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In Mexico, Progressive Democratic President Wilson practiced a new kind of “Moral Diplomacy” that 

eventually found the US deeply involved in Mexican political affairs. In the throes of revolution since 

1899, Mexico came under the rule of the counter-revolutionary General Victoriano Huerta in 1913, who 

clamped a bloody authoritarian rule on the country. Wilson, defying most European nations, refused to 

recognize "a government of butchers." He argued that resisting Huerta's regime was part of the United 

States "missionary diplomacy." His policy towards Mexico implied that the U.S. had the right to 

discriminate between good and bad governments, and Wilson said as much when he told one acquaintance 

that "I am going to teach the South American republics to elect good men." Wilson's stance encouraged 

anti-Huerta forces in northern Mexico, led by Venustiano Carranza.  When Carranza (with the help of the 

US Navy) took power in Mexico, Wilson immediately recognized his government. 

In 1916, Francisco (“Pancho”) Villa, leader of a peasant uprising in northern Mexico against Carranza, 

raided Columbus, New Mexico, in an attempt to expose Mexican government collaboration with the United 

States. President Woodrow Wilson responded by ordering an invasion of Mexico to capture Villa. Five 

years after the beginning of the Mexican Revolution, which was characterized by hope for social change as 

well as death, hunger, and violence, many Mexicans did not welcome further involvement by the U.S.  

In the following correspondence, US Secretary of State Robert Lansing and President Wilson described the 

need to carefully frame the invasion as a defense of U.S. borders rather than interference in the Mexican 

Revolution. The resulting invasion, led by General John Pershing, was a total fiasco. It failed to locate Villa 

and increased anti-U.S. sentiment and Mexican nationalist resolve.  

 

From Robert Lansing, with Enclosure  

Personal and Confidential:  

Washington June 21, 1916.  

My dear Mr. President:  

As there appears to be an increasing probability that the Mexican situation may develop 

into a state of war I desire to make a suggestion for your consideration. It seems to me 

that we should avoid the use of the word “Intervention” and deny that any invasion of 

Mexico is for the sake of intervention.  

There are several reasons why this appears to me expedient:  

First. We have all along denied any purpose to interfere in the internal affairs of Mexico 

and the St. Louis platform declares against it. Intervention conveys the idea of such 

interference.  



Second. Intervention would be humiliating to many Mexicans whose pride and sense of 

national honor would not resent severe terms of peace in case of being defeated in a war.  

Third. American intervention in Mexico is extremely distasteful to all Latin America and 

might have a very bad effect upon our Pan-American program.  

Fourth. Intervention, which suggests a definite purpose to “clean up” the country, would 

bind us to certain accomplishments which circumstances might make extremely difficult 

or inadvisable, and, on the other hand, it would impose conditions which might be found 

to be serious restraints upon us as the situation develops.  

Fifth. Intervention also implies that the war would be made primarily in the interest of the 

Mexican people, while the fact is it would be a war forced on us by the Mexican 

Government, and, if we term it intervention, we will have considerable difficulty in 

explaining why we had not intervened before but waited until attacked.  

It seems to me that the real attitude is that the de facto Government having attacked our 

forces engaged in a rightful enterprise or invaded our borders (as the case may be) we had 

no recourse but to defend ourselves and to do so it has become necessary to prevent 

future attacks by forcing the Mexican Government to perform its obligations. That is, it is 

simply a state of international war without purpose on our part other than to end the 

conditions which menace our national peace and the safety of our citizens, and that it is 

not intervention with all that that word implies. … 

Faithfully yours, Robert Lansing  

****  

To Robert Lansing  

The White House. 21 June, 1916.  

My dear Mr. Secretary,  

I agree to all of this. I was myself about to say something to you to the same effect, 

though I had not thought of making an occasion of the sending of copies of our note to 

Mexico to the Latin American representatives but had thought to wait until hostilities 

were actually forced upon us….  

Faithfully Yours, W. W. 

Source: Arthur S. Link, ed., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1981), 275–277. 


