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...........................................

The Left and the Socialist
Alternative

The Mexican Revolution, originally centered among rural peasants and miners, spilled
over into the cities and drew in urban workers, the emerging middle class, intellectu-
als, professionals, artists, and masses of displaced rural and urban dwellers. In other
countries of Latin America, where manufacturing was contributing to an expanding
and prosperous economy, the working class (many of them immigrants with expe-
rience in European labor struggles) likewise began to organize themselves into trade
unions, mutual benefit societies, ethnic and social clubs, and city-wide labor federations
as mechanisms through which to defend their class interest.

Socialism on the World Stage

By the end of World War I – or the Great War, as it was called – left-wing alterna-
tives, including socialism, anarchism, and anarcho-syndicalism (a trade unionist form
of anarchism that advocated the unity of all workers and their sympathizers into one
big union or federation of unions), predominated in labor movements throughout the
world. With the triumph of the Russian Revolution in 1917, communist parties formed
in most European countries in support of the Bolsheviks. In 1919 socialists in the
Soviet Union and Europe formed the Comintern (sometimes called the Communist, or
Third, International), a meeting of all Marxist socialist groups in the world. The Com-
intern became the representative body uniting hundreds of socialist parties, as well as
thousands of socialist and anarchist individuals and small groups, local and regional
Marxist study circles, newspapers, and other unaffiliated left parties and tendencies,
into a disciplined international movement. The Argentine Socialist Party had already
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changed its name to the Communist Party in 1918 and voted (through an Italian proxy)
as a founding member of the Comintern, the only Latin American party represented.
Socialist parties in Chile, Uruguay, Brazil, Mexico, and Cuba followed suit; by the end of
the 1920s communist parties existed in every Latin American country.

Between World War I and World War II, Latin American trade union movements were
the site of intense ideological debate between communist, socialist, and anarchist ten-
dencies regarding the best alternative for the future of the labor movement, and society
in general. Although disagreements were at times intense among leftist parties, social-
ism was a widely recognized choice among labor militants and social activists for cre-
ating equitable societies. By the end of the 1930s, fascism emerged as socialism’s most
formidable opponent in many parts of Latin America, especially Brazil and Argentina,
and, as in Mussolini’s Italy, began to win over a segment of the middle class, the manu-
facturing and commercial bourgeoisie.

It is not possible to delve into the intricacies of these ideological debates here. It can
be said, however, that for the most part some form of left-wing option, clustered around
Marxist and/or Marxist-Leninist principles, held sway among a considerable portion
of the Latin American labor movement, in urban and some rural areas, throughout
the twentieth century. They followed directives from Moscow and frequently parroted
the Soviet line. In the early years of the twenty-first century socialism was, and still
is – even after the breakup of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War – one
of the most widely recognized alternatives to capitalism and the status quo embraced
by movements for social change. Communist parties have taken a back seat on the
world stage since 1990, and all but disappeared in many parts of Latin America. But
communism with a small “c” and its associated socialist, leftist ideals remains as an
overt strategy in social movements and an acknowledged player in Latin America’s
ongoing class conflict. Contemporary left and center-left governments in many Latin
American countries today contain elements of political movements that hark back to
a world more than a half-century gone. This issue will be examined more fully in later
chapters.

Social Reform and the Middle Class

The coalescence of immigration, industrial expansion, dynamic trade, prosperity, and
a rapidly expanding government and commercial bureaucracy made Argentina, par-
ticularly Buenos Aires, an important arena for new forms of class conflict. Immigrants
brought with them from the northern regions of Italy a familiarity with socialist and
anarchist principles and a sense of class-consciousness that made them aware of their
own role in the nation’s prosperity, and of the validity of their demand for a share in it.
If the political and economic elite was heralding Argentina as one of the world’s richest
countries, and financing opera houses, boulevards, concert halls, parks, and the accou-
trements of fine European living for themselves, it was only logical that workers would
join together to demand a share of the nation’s wealth as well. Since the traditional
landholding elite had shown little interest in meeting workers’ demands, or even in
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understanding the new immigrant culture dominating the urban landscape, a party
largely representative of the middle class emerged with the political will to both amelio-
rate class conflict and define a political line between the extremes.

The middle class had grown considerably with the formation of a large government
and entrepreneurial bureaucracy, and included a good number of professionals, shop-
keepers, and managers. Middle-class activists pursued a program of social reform in
hopes of expanding opportunities for everyone in society, and thereby enlarging the
prospects of a political class that could challenge the power of the old oligarchy. Largely
as a result of pressure from middle-class reformers such as Domingo Sarmiento (1811–
88), schooling was made mandatory in 1884 and primary instruction was removed
from the authority of the Catholic Church, no small feat in a country with a Catholic
majority. With an 80 percent literacy rate by 1914, Argentina became the most edu-
cated country of South America. Under the leadership of Hipólito Yrigoyen (1852–
1933), the Radical Civic Union (UCR, Unión Cı́vica Radical) developed as the political
organ of the middle class and the means through which Yrigoyen won the presidency
for the first time in 1916 and served two terms (although not consecutively). Despite the
UCR’s claim to stand for democratic institutions, universal male suffrage, and educa-
tional and labor reforms, the Radicals never succeeded in mediating between the power
of estancieros (ranchers) and allied industrialists, mainly tied to the export economy, on
the right and the increasingly powerful labor movement, coalescing under the anarcho-
syndicalist banner, on the left.

Anarchism, Socialism, and Anarcho-syndicalism

In contrast to the loose affiliations of middle-class reformers, the working class formed
a demographically much larger group and held the potential for demanding greater
equality, a better standard of living, and an active role in national governance. Since
the Argentine working class has been the most organized industrial labor force in
Latin America, it often stands as the main example of trade unionism and radi-
cal, socialist, and anarchist urban politics on the continent. By 1918 it had the
largest labor confederation, in the Federación Obrera Regional Argentina (FORA, Regional
Federation of Argentine Workers), enrolling nearly a quarter of the Buenos Aires
workforce.

The decade that followed FORA’s formation and the unification of many unions into
centralized organizations, saw some of the most dramatic, and tragic, strikes in Argen-
tine history. In January 1919, police response to a factory owner’s request to break up
a metalworkers’ strike and demonstration soon escalated into a street melee and sub-
sequent three-day-long battle. Right-wing youths from neighborhoods throughout the
city, and even from surrounding towns, converged on the city’s Jewish neighborhoods,
blaming immigrant Jewish shopkeepers for labor agitation. The police looked on while
hundreds of the immigrant poor were indiscriminately attacked and killed. By week’s
end 1,500 people were reported dead and over 4,000 wounded, earning the week the
name Semana Trágica (Tragic Week).
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Yrigoyen’s government presided over an equally brutal repression of rural workers in
Patagonia who were demanding payment of back wages and improved working and liv-
ing conditions. During the course of two strikes in 1920 and 1922, Yrigoyen ordered the
Tenth Calvary Regiment of the Argentine Army to aid the landowners in putting down
the demonstrations. It is thought that over 1,700 mainly Chilean and Spanish immi-
grant workers were killed, many by firing squads after they had surrendered, and their
bodies dumped into unmarked graves on the estancias in Santa Cruz province. Neither
the military officers who carried out the massacre, nor the landowners who had refused
to pay the workers and held them in conditions of near slavery, were ever held account-
able for their wrongdoing at the time. In summary, Yrigoyen was all too willing to cave
to the demands of the ruling elites to put down strikes and demonstrations for higher
wages. The brutality that greeted the strikers in these cases was anything but moder-
ate or compromising, leaving a permanent stain on his record. Since 2012 an effort has
been underway to disinter and identify over 500 bodies buried on the Estancia Anita,
one of the largest of the region.

Argentina was not alone. Militant and leftist labor organizations proliferated during
this era up and down the continent, where thousands of men and women came together
in strikes, worker demonstrations, and community-based protests to demand better liv-
ing and working conditions. In Brazil, the Confederação Operária Brasileira (COB, Brazilian
Labor Confederation) formed in 1908 in both major cities (Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo),
where it was effective in leading opposition movements. From 1917 to 1921 anarchist
and communist-inspired trade unions led a series of general strikes in São Paulo for
higher wages, better working conditions, an eight-hour workday, and union recogni-
tion. The largest occurred in 1917 when women workers at the Rodolfo Crespi textile
mill walked out after being turned down for a 25 percent wage increase. The strike soon
spread to all workers in the mill, men and women, and from textiles to other industries.
Under the coordination of a citywide confederation of labor leaders, the São Paulo Com-
mittee in Defense of the Proletariat, a general strike closed down nearly the entire city
in June and July of 1917. The city’s leading newspaper, O Estado de São Paulo, estimated
that 20,000 workers were on strike by July 12 and that most workshops, mills, facto-
ries, utilities, and transportation networks were at a standstill. The strike proved very
successful. On July 14 the city’s leading industrialists met with Committee representa-
tives to offer a 20 percent wage increase, union recognition, no reprisals against those
who had been on strike, and a promise to “improve the moral, material and economic
conditions of the São Paulo working force.”1

Women in the Workforce

A very high percentage of immigrants in Buenos Aires at the turn of the century were
women, whose rate of participation in the paid workforce surpassed that in most other
parts of Latin America. By 1887 the Buenos Aires census recorded that women com-
prised 39 percent of the paid workforce, often working under terrible conditions. In
the last decade of the century, Dr Juan Bialet Massé of the National Labor Department
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traveled throughout Argentina compiling a record of the living and working conditions
of the laboring poor. Although he noted that most laborers endured horrible living con-
ditions, a miserable work environment, and were employed at unsteady jobs for very
low pay, he found that women had the worst situation of all. They were paid less, had
no job security, and had no chance of moving beyond the most menial, entry-level posi-
tions. Subsequent studies have shown that women in laundries were required to work
11- and 12-hour days, with almost no rest breaks. They were paid 2.60 pesos a day,
about half the wage paid to men, and – along with children, who received just one-
quarter of what men earned – endured deplorable conditions. Laundries were reason-
ably profitable enterprises for their owners, most likely because of the extremely low
wages paid to the largely female and underage workforce (Figure 8.1). Women suffered
from a number of maladies, including rheumatism, sciatica, and menstrual irregulari-
ties, in addition to a very high incidence of tuberculosis, which affected the population as
a whole.

Notwithstanding their plight, the government pointed to the large number of women
at work as indicative of the high level of “culture and progress” Argentine society had

Figure 8.1 The tenement (conventillo) patio was the hub of the working-class community in
cities. It served as a communal laundry for women who took in washing from families
throughout the city, as a playground, and as a communal meeting area. (Harry Grant Olds
photographs from Valparaı́so, Chile, ca. 1900. In author’s possession)
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achieved, regardless of the miserable conditions under which women labored. Occa-
sional attempts to pass protective legislation, unsuccessfully promoted by the Radicals
when they were in office, failed, while the few protections accorded women tended to
contribute to their low wages and generally inferior status. Adult married women were
considered legal minors and, when not married, no matter their age, were under the
control of their fathers. Thus both husbands and fathers, and even older brothers, had
the right to dispose of their earnings. They were denied the right to vote and hold office.
Argentine women were subject to the paradox common to women in many industrializ-
ing societies: they were denied all rights by virtue of their status as the “weaker sex,” but
were forced into the harshest work for the least amount of pay. Nevertheless, in the early
decades of the twentieth century Argentina passed some of the most comprehensive
protective legislation for women of any country of Latin America, comparable to that
of parts of Europe. But, unfortunately, work standards for women and children were
universally low.

Throughout Latin America, the World War I era (1914–18) was a time of economic
instability. Some workplaces ran at full capacity, turning out provisions for the European
army, while the scarcity and highly inflated costs of raw materials forced others to slow
down production. Workers and consumers complained bitterly of inflation, shortages,
and price gouging, blaming the government for failure to oversee the equitable supply of
basic needs at affordable prices. In response, labor militancy increased throughout Latin
America, especially in Colombia, Cuba, Peru, and Uruguay, where labor organizing had
been previously less pronounced.

Colombia: Resistance to the United Fruit Company

In Colombia, the boom in coffee exports began in the early years of the century and grew
from 1 million bags (60 kilos each) in 1913 to 3 million bags yearly by the end of the
1920s, making coffee the leading export. Other economically expanding sectors were oil
production and the cultivation and export of fruit, especially bananas. Labor militancy
and protest broke out first among Colombian dockworkers, but the government, anxious
to grow the export sector and to build on the new-found prosperity following years of
internal conflict (especially the 1899–1902 Thousand Days’ War that intermittently
paralyzed Colombian productivity), responded by outlawing strikes, invading meetings
of labor activists, and closing down nascent organizations. Petroleum workers struck in
Barrancabermeja in the mid- and late 1920s, and banana pickers and haulers staged a
massive strike and protest in 1928.

The banana workers’ strike, and resultant repression, was a major moment in the
United Fruit Company’s history in Colombia; the “banana massacre” was immortalized
for readers around the world in Gabriel Garcı́a Márquez’s novel One Hundred Years of
Solitude. The Boston-based United Fruit Company was formed in 1899 as a result of the
merger of the Boston Fruit Company and the banana business owned by another Bosto-
nian, Minor Keith. The company’s tentacles reached into every corner of the produc-
tion and export enterprise, earning it the name “El Pulpo,” or “The Octopus.” By the
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beginning of 1900 it was a major landholder and employer in Colombia. Managers
who came to Colombia were largely from the south of the United States and intermin-
gled little with the ordinary, mixed-race workers on their plantations. In an interview,
Garcı́a Márquez described his childhood memories of the “banana fever” that overtook
his hometown of Aracataca beginning in 1910 with the arrival of United Fruit. He
remembered “the wire fences; the ever-neat green lawns; the swimming pools with out-
door tables and umbrellas; the tall, blond, ruddy-faced men in their explorer outfits; their
wives decked out in muslin dresses; and their adolescent daughters, playing tennis or
going for casual drives in their convertibles around Aracataca.” This memory of man-
agers from another country, living in isolation from the people who worked for them,
was, he remarked, his first impression of “great-power colonialism.” Years later, it would
figure in his novel.2

Isolated from ordinary Colombians, North American managers had no compunctions
about enforcing harsh working conditions for little pay. In response, workers began to
organize for improved living and working conditions, including the right to form a union
to represent their interests. When 32,000 banana workers struck United Fruit on Octo-
ber 7, 1928, the company initially relied on its own guards to disrupt the picketers, but
when these intimidation methods failed, United Fruit called in government troops to put
down the strike in Ciénaga (see Box 8.1). The 1928 massacre of banana strikers was a
shocking event in Colombian history, prompting calls for an investigation and retaliation
against the American conglomerate and the army. A young lawyer, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán
(1898–1948), who would reach prominence in subsequent decades, made his reputa-
tion in the Liberal Party (Partido Liberal Colombiano) by calling for an investigation into
the 1928 massacre, but to little avail.

The Labor Movement

During the first decades of the twentieth century, labor organizations followed one
of two courses, both within the leftist political spectrum. One wing of the move-
ment wanted to achieve socialism through the electoral process, voting for presi-
dents and members of congress, while the other wing dismissed and distrusted the
electoral arena, preferring instead to organize directly through trade unions, utiliz-
ing general strikes and labor agitation to win support from the masses and take
over the government. The anarcho-syndicalists exerted considerable strength in urban
areas of Argentina, southern Brazil, Chile (especially the port at Valparaı́so), and
Mexico.

Like Buenos Aires, Brazil’s leading industrial city, São Paulo, had grown rapidly – from
a population of 239,820 in 1900 to 1,033,202 by 1934. Social strife compounded as
labor militancy accompanied the growth in industries and workers demanded the right
to organize and strike if necessary to win higher wages. In response to many urban
problems – the city was dangerous, epidemics were frequent, living conditions unsani-
tary, cramped, unsafe, and often menacing – workers attempted another general strike
in 1919, but it did not prove successful. The Brazilian Communist Party formed in 1920
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Box 8.1 The banana strike

The massacre of the banana workers in One Hundred Years of Solitude is a power-
fully written, fictionalized depiction of the real historic labor struggle:

When José Arcadio Segundo came to he was lying face up in the darkness. He real-
ized that he was riding on an endless and silent train and that his head was caked
with dry blood and that all his bones ached. He felt an intolerable desire to sleep.
Prepared to sleep for many hours, safe from the terror and the horror, he made him-
self comfortable on the side that pained him less, and only then did he discover that
he was lying against dead people … Several hours must have passed since the mas-
sacre because the corpses had the same temperature as plaster in autumn and the
same consistency of petrified foam that it had, and those who had put them in the car
had had time to pile them up in the same way in which they transported bunches of
bananas.

From Gabriel Garcı́a Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude, translated by Gregory Rabassa
(New York: Harper and Row, 1967), p. 329.

