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the war on the two countries from 1914–18 you may do so, but state that 
this is the direction you are taking. You could also write about the 
immediate repercussions of the war after 1918. That said, there is no 
reason why you cannot write about both. Just say so in your introduction. 
Try to seek a balanced answer. In other words, try to write approximately 
the same amount of analysis for each country. If you only write about one 
country, you will be penalized. Finally, this is not a compare/contrast 
question so you do not have to structure your answer along those lines.

2. Take five minutes to create a brief outline before writing your essay.  You 
could organize it like the example below.

Argentina
Political impact:
  Government not united on which side to suppor t in Europe.
  President Irigoyen wished to remain neutral and make Argentina 
Latin America’s leading nation. Irigoyen maintained diplomatic 
relations with Germany.

  Sinking of three Argentine ships by German U-boats led to massive 
anti-German demonstrations in Buenos Aires.

  Politics polarized af ter war: lef tists in working-class groups and 
unions; right-wing vigilantes. 

  Tragic Week , 1919. Government repression; possibly hundreds killed.

Economic impact:
 Loans from Great Britain cut of f during war.
  Some small-scale development of local industries af ter impor ts 
cut of f. Argentina did not have the technological skills to replace 
 impor tant manufacturing items.

  Af ter sea lanes reopened in 1917, Argentina expor ted large 
 quantities of beef and wheat to Europe. Big drop af ter war.

  50 per cent reduction in real wages in Buenos Aires: impact on 
 living standards and purchasing power.

Brazil
Political impact:
  Only mainland Latin American country to declare war on  Germany.
  As a result, increased prestige af ter the war.
  Some suspension of civil liber ties, especially for Germans in 
 southern Brazil.

  Sinking of Brazilian ships by German U-boats resulted in pro-Allied 
stance.

▼
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  Russian Revolution inspired workers.
  Elites suppor ted France and Great Britain.

Economic impact:
  Some evidence of creation of local manufacturing: 50 per cent of 
industrial companies formed during the First World War.

  Some increase in expor ts but not significant because chief product 
was cof fee (a luxury).

  Because Latin American governments relied on tarif fs and duties 
for significant revenues, the decrease in trade with Europe hur t.

  Industrial action (strikes) in some areas but workers’ gains minimal.
  Increased inf lation: Brazil could not borrow money from abroad so 
it printed more at home.

Historians’ views
  Most historians see the impact of the First World War on Latin 
America in economic terms. The USA replaced European nations as 
the primary expor ter of goods.

3. Your introduction should state your thesis, which might be something like: 
The First World War had a significant economic impact on Argentina and Brazil 
while the political impact, though important, was not nearly as important. An 
example of a good introductory paragraph for this question is given below.

When the First World War broke out in 1914, Latin American 
nations hoped to remain neutral so that they could continue to trade 
with the European belligerents. Europe represented the most 
impor tant trading bloc for Latin American primary products. As the 
war progressed, countries such as Argentina and Brazil were dragged 
into the conf lict. When merchant ships of both were sunk by German 
U-boats, popular opinion turned against Germany. The cessation of 
German unrestricted submarine warfare led to increased expor ts of 
beef and wheat (Argentina) and cotton and cof fee (Brazil). Because 
European countries were no longer expor ting their manufactured 
goods to Latin America, the latter had to respond to shor tages at 
home. Small industrial enterprises were star ted in the two most 
impor tant countries in Latin America at the time, Brazil and 
Argentina, but these could not replace needed European spare par ts. 
Politicians were also split on which side to suppor t given the 
immigrant communities and divergent political leanings. The war 
and the success of the Russian Revolution also meant that the 
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workers became more politicized. Strikes and other industrial action 
took place as wages and living standards fell. Few gains were 
realized by the workers in either country. In many regards, the 
economic impact of the First World War was more significant than 
the political one, both during and immediately af ter the war.

4. In the body of your essay, expand on the points you raised in your 
introduction. For example:

Latin America initially hoped to remain neutral as Europe went to war. 
However, in the case of Brazil, the Government felt it had few options 
once Germany began to sink Brazilian merchant marine ships in 1916 
and 1917. Brazil had not profited from the war to the same extent as 
Argentina. Its primary export, coffee, was seen as a luxury and so not in 
as much demand as goods viewed as essential to the war effor t such as 
Argentina’s beef products and wheat. The Brazilian Government did see 
a silver lining, though. By being the first (and only) mainland Latin 
American country to declare war on Germany in 1917, it hoped to secure 
the position as the region’s most important country. Brazil was on the 
winning side even if it had not contributed to the war effor t in any 
significant way. It would enter the League of Nations as a charter 
member but soon found itself sidelined by more powerful countries. 
Brazil found itself much more involved economically with the USA at 
the end of the war than it had been at the beginning. 

5. In the conclusion, you should tie together the ideas you have explored 
and come to a judgement about the impact of the war on the countries 
you have chosen.

6. Now try writing a complete answer to the question, following the advice 
above.

Examination practice
Below are two exam-style questions for you to practise on this topic.

1 Compare and contrast the impact of the First World War on Canada and one Latin American country. 
 (For guidance on how to answer ‘compare and contrast’ questions, see pages 88–90.)

2 Why did the US involve itself in the Mexican Revolution? 
 (For guidance on how to answer ‘why’ questions, see pages 57–59.)
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