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i s;);ed in tlhs despair of the dispossessed or as a mass-based Latin Amer
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Ofrtt; t; 'flchleve such a combination have heretofore fared poorly south
e Rio Grande, and present global conditions do not seem favorable

to it i i
s prospects. E1ther way, a chapter in Latin American politics has
come to a long-awaited conclusion.
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The Cuban Crucible

In the Museum of the Ministry of the Interior in Havana, together
with memorabilia glorifying Cuban intelligence and counterintelli-
gence exploits, there is a letter in a glass case dated July 1960,
addsessed to “El jefe del G-2," or head of intelligence and security,
identifying him as Manuel Pifieiro. From the very beginning
of the Cuban Revolution, this man pla yed a key role in building what
became one of the most successful security agencies ever con-
structed. Over thirty years and despite innumerable attempts by
Cuban exile groups, the Central intelligence Agency, and disen:
chanted domestic opponents, not a single member of the Cuban
leadership lost his life.! Pifeiro, as deputy minister of the interior
from 1961 to 1974, helped put together an apparatus that infiltrated
the opposition groups in Miami and penetrated the CIA itself. It
achieved a degree of control over Cuban society that allowed the re-
gime to maintain itself in power through the 199os and under ex-
traordinarily adverse conditions. This was done without resort to
indiscriminate, bloody repression, but instead by the application of
selective and maostly bloodless, though nonetheless brutal, security

1. Evaluating U.S. intelligence failures ax the time of the Bay of Pigs and thereafter,
the chairman of President Kennedy's Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, Clark Clifford,
offersd the following comyment: *'We sent teams at ane time after another into Cuba to
try to get information. They were all ‘rolled up,’ 15 the expression, and er heard from
again.” Quoted in Mornis H. Morley, Imperiol State: The United States and Revelution
and Cuba, 19s2-1986 |Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1987}, pp.
LiT—146,
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measures. Soviet involvement in this area was kept to a 11Iil'tin‘m|nl}

One of Fidel Castro’s contemporaries, Pificiro attended college at
Columbia University in the United States, where he was sent to stugdy
business by his father, the Bacardi rum representative in the Provinee
of Matanzas. In New York, Pificiro met and married his first wife,
Lorna Burdsall, an American ballet dancer. He joined the revolution iy,
1958; rumor has it he began his revolutionary career by placing a bomp,
in the National Hotel in Havana. He then fled to Fidel Castro’s refuge
in the Sierra Maestra, where he was commissioned to work on inte].
ligence matters, and soon dispatched to join Fidel’s brother Radl, pj.
fneiro began building the Cuban intelligence and security apparatus
before the Revolution had even triumphed.

After the insurgents’ victory on January 1, 1959, Pifieiro immedi-
ately began working in the G-2 security organization. When the tradi-
tional U.S.-armed-forces-style structure of the Cuban government was
replaced by a Soviet configuration, Pifieiro set up shop there. By 1962
he was in charge of the Direccién General de Inteligencia (DGI) in the
Ministry of the Interior, having relinquished part of his control over
counterintelligence activities.? In exchange he obtained command over
Liberacién, a department in the Ministry responsible for “promoting
the Latin American revolutionary movement.” He would wear these
twin hats—intelligence and hemispheric revolution—for more than a
decade. His success in the first task brought him growing support in
the second, which became the chief focus of his attention.

This was the period when Pifieiro acquired a reputation as a repres-
sive hard-liner and one, moreover, with expensive tastes and an ex-
travagant life-style. Many have blamed him for the harsh crackdown
on the MR—26 de Julio organization, and for conspiring with Ratl
Castro to prod Fidel toward a more leftward, pro-Soviet stance and

2. "At least as late as the 1968 crisis, the Interior Ministry was also a source of Cuban
independence from the Soviets. Ministry staff undertook the surveillance of Soviet per-
sonnel in Cuba. ... At the peak of that crisis, the chief of the ministry’s Sovict advisers
sought the arrest of Deputy Interior Minister Manuel Pieiro. . . .” Jorge Dominguez, To
Make a World Safe for Revolution: Cuba's Foreign Policy {Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1989), pp, 271-272