While the image of José Arcadio Segundo awaking to find himself buried
among dead bodies is horrendous, even worse was the outcome of the mas-
sacre. Garcı́a Márquez tells his readers that it began to rain in the mythical
town of Macondo for months on end, and when the people emerged from the
deluge they were so happy to see the sun they forgot all about the massacre.
Hence Garcı́a Márquez wryly fictionalizes how thousands can die but no one
remembers.

and, although never large, drew to it some of the foremost factory organizers and early
anarchist trade unionists who, in turn, played a strong role in raising worker conscious-
ness during the subsequent decade. Nevertheless, demands for higher wages and better
working conditions fell on deaf ears. Even in the face of widespread walkouts, industri-
alists relied on repression, backed by the army, to crush strikes and break up picket lines,
following a pattern similar to that in Colombia. Operating on the assumption, or pre-
text, that labor unrest resulted from the influx of foreigners, rather than issues of work-
ing conditions and wages, entrepreneurs and factory owners pressured governments in
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Cuba, and Uruguay to pass laws that made the expulsion of
foreign-born workers a common response to strikes or labor disputes. At the same time,
some governments, with support from liberal, middle-class reformers and the Catholic
Church, passed protective legislation ending child labor, restricting women’s work in
dangerous jobs, and mandating Sunday as a day of rest. Reformist measures of the era
ran the gamut from real labor reform to paternalistic, short-term measures introduced
to stave off confrontations.
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Socialism and the Arts

The transformations sweeping Latin America’s political landscape were reflected dra-
matically in new forms of artistic expression. Among Mexico’s cultural workers, the
battle over the successes and failures of the Revolution continued after formal hostili-
ties had come to an end. Probably more than any other group, Mexico’s artists sought
to interpret that struggle in terms of class conflict and to present Mexico’s history to the
world at large through an uncompromising socialist vision, depicting in bold relief the
oppression of peasants and the urban working class by one set of rulers after another
from the sixteenth century onward. Under the sponsorship of José Vasconcelos (1882–
1959), Minister of Education from 1921 to 1924, post-revolution Mexico embarked on
an era of unprecedented artistic expression, both at home and on the world stage of rev-
olutionary art. This public rendering of politics into art, along with the pure expression
of beauty and color, was unique in the art world of the time.

The words “mural,” “muralists,” and “muralism” all invoke Mexico and the names
most associated with that art form: José Clemente Orozco (1883–1949), Diego Rivera
(1886–1957), and David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896–1974). Muralists drew on the sharp
political portrayals of the Dı́az dictatorship popularized by printmaker José Guadalupe
Posada (1852–1913). Posada’s animated skeletons enjoyed popularity during his life-
time as inexpensive illustrations for Day of the Dead celebrations in late October and
early November, as catchy commercial images on flyers and advertisements, and in
newspapers as satirical commentary on the political and economic elite. Despite the
popularity of his images, while he was alive Posada was not considered an artist,
or even a serious illustrator, in the art world’s more influential circles. Later gen-
erations of artists and illustrators, however, especially the muralists whose careers
overlapped with Posada’s, embraced the satire and themes of picaresque Mexican
street characters represented in his art. Moreover, Posada’s skeletal figures have been
phenomenally enduring, finding their way into literally thousands of books, cal-
endars, and other publications that portray popular culture or Mexican artwork
(Figure 8.2).

The key themes running through the artistic explosion of the post-revolutionary era
were nationalism; indigenismo; glorification of rural and urban labor and the work-
ing man, woman, and child; social criticism to the point of ridicule and mockery; and
denunciation of the national and, especially, international ruling classes – all done in
bold lines, colors, and shapes. For the muralists, whose politics ranged along the Marx-
ist spectrum from socialist to committed communist, the people of Mexico had noth-
ing to apologize for, no reason to humble themselves at the feet of the world’s elite. The
oppressed Indian had suffered at the hands of the Spaniards, British bankers, Rocke-
feller oilmen, and armies of repression both at home and abroad. It was, as the muralists
unabashedly and graphically declared, time for the oppressed to throw off their chains
and assume their place as the decent, hardworking, and worthy salt of the earth. Diego
Rivera’s illustrated history of Mexico, which graces the walls of the Palace of Justice
on the Zócalo plaza in Mexico City, leaves no doubt of his conviction that the purity of
Mexico lies in its Indian and peasant masses.
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Figure 8.2 “Calavera (skull) of Adelita, the Soldadera,” by José Guadalupe Posada.

In other works, especially the celebrated murals originally intended for Rockefeller
Center in New York City, but painted over when the artist refused to bow to Rockefeller’s
demand that he remove the favorable images of socialist icons and heroes of the Russian
Revolution, Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky, Rivera heralded the redemptive power of
the machine. The murals suggested that, put to the use of the betterment of the masses,
machine technology would ease the drudgery of work, but if left in the hands of the
international bourgeoisie, would bring to the world only war and possible annihilation.
The mural, which Rivera subsequently reproduced in the Museo de Bellas Artes in Mexico
City, is a paradox. It was commissioned by the foremost American capitalist, John D.
Rockefeller, to grace his monument to capital accumulation on Fifth Avenue in New
York, yet it relied on the talent of one of the most highly acclaimed artists of the moment,
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Diego Rivera, who came from a country long dominated, humiliated, and controlled by
the US government and Rockefeller oil interests in particular. But the historical vision
portrayed by Rivera in his mural, fired by socialist, anti-imperialist fervor, was found to
be unacceptable – even in the country that had long proclaimed itself to be a beacon of
free expression. Rivera’s refusal to be cowed by the powerful Rockefeller formed a high
point in the symbolic, if not always real, affirmation of post-revolutionary Mexico’s new-
found sovereignty.

Tenentes Revolt and Brazilian Communism

A similar convergence of art, politics, and revolutionary upheaval shook Brazil in the
1920s. Unlike Mexico, however, the uprising did not originate in the countryside and
sweep into urban areas; rather the protest mounted by a group of disaffected military
officers served as the spark for one of Brazil’s most significant insurgent movements.
Since the end of the monarchy in 1889, Brazil’s national politics had alternated between
control by powerful coffee planters in São Paulo and by dairy farmers and cattle ranch-
ers in Minas Gerais. Loosely referred to as the alliance of caf é com leite (literally “coffee
and milk”), the arrangement illustrated the ability of the landed oligarchy, in alliance
with urban commercial and industrial elites, to maintain control of national leader-
ship. In July 1922 a group of junior officers, called tenentes, took over the garrison
in Copacabana in Rio de Janeiro, in an attempt to prevent Artur da Silva Bernardes
(1875–1955), the latest president elected by the power elites of Minas Gerais and São
Paulo, from assuming office. The tenentes denounced the unchecked dominance of the
planter oligarchy and called for an end to electoral corruption. Although the young offi-
cers fought valiantly, they were easily crushed. Nonetheless, inspired by Rio’s tenentes,
another group of junior officers rose in revolt in São Paulo in 1924, held the city from
July 5 to 28, and were joined by angry workers, who raided food warehouses and tar-
geted the holdings of some of the city’s leading industrialists (who were considered
responsible for keeping food and consumer prices high). In a bloody counterattack, the
government reclaimed control of the city, resulting in the deaths of over 1,000 residents,
nearly 4,000 wounded, and an estimated 300,000 temporarily driven to the city’s out-
skirts. Despite its militancy, the uprising was a complete failure that probably accentu-
ated the suffering of the city’s poor in the form of destroyed property, food shortages,
and increased police repression.

Hearing of the Paulista revolt, a young officer, Luı́s Carlos Prestes (1898–1990), from
Rio Grande do Sul in the far South, gathered a group of insurgents to march north in an
audacious move to join their comrades in São Paulo. The march, called the “Prestes Col-
umn,” eventually traveled 14,000 miles through the interior of Brazil from the Argen-
tine border, and across into Bolivia in the North, before dispersing. Their travels placed
them in contact with the rural peasantry and made the soldiers aware for the first time
of the wretched conditions prevailing in the countryside. Increasingly drawn to more
radical doctrines, Prestes and his followers expanded their program to include a full
range of demands for land reform along with improved working and living conditions for
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Box 8.2 Olga Benário Prestes

The wife and companion of Luı́s Carlos Prestes, Olga Benário was also an active
participant in Brazilian communist politics. She was born on February 12, 1908,
in Munich, Germany, into a family prominent in Social Democratic Party politics.
Following in the footsteps of her politically active father, Olga became involved in
social struggles at an early age; when she was 15 she joined the Communist Youth
International. Through the organization she became romantically and politically
involved with fellow member Otto Braun, whom she succeeded in liberating from
prison in 1928, after which the two had to flee Germany for Moscow. There she
eventually separated from Braun.

Olga Benário met Prestes in 1934 when he visited Russia, and she was assigned
to provide him with security on his trip back to Brazil. Prestes and Benário fell in
love while traveling across Europe masquerading as a Portuguese husband and
wife, on their way to Brazil. They returned to Rio de Janeiro where they partici-
pated in the 1935 failed communist uprising, were imprisoned separately, and lost
touch with each other. She was deported to Germany in 1936, despite being preg-
nant with Prestes’s child, a fact that according to Brazil’s Constitution should have
allowed her to stay in the country. Being both Jewish and a leftist, she faced cer-
tain incarceration, or worse, upon arrival in Germany. On November 27, 1937, in
the Barnimstrasse prison for women, she gave birth to a daughter, Anita Leocádia,
who after staying with her mother for a short time was given over to the ward of
her paternal grandmother. In 1938 Benário was transferred to the Lichtenburg
concentration camp, and later to Ravensbrük as World War II reached full force.
At Ravensbrük she became the head of her prison block and set up classrooms, but
in February of 1942, she and 200 other prisoners of the camp were sent to the
gas chamber. Unaware of what had happened, Luı́s Carlos Prestes went to Europe
to find her after the war.

urban workers. Prestes did not, however, succeed in drawing together a movement pow-
erful enough to threaten the dominance of the coffee oligarchy. He went on to become
secretary-general of Brazil’s Communist Party in later years, playing an important role
in the transformation of the Brazilian left (see Box 8.2).

Modern Art Week in Brazil

In a turn of events that echoed political and cultural changes occurring in Mexico,
Brazil witnessed in the 1920s the appearance of radical new artistic and intellectual
movements. Not comparable to the merger of Marxist politics and art that character-
ized Mexican muralists, the Brazilian embrace of modernism nonetheless represented a
stark break with the sentimentalism of earlier artistic expression. Modernism burst on
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the scene in 1922 when a group of avant-garde artists and writers in São Paulo, called
the Grupo dos Cinco (Group of Five) organized a week of artistic, literary, and cultural pre-
sentations. Led by novelist, poet, literary and art critic, musicologist, and teacher Mário
de Morais Andrade (1893–1945), the group included Tarsila do Amaral (1886–1973),
Anita Malfatti (1889–1964), Oswald de Andrade (1890–1954), and Paulo Menotti del
Picchia (1892–1988). The writers and artists performed and exhibited work designed
to build on Brazilian themes, celebrate aspects of Brazil’s indigenous and African cul-
tures, and break with the restrictive and mechanical styles then in vogue. Initially the
public viewed the exposition with extreme hostility and ridicule, even damaging some
of the paintings and jeering loudly at public readings. Despite initial rejection by the
Paulista public, over the next 20 years modernism flourished in Brazil, as both an aes-
thetic and political movement, until the foremost artists and writers of the century even-
tually embraced it. Modernism as an art movement is credited not only with bringing
Brazilian art and literature into the modern age, but also with showcasing Brazilian tal-
ent to the world, especially Europe.

The man heralded as the “Pope of Modernism” was a writer, not an artist. Mário
de Morais Andrade exhorted the nation and its people to embrace “the true Brazilian
identity,” to recognize their “Tupi Indian soul,” and to forge a syncretism of European
with indigenous and African cultures in order to achieve a genuine national identity. He
reproduced and analyzed particular words and speech patterns, especially rough and
everyday colloquialisms, to grasp the essence of Brazilian psychology as manifested in
language. Andrade’s major work was a dense and mystical story, Macunaı́ma. Although
considered by critics as a masterpiece that defines the soul of the Brazilian people, both
the book and the movie made from it in the 1970s rely on a logic and aesthetic that has
generally been very hard for foreigners to grasp. Its earthiness and bawdy sexuality were
a shocking departure from sentimentalism and considered too bold for most European
and US audiences. Brazilian modernism shared with Mexican muralism a call for the
expression of a non-European, indigenous, and African identity far from the aesthetic
norms adapted from Europe.

Women in the Arts

Several women were at the forefront of the modernist art movement in Brazil and Mex-
ico, although for many years prominent male artists overshadowed their importance.
Tarsila and Malfatti were both from the Brazilian upper class, and thus not expected
or required to have careers, but were nonetheless encouraged to pursue the study of
art in Europe and Brazil. Malfatti is credited with being the first artist to incorporate
European and Brazilian themes into paintings, while Tarsila is known for her color-
ful abstractions of working people and pastoral settings. But the most famous Latin
American woman artist – indeed one of the most famous Latin American artists – was
Mexico’s Frida Kahlo (1907–54). In what Mary Kay Vaughan refers to as “precociously
feminist” art, in the 1930s and 1940s Frida Kahlo painted small self-portraits that cap-
tured stark images and engrossing, usually female-centered, themes not taken up until
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many decades later by major women artists such as Judy Chicago. Victim of a terrible bus
accident as a teenager that left her with painful disabilities, Kahlo turned the culture’s
obsession with female beauty and body image into a vast repertoire addressing themes
of motherhood, domestic violence, male egoism, and women’s reproductive rights. Mar-
ried to Diego Rivera, and thus subjected to his open infidelities, while engaging in her
own extramarital relationships with both men and women, Kahlo might be seen as the
precursor to the “personal is political” ideology that swept the modern feminist move-
ment decades later.

In contrast to Rivera and the other muralists, Kahlo did not use the over-painted,
grossly bejeweled figure of a bourgeois woman as a symbol of capitalist excess, nor
the subdued and hardworking Indian peasant woman to represent Mexican purity.
Instead, her small, painfully realistic self-portraits convey a female consciousness that
is at once unsettling and shocking, and meant to contribute to the debate over the role
of women in society. She relied on clever accoutrements, such as a depiction of her-
self with shorn hair in a business suit, or a dramatic post-abortion scene, or women
infusing each other with blood, to depict the relationship of women to male author-
ity, control over women’s bodies, and the importance of female bonding. As Vaughan
observes, although the suffering female body that Kahlo painted serves today as a source
of “emotional identification,” one cannot forget that the source of her turmoil was her
own “broken body and anguished mind caught between the cult of motherhood and
a man who claimed women’s brains were his favorite meal.”3 Not surprisingly, Kahlo’s
work remained largely on the margins of an art world dominated by the more popular
and politically charged male muralists until long after her death. By the end of the twen-
tieth century, and aided by the promotion her work received among celebrities Madonna
and Salma Hayek (who played the artist in the 2002 movie Frida), as well as collec-
tors and artists in the United States and Europe, Frida Kahlo and her work had reached
mega-stardom.

Latin America’s most decorated woman of the arts was a poet who, like other artists
and writers of the era, was also known for her social criticism. Gabriela Mistral (1889–
1957), a Chilean writer who won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1945, was both an
activist writer and the composer of enduring poetry. Born in the Chilean village of
Vicuña, she has been described by Langston Hughes and other well-known literary fig-
ures as the queen of Spanish-American literature, the honorary mother of Latin Amer-
ica, and the purest embodiment of the most basic and typical essences of her homeland.
Although her literary fame has been mostly linked with poetry, for which she won the
Nobel Prize in 1945, Mistral’s career included equally unique and prolific works of prose,
in which she espoused controversial educational and political theories.

Mistral, often referred to simply as “Gabriela,” wrote in paradoxes and contradictions,
encompassing such a vast array of social and political topics that she is hard to clas-
sify. She wrote as a feminist who encouraged women’s education and freedom, while at
the same time defining women’s rightful place in the domestic sphere. She wrote as a
socialist and as a religious Christian who took her name from the archangel. She was
a pacifist, an anti-colonialist, and a critic of the effects of industrialization on human
interaction. The posts Mistral held and the places she lived were equally diverse, from



194 THE LEFT AND THE SOCIALIST ALTERNATIVE

her position as a local teacher, to working on school reform with the Mexican Secretary
of Education, and then representing Chile in the League of Nations, the United Nations
Subcommittee on the Status of Women, and as Consul to Brazil, Portugal, Nice, and
Los Angeles. Much of her character remains shrouded in mystery, an aura Mistral cul-
tivated by attending award ceremonies incognito, creating a pseudonym, Lucila Godoy
y Alcayaga, and never marrying or having children.

It is for this last quality and endless dedication to her region’s youth that Mistral is
known as the adoptive mother of Latin America. Perhaps her era’s most progressive
reformer of education, Mistral explored revolutionary methods of pedagogy, including
the use of visual aids, of great literature, and of games rather than textbooks. Draw-
ing on her experiences teaching in a desolate region in southern Chile, she infused her
writings with themes that emphasized the importance of education. Her most popu-
lar poem, Ternura, was once sung aloud by 4,000 Mexican children in her honor. The
reputed source of her unique voice has contributed to her legendary reputation, some-
thing that emerged following the suicide of her fiancé, whose body was discovered with
a postcard from his betrothed. It was her reaction to his death that yielded her first and
most beloved series of poems and book in 1914 and 1922, Sonetos de la Muerte and Deso-
lación. The latter is divided into four sections – Life, School, Pain, and Nature – unveiling
the story of two lovers who meet and experience intensely passionate romantic love,
followed by the man’s betrayal of his lover, his subsequent anguish, and suicide. The
poem is one of Mistral’s most well-known works, most likely because it chronicles the
events of her own painful relationship with a man, presented to her audience in a famil-
iar and accessible style. By the time of her death in 1957, Mistral’s sojourns in Europe
and the United States and her high-profile work for social change, along with her poetry
and writing, had rendered her an international icon whose talents were known the
world over.

Socialism versus Capitalism

The worldwide ideological debate between socialism and capitalism inspired Mexican
muralists and Brazilian modernists, served as the foundation for the writers of the Mex-
ican 1917 Constitution, and motivated reformers in every sector of Latin American
society. Indeed, the most remarkable change of the twentieth century, introduced in the
wake of the Mexican Revolution and extending into the social fabric of all of Latin Amer-
ica, was the tension between socialist communalism and capitalist private ownership.
The impact on Latin America’s nations and people varied according to many factors,
not least of which were the levels of urban versus rural development, strength of the
labor movement, extent of concepts of unified nationhood, forces of repression, and the
role of individual political and intellectual leaders.

Certainly, the debate over socialism and its various forms entered the world stage long
before the first decade of the twentieth century; however, the breadth and depth of Mex-
ico’s conflict, its long duration, and its appearance on multiple fronts – rural and urban,
political and cultural, economic and social – meant that Mexico for the first three or four
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decades of the twentieth century was the Petri dish for various socialist and communist
experiments. Leftist US journalist John Reed (1887–1920) began his career traipsing
after General Francisco (Pancho) Villa’s army in the north of Mexico and describing
for newspaper readers at home the practical, commonsense, but quite radical think-
ing that came to the surface as Villa attempted to reorganize the conquered territory.
Reed would go on to write his most famous work on the Russian Revolution of 1917,
an event that truly “shook the world,” as he said, and one that was far more intellectu-
ally, strategically, and politically mapped out than Mexico’s “insurgency.” For the latter,
socialism was a set of practical, seat-of-the-pants strategies for overcoming the gross
inequalities wrought by years of capitalist and rural feudalist domination. Villa’s army
expropriated the large estates of northern Mexico and replaced them with collectively
organized, communally run farms, where workers who had never heard of Karl Marx,
the Paris Commune, Vladimir Lenin, or the concept of the revolutionary party set about
imposing an equal distribution of wealth. In other rural areas, Indian farmers joined the
Revolution to restore their titles to the communal agrarian ejidos that had predominated
in rural Mexico, as in much of the world, in the pre-modern era. Although Frederick
Engels wrote extensively about the system of primitive communism the ejido resembled,
certainly none of the campesinos (peasants) had heard of him or his books, nor did they
see their struggle to reclaim their ejidos as part of a worldwide struggle between private
and communal ownership.

Finally, there were in Mexico astute and committed socialists and communists, most
of whom came together in the “Red Battalions,” organized military units of anarcho-
syndicalist trade unionists that fought through strikes, demonstrations, and on the
battlefield to build a society run by and serving the interests of the working class.
Agitators in both rural and urban Mexico rallied the masses, joined the Communist
International, and adhered to the (often changing) ideological principles emanating
from abroad. Thus, both consciously and unconsciously, the conflagration in Mexico
drew from and fed into the international socialist conflict that gripped the world in the
early twentieth century.

José Carlos Mariátegui

Probably the foremost socialist political thinker in Latin America of this era was Peru-
vian essayist José Carlos Mariátegui (1894–1930). Converted to socialism after a trip
to Europe in 1919, where he married an Italian woman, Mariátegui convened a salon
in his house in Lima that drew together avant-garde artists and writers to discuss and
debate the main intellectual ideas of the times. Mariátegui’s influential work Seven Inter-
pretive Essays on Peruvian Reality marked him as the father of Latin American Marx-
ism and one of the main political architects of the particular place of socialist thought
in the context of Latin America. Self-schooled, since his poor background had only
allowed him a primary school education, but well versed in literature, poetry, and the
arts, Mariátegui carved out an eclectic Marxism that incorporated spiritualist egalitar-
ianism with materialist economic equality, anti-authoritarianism, and anti-dogmatism
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with an adherence to socialist principles into a single doctrine. Although he died very
young (the cumulative effect of a life of disability resulting from a childhood disease that
his impoverished state had left untreated), Mariátegui stands as one of the key figures
in the early twentieth-century debate over socialism. His special contribution was the
singular task of fitting Marxism into the sharply divergent and underdeveloped Latin
American reality. He predicted in 1923 that the economic hardships facing Latin Amer-
ica would give rise to proletarian revolution:

In this great contemporary crisis, the proletariat is not a spectator; it is an actor. In it the
fate of the world proletariat is to be resolved. From it will emerge – according to all odds and
predictions – the proletarian civilization, the socialist civilization, destined to succeed the
declining, decadent, moribund capitalist, individualist, and bourgeois civilization … We are
witnessing the disintegration, the agony of a worn-out, senile, decrepit society, and at the
same time, we are witnessing the slow and restless gestation, the formation, the creation, of
the new society.4

Conclusion

The advent of socialism, an ideology born in Europe but adapted to the reality of poor
societies in Asia, Latin America, and Africa with varying degrees of success, distin-
guished the twentieth century from those that came before it. With the triumph of
the Russian Revolution in 1917, previously dispersed leftist parties and movements
representing labor, agrarian reform, and political and human rights were called on
to join into a unified left. By the end of the 1920s, every country of Latin America
sported a communist party. Socialist, anarchist and various strains of leftist parties
remained active and captured the allegiance of thousands of individuals. While the
organized left commanded widespread following among the trade unions, it was in the
arena of the arts where Latin Americans began to make their mark. From the Mex-
ican muralists to Brazilian artists, from the writings of essayists such as Mariátegui
to the reflective poetry of Gabriela Mistral, the ideology of socialism reached out to
the masses.

Nevertheless, debate between left and right continued to permeate the political and
economic life in the inter-war years. The rise of fascism as a powerful force in Europe,
seeking to destroy the left and to take all democracy with it, influenced Latin America’s
emerging cadre of socialist and populist leaders. Populist leaders sought to hew a middle
ground, hoping to win over the leftist working class while appeasing members of the
expanding middle class.

Topics and Questions for Discussion

1 Describe the main forms of radicalism that emerged in late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries – socialism, anarchism, anarcho-syndicalism, and communism.
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2 What were the differences between middle-class reform movements and the radical,
leftist socialist/communist/anarchist movements? Was the struggle for socialism in
Latin America different from that in other parts of the world?

3 What were the causes of the Colombian workers’ struggle of 1928? Why did the
“banana strike” result in a massacre?

4 Compare and contrast the artistic movements in Brazil and Mexico that flowered dur-
ing this era. How did they intersect with politics?

5 Throughout this chapter, the author notes a range of changes in women’s experi-
ences and gender roles. Summarize these and consider their significance.

6 Describe some of the main proponents of socialism and radicalism in various Latin
American countries. How did their outlooks differ according to their emphasis on
political and economic conditions?

Notes
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Populism and the Struggle
for Change

Quite likely, Mariátegui and other Marxists at the time underestimated not only the rapid
rise of the United States to pre-eminence in the hemisphere, but likewise the extent to
which the northern power would derail attempts to combat inequality in Latin America.
If the twentieth century was the era in which socialism appeared on the world stage with
dramatic and earthshaking effect, it was also the “American century”; the era in which
the United States became the foremost world power (Figure 9.1).

The trajectory is well known. The United States emerged from World War I as the
equal to Britain and in contention with its former colonial master for trade and invest-
ment. It surfaced as the unquestioned world capitalist power after World War II, remain-
ing locked in conflict with the communist bloc in the Soviet Union and China for much
of the rest of the century. Finally, by the dawn of the twenty-first century, and despite
the looming power of China, whose brand of communism was appearing more capital-
ist by the day, the “West” (the euphemism for capitalist Europe and the United States,
but not including Latin America, despite the reality of geography) emerged triumphant
over the dismantled communist experiment in Eastern Europe and in a position to dic-
tate harsh economic and political terms, at least for a while, on much of the rest of the
so-called “developing world.” It was not socialism, however, that rose to prominence in
the large economies of Latin America. Populism, revolving around a number of key fig-
ures, dominated the era.

Recognition that workers had legitimate demands served as the platform upon which
well-known populist political figures built their support in the mid-twentieth century:
Getúlio Vargas (1883–1954) in Brazil from 1930 until the mid-1950s; Juan Domingo
Perón (1895–1974), who dominated Argentine politics from the late 1940s to the
1950s, and whose legacy has remained influential ever since; and Lázaro Cárdenas,
whose 1934–40 presidency implemented the policies of the Mexican Revolution more
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Figure 9.1 By the terms of the Hay–Pauncefote Treaty of 1901, Great Britain ceded to the
United States the right to build a canal through the Isthmus of Panama and recognized the
latter’s pre-eminence in the region. In this cartoon, Homer Davenport shows Uncle Sam and
John Bull dividing a world in which Latin America is not even pictured, demonstrating the way
the great powers made decisions with no concern for the leaders or people of the countries
concerned.

than any leader before that time or since. Neither Peru’s Vı́ctor Raúl Haya de la Torre
(1895–1979) nor Colombia’s Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (1903–48) ever reached the pres-
idency of their respective countries, but both left an indelible imprint on succeeding
decades of politics. Haya was the founder of the populist Popular Revolutionary Alliance
of America (APRA, Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana), which produced an influ-
ential populist movement in Peru, while Gaitán commanded a broad following among
Colombia’s popular classes in the 1930s and 1940s until his assassination in 1948.
Each of these men figured prominently in political events, left important legacies in



200 POPULISM AND THE STRUGGLE FOR CHANGE

whatever political configurations succeeded them, and inalterably influenced the social
and cultural landscape, as well as the governments, of their respective countries.

Although we refer to them as “populists,” that admittedly imprecise label could have
been applied to some caudillos mentioned in earlier chapters. This twentieth-century
brand of populism differed from the nineteenth-century variety in several important
ways. First, it emerged from, and in many ways intersected with, the activist working-
class, socialist, and social democratic mass movements described in this chapter. Sec-
ondly, while none of these populist leaders were leftists, nor traced their origins to the
trade union or socialist movements, they drew on the tactics, honed the rhetoric, and
saw the labor movement as a critical social force. Their populist influence relied on a
mass base that had been forged in the battle for workers’ rights, matured under the tute-
lage of socialist, anarchist, or communist leaders, and relied on the organizational appa-
ratus of left-leaning political parties.

As a political force, populism can move to the left or to the right. Historically it has been
the foundation more for fascism than communism, especially in the twentieth century;
but its appeal to the masses rests precisely on the promise of redressing the grievances of
the dispossessed, disenfranchised, ignored, and downtrodden. Unlike Marxist socialism,
however, populism makes no fundamental critique of capitalism nor does it advocate
worker control of the means of production or a worker-run state. Instead populists use
the strength of the state, in the hands of capitalists, as a patronage machine to appease
workers and meet the demands of mass movements. At different times both Perón and
Vargas voiced their admiration for Italian fascism, and both used the repressive arm of
the state to silence their critics; but they also rebuilt labor movements and parties as
their base of support. In return for the protection and recognition of the state, the work-
ing class offered support. In a brief comparison between Latin America and the fascist
regimes of Germany, Italy, and Spain, historian Eric Hobsbawm remarked: “European
fascist regimes destroyed labour movements, the Latin American leaders they inspired
created them. Whatever the intellectual filiation, historically, we cannot speak of the
same kind of movement.”1

Getúlio Vargas and “New State” Politics

Getúlio Vargas was a 47-year-old rancher who traded on influence and political cunning
to win the governorship of Brazil’s southernmost state, Rio Grande do Sul, in 1928.
Two years later he made a bid for the presidency, losing narrowly to Júlio Prestes, in
what was considered a fraudulent election. Refusing to accept the results, Vargas, along
with many of the tenentes from the failed military uprisings of the 1920s, toppled the
Republic and installed a new one. The military coup that placed Vargas at the helm of
the government ended the First, or Old, Republic (1889–1930), introduced a new phase
in Brazilian politics, and marked the decisive entrance of previously silent and marginal
groups into the political equation. Getúlio Vargas moved to centralize power in the hands
of the federal government, and in so doing angered many governors and state and local
powerbrokers. He established new “presidents” in the states, bypassing elected officials
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everywhere except Minas Gerais, where the elected governor was allowed to continue.
Vargas wrapped his authoritarian measures in national, and often nationalistic, terms,
reflecting the impact of the world economic depression and the rise of fascism abroad.
Eventually Getúlio Vargas nationalized rail and sea transportation and established a
number of mainly state-owned firms including Petrobras, the national oil industry, Elec-
trobras, the national electricity enterprise, and others.

Borrowing a page from Franklin Roosevelt’s (1882–1945) New Deal, Vargas
increased the scope, size, and importance of the federal bureaucracy. He gained consid-
erable support from organized labor – after making sure that anyone who opposed him
was eliminated. The government initiated construction on some of the long-promised
workers’ housing in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. The housing was opened with much
publicity and fanfare, and Vargas took credit for finally completing a promise that had
been held out to the urban masses since the urban renewal of the early twentieth cen-
tury. However, official propaganda failed to mention that the new housing was far from
adequate to meet the needs of the growing urban population, was doled out as favors to
unions for distribution among their most loyal members, and was never extended to the
poorest regions of the country. Other improvements such as electrification, a national
steel industry, expansion in public health services, more schools, and better education
also reached only urban dwellers.

Vargas’s ideological convictions are hard to pin down. Although he operated in ways
that promoted Brazil’s national interests, he was quick to suppress any social force that
disagreed with him. In 1930 he made overtures to the hero of the Tenentes uprising, Luı́s
Carlos Prestes, offering him a position as head of the military, but Prestes refused, opting
instead for the Brazilian Communist Party (PCB, Partido Comunista Brasileiro). Formed
less than 10 years earlier, the PCB already had a substantial following among urban
intellectuals and the labor movement, but a communist-led revolt in November 1935
was immediately and severely repressed. Vargas suspended civil rights, jailed opposition
trade unionists, and strengthened police powers. He opportunistically used a rumor of a
communist uprising on November 10, 1937, to stage a coup d’état and launch his cor-
poratist Estado Novo, or “New State,” which lasted for the next seven years. The Estado
Novo curtailed states’ rights, banned strikes and lockouts, and centralized decision mak-
ing in the hands of the all-powerful executive.

To avert class conflicts, Vargas promised something for both workers and employers,
incorporating them into sindicatos, or state-regulated interest groups. In this way, the
president was able to establish a pattern of leadership that claimed to place national
interest above regional or class-based interests. Labor and political historian Barbara
Weinstein points out that what Vargas actually did was join the interests of the industri-
alists with the state and manage them as one. The Estado Novo borrowed elements from
European fascism current at that time. Unlike Mussolini and Hitler, however, Vargas did
not build his base in a new political party, relying instead on the military to back him,
until 1945. Moreover, rather than crush the workers’ movement, as had occurred in
Europe, Vargas organized the Brazilian Labor Party (PTB, Partido Trabalhista Brasileiro),
incorporating only the trade unions and their leaders who had benefited from his poli-
cies into his base of support.
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The army and members of the industrial elite grew fearful that Vargas was planning to
usurp all power into his own hands, and moved to depose him on October 29, 1945. He
retreated to his estate and private life in Rio Grande do Sul until 1950 when he returned
to politics, ran for President, and was elected by a wide margin. The political and eco-
nomic scene of the 1950s was not, however, conducive to rebuilding and sustaining
either Vargas’s own personal popularity or his ultra-nationalist program, with or with-
out working-class support. Congress was divided and much of it opposed to him; infla-
tion was out of hand; and a newly powerful North American business community was
strong-arming its way into Brazilian industry and investing on its own terms. Corrup-
tion, graft, infighting, and criminal activity characterized nearly all branches of the gov-
ernment. Confronted with a military demand that he resign, Vargas took his own life on
August 24, 1954, leaving behind a suicide note blaming “outside powers,” clearly refer-
ring to US interference in Brazilian affairs. In his death note Vargas attempted to depict
his suicide as a necessary step to maintain Brazilian integrity and sovereignty in the face
of outside pressures. The real story, as we have seen, was more complicated, especially
when the entire record of corruption, political repression, and favoritism that marred
the Vargas era is brought into the equation.

Juan Perón and Peronism

The best known of Latin America’s populist leaders, and one whose legacy has endured
for generations, was undoubtedly Juan Domingo Perón. The phenomenon known as
“Peronism” grew out of the failure of repeated attempts by Yrigoyen to establish a
middle-class-based political system from 1916 to 1930 – mainly because his Radical
Civic Union (UCR, Unión Cı́vica Radical) had neither the will nor the means to effectively
oppose the dominance of the oligarchy. The tragic repression of workers demanding
payment of wages and better working conditions, in the face of tremendously high prof-
its for owners on Argentine exports during and after World War I, discredited the UCR.
However, despite these blots on his record, and accusations of incompetence, Yrigoyen
managed another term in office before he was overthrown in 1930 by a military coup,
which was followed by a number of military regimes interspersed with civilian govern-
ments. The importance of this period lies not in the names of these governments, nor
even the circumstances that surrounded each of the coups and returns to elections,
but rather in the recognition that by the 1930s Argentina had reached an entirely new
stage. Ineffective as a mediator between the oligarchy and the workers, generally siding
with the former over the latter, the UCR and Yrigoyen’s middleclass leadership moved
to the back seat. The new military junta demonstrated little inclination to reverse this
political process. However, one military officer recognized that the industrial working
class was not necessarily an impediment, and could be mobilized to serve as the basis
for building a corporatist state that joined the interests of labor with those of at least a
large section of the national bourgeoisie to promote a nationalist agenda. That military
officer was Juan Domingo Perón, who, since his first appearance on the political scene
in 1943, has exerted a major influence over Argentine political life.
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From his position as Secretary of Labor in the government that took power in 1943,
Perón built a base of support among trade unionists and the urban poor by calling for
increased pay, union recognition, and better working and living conditions. As a result
of his clever maneuverings, he won the 1946 presidential elections and remained in
power until 1955, when he was ousted in a military coup. Even in exile, Perón cast a
long shadow over the next two decades of Argentina’s politics. In 1973 he returned
from exile in Spain to serve again as president, but died the next year. Perón’s tremen-
dous influence stemmed from a number of factors, including the popularity of his
wife, Eva Duarte Perón (1919–52), who, through the Peronist-created Social Welfare
Agency, and later the Eva Perón Foundation, distributed clothing, money, housing, and
other benefits to the working poor. Snubbed by fashionable society ladies, whom she
called “las señoras gordas” (the fat ladies), Eva Perón personally received literally thou-
sands of people in her office in the huge marble-columned building that housed the
Foundation. Although Evita, as she was affectionately known, was an attractive young
woman, her popularity was not based on traditional feminine appeal. Instead she built
a fanatically loyal following by meeting with, listening to, and genuinely helping (at
least temporarily) people who had been all but ignored throughout Argentine history
(Figure 9.2).