3. Almost by definition, information concerning this period and the details regarding
the construction of the Cuban security apparatus are sketchy. One of the reasons is the
Cubans' obsession with secrecy and “compartmentalization’: “The history of revolu-
tionary Security is a secret history. The CIA would like to know how the Department of
State Security [G-2| was built and what its present organization is. . . . Today the Cuban
people can count on twa silent armies to detect and destroy enemy intelligence: Military
Counter-Intelligence and the Department of State Security. This, and only this, is what
the Central Intelligence Agency can know, and knows already.” Norberto Fuentes, Nos
impusieron la violencia {Havana: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1986), pp. 100—r101.
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“Casas de protocolo” in the Laguito district of Havana, or in their
suites in the better hotels of the capital, eating everything room service
could deliver at a pace that hardly suggested an extravagant life-style,

Pifneiro has charmed countless interlocutors over the years: Mexi-
can foreign ministers and young Chilean women; French intellectuals
and gifted novelists from the Southern Cone. He has learned a great
deal from his endless discussions: his survival in Cuba, and his pre-
sumed enlightened role in the twilight of the Revolution and his own
career, are one possible consequence of this exposure, Reports and
anecdotes of Pineiro’s cruelty and cynicism are common; they are
balanced by far fewer, but equally reputable, accounts of his ability to
listen, his intelligence, and his sense of loyalty to his men and his
friends. His subordinates replicated most of Pifieiro’s vices and virtues.
Over the years his friends, as well as myriad Latin American revalu-
tionaries, came to appreciate Pifciro’s—and his subordinates'—per-
sonal solidarity and kindness, whatever ferocity he displayed in regard
to his enemies.

Pineiro's muchachos were a faithful reflection of the strength and
weakness of the Cuban “International.” They knew the countrics they
“worked” on generally well, and were especially good listeners and
open-minded with regard to the political situation in those countries,
They also tended to be more independent-minded and liberal with
respect to domestic Cuban issues than other members of the nomen-
klatura. But only up to a point: once the leadership had made a deci-
sion, or, in the jargon, once la linea [literally, “the line,” but more
accurately, the “politically correct” stance] was handed down, their
sensitivity and broad-mindedness evaporated, Then they listened to no
one, brooked no dissent, and rejected any alternate analysis or policy.
They would stop at nothing to pursue their policies—scheming, ma-
nipulating, threatening, and £oing to any extreme to implement their
boss’s instructions.

Pifeiro’s revolutionary recruits originated in the guerrilla move-
ment and the urban front. They had belonged either to the 26 de Julio
or to the PSP, but all came with some degree of experience in clandes-
tine operations—a predilection they transmitted to two generations of
Latin American revolutionarics, some of whom were predisposed to it
anyway, others of whom would never have acquired it on their own.
Pifieiro’s muchachos were generally young, lower-middle-class or quite
poor, uncouth but bright, resourceful, and daring, and totally devoted
to him. As a Colombian oligarch who knew them from the outset
would say years later: “Pifieiro taught these boys how to dress and use
knives and forks at the table.” He also gave them a splendid opportu-
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nity for social mobility: from the slums of Havlana and the hardships of
the mountains to embassy parties and the 1mport-export busmesls.
Many left the Ministry in 1974 with Pifeiro, a f(?,w spht off from his
band earlier on, and others still never worked with hup directly but
had close affinities with his followers. All formed an ehtg that, along
with the cultural apparatus, became the most important link between
the Cuban Revolution and the Latin American left. The bond wogld
endure through the nineties and the autumn and winter of the Carib-
bean experiment.

Pifieiro and the Revolution’s attempts to fan the fires of revolt across
Latin America began as the most heroic chapter in its history. Proml the
earliest guerrilla landings in Venezuela and the Dominican Republic to
Che’s sacrifice in Bolivia, not to mention the countless Cubans who
fought, or helped others fight, in guerrilla wars extending over Fhree de-
cades, Fidel’s vision of a revolution that had to be exported included
some of its finest hours: generous, idealistic, unselfish. In the brief mo-
ments of victory or success, and during the long years of defeat and ret-
ribution, the Cubans stood by their friends, cared for the widows,
orphans, and maimed who survived the hemisphere’s Thirty Years
Wars. They opened their doors to many who had nowhere else to go efnd
gave much of the best of themselves and their experience to bringing
change in Latin America. One may disagree with the tactics, or even
with the goals, but they pursued both with perseverance and dignity.