Perón’s – or the Peróns’ – success relied on a combination of factors. First, real reforms
benefited working people. Wages for industrial workers (not all workers, granted, but
for a sizeable, and very visible, core in industry) increased by 53 percent between 1946
and 1949. In addition, unions won recognition, collective bargaining rights, protection
from capricious dismissal, and regulated hours, working conditions, and vacation and
sick time. Benefits and wages were not uniformly high, and at times fell, but improve-
ments on the job combined with a greater respect for working people to boost Perón’s
popularity. Secondly, Peronism created a worker identity by building a sense of commu-
nity. The government used public relations tactics designed to win adulation for Perón,
including parades, huge demonstrations, sporting events, beauty pageants, and other
contests, to create a perception of cohesion between working-class and Peronist goals.
Thirdly, Peronism redefined the contours, and the tools, of the class struggle. According
to historian Daniel James, Juan Perón effectively redirected workers’ previous political
loyalties as socialists, communists, and radicals toward allegiance with him personally,
his wife Evita, and the Peronist political parties, beginning with the Labor Party (Partido
Laborista) founded in 1945 and its successor the Justicialist Party (Partido Justicialista)
in 1947. By means of repression, Perón erased and marginalized the leftist parties and
organizations with which the working class and poor had previously identified, substi-
tuting a new identity for workers as integral to – even the pride of – a new national,
political community. Finally, Peronism sought to build – perhaps more rhetorically than
actually – a “New Argentina” in which Argentines could take pride. Perón’s national-
ization of the British rail system was greeted enthusiastically as a source of national
self-respect, despite dubious benefits to the Argentine economy, since the system was not
returning much of a profit for the British. The latter, it has been argued, were happy to
be rid of it, since it was inefficiently operated and in need of costly repairs. Careful inves-
tigation has shown that many of the improvements Peronism initiated were of short
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Figure 9.2 First Lady Eva Perón, in an elaborate haute couture gown, and President Juan Perón
at the Teatro Colón, Buenos Aires, ca. 1950. (Public Domain, via Wikimedia Commons)

duration, lacked sustainability, and owed more to graft than real reform, but the image
was quite the opposite. After only a few short years in office, the slogan of the adminis-
tration was “¡Perón cumple!” (“Perón delivers!”).

In general, Perón expanded the franchise, thereby dramatically widening his base
of support among the poor, workers, and women. People who before 1943 had been
locked out of the national decision-making process found themselves at its center. Perón
boasted that he had made possible the entrance of “more than 900,000 women” into
the paid workforce in all kinds of jobs and professions. “It is our duty,” he argued, “to
morally and materially dignify their efforts.” Perón encouraged full voting rights for
women and the expansion of protective legislation. In 1949 he formed the Peronist Fem-
inist Party, a new wing within his own party under the leadership of Eva Perón, pro-
claiming that: “The Peronist Feminist Party opens its doors to all women of the people,
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and especially to the humble women who have been forgotten by the poets and by the
politicians.” (He also founded a “Men’s Party” branch, as well as a branch for “Work-
ers.”). Interestingly, in its founding platform the women’s branch included a quote from
Evita stating that women needed their own branch because “just as only workers could
wage their own struggle for liberation, so too could only women be the salvation of
women.” Yet Evita always positioned herself in an adoring relationship with her hus-
band, repeating often that he completed her and that she was only fulfilled through
him. The 1951 election was dramatically different from any before or since, and nearly
unparalleled in the world: 90 percent of Argentine women voted, compared with 86 per-
cent of men. Not only did women vote heavily for Perón, but, true to Eva’s point, they
also voted for themselves: seven women were elected to the Senate and 24 to the House
of Deputies.

Perón’s Fall from Grace

Argentina’s economic honeymoon, which had allowed for the expansion of worker ben-
efits and other social expenditures, drew to a close in the early 1950s as the world econ-
omy underwent a harsh correction and Argentina’s agricultural exports met increas-
ing competition from other countries. In 1951 Perón attempted to restore his standing
through the bold move of placing Eva on the ticket as vice-president, but this was vetoed
immediately by the military, which had no interest in seeing the Peróns consolidate their
power so decisively. The military and their supporters in the oligarchy, who hated both
Juan and Eva Perón, were undoubtedly relieved when Evita died of cancer on July 26,
1952. Not only did her death at 33 cut short any plans the couple might have had to
extend their power but, along with the economic downtown, it hastened the end of Juan
Perón’s popularity.

Before the economic doldrums set in completely, however, the country confronted the
full impact of Eva Perón’s death: “The entire city and the entire country instantly went
into the deepest, most heartfelt state of mourning. Cinemas stopped their movies, the-
aters interrupted their plays, restaurants and bars immediately showed customers to
the door, their shutters slamming down over suddenly darkened street fronts. Within a
matter of minutes the city was silent and dark.”2 The government suspended all oper-
ations for two days, and many labor unions, especially those that Eva Perón had most
supported, ordered their members to attend the wake and funeral. Thousands of peo-
ple passed by her well-embalmed body for the two weeks it remained on view to the
public. Over a million people crowded the streets to watch the mile-long funeral pro-
cession, headed by Perón, government officials, and members of the Peronist Feminist
Party. Eva’s supporters began a campaign to nominate her for sainthood in the Catholic
Church, while her husband drew up plans for a mausoleum three times taller than the
Statue of Liberty, where he intended to keep her body on display forever.

Neither of these grandiose projects came to pass. If Perón’s popularity had benefited
from his wife’s work, her premature death contributed to his fall from grace. The military
launched a coup in 1955, forcing Perón into exile in Paraguay and then Europe. Until his
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return to Argentina in the 1970s, Perón lived in Madrid, where he passed much of his
time in the very apolitical job of entertaining himself with Marı́a Estela (Isabel) Martı́nez
de Perón (b. 1931), a young nightclub entertainer he met and married in Panama dur-
ing the early years of his exile. Isabel Perón returned with him to Argentina in the early
1970s and was able to do what Evita could not: run for the vice-presidency and assume
the presidency upon her husband’s death in 1974.

Politics Engendered

Although Eva Duarte and Isabel Martı́nez were significant female participants in Latin
American political life, they were simply two individuals who came into the national
limelight as a result of extraordinary circumstances, and cannot be considered repre-
sentative of widespread changes in the role of women in the twentieth century. There
were, however, other women whose roles were of more significance, and the era itself
witnessed major changes in women’s lives. Historian Susan Besse notes that the char-
acteristics of the early twentieth century influenced the form of female participation in
society at large and in movements for emancipation. Economic development, industri-
alization, and urban expansion provided more opportunities for women’s work outside
the home in factories, transportation, and communication sectors and in the offices of
the growing civil and private bureaucracy. Members of avant-garde social movements
called into question the role of women in society and heralded the newfound freedom
of artistic and cultural expression for and by women pioneered in European capitals
and spreading to the cities of the Americas. The rise of radio, movies, and print media,
especially magazines and newspapers devoted to the discussion of women’s goals, aspi-
rations, and lifestyles, connected women with each other and brought to the foreground
their role in society.

Although hardly welcomed in conservative or religious circles, suffrage as a basic
female right, and women’s struggle to achieve it, reverberated through the urban middle
and upper classes in many Latin American nations. Argentina hosted the First Interna-
tional Women’s Congress in 1910; subsequent conferences were held in several Latin
American countries through the 1920s. These meetings drew together mostly elite
women from professions such as medicine, law, academia, and science, as well as those
who used their positions as the wives of powerful men to promote educational, welfare,
and social reform, and finally, a small group of social activists associated with social-
ist and other left-wing organizations (see Box 9.1). The majority of poor and laboring
women from cities and the countryside, factory workers, maids, seamstresses, prosti-
tutes, street vendors, and shop and office clerks, did not attend – and were probably
unaware of – the women’s congresses that met over the next few decades. In Latin Amer-
ica, as in Europe and the United States, the campaign for women’s suffrage garnered
mass media attention; however, most people in Latin America, regardless of gender,
were disenfranchised by virtue of their illiteracy, poverty, and race. For example, Ecuador
extended the vote to women in 1929, but the race, class, and language restrictions pre-
vented the vast majority in this nation of indigenous people from voting. Women won
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Box 9.1 Bertha Lutz and women’s suffrage

In Brazil, Bertha Lutz (1894–1976), the daughter of a Swiss-Brazilian father and
an English mother, was the driving force behind the movement to win women the
right to vote. An exceptional woman, educated in Brazil and France, Lutz used her
training as a lawyer to argue for greater rights for women through the organiza-
tion she founded in 1922: the Brazilian Federation for Feminine Progress, an affil-
iate of the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance. The signing of the 1932 civil
code that granted women the franchise was, in Lutz’s view, only the beginning of
a long campaign to win equal rights. Elected to the Chamber of Deputies in the
1930s, Lutz was instrumental in pushing for legislation that granted women full
social and legal rights, until women and men both lost their political rights when
Getúlio Vargas assumed dictatorial powers in 1937.

the right to vote in Brazil and Uruguay in 1932; in Cuba, Bolivia, and El Salvador in the
1930s; in Panama and the Dominican Republic in the years before World War II; and in
the rest of Latin America in the decades afterward. Their inability to participate as full
citizens by no means placed them in an exceptional position when compared to poor and
illiterate men, since most people were barred from the exercise of their rights in societies
dominated by men of European extraction.

Despite restrictions on political participation, women in urban areas began to assume
a new role in society. Modern styles hit the major cities, and advertisements appeared
in newspapers and glossy magazines using women’s images to sell products, many of
which were directed at a new, exclusively female market. Women who were earning
money for the first time, even on a limited basis – working in retail stores, govern-
ment agencies, and factories – had money to spend on cosmetics, clothes, and enter-
tainment. In major cities such as Buenos Aires, Havana, Mexico City, Lima, São Paulo,
Rio, and other metropolitan areas of Latin America, women came to be seen as con-
sumers, arbiters of culture, and members of the educated society at large. No longer
under the strict control of fathers and husbands, and now visible in the public sphere,
women nonetheless still operated largely under the confinements of home, motherhood,
and second-class status in the workplace, or under conditions which Besse calls “restruc-
tured patriarchy.”3

This new trend had its detractors. A powerful right-wing movement feared that newly
enfranchised women would bring about the destruction of society. Conservatives in
the Catholic Church expressed fears that women were abandoning their roles as moth-
ers and housewives, and, in their view, pushing society to the brink of anarchy. Social
change was threatening the traditional order that had ensconced men firmly as heads
of household. Some men felt uneasy with the knowledge that women were no longer
dependent on them for their livelihood, could now influence the political process with
their votes, and could begin to make decisions for themselves. Urban men and women
(the innovations rarely reached remote, rural areas) were confronting fundamental
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changes in one of the most basic institutions of society: the family, and its traditional
power relationships. It was not simply the lives of women that were being transformed,
but the entire gender balance of society, or the many ways men and women thought of
themselves and sought to live their lives as individuals and as couples.

Revolutionizing Mexico: Lázaro Cárdenas

Whereas both Perón and Vargas drew support from newly enfranchised women, Mex-
ico’s revolutionary leaders, with the exception of the communists, clung to patriar-
chal privilege and refused to consider extending the vote to women – despite the latter’s
extensive participation in the Revolution and widespread support for social reform. In
line with Comintern positions, the Mexican Communist Party (PCM, Partido Comunista
Mexicano) supported women’s suffrage, seeing it as a basic democratic right; the Party
also foresaw the important role women could play in the impending struggle against
fascism. According to historian Jocelyn Olcott, in 1935 the PCM linked these issues in
the slogan: “Ample democratic liberties; women’s suffrage; dissolution of the ‘Dorados’
and ‘guardias blancas’” (the latter refer to fascist organizations in Mexico).4 Fearing that
women’s votes would represent a conservative bloc in favor of the Church (a not entirely
unfounded suspicion), the government withheld the franchise from women until 1953.
In other ways a populist like Perón and Vargas, Mexican president Lázaro Cárdenas
did not promote women’s rights. His six-year term in office (1934–40) is remembered
for reforms in labor, education, and social programs, but not women’s rights. He was
an architect of the artistic and cultural explosion associated with the post-revolution
era, bringing to fruition many goals of the Revolution and concretizing the abstract
language of the 1917 Constitution into a defined political program. Since his term
coincided with the decade in which the advanced capitalist countries were enduring
the Great Depression, Cárdenas was able to plot a more independent and self-sufficient
course than might have been possible if the interventionist US state had been moni-
toring political and economic developments in Mexico more closely. Concern about the
rise of fascism in Europe also helped keep events in Mexico below the US radar – even
when Cárdenas nationalized British- and American-owned oil companies. The forma-
tion of Petróleos Mexicanos (PEMEX) in 1938 sent shivers down the collective financial
spines of European and US businessmen, but Cárdenas appeased corporate and govern-
ment interests by offering compensation and assurances that there would be no further
expropriations of foreign companies.

Cárdenas’s 1934 Agrarian Code called for the confiscation of 45 million acres of pri-
vate land and its redistribution into ejidos, a reform more extensive than those of all his
predecessors put together. To service the ejidos and sustain the livelihood of the peas-
antry who maintained them, Cárdenas instituted rural schools. The latter were to serve
not only as a means of educating rural children, but also of propagating the core values
of the revolutionary program: national pride, class-consciousness, and distrust of the
Church. When faced with strong opposition from devout Catholics and organized resis-
tance from the hierarchy, Cárdenas relaxed some of the most anti-clerical programs,
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allowing the Church to play a role in delivering state services, especially education.
Cárdenas faced opposition among pro-Catholic, right-wing, and pro-fascist interests in
Mexico, but managed to ride out the storm during the final years of his presidency, aided
by his support of the Allied forces in the face of the war, which by 1940 was engulf-
ing much of the world. For rural and urban workers who benefited from progressive
labor laws, land reforms, and curbs on the authority of hacendados, mine owners, and
industrialists, Cárdenas embodied the Mexican Revolution and stood as the guardian of
its ideals.

Populism in Colombia and Peru

Two other names generally crop up in discussions of charismatic Latin American pop-
ulists: Vı́ctor Raúl Haya de la Torre in Peru and Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in Colombia. Nei-
ther commanded a fraction of the power nor left a legacy as enduring as Vargas and
Perón, nor did they play a role in shaping the contours of a new revolutionary state,
like Cárdenas. However, both Gaitán and Haya de la Torre carved out a particular niche
in the politics of Colombia and Peru, respectively, and served as models of modern-day
political leaders in an era when revolutionary politics, Marxism, and cross-class pop-
ulism held sway in many Latin American countries.

Jorge Eliécer Gaitán

Because Gaitán’s career was cut short when he was assassinated in downtown Bogotá in
1948, there has long been considerable speculation as to what he actually did accom-
plish, and what he might have accomplished had he risen to the high political office
to which he aspired. Born of struggling but respectable middle-class parents, Gaitán
worked his way into elite political circles, while always bridging the gap between the
middle and lower classes. His particular genius was in connecting his progressive polit-
ical values with the aspirations of the poor by putting into common language and con-
crete goals the road to change. Gaitán’s writing made him something of a latter-day
Thomas Paine, making socialism “common sense”; and he was a charismatic public
speaker. Moreover, he was tireless, if idiosyncratic, in his approach. After differing with
the leaders of Colombia’s Liberal Party (Partido Liberal Colombiano) – in part because of
what he saw as its tepid response to the 1928 banana massacre in Ciénaga – he split off
to form his own party. Based on the platform of this party, the National Leftist Revolu-
tionary Union (UNIR, Unión Nacional Izquierdista Revolucionaria), Gaitán built a following
that led him to the brink of taking control of the old Liberal Party and ascending to the
presidency in 1950.

To the shock of his supporters and adversaries alike, two years before the election
Gaitán was killed on the street outside his Bogotá law office. The motive for his death
remains a mystery because a mob immediately apprehended and killed his assassin, Juan
Roa Sierra. Subsequent to the assassination, rioting broke out in Bogotá with devoted
and disappointed followers rampaging through the city in a mass riot that became
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known as the Bogotazo. The exact nature of the crowds’ frustrations was not entirely
clear, except to indicate that much was expected of Gaitán. He had raised the hopes of
the popular classes by attaching his own vision for a more just and prosperous Colombia
to the aspirations and goals of a wide swath of his countrymen and -women. Although
not a socialist, he used the language of socialism to advocate for a more humane capital-
ism in which the government intervened to ensure an equitable distribution of wealth,
public education, a decent standard of living, and that the benefits of modern soci-
ety were available to everyone. Unlike Perón and Vargas, Gaitán left a legacy of what
might have been. His role in government (where he was not a steady presence, moving
in and out of various political offices) is usually discussed in terms of what he advocated,
what he intended, and what his policies might have produced in the long term. These
imprecise legends, similar to those surrounding Pancho Villa, are surprisingly impor-
tant aspects of history, as are the myths surrounding what should have, or could have,
transpired, but never did.

What happened instead was in many ways incomprehensible: near breakdown of
civil society. The Bogotazo spread from the capital to other cities and to the country-
side; from a few weeks of rioting it turned into 30 years of warfare. Known as La
Violencia, the battle initially pitted Liberal against Conservative, but later expanded
beyond the bounds of mere political rivalry. The term La Violencia is indicative. It was the
form, the violence, that was remembered, not the grievances, the parties involved, or
even the outcome. In brief, riots in Bogotá led to peasant land seizures in rural areas, pre-
cipitating in turn severe repression from landowners, who rejected peasant claims and
hired thugs to expel them from seized properties. The peasants formed guerrilla armies,
which went to war against the hacendados’ personal armies, turning Colombia’s coun-
tryside into a battlefield. La Violencia ended in 1957 when Liberals and Conservatives
signed a pact promising to divide political power by sharing some of the key compo-
nents of governance in a national unity structure. The National Front maintained the
peace from 1957 until 1970, but did little to further democracy. By the early 1970s
guerrilla warfare had broken out in opposition to the undemocratic government, plum-
meting Colombia back into a period of violence from which it has never fully emerged.
Jorge Gaitán’s promise to forge a representative government that would incorporate the
majority of Colombians into the decision-making process was never to be. The reasser-
tion of regional rivalries and repressive military solutions to the escalating violence in
recent decades, accelerated by the emergence of powerful drug traffickers engaged in
refining coca and marketing cocaine, has drowned out the populist vision of the 1940s
and 1950s.

Vı́ctor Raúl Haya de la Torre and the APRA

During the pre-colonial and colonial periods, Peru was a country rich in resources
including silver and gold; an enterprising, hardworking, and dense population;
magnificent cities and architecture; and a system of centralized government and towns
connected by a vast road network. At the same time, Peru has always been a study in
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contrasts. Geographically dispersed over an immense area and rugged terrain, the Peru-
vian people are sharply divided between the rich and powerful and the desperately poor,
living in isolated hamlets or crowded urban squalor. A sizeable, educated middle class
has infrequently held the reins of government since independence from Spain in 1824.
The pattern in Peru is for power to be passed back and forth between military and author-
itarian civilian rule, neither of which has managed to improve the lives of the millions
of mainly indigenous people who live in grinding poverty.

The career of Peruvian politician Vı́ctor Raúl Haya de la Torre was emblematic of
the coalescence of socialist and nationalist ideals played out in the Latin American
context. Haya, a student leader in Trujillo and later at the National University of San
Marcos in Lima, was influenced by Peruvian Marxist Mariátegui. In 1924 he founded
APRA, with a program calling for progressive change along the socialist lines that
were influential among nationalist and radical political groups throughout Latin Amer-
ica. In subsequent decades Haya’s politics followed a more populist, nationalist course,
rejecting communism and attempting to forge an APRA-based victory in the electoral
arena. Haya himself did not win electoral office until very late in his career – and
then only on a populist program that was a mere shadow of earlier Aprista nation-
alism – but APRA remained a symbol of Latin American attempts to win national
autonomy. Moreover, it stood as an ideal for civilian rule in a society that, except
for brief intervals, had languished under the shadow of authoritarian and military
governments.

Central America

In other places, particularly Central America, nationalist politicians shifted from forg-
ing popular unity to mounting armed resistance to US control. Ideologically these
movements and their leaders spanned the political spectrum: from populist national-
ism, exemplified by Augusto César Sandino (1895–1934) in Nicaragua, to embracing
communist insurrection, as seen in the program of Salvadoran labor leader Augustı́n
Farabundo Martı́ (1893–1932). These two Central American revolutionaries, whose
lives closely paralleled each other (Farabundo Martı́ worked with Sandino for a while
in Nicaragua despite their political differences, and they both died at the hands of their
respective governments at just 39 years of age), set the stage for important insurrec-
tionary movements in the 1970s and 1980s. Finally, Costa Rica’s history stands apart
from its neighbors in both Central and South America. A country that has democrat-
ically elected its leadership every four years for most of the century and abolished its
army in the late 1940s, Costa Rica has one of the highest standards of living in the
hemisphere. This coffee-producing nation presents an interesting contrast to Colom-
bia, a country similarly based on the growth and export of coffee, and where Liberal
and Conservative parties have long competed for power. But while Costa Rica has cho-
sen leaders through the ballot box, Colombia has endured decades of political violence
(Map 9.1).
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El Salvador

El Salvador emerged from the independence era in the early 1820s with a deeply
entrenched latifundio system in the hands of a small group referred to as the “Fourteen
Families.” This tightly knit oligarchy, interconnected through marriage, acted as a clan
that protected its wealth at all costs and shared little power, even with outside investors.
Unlike neighboring Guatemala, El Salvador’s export economy did not generate a middle-
class bureaucracy in the service of foreign corporations or domestic infrastructure until
the twentieth century, when it developed a professional and commercial class whose
prosperity and livelihood demanded its allegiance to the ruling stratum. The Salvadoran
oligarchy stood as a bulwark against reform of any kind, and was quick to act against
even the merest whispers of unionization, universal suffrage, or any involvement of the
masses in the direction of the government or public life. The Fourteen Families ruled the
entire country as if it was their personal fiefdom, and controlled the workings of society
to such an extent that even US diplomatic envoys routinely referred to them as the “feu-
dal families.” The peasantry and working class endured conditions of extreme poverty,
scratching out an existence on tiny plots of land or at minimal wages.

The main struggle for power occurred in 1932, when a budding reform movement
coalesced around the leadership of Augustı́n Farabundo Martı́, the Marxist advocate of
agrarian reform and universal suffrage. In spite of his admiration for Leon Trotsky, the
Bolshevik revolutionary, which he probably picked up during his years in Mexico (after
his expulsion from Russia Trotsky lived, and was eventually killed by Stalin’s agents,
in Mexico), Farabundo Martı́ transformed El Salvador’s Socialist Party into a Moscow-
oriented communist party in 1930 and assumed the position of Secretary-General. Two
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years later, in response to a military coup d’état that overthrew elected president Arturo
Araujo and installed General Hernández Martı́nez as dictator, Salvadoran communists
organized a peasant and worker revolt against the government. Scheduled for January
22, 1932, the uprising was discovered before the date, thwarted, and the leadership was
apprehended and killed, including Farabundo Martı́. The subsequent violent repression,
during which the army rounded up an estimated 20,000–30,000 peasants for mass exe-
cution – many of whom had no connection to the revolt – is referred to as La Matanza
(The Slaughter). It stands as a moment in Salvadoran history in which the landed oli-
garchy no longer even pretended to govern, instead turning over political power to the
military, which ruled with an iron fist until the early 1980s. At that time, the insurgency
bearing Martı́’s name, the Farabundo Martı́ National Liberation Front (FMLN, Frente
Farabundo Martı́ para la Liberación Nacional), surfaced to lead a concerted war against the
dictatorial government.

Nicaragua

Nicaragua’s history, and the efforts of Augusto César Sandino, differed from that of El
Salvador in that the opposition movement that emerged in the 1920s was not moti-
vated by communist ideology, nor was it directed solely against a homegrown, domestic
oligarchy. Although the US government strongly backed the Salvadoran dictatorship,
and continued to do so throughout the years of guerrilla activity in the 1980s, there
was no direct military intervention, beyond advisors. In Nicaragua, however, except
for a few short intervals, US Marines occupied the country for 22 years from 1911 to
1933, while the US government, working at the behest of US interests controlling fruit
and coffee production and exports, closely supervised domestic political affairs through
an alliance with the Somoza family dynasty that ruled the country from the time the
Marines withdrew.

The United States gained a foothold in Nicaragua under the government of José San-
tos Zelaya (1853–1919), who came to the presidency in 1893 through a military coup.
Zelaya was a modernizer who oversaw the construction of roads, port facilities, and rail-
roads, the separation of Church and state, and the initiation of public education. Simi-
lar to Porfirio Dı́az in Mexico, Zelaya encouraged foreign investment and granted lucra-
tive concessions to US companies doing business in Nicaragua, to the degree that by
1909 they controlled the production of coffee, gold, lumber, and bananas. Concerned
that US firms were attempting to exert undue influence on domestic affairs, and hopeful
that European investors might render higher profits for the national treasury and the
pockets of its powerful and wealthy citizens, the Nicaraguan government invited com-
petitors to bid on a canal across the isthmus. In response, the US government ordered
Marines into Nicaragua. Under US pressure, Zelaya resigned in 1910, putting an end to
any hope for Nicaragua’s autonomous development for more than a half-century. The
opposition Conservative Party (Partido Conservador) installed Adolfo Dı́az as President,
his only qualifications for the job being his employment as a bookkeeper for an Ameri-
can mining company. Dı́az’s major accomplishment was to accept loans from the New
York banking firm of Brown Brothers and Seligman, offering as security a controlling



214 POPULISM AND THE STRUGGLE FOR CHANGE

interest in Nicaragua’s national bank, state railways, and customs revenues. For more
than two decades the US army intermittently occupied Nicaragua, ruling through a
series of puppet governments, and exerting considerable influence over the day-to-day
workings of society.

Refusing to recognize the legitimacy of a national election until the US army exited the
country, Augusto César Sandino, the mestizo son of a moderately prosperous landowner
inspired by the nationalist principles of Mexico’s revolution, mobilized an army of sev-
eral thousand volunteers to drive out the American forces. In November 1932, two
days before the US presidential election, Dr Pedro José Zepeda, Sandino’s foreign rep-
resentative, sent a message to candidate Roosevelt in response to the latter’s speech in
Boston referring to the “inalienable right of all peoples to choose their own govern-
ment.” Zepeda noted “my people in Nicaragua go to the polls with rifles and machine
guns of the United States marines at our backs to make sure that a president satis-
factory to Washington and Wall Street is elected.” Whether the note, quoted in the
Milwaukee Journal on November 2, influenced FDR is not known, but the bulk of the
occupation force was withdrawn in early 1933, just before Roosevelt was sworn into
office. Most likely the damage Sandino’s army was inflicting on the Marines and the
economic downturn in the United States had made military exploits abroad unpopular.
The United States left behind the National Guard it had trained, under the leadership of
Anastasio Somoza Garcı́a (1896–1956), and a government in the hands of a compliant
president. Shortly before the withdrawal of the entire military force, the newly installed
National Guard commander apprehended Sandino after a meeting with President Juan
Bautista Sacasa (1874–1946) and had him executed, a feat of which Somoza boasted
in later years. By 1936 Somoza had consolidated his power and was in control of both
the military and civilian wings of the government, ushering in a family dynasty that
ruled the country directly and indirectly until 1979, when the triumphant Sandinista
National Liberation Front (FSLN, Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional) drove the last
member of the dynasty, Anastasio Somoza Debayle (1925–80), into exile in Florida.

Costa Rica

Costa Rica’s history differed markedly from that of its Central American neighbors.
In the nineteenth century Costa Rica was one of the major coffee-producing and
-exporting countries of the Americas. Like other countries in the region, Costa Rica’s
economy was based on one primary export, coffee, and the ruling elite controlled most
of the nation’s wealth. As occurred in Guatemala, Minor Keith and the United Fruit
Company managed the sale of coffee and other agricultural exports, the combined
total of which accounted for virtually all national revenue. Despite a scenario that
paralleled the political economy of other nations, privileged Costa Ricans did not rely
on the military to maintain power, but worked out a system of passing control of the
government back and forth between the Liberal and Conservative parties for most of
the late nineteenth and into the twentieth century. In 1948 a break in this pattern
occurred, and José Figueres Ferrer (1906–90) assumed leadership of the country with
the support of a rebel army. Figueres held the presidency for the next 18 months, as
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promised, and stepped down. During his time in office Figueres implemented a series of
reforms that have remained in place until the present, and helped to ensure a peaceful
and prosperous society. Most importantly, he abolished the army, thereby eliminating
the incentive for war and the accumulation of arms and military “toys” that have
consumed the militaries (and budgets) of most Latin American nations in the twentieth
century. He nationalized the banking system, implemented a property tax, limited the
presidency to one term, granted women the right to vote, and instituted measures
allowing for the democratic transference of power from one politician and one party to
another.

Because of a well-managed system of public education, Costa Rica has a 96 percent
literacy rate, comparable to those of the United States, Canada, and Cuba; and a well-run
national health service that no doubt contributes to the country’s high life expectancy,
low infant mortality, and reduced levels of communicable disease. How and why Costa
Rica has managed to establish a system that other Latin American countries have not
remains something of a mystery. Some of the explanations often proffered are that it
has a very homogeneous population; the extent of income inequalities has never been
the same as in other nations in the hemisphere; and there has been no army for a long
period of time. Whatever the reasons, Costa Rica’s social welfare system is better than
that of any other in the hemisphere except that of Canada.

The Long Twentieth Century

As historians have noted, the political, cultural, social, even psychological outlook
of the world underwent a profound change as a result of the chain of events set in
motion by the 1929 Wall Street stock market crash and the Great Depression of the
1930s. Nonetheless, the great financial shock that undermined the confidence of the
major powers in London, New York, Berlin, and Paris reverberated differently in Latin
America.

Because the nineteenth-century economies of most nations in the region were based
on exporting one or very few raw materials (coffee from Brazil and Colombia; copper and
nitrates from Chile; tin from Bolivia; meat and grains from Argentina; fruit and coffee
from Central America), the sudden and severe contraction of demand from the United
States and Europe, as the Depression deepened, severely damaged the exporting nations
at the production end of the commodity chain. Moreover, Latin America’s infrastruc-
ture, much of it essential for transporting materials to ports and urban markets, had
been built with loans and through direct investments from abroad. As Europe and the
United States demanded servicing of the debt, the debtor nations found they could not
pay. Interaction with traditional trading partners in Europe, especially Britain and Ger-
many, halted or underwent change; trade patterns shifted from transatlantic to moving
almost entirely north to south and back again. At the height of the Depression, in the
mid-1930s, neither goods nor money moved at all. With demand abroad at a standstill
and little capital available to stimulate local economies, many nations of Latin America
began to turn inward and economic activity slowed to a crawl.
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The state of Latin American society at the end of the 1930s and into the 1940s
was extraordinarily different from that of the 1890s. Urbanization, immigration, social
reforms, and the imprint of charismatic leaders proposing radically new political pro-
grams had combined to transform Latin American capitals and major cities. Whereas
the countryside in most of the countries remained unchanged, cities were fast approach-
ing the cosmopolitan flavor of their European counterparts. Demographic and eco-
nomic trends, along with Latin America’s assumption of a more central role in inter-
national trade, had profoundly affected everyday life. Prescribed roles of gender, race,
and class were no longer immutable, just as geographic, national, and ethnic barriers
had lessened to bring a wider variety of the new Americans onto the national stage.

Conclusion

The twentieth century was marked by the advent of socialism, an ideology born in
Europe but adapted to the reality of poor societies in Asia, Latin America, and Africa
with varying degrees of success. Populism proved a more compelling organizing princi-
ple in many countries, and the attraction of powerful leaders – Perón, Vargas, Cárdenas,
Gaitán, Haya de la Torre, and others – retooled the original socialist campaign among
the working class and traditional leftist sectors. Many countries witnessed deep-seated
political and cultural changes during the first decades of the twentieth century. Mass
politics, modern cultural expressions, and movements that demanded broader rights
for all members of society cropped up everywhere in Latin America. In the case of
Mexico, the demands exploded onto the national scene, originating in the country-
side and enveloping the entire country. Finally, no account of the twentieth century
in Latin America can ignore the profound importance of the rise to world dominance
of the United States, on the one hand, and the repeated outbreak of multifaceted, anti-
imperialist, nationalist, and socialist struggles attempting to check US power and secure
Latin American self-determination, on the other. While apparent as far back as 1823,
with the articulation of the Monroe Doctrine, and reinforced by the 1904 Roosevelt
Corollary – as well as frequent acts of “gunboat diplomacy” and other “Big Stick” inter-
ventions that marked the implementation of those political doctrines – the full force of
US hegemony reached new heights during the second half of the twentieth century, as
a product of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. The next
chapter explores the contours of that struggle.

Topics and Questions for Discussion

1 Look up “populism” in history and political science books and other sources and
draw out a general description of various populist leaders in the history of Latin
America and other regions of the world.

2 Describe the changing character of the Getúlio Vargas’s regimes between 1930 and
1945, then from 1950 to 1954. Did Vargas’s rule benefit Brazil? Given the demo-
cratic shortcomings of Vargas’s time in power, why was he so popular?
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3 What role did Eva Perón play in her husband’s administration? Do you think she was
important to the success of Juan Perón in Argentina?

4 Populist governments of rather different sorts arose in Peru and Colombia – the latter
collapsing into the protracted strife of La Violencia. In what ways were these regimes
similar to and different from each other? Did they share similarities with the admin-
istrations of Vargas and Perón?

5 Mexican president Lázaro Cárdenas is credited with implementing many of the
reforms promised much earlier in the Constitution of 1917. Describe his program of
land and labor reforms. Why do you think he was able to implement these reforms
when earlier attempts had failed?

6 What were the main features of the political movements that broke out in El Sal-
vador (Farabundo Martı́) and Nicaragua (Augusto Sandino)? How did the military
campaigns of these two men anticipate later national liberation struggles in Central
America?

7 Why do you think that Costa Rica has been able to pursue a different social and
political course from that of other Central American nations? Is it a model for other
nations in the hemisphere? Why or why not?

Notes

1 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes (New York: Random House, Inc., 1994), p. 135.
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3 Susan K. Besse, Restructuring Patriarchy: The Modernization of Gender Inequality in Brazil,

1914–1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).
4 Jocelyn Olcott, Revolutionary Women in Post-revolutionary Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-
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Post-World War II Struggles
for Sovereignty

The war that eventually engulfed much of the world from 1939 until 1945 did not pro-
duce the tremendous number of casualties in Latin America that it did in Europe, Asia,
and Africa; however, it did not entirely pass by the region either. Economically, Latin
America benefited from the worldwide demand for primary goods, especially copper, oil,
and agricultural commodities. A new feature of the commodity chain from the produc-
ing side was the demand for Mexican laborers to fill jobs in US agriculture left vacant as
men entered the army and women took positions in basic industry. Politically, the conflict
between right and left playing out on a grand scale in other parts of the world surfaced
in far more muted contests between Latin American fascist and communist movements.

World War II

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States placed heavy
pressure on Latin American governments to cut off business and trade with the Axis
powers. Nevertheless, most attempted to remain neutral; only Central American and
Caribbean nations sided with the Allies in 1941, although Mexico followed suit in 1942.
Brazil’s Getúlio Vargas, who had earlier flirted with fascism, tried to retain his alliance
with the United States while also maintaining cordial relations with Germany, which
was heavily invested in Brazilian industries. But in 1942 the Nazis sank a Brazilian ship,
prompting Vargas to join the Allies. Colombia and Bolivia declared war on the Axis in
1943, but Venezuela, Peru, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Ecuador waited another two
years – to a point when the war was almost over – to follow suit. Argentina, with its
German-trained military, large German and Italian populations, and substantial Ger-
man investments, held out as long as possible. It only entered on the side of the Allies in

A History of Modern Latin America: 1800 to the Present, Second Edition. Teresa A. Meade.
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2016 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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March 1945, when the Axis defeat in Europe was a certainty and the Japanese surrender
less than five months away (Map 10.1). At the same time, Argentina and Cuba, along
with the Dominican Republic (the peculiar circumstances of which will be explained
later in this chapter), became a major refuge for Jews escaping Nazi-held territories.
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Map 10.1 Latin America in World War II. (Courtesy Cathryn L. Lombardi and John V.
Lombardi, Latin American History: A Teaching Atlas, 1983. By permission of The University of
Wisconsin Press)
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Latin American countries’ lack of enthusiasm for the war effort may reflect the fact
that their economies neither benefited, nor suffered terribly, during the war years. The
most pronounced impact was that wartime demand for copper, tin, and oil bolstered
the export economies of Chile, Bolivia, Venezuela, and Mexico, while demand for sugar
and tropical fruits was a boon to Central American and Caribbean nations. An impor-
tant shift in commodity exports took place, as the United States replaced Europe as chief
consumer. Consumption in Europe was stymied during the war, and then drastically cur-
tailed for decades afterward. In addition to supplying North America’s ravenous appetite
for minerals, oil, resources, foodstuffs, and manufactures, especially steel from Mexico
and Brazil, the war contributed to high levels of employment and the expansion of basic
industry in Latin America. In Brazil, the change was dramatic since US investments
helped to build a national steel and chemical industry. However, throughout the region
disruptions in traditional export markets and trade relations offset many of the gains
achieved in specific, war-related export commodities. Mexico, more than any other Latin
American nation, supported the US effort by providing strategic resources (copper, zinc,
lead, mercury, graphite, and cadmium) and instituting internal price controls to avoid
profiteering. Mexico’s national income almost tripled between 1940 and 1946, moving
from 6.4 billion pesos in 1940 to 18.6 billion in 1945. Per capita income also grew in
the same period (from 325 pesos to 838 pesos) although increases were not evenly dis-
tributed. Without the ready supply of crucial raw materials from Mexico and other parts
of Latin America, US defense plants would have encountered great difficulty making the
rapid transition from peace to a wartime production schedule.

Temporary Worker Program

The most controversial aspect of US–Mexico cooperation was the Bracero Program.
Taking its name from the Spanish word for arm, brazo, the program began with an
agreement in 1942 between Presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Manuel Ávila Camacho
(1897–1955) to recruit over 300,000 Mexicans as agricultural workers to fill a US labor
shortage caused by the combined impact of military conscription and the massive influx
of laborers into more highly skilled, and remunerated, work in armament factories. By
the time the Bracero Program ended in 1964, an estimated 4.6 million Mexicans had
participated in the program in over 25 states, including Minnesota and Wisconsin in
the Midwest, as well as states in the Pacific Northwest and throughout the West, South-
west, and Southeast.

According to the terms, Mexican workers received free transportation to and from
the United States to work in jobs selected specifically not to displace US workers; they
were paid the minimum wage of $0.46 an hour, increased to $0.57 an hour by the end
of the war. Ideally, both US and Mexican government inspectors monitored the work
camps to ensure that laborers were being paid the minimum wage, had good working
conditions, and were being provided with sanitary housing and other facilities. In reality
most braceros paid their own way to the fields where their working conditions and hours
were far from the rosy picture recruiters promised. Some returned home, disillusioned
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with the reality of work in the United States, but most stayed since no matter how dismal
the camps, how long the working day, or how low the wages, conditions were still better
than for comparable work in Mexico. During the war years, the scrutiny of government
inspectors ensured a modicum of fair treatment and American labor unions monitored
the situation to prevent braceros from being enlisted as strike breakers and cheap non-
union labor that would depress the cost of labor (Figure 10.1).

In order to prevent workers from abandoning the fields, especially since the growers
seldom provided the comforts they had promised, and to ensure the braceros would leave
the United States once they were no longer needed, the Mexican government received

Figure 10.1 “Americans All” poster supporting the Bracero Program in the United States.
(National Archives photo Local Identifier no. 44-PA-353. Created by the Office for Emergency
Management. Office of War Information. Domestic Operations Branch. Bureau of Special
Services (03/09/1943–09/15/1945))
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10 percent of their pay, presumably to be reimbursed to the workers when they returned
to Mexico. In practice, not only were the braceros never informed of this deal, the vast
majority never saw any of the money, a fact only revealed in the early 2000s. After a
series of lawsuits, in 2008 the Mexican government agreed to pay each bracero, or a
surviving heir, $3,500 upon presentation of the proper documentation. Investigative
journalist Erika Sánchez reported that, “at the age of 75, my grandfather finally received
the 38,000 pesos ($2,903 today) that were owed to him. ‘I probably broke even with all
the trips I took to Durango (the city) to look for the money,’ my grandfather says.”1

The Bracero Program existed from 1942 until 1964, a full 19 years after the end of
World War II and almost a decade after the Korean War (1950–3). In fact, recent schol-
arship indicates that whatever the original purpose of the temporary worker program,
it evolved into a means to provide US growers with cheap agricultural labor, not simply
to fill a wartime shortage. A study by the Pew Hispanic Center demonstrates that more
bracero contracts were signed after the end of the war than during it. The largest num-
ber of contracts (450,000) was signed in 1956; that rate was maintained until 1960.
Thus several hundred thousand braceros entered the United States between 1942 and
1946 and then, curiously, arrived in far greater numbers during the 1950s. When, in
1954, the United States entered a short, but severe, post-war depression, US organized
labor called for an end to the program on the basis that owners were using braceros for
jobs that could go to native workers. Rather than end the program, however, the gov-
ernment launched “Operation Wetback” (its official name, adopted from the derogatory
reference to illegal immigrants who arrived in the United States after, presumably, swim-
ming across the Rio Grande River). This military and paramilitary operation conducted
sweeps through urban neighborhoods where many Mexicans lived and along the US–
Mexico border. Over a million workers and their families were deported, many of whom
had entered the United States legally as braceros; others had become US citizens.

When the economy picked up in the late 1950s, agribusiness interests in California,
the Southwest, and Florida lobbied the US government to maintain, and even extend, the
Bracero Program; as a result over a million laborers signed bracero contracts during the
early 1960s. The Pew Hispanic Center study tracks the correlation between the decline
in bracero contracts and the rapid advance in mechanization of US agriculture. By 1962,
since machines had replaced a large portion of agricultural work previously done man-
ually, growers required fewer laborers, mainly for harvesting crops. For the braceros the
most brutal aspect of the plan occurred in the 1950s and 1960s when states, depending
on the peculiarities of local demand, began to ship the laborers back to Mexico – with
little or no warning, and no thanks at all.

This snapshot of the Bracero Program contains several history lessons. First, most
residents of the United States are unaware that without the work of Mexican migrants
during World War II and the Korean War, the United States would not have been
able to produce enough food to meet demand on the home front and for the military
abroad. Secondly, US historians have been slow to recognize that the Bracero Program
was much more than a temporary, stopgap measure to fill a wartime labor shortage.
Instead, it institutionalized through a bilateral agreement a practice in which US busi-
ness relied on cheap labor from Mexico to depress prevailing wage levels, especially in
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agriculture. Finally, the main impact of the Bracero Program was to lay the founda-
tion for the exploitation of migrant laborers from south of the border, on a seasonal and
as-needed basis, in agricultural fields bordering the western, southwestern, and south-
eastern states. This practice, which has only accelerated since the 1950s, has served to
provide the US consumer with a wide variety of foods at some of the lowest prices in the
world. Today, the pattern of reliance on low-cost, transitory, and temporary labor estab-
lished by the Bracero Program has spread to virtually every form of manual labor in the
United States, and as a “tradition” stands at the heart of recent debates over the insti-
tutionalized “guest-worker” program designed to provide immigrants to fill low-wage
jobs.

Post-war Latin America

The most striking change in the post-war era was the global shift in world domination
and in the nature of conflict between competing powers. By the 1950s Europe’s author-
ity in the Americas, as well as in Africa and Asia, was a fraction of what it had been in
1900. Except for a few colonial outposts held by Great Britain, France, and Holland (the
Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Antigua, Belize, Dominica,
St Kitts/Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent, and a part of the Virgin Islands), Europe no longer
exerted significant influence in the hemisphere. The United States had become one of
two “superpowers,” and by the end of the twentieth century, following the breakup of
the Soviet Union in 1991, had emerged as the most powerful military and political force
on the planet. With the exception of Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands, the United
States did not attempt to colonize the hemisphere, as had the Europeans earlier; how-
ever, it did not hesitate to flex its military might. The chumminess of the “Good Neigh-
bor Policy,” FDR’s Latin American foreign policy during the war years, gave way to an
aggressive stance more reminiscent of Teddy Roosevelt’s “Big Stick” earlier in the cen-
tury. When local workers demanded higher wages and better working conditions from
US firms operating in a Latin American country, for example, or when governments
moved to nationalize or tax US-based corporations, Washington did not hesitate to step
in to overturn the offending government and replace it with a more compliant regime.

By the mid-twentieth century, many Latin Americans had adopted new attitudes
toward their own nations and relations with the United States. A stronger nationalist
voice was being heard in many countries of the Americas, from newly emergent groups
interested in promoting democratic traditions and national sovereignty. The hypocrisy
of fighting to end totalitarianism in Europe and Asia while tolerating or even encour-
aging it at home was not lost on a new generation of Latin Americans. As a result of
improved educational levels in the 1950s, the citizenry was not as amenable to the
kind of strict authoritarian rule that had existed earlier. Throughout Latin America,
increased industrialization, spurred by wartime economies, accelerated demand for a
more educated workforce capable of handling everything from technical and manage-
rial tasks to the operating of more sophisticated machinery. In the post-war decades
the number of students in universities grew at astonishing rates. In Mexico the number
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ballooned from 76,000 in 1960 to 247,000 in 1970 and 1.3 million by 1987; in Brazil,
Latin America’s most populous nation, university enrollment climbed from 95,000 in
1960 to 430,000 in 1970 and 1.8 million by 1980. Even in places where the overall stu-
dent population was small, increases were remarkable. Peru’s student population grew
15-fold, from 16,000 in 1950 to 246,000 in 1980; similarly, Chile’s went from 9,000
in 1950 to 120,000 at the beginning of the 1970s.

In a phenomenon that occurred throughout the world, as well as in Latin America,
members of the rising middle class, and their newly educated male and female children,
were no longer content to languish under the control of a distant elite. Large numbers
of women had entered higher education for the first time, and began to make mod-
est inroads into the professions and other employment outside the home. University-
educated youths, many the first in their family to complete high school, much less
college, expected to join a workforce where education opened doors to better jobs and
professions, and to a role in determining the governance and direction of the societies
in which they lived. University faculties and administrations also grew, giving rise to a
large, progressively minded, and usually left-leaning voice within an organized institu-
tional setting.

In addition, new institutions of higher learning reached locales where youths previ-
ously had little access to the world of ideas and technology, or means to obtain a bet-
ter future than that of their parents. The most elite national universities were located
in capital cities, but well-qualified young women and men in more isolated provinces
also began to attend universities in the late 1960s. The impact on the nature of the
ideological discourse throughout Latin America was nothing short of earth shattering.
Privileged oligarchies, military dictatorships, and the landed elite did not fit well with a
new generation’s conception of a society devoted to the furtherance of a shared public
sphere – including libraries, parks, schools, and recreational facilities, as well as publicly
owned infrastructure and a government bureaucracy – that existed to serve everyone,
rather than only a select few. Finally, a larger mass of educated people translated into a
larger proportion of society concerned with inequality, adding to the existing cohort of
Latin American intellectuals who had historically been preoccupied with issues of social
justice. Referring to Latin America in the 1950s, Jean Franco explains why: “Marxism
attracted the intelligentsia because it offered a rational explanation of inequality and
the goal of liberation from imperialism, both formal and informal.”2 Moreover, injus-
tice was everywhere. If the middle class had grown, prosperity had barely touched the
poorest segment of most countries, leaving the poor, both rural and urban, eking out a
subsistence living or crowded into burgeoning makeshift settlements on the outskirts of
the cities (Figure 10.2 and Figure 10.3).

Military versus Civilian Rule

Increased educational levels, along with a greater awareness of the struggle for democ-
racy and against colonialism enveloping many parts of the world – especially Africa and
Asia – placed many young, informed Latin Americans on a collision course with their
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Figure 10.2 The Rocinha favela is an example of extremely poor housing adjacent to wealthy
residences, this one in Rio de Janeiro’s exclusive South Zone. (Photo by matteo0702 (Flickr:
Rocinha_68860004) Used under CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), via
Wikimedia Commons)

own governments. For the United States, however, the watchword of the post-war era
vis-à-vis relations with Latin America, and the rest of the world, was stability: meaning a
stable environment for multinational investment. With the passage of the Mutual Secu-
rity Act in 1951, the exact nature of what the US government envisioned as the best
means of ensuring stability became clear. Initially the Act provided for $38.5 million to
the militaries of individual Latin American nations so that they could build up “coun-
try missions” for their own internal security. Since no Latin American countries were at
war with each other, and since funding every country’s military establishment would
seem a poor way of preventing conflict among and between them, there was clearly a
different purpose. The United States wanted Latin American militaries to police their
respective civilian populations to ensure domestic stability. In the years since, a much
broader and more comprehensive Military Assistance Program (MAP) has provided bil-
lions of dollars for hardware and training to individual militaries in the hemisphere.
Needless to say, the United States seldom invaded or strong-armed its way into a Latin
American country, nor showered its largesse on a country’s military, without the express
approval – or even invitation – from the local military, urban and agricultural elites,
and politicians. When under pressure, Latin American oligarchs were inclined to run to
the American embassy and demand US military protection from uprisings by their own
citizenry.
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Figure 10.3 Residents in this Buenos Aires villa (shantytown community) have established
their own schools, soup kitchens, and cooperative gardens, but children still have little open
space in which to play. (Nancy Borowick photo)

Additionally, in 1946 the United States inaugurated a key institution for the formal
training of Latin American military officers: the School of the Americas (SOA), dubbed
“the School of Assassins” by Newsweek magazine. In 2001 it was renamed the West-
ern Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation (WHISC). Originally located in the
Panama Canal Zone, and moved in 1984 to Fort Benning, Georgia, the SOA has grad-
uated some of the most famous dictators in Latin American history, including General
Augusto Pinochet, who led the 1973 overthrow of Chile’s elected president, Salvador
Allende (1908–73); and Manuel Noriega (b. 1935), a close associate of the United States
until his friendship proved to be no longer expedient and he was deposed by the very gov-
ernment that had him, literally, on the payroll; as well as the leaders of notorious death
squads, such as El Salvador’s Roberto D’Aubuisson (1944–92). The particular role of
these and other military leaders will be explained later in this and subsequent chapters.
A key purpose of the SOA was to create military officers loyal to the United States, and
to rule out attempts by errant, often junior, military officers who militantly disagreed
with the existing government and sought to install more representative leadership, as
happened during the 1922 Brazilian tenentes revolt, Augusto Sandino’s guerrilla war
against the US occupation of Nicaragua in the 1930s, and a 1944 junior officer revolt
in Guatemala. The founding of the SOA in 1946 was consistent with a US Cold War
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policy that favored the installation of military governments as a way of maintaining
order. From Washington’s point of view, the policy was enormously successful. By 1954,
pro-US military dictatorships were in power in 13 of 20 Latin American nations.

The Absolute Dictator: Rafael Trujillo

Quite possibly the best example of the absolute dictator, whose loyalty to the United
States bordered on the fanatical, was Rafael Trujillo Molina (1891–1961), who ruled
the Dominican Republic personally, or through his surrogates, from 1930 until his
assassination in 1961. A product of the US military occupation of the island from 1916
to 1924, Trujillo at age 18 joined the National Guard, a local Dominican military force
formed during the US Marine occupation to maintain order.

President Woodrow Wilson had dispatched a Marine force to the Dominican Republic
after the 1911 assassination of Ramón Cáceres, a reform politician who had attempted
to modernize and reform Dominican society during his time in office (1906–11). Dis-
liked by the local landowning elite and distrusted by US sugar interests, which owned
the majority of mills on the island, Cáceres had little opportunity to enact change, and
the fighting that broke out after his death dismantled what had been put in place. During
the Marine occupation, US companies and soldiers made a number of improvements,
including building a system of roads and telegraph lines, improving sanitation and edu-
cational facilities, and eradicating disease. When they departed, the Marines left behind
a military force trained to protect US interests, with a designated commander. Over the
next six years, the National Guard became the Dominican National Police and finally
the National Armed Forces. Trujillo moved in step with each new military permutation;
in 1928 he became leader of the Armed Forces, and then self-appointed president of the
country in 1930 (see Box 10.1).

The extent of Trujillo’s control was legendary. For example, he had the hotel rooms
and press offices of international correspondents bugged and employed spies to move
among workplaces, government offices, and even on the street to report back any con-
versations that were anything less than supportive of the regime. During Trujillo’s
administration there were many improvements to infrastructure, including roads and
communication and transportation networks, and there was a fair amount of construc-
tion – but all the work was done either by the president’s own companies or by others
from which he extracted robust bribes. The improvements, many of which earned him
a genuine core of supporters among ordinary Dominicans, were not only personally
lucrative but also facilitated oversight of the population. Speed bumps were interspersed
along roads to slow down traffic at the hundreds of check points; police and personal
servants traveled along the streets to make sure that every house had a picture of the
leader on display, lit up and visible from the street. The roads and telegraph lines were
also crucial for moving people around. To guarantee an adequate workforce for his many
sugar estates and other enterprises, busloads of people and materials were moved in and
required to stay until Trujillo allowed them to leave. The rest of the time peasants were
tied to the land, requiring a government permit to move from one place to another.
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Box 10.1 The tentacles of the dictator’s reach

Eduardo Galeano wrote a partially tongue-in-cheek summary of the tentacles of
Trujillo’s reach, which would be humorous if it were not true:

1936 Trujillo City

Trujillo, tireless bane of reds and heretics, was, like Anastasio Somoza, born of a U.S.
military occupation. His natural modesty does not prevent him from allowing his
name to appear on automobile license plates and his likeness on all postage stamps,
nor does he oppose the conferring of the rank of colonel on his three-year-old son
Ramfis, as an act of simple justice. His sense of responsibility obliges him to appoint
personally all ministers, porters, bishops, and beauty queens. To stimulate the spirit
of enterprise, Trujillo grants the salt, tobacco, oil, cement, flour, and match monop-
olies to Trujillo. In defense of public health, Trujillo closes down businesses that do
not sell meat from the Trujillo slaughterhouses or milk from his dairy farms; and for
the sake of public security he makes obligatory the purchase of insurance policies
sold by Trujillo. Firmly grasping the helm of progress, Trujillo releases the Trujillo
enterprises from taxes, while providing his estates with irrigation and roads and his
factories with customers. By order of the Trujillo shoe manufacturer, anyone caught
barefoot on the streets of town or city goes to jail.

The all-powerful has a voice like a whistle, with which there is no discussion. At
supper, he clinks glasses with a governor or deputy who will be off to the cemetery
after coffee. When a piece of land interests him, he doesn’t buy it; he occupies it.
When a woman appeals to him, he doesn’t seduce her; he points at her.

Quoted in Galeano, Century of the Wind, vol. 3, pp. 105–6.

This description captures the essence of Trujillo’s rule, and refers to actual events.
For example, Galeano’s reference to a beauty queen refers to Trujillo’s 18-year-
old daughter, Angelita, whom he had crowned Queen Angelita Trujillo in Decem-
ber 1955 at an extravagant event (the National Fair of Peace and Brotherhood
of the Free World), to which Trujillo invited the world’s dignitaries. The Fair cost
$50 million (in a country where annual per capita income was $240), and
although attendance was mandatory for select Dominicans, almost no foreign dig-
nitary attended.

A fitness fanatic and very careful dresser, Trujillo refused to allow anyone to walk
barefoot in the capital; shoe stalls were in place on all roads leading into the city so that
the poor who had no shoes could rent them when attendance in the capital was required.
Smoking in public and automobiles was not allowed, and even on the hottest days men
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were required to wear jackets and ties in the capital. Not only were there no permits to
carry guns, but also it was illegal to walk with a coat over one’s arm or wear trousers
and shirts of the same khaki color since Trujillo had determined that it was easier to
hide a weapon while in such attire. Costly permits were required to hold any festivals or
parties, except for gatherings with the immediate family.

After Pearl Harbor the Dominican Republic immediately declared war on the Axis
powers, while steadily exporting sugar, cocoa, and coffee at good prices to supply the
war effort. Like the Nicaraguan dictator Somoza, whose trajectory and methods were
closely parallel, Trujillo could be relied on to back the United States in whatever interna-
tional dispute arose. A notable departure from US policy was the Dominican Republic’s
acceptance in 1939 of Spanish Republicans forced into exile after the Spanish Civil War
and triumph of the fascist government headed by General Francisco Franco. In addi-
tion, the Dominican Republic welcomed Jews escaping the Nazi takeover of Europe. On
the surface it seems peculiar that Trujillo, who openly admired fascist ideology, was will-
ing to admit its victims, even those, such as the Republicans, with leftist sympathies.
In both cases it was apparently the whiteness of the refugees that mattered more to
Trujillo – a man who obsessively declared his Spanish heritage and deleted his grand-
mother’s Haitian nationality from every official record – than their ideology. One of the
earliest examples of Trujillo’s whitening campaign occurred in October 1937 when he
ordered the killing of 25,000 Haitians in the border area between the two countries.
In a little over a day, Dominican soldiers hacked to death thousands of black Haitian
men, women, and children, migrant laborers who had crossed the border to work on
Dominican sugar plantations. After a mild protest from Washington and demands for
reparations from Haiti, the Dominican Republic paid $522,000, or $29 for every offi-
cially recognized death.

In 1956 Trujillo’s agents apprehended a Dominican exile, Jésus de Galı́ndez, a
Columbia University professor and outspoken critic of the regime, off the street near his
New York apartment. Galı́ndez was smuggled onto an airplane, returned to the Domini-
can Republic, tortured, and killed. The Galı́ndez matter was an embarrassment for the
Dwight Eisenhower Administration when it was revealed that the plane was piloted by
US citizen Gerald Murphy, whose relationship with the FBI has always cast a shadow on
the extent to which the US government was complicit in Galı́ndez’s murder. Two other
incidents pushed things over the edge. In June 1959, six months after the triumphant
Cuban Revolution, a group of Dominican exiles, with the support of Fidel Castro
(b. 1926) and Rómulo Betancourt (1908–81), the reformist president of Venezuela,
landed on Dominican shores with the intention of overthrowing Trujillo. Instead, the
conspirators and their Dominican allies were arrested, jailed, and/or executed. Furious
with Betancourt, Trujillo ordered Dominican agents to place a bomb in the Venezue-
lan president’s car in Caracas, which exploded, injuring Betancourt. In response to
Venezuela’s outcry, the OAS (Organization of American States) expelled the Dominican
Republic. Another case concerned the apprehension and murder of three sisters who
were members of the prominent Mirabal family, and whose father was an outspoken
critic of Trujillo. The women, all young mothers and critics of the regime, were killed
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when their car was forced off the road on the way back from visiting their husbands,
who were in jail for plotting to overthrow the dictator. Julia Álvarez (b. 1950), one of
the Dominican Republic’s most prominent authors, chronicled the story in her book In
the Time of the Butterflies, later made into a movie starring Salma Hayek.

Trujillo’s downfall

By 1960 Washington had decided that Trujillo’s unfailing loyalty was not enough to
excuse his embarrassingly lawless behavior, and took steps to rein him in by levying a
special excise tax on Dominican sugar entering the United States. To retaliate, Trujillo
brazenly dispatched agents to Eastern Europe, presumably with the intent of investigat-
ing a new market for sugar, but more likely as an affront to the United States. In response,
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sent arms to opposition groups in the Domini-
can Republic and, either directly or indirectly, had Trujillo killed in his car on May 30,
1961. Although the CIA did not at the time admit assassinating such a longtime ally and
loyal supporter, the release of classified documents has since confirmed the intelligence
agency’s responsibility.

In the years since Trujillo’s downfall, the Dominican Republic has gone through a
number of presidents, but no single administration has been able to resolve the pro-
found economic disparities that plague the island. The poorest half of the population
receives less than one-fifth of the gross national product, while the richest 10 percent
enjoy nearly 40 percent of national income; nearly 20 percent of the population are
perpetually unemployed, and over one-quarter live below the poverty line. Statistics
on literacy, infant mortality, and life expectancy for men and women are some of the
most unfavorable in the hemisphere. Large numbers of Dominicans have migrated to
the United States, where they have turned neighborhoods such as Washington Heights
in upper Manhattan and Jamaica Plain in Boston into Dominican enclaves. Entire
communities on the island live on remittances sent back by relatives in the United
States, a very few of whom are high-paid baseball players and fashion designers such
as Robinson Cano, Sammy Sosa, and Oscar de la Renta. However, overwhelmingly
they are minimum-wage-earning workers in service sector and manufacturing jobs, or
owners of small businesses, especially bodegas (grocery stores).

Americas in Transition: Guatemala and Bolivia

In the years before and immediately following World War II, the United States toler-
ated authoritarian regimes in Nicaragua, Guatemala, Cuba and other countries, as long
as those governments maintained a stable environment for investment and trade and
supported the United States in international policy forums. Nonetheless, many nations
attempted to install democratic governments and to transform unequal conditions into
ones of relative social and economic equality. Two examples of such attempts were in
Guatemala and Bolivia, both of which were successful for a while, but ultimately were
derailed by a combination of powerful interests from abroad operating in alliance with



POST-WORLD WAR II STRUGGLES FOR SOVEREIGNTY 231

domestic conservative sectors intent on preserving the traditional distribution of wealth
and power.

Guatemala

From the time of independence in the mid-nineteenth century until the 1940s,
Guatemala was under the rule of military leaders who served the interests of a small
group of landed elite and the export market to which they supplied cotton, coffee,
bananas, and other fruit. In the post-World War II era, Guatemala received ample for-
eign investment to support the growth of foreign-owned and -operated manufactur-
ing, including food processing, pharmaceuticals, and some basic industry. The country’s
long history of ignoring the needs of its impoverished citizens – above all the indigenous
Quiché-Maya population – began to change in 1944 when a group of junior military
officers, intent on bringing about greater social equality, overthrew the ruling clique and
set the stage for elections. This “October Revolution,” as it was called, brought to power
a former teacher and moderate reformer, Juan José Arévalo (1904–90). Although origi-
nally installed in office by force, Arévalo was subsequently elected to the presidency, from
which he presided over the writing of a new constitution that shared many similarities
with the Mexican Constitution of 1917. During his five-year term Arévalo initiated a
process of constitutional rule by law, outlined a series of economic and social improve-
ments (though most did not get beyond the planning stage), survived 22 attempted mil-
itary revolts against his government, and managed to oversee the orderly election of
his successor, Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán (1913–71). Arbenz, a junior officer who had par-
ticipated in the 1944 October Revolution before transitioning to civilian life, became
in 1950 the first president in Guatemala’s history to enter office through the electoral
arena.

Despite the election, democratic institutions were exceedingly weak, and power
remained concentrated in an elite minority. In addition to a small number of latifun-
dia in the hands of single families or family-based corporations, much of the land in
Guatemala was held by the United Fruit Company, whose role in the 1928 Colombian
“banana massacre” was discussed in Chapter 8. The company not only owned land, it
also controlled freight and shipping rates, owned and operated the telegraph service,
and maintained a vast network of company housing for the seasonally employed work-
force overseen by a cadre of imported supervisors and estate managers, many from
Alabama. Operating under the Jim Crow laws of the US South, United Fruit had imposed
on Guatemala, Colombia, and other places a set of policies taken straight from the seg-
regationist handbook, including one that required “all persons of color to give the right
of way to whites and remove their hats while talking to them.”

Like his predecessor, Arbenz found that he had little latitude to bring about change;
however, he embarked on a policy to add economic reforms to the moderate political
reforms his predecessor had initiated. His plan called for strengthening the Guatemalan
private sector by facilitating the growth of nationally owned firms; increasing con-
trol over domestic resources and exploiting natural resources, especially oil; and
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encouraging public works projects contracted to private firms to boost employment. He
required foreign firms to pay taxes (including income taxes) and to abstain from inter-
vening in domestic affairs. By far the most daring innovation was an agrarian reform
law passed in June 1952. The law called for the expropriation of uncultivated plots from
large plantations, to be paid for in 25-year government bonds, at a 3 percent interest
rate, based on the land’s reported valuation in May 1952.

The agrarian reform, modeled on the US Homestead Act of 1862, proposed to dis-
tribute 1.5 million acres of uncultivated, expropriated land to 100,000 families – includ-
ing 1,700 acres belonging to Arbenz and his Salvadoran wife, Marı́a Cristina Vilanova.
Not surprisingly, this plan met with opposition from the traditional oligarchy and from
United Fruit, which owned an estimated 85 percent of Guatemala’s land. In addition,
the giant company had consistently undervalued its holdings for tax purposes. There-
fore, when the Guatemalan government offered to pay at the tax-assessed value of
$627,572, United Fruit protested, arguing that the land was actually worth over $15
million. Essentially, after having cheated the Guatemalan government for years, United
Fruit argued that it was actually owed more than $15 million for assets it had never
reported.

Immediately, United Fruit raised the alarm among its US stockholders and many sym-
pathizers in the United States and Guatemala. The company had many friends in high
places, including President Eisenhower’s Secretary of State John Foster Dulles (1888–
1959), and his younger brother, CIA Director Allen Dulles (1893–1969), both of whom
had been partners in a New York law firm whose foremost client was the United Fruit
Company. Stephen Kinzer and Stephen Schlesinger’s comprehensive account, Bitter
Fruit: The Untold Story of the CIA Coup in Guatemala, dissects the overlapping web of
players connecting the US State Department, the CIA, United Fruit Company, and mem-
bers of the Guatemalan military who engineered the overthrow of Arbenz. Key oper-
atives, such as E. Howard Hunt, J. C. King, and David Sánchez Morales, played a role
in the Guatemalan coup and from there went on to notoriety as CIA operatives and
dirty tricksters in the failed 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba and the 1972 Water-
gate break-in of the Democratic Party headquarters in Washington, DC. Despite its
role in opposing Arbenz and agrarian reform, there is considerable dispute over how
actively United Fruit was involved in engineering the coup. With Washington in the
throes of Joseph McCarthy’s anti-communist witch hunt, and the CIA eager to flex
its muscles on a new “regime change” after a successful intervention in Iran in 1953
to overthrow Mohammad Mossadegh (whose politics were considered too indepen-
dent for the United States), neither the mainstream media nor Congress required much
convincing.

In spite of efforts from members of Arbenz’s administration to compromise with their
US critics, and even the reluctance of some top members of Guatemala’s own military to
support the coup, the CIA succeeded in forcing President Arbenz to resign in June 1954.
After some squabbling among Guatemalan strongmen, General Castillo Armas (1914–
57) assumed leadership of the military government that essentially handed rule back to
the oligarchy, foreign multinationals, and, until it was indicted on anti-trust charges, the
United Fruit Company. The US-backed coup received little support from Latin American
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governments, with the exception of its two staunchest allies, Dominican dictator Rafael
Trujillo and Anastasio Somoza Garcı́a of Nicaragua.

Guatemala after the coup

In the decades following the downfall of Arbenz, dreams of building a democratic society
disappeared. The largest and most populous country of Central America entered one of
its darkest phases, characterized by brutal repression of the majority Indian population
at the hands of the military, widespread civil and human rights violations, a free hand to
corrupt military and civilian police forces, and ultimately a 36-year-long civil war from
the late 1970s until 1996 that resulted in the deaths of over 100,000 people at the
hands of the US- and Israeli-trained military, the starvation of an estimated 100,000
more, and the displacement of more than a million. Mountainsides were wiped clean
of villages, as military and civilian death squads ravaged entire communities, leaving
behind horrible evidence of torture, death, and destruction.

Decades after the 1954 military coup that unseated President Arbenz, Guatemala’s
15 million people have a literacy rate of just above 70 percent, life expectancy of
71 years, and one of the highest infant mortality rates in the hemisphere. The lack
of social progress is presided over by a political apparatus that, despite the 1996 peace
accords and return to civilian rule, has never been able to establish a fully functioning
civil society. According to the annual review posted on the Human Rights Watch website,
even under civilian rule Guatemala has made little progress toward functioning under
the rule of law, especially in containing the powerful organized crime and drug-running
operations.3

Revolution in Bolivia

Like Guatemala, Bolivia underwent a period of profound hope for social change in the
early 1950s, only to flounder, leaving the nation in a state of unrelenting poverty. The
modern state of Bolivia was carved from the colonial province of Upper Peru, a moun-
tainous Andean region that was overshadowed in the colonial era by the viceroyalty
in Lima. During the wars for independence Bolı́var hoped to unite the two territories
into a larger, more effective and viable nation, but local loyalties and a weak, frag-
mented leadership dashed those aspirations. In 1825 Spanish Royalist troops scattered
or defected and General Sucre’s rebel army liberated the area and established, separate
from Peru, a new nation named “Bolivia,” after Latin America’s most famous libera-
tor. In the wake of independence, Bolivia was briefly the focus of contention among
the longer-standing and more powerful emerging states of Argentina, Chile, and Peru.
Landlocked since losing its access to the sea to Chile in the late nineteenth-century War
of the Pacific – illustrating Bolivia’s difficulty in fending off the incursions of its more
powerful neighbors – it has lacked a sea port for the shipment abroad of its valuable
resources: silver, tin, natural gas, textiles, and foodstuffs, as well as coca. Its fragmented
political structure is best illustrated by the fact that since the nineteenth century Bolivia
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has had two capitals: La Paz as the seat of government, Sucre as the historical capi-
tal and home of the judiciary. The city of Santa Cruz is the industrial and commercial
center.

The history of Bolivian mining, encompassing gold and silver in the colonial period
(the latter from the famed “mountain of silver” at Potosı́), as well as tin, zinc, and iron
ore in the twentieth century, has been one in which the indigenous people who comprise
roughly 70 percent of the population have toiled for very little reward, and in which dis-
tant colonial or imperial powers at the other end of the commodity chain have benefitted
instead. Bolivia’s current population of just 9 million people, sparsely distributed over
a formidably arid, mountainous, and mineral-rich terrain, is comprised of the descen-
dants of ancient Aymara, Guaranı́, and Quechua people, most of whom speak an indige-
nous language primarily, and Spanish secondarily, if at all.

Bolivia today is one of the main repositories of natural gas in the Americas, and even
the world. Current president Juan Evo Morales Ayma (b. 1959) was elected in 2005 on a
socialist platform, promising to retain the greatest share of profit from the sale of goods
and resources, especially natural gas, for the benefit of Bolivians. But the current gov-
ernment is not the first to seek to use Bolivia’s considerable export revenues for the bene-
fit of the nation. In 1952 a coalition comprising urban professionals (especially teachers
and academics), commercial and government workers, and some entrepreneurs, along
with miners and rural peasants, succeeded in overthrowing the government of the lat-
ifundistas and mine owners. Although Bolivian workers, especially miners, had worked
under near slave-labor conditions for centuries (formal servitude only ended in some
areas in 1945), their grievances fell on deaf ears until the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Under the leadership of Vı́ctor Paz Estenssoro (1907–2001) and his Movimiento
Nacional Revolucionario (MNR, National Revolutionary Movement), Indian miners and
peasants took up arms in 1952 and for the first time in Bolivia’s history their militancy
was instrumental in the enactment of a radical reform agenda. The MNR’s success came
about as a result of several factors, primarily a vacuum in military leadership that coin-
cided with the emergence of a viable and activist civilian base. Not only was the politi-
cal and economic influence of urban-based mestizos increasing in the 1950s, but for
a variety of reasons they were willing to align with the largely indigenous working
class, a group they had previously shunned. The MNR and Paz Estenssoro managed to
pull together an alliance that had proven elusive in the past. Although Paz Estenssoro’s
reform objectives closely resembled the measures that Arévalo and Arbenz were embark-
ing upon at roughly the same time in Guatemala, Bolivia’s revolution fell short more as
the result of internal factors than external pressure. The MNR government embarked
on an agrarian reform that broke up large estates, creating minifundio parcels that could
be worked by individual peasant families or small clan and village groups. In addition,
the reform intended to deliver credit for the purchase of tools, seed, and other materials,
as well as provide technical assistance to teach farmers how to increase productivity.
The latter part of the plan was never delivered and, as a result, over a period of years
the newly allotted minifundio gradually fell back into the hands of powerful landown-
ers with access to credit, technical assistance, water for irrigation, and markets for their
goods.
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In addition, the MNR sought to unify the country by breaking down the barriers that
separated the majority indigenous population from Spanish-speaking Creoles, first by
dropping the literacy requirement for voting – and thereby instantly incorporating the
Indian masses into their base of support – and secondly by fostering the creation of sindi-
catos (unions) of peasants. Since the peasantry had been occupying the large estates in
the wake of the landowners’ flight from the land during the first days of the Revolution,
the government’s move to grant them the right to organize actually sanctioned a fait
accompli.

In the end, it appears that Paz Estenssoro’s revolutionary council authorized sindi-
catos for the peasantry not so much as a means to support their struggle for better wages
and working conditions, but instead as a strategy to keep the minifundistas from devel-
oping close ties with the powerful and militant mine workers. In later years, when the
government failed to grant the demands of the peasants for credit and other resources,
the rural workers found themselves isolated from the miners. Many peasants, feeling
they had a stake in the status quo and fearful of losing rights to their land, even lined
up with subsequent conservative governments against their previous allies in the work-
ing class, especially the miners. The loyalty toward the government that the land reform
had engendered in a significant fraction of the peasantry was apparent in 1966–7 when
Ernesto “Che” Guevara (1928–67), the Argentine-born hero of the Cuban Revolution,
attempted to spark an uprising of the peasantry in the southeastern Andean foothills,
only to meet with little local cooperation and even betrayal. The few Bolivians who
joined Che’s abortive cause came from urban areas, while the peasantry steered clear
of the outsiders who neither spoke the local language, nor understood the land tenure
arrangements that had been negotiated between the government and the peasantry.

Mining and the Voice of Bolivian Activism

The most important change wrought by the 1952 revolution was the nationalization
of the principal tin mines, most of which had been in the hands of three companies:
Hochschild, Patiño, and Aramayo. According to one contemporary observer, the sale
of the companies did not accrue significant benefit to the Bolivian people. The owners
only sold off the mines after the tin was depleted; new mine owners eventually took over
the mines and other resources, and “as bad luck would have it, new rich people have
been created and the [common] people haven’t enjoyed any benefits from the nation-
alization.” After 1952 the mines were operated under the Bolivian Mining Corporation
(Comibol, Corporación Minera de Bolivia), a state-run management/labor board, which
was designed to distribute a fair share of benefits to miners. However, by 1963 the man-
agement board was squarely in the hands of the owners, who, a bit too conveniently,
claimed to have no more money to share with the workers. Tin prices, like those of cop-
per in Chile, often fluctuated on world markets, rising and falling in sync with large-
scale wars and manufacturing booms and busts. After World War II a decline in both
tin and copper prices swept across the globe, throwing Bolivia and Chile into a depres-
sion as their main source of export revenues shrank in value. By the mid-1950s, as the
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price of tin on the international market plummeted, the MNR cut back on the share
of export earnings earmarked for maintaining its reform agenda. Wages for miners
declined, prices rose as Bolivia struggled to meet international payments on loans, and
planned social services were all but eliminated. Paz Estenssoro and the MNR moved to
the right, bit by bit abandoning the socialist program on which they had come into office
(Figure 10.4).

In the impoverished Bolivian highlands of the mid-twentieth century, Domitila Bar-
rios de Chúngara (1937–2012) became one of the most outstanding champions of the
Latin American working class, overcoming barriers of gender and socioeconomic sta-
tus. From her humble roots and difficult childhood, Domitila grew into an independent

Figure 10.4 Workers in the mines of Potosı́ are underground for as long as 25 hours at a
time, napping in shifts and subsisting on coca leaves. Boys start work as young as 13 years of
age. (Photo Jenny Mealing, used under CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/2.0), via Wikimedia Commons)
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and strong-willed woman who went to incredible lengths to fight the injustices suffered
by tin miners, their wives, peasants, and all Bolivians she saw as oppressed by the mine
owners and authoritarian governments. Although she had only a sixth-grade educa-
tion, her observations and understanding of the complexities of economics, law, and
labor issues far surpassed those of others with more privileged upbringings. She drew
the attention of both international and domestic organizations to the plight of poor Boli-
vians, at one point tersely dismissing the efforts of a government official to intimidate
the workers with columns of facts and figures on a blackboard with the remark: “Well,
we don’t live off of numbers. We live from reality.”4

The reality was grim. Workers in the tin mines of the Bolivian highlands labored
under exploitative and unsafe conditions, and were forced to live in company-owned
housing that could be taken away with no notice. The average life expectancy of a tin
miner in the mid-1960s was 35 years. Women married to miners had few rights when
widowed, abandoned, or charged with the care of children and husbands incapacitated
from disease and accidents. Frustrated by this situation, Domitila became the leader
of the Housewives’ Committee of Siglo XX, formed in 1961 with the aim of joining
efforts of men and women in the community to organize against the horrific abuses
and poverty suffered by workers and their families. Her involvement in labor movements
and a large number of strikes and demonstrations to create jobs for women, improve the
conditions of miners, and fight repression brought her into conflict with those in power.
Her activism resulted in multiple arrests, during which she suffered greatly for her
cause, leading hunger strikes, falling victim to brutality and torture, and even losing an
unborn child. Despite setbacks, danger to herself and her family, and constant discour-
agement, she was able to win modest improvements in the lives of miners and peasants
(see Box 10.2).

The Revolution in Decline

Throughout the late 1950s, the Bolivian people witnessed systematic erosion in the rev-
olutionary goals that had mobilized the masses earlier in the decade. The Bolivian gov-
ernment moved to restore the mines to their previous owners, even offering to pay them
concessions. It invited in new foreign investors, ended labor’s participation in Comibol,
reduced welfare benefits to disabled and out-of-work miners, and refused to offer miners
protection when they went out on strike. Instead, Paz Estenssoro ordered the army to
break up strikes, and even to gun down workers on the picket line. By the early 1960s,
the military, mine owners, and landed oligarchy had gained in strength, and in May
1964 the military formally returned to power under General René Barrientos (1919–
69). While the United States denied any direct involvement in the Barrientos coup and
subsequent repression, the soldiers and police who restored the oligarchy to power were
enthusiastic followers of the United States, had been trained on US bases in Central
America and the United States (including the School of the Americas), and fought with
planes, tanks, and machine guns manufactured in and provided by the United States.
Despite periodic and widespread opposition from students, miners, peasants, and even
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Box 10.2 Let Me Speak! The voice of a Bolivian activist

Domitila’s story is chronicled in a testimony compiled with Moema Viezzer, fol-
lowing her involvement in the International Women’s Year Tribunal in Mexico,
organized by the United Nations in 1975. Her remarks demonstrate her deter-
mination and loyalty to the cause of ending oppression of the working class and
her decision to put herself and her family second to the struggle to overcome the
misery of others. One particularly striking example of her courage comes from
a confrontation she and other labor organizers had with representatives of the
repressive General Hugo Banzer (dictator 1971–8, later elected President 1997–
2001), after their destruction of Siglo XX’s radio transmitters in response to a
strike. Domitila bravely stood up to those in power, and eloquently expressed her
opinions on the repressive regime:

We women, like the workers, repudiate this attempt against our culture and our peo-
ple … We won’t stand for this treatment. And we demand you immediately return
our property, which has cost us so much to get … General Banzer has taken office
in a country where no one elected him. He came in through the force of arms, he
killed a whole lot of people and among them our children and our compañeros. He
machine-gunned the university; he repressed and goes on repressing a lot of people.
Our resources are being turned over to foreigners, especially to Brazil.

Now I ask you, which measure has been in favor of the working class?

From Domitila Barrios de Chúngara, Let Me Speak! (New York: Monthly Review Press,
1978), p. 187.

some reformist nationalists among the armed forces and domestic bourgeoisie, various
authoritarian civilian and military governments remained in power from 1964 until the
end of the century. In 1980 Colonel Garcı́a Meza (b. 1932), a dictator known not only
for his repressive rule but for bringing Bolivia into international drug-dealing circles,
came to power in the aptly named “Cocaine Coup.” During Garcı́a Meza’s first year in
office, the price of coca leaves jumped from $50 to $15,000 a ton and, coincidentally
or not, Bolivia’s economy (like others in Latin America) fell into a depression, creating
just the desperate economic climate needed to convince many small farmers to turn to
coca production. Garcı́a Meza was eventually convicted and is now in jail, however, the
highly lucrative illicit drug trade achieved a firm foothold in Bolivia’s economy.

Similarities between Guatemala and Bolivia are instructive. They are both lands with
majority, or near majority, indigenous populations, mountainous terrain, poor and iso-
lated Indian communities, reliance on outside investors and markets for trade of a lim-
ited number of goods, a long history of exploitation at the hands of local and national
caudillos, and power structures controlled by white or mestizo elites. Nonetheless, both
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nations experienced genuine, widespread social movements in the 1950s that attempted
to put in place a more equitable social and political order. Both saw dreams of democ-
racy, stability, and prosperity dashed by the combined forces of an entrenched elite and
military, backed by the US government and transnational corporations. In both cases,
the decades from the 1950s onward have witnessed disastrous rates of infant mortal-
ity, poverty, illiteracy, death rates far above those of other nations in the region, and
widespread discontent. Guatemalans suffered enormous consequences stemming from
the unwillingness of the ruling elite to share even a portion of the wealth with the
impoverished majority. Their position was secured with assistance from the CIA and US
government in the 1950s. Bolivia, on the other hand, has abundant mineral resources,
which the Morales government seeks to exploit to bolster economic growth and increase
revenues, despite criticisms from environmentalists.

Conclusion

The outcome of World War II was pivotal to the realignment of power in the second half
of the twentieth century. Latin America had played only a marginal role in the war, but
it had benefited from selling raw materials and thus emerged with the potential to expe-
rience more long-term economic prosperity. By contrast, the introduction of cheap labor
from Mexico in the Bracero Program showed US industries the potential for enormous
profits by exploiting cheap labor. The temporary worker program ended in 1964, though
since that time large numbers of laborers from Latin America have crossed the border
illegally to work at below minimum wage levels in agriculture and many other areas of
employment. In the 1960s, simultaneous with the end of the Bracero Program, US com-
panies stepped up investments in Latin America, transplanting operations from high-
wage Ohio, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and other communities to low-wage Guatemala,
Brazil, Chile, Peru, and more.

In the post-war era the protection of US “interests” became increasingly tied to a pol-
icy of protecting US corporations against any demands for better wages and working
conditions from domestic workers in Latin America. Companies such as United Fruit
called on the US government to come to their aid when they found their profits threat-
ened by political and economic reformists in Latin America. The case of Guatemala
began to repeat throughout the hemisphere. Simultaneously, the politics of the Cold
War left no place for neutrality, and allowed the traditional Latin American elite to dis-
miss indigenous calls for reform, for labor rights, for better wages and living conditions
as “Soviet interference.” The polarized political situation provided entrenched elites in
many countries with an excuse for their failure to provide for the public good. Liberal
reformists, such as Arbenz and Paz Estenssoro, were few, but even their meager attempts
to hold multinational corporations accountable met with stiff resistance.

As a result, it was not the war but the post-war era and the division between the
Soviet Union and the United States that had the greatest impact on Latin America.
Left to themselves, the republics of the hemisphere may have been able to build on the
prosperous trading relations established during the war years to increase revenues and
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promote modernization. Unfortunately, Latin American nations were not left free of out-
side interference.

Topics and Questions for Discussion

1 What was the Bracero Program and why did it continue for so long after the end of
World War II? What were the key effects of the Program in the decades following the
War?

2 Describe the ways in which Rafael Trujillo exerted control over the politics, economy,
and culture of the Dominican Republic. Why did his regime ultimately collapse?

3 Explain the reform efforts of the Juan José Arévalo and Jacobo Arbenz governments
in Guatemala and the obstacles the two leaders confronted.

4 The 1954 coup against Jacobo Arbenz was one in a long line of military interven-
tions in Central America during the Cold War between the United States and the
USSR. What role did the United Fruit Company and other corporations play in sup-
porting this military coup?

5 The reform program of Bolivian president Paz Estenssoro and the MNR suffered
because of internal opposition (different from the external manipulation that over-
threw Arbenz in Guatemala). What were the reforms? What forces opposed them?
Why did the reformist zeal of the MNR dissipate?

6 What do the words and actions of an individual activist, such as Domitila Barrios de
Chúngara, and the opposition to Paz Estenssoro’s radical reforms reveal about the
oppression of indigenous people in Bolivia?
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