Their isolation explained this as much as their altruism. The is-
land’s aloneness was central in defining its attitude toward the rest of
the region: it owed nothing to, and felt no liking or respect for, gov-
ernments who had heeded Washington, The best way to end Cuba’s
isolation and also to settle scores with those who scorned Fidel and his
cohorts, was to wreak havoc on them at home. When these attempts
were carried out with the noblest of intentions and by the best and
brightest of Latin America’s youth and intelligentsia, few could have
resisted the temptation to back or encourage them.

Cuba’s activities abroad made the humiliated isle of the Platt
Amendment and the whorehouses of Havana a player on the world
stage. It was reviled by Washington, resented by Moscow, but re-
spected, indeed admired and revered, throughout the Third World. The
leader of the Cuban people became a world figure, someone they could
be proud of in the bohios and the beaches. At its high point—the Sixth
Summit of the Non-Aligned, held in Havana in 1979 and presided over
by Castro—Cuba’s place in the sun was a source of dignity for its
people, grudging respect for its leader, and endless irritation for its
enemies.
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The first directly confirmed instance of Pifieiro’s involvement ina
foreign revolutionary venture occurred in 1962: the Salta foco in Ar-
gentina led by Ricardo Massetti, who, together with Gabriel Gareia
Mirquez, had founded the Prensa Latina news agency a couple of vears
eatlier. It is not entirely clear whether all of the guerrilla “focos” cre-
ated across the hemisphere duri ng the ro6os were directly linked to
Pifieiro, or if all areas of Cuban involvement remained under his au-
thority. Thus there are reasons for believing that Che Guevara ’s effort
to start a revolt in Bolivia was not handied by Pifieiro but by others,
explaining why some considered Barbaroja to have mourned Che’s
death less than many: the tragedy of Nancahuazi did not oceur on his
watch. This would also explain why a series of obvious technical errors

urse of the Bolivian mission, errors which
Pifieiro would probably have avoided.

What seems undispured is that the means soon became an end in
itself, as the chief constit uency in Cuba for supporting the armed strug-
gle in Latin America emerged from within Pifeiro’s own teams of
agents, conspirators, and accomplices, In their endeavors they had both
4 strong suit and an intrinsic weakness. Pifieiro’s strongest card was
his exceptional personal relationship with Fidel and Raul Castro, ce-
mented by their time together in the mountains, but, perhaps more
important, by the bonds established during the fercest years of U.S.
aggression and Pineiro’s success in protecting the lives of the Revolu-
tion's leaders. Despite 3 constant series of conflicts—beginning with
the Soviets and the old psp apparat, then with Carlos Rafael Rodriguez
over control of foreign relations, and in the early 1990s with blossom-
ing (then disgraced) heir apparent Carlos Aldana—Pifieiro escaped un-
scathed, consistently pursuing his own policies, with his own team
and resources. He knew how to listen, how to learn, and how to change
where change was required. Without the strong support of Fidel, how-

, ave made it: his bureaucratic clout was simply
insufficient.® Although a member of the party’s Central Committee
since 1965, Pifieiro was never elected to the Politburo, never held

6. Evenas extreme a graup as the Cuban-American National Foundation accepts the
fact—if not the conclusians derived from j1—of Pifieiro's scant political weight in the Cu-
ban apparatus. Speaking about the early seventies—before his eviction from the Ministry
of the Interior—Rex Hudson, a Library of Congress tesearcher who has written the only
known published account of Pifieiro’s activities, points out that "the Sowictsallowed Cas-
tro to keep Pifieiro, but the agency that he headed lacked bureaucratic status,” Rex Hud
son, Castro's America Department: Coordinating Cuba’ Suppart for Marxist-Leninist
Vialence in the Americas IMiami: Cuban-American National Foundation, 1088, P12
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ministerial rank in the government or high-level standing in the mil-
itary or Interior Ministry hierarchy. When he was finally removefi from
his post as head of the America Department in Mz?rch 1992, it was
largely because his business—the business of revolution—had come to
d.

an ;rllﬁuirn’s strength was also his weakness. As the rcgimq’s diplo-
matic and political needs became more evident and compelling, sup-
port for universal revolution dwindled. In 1974, after peace was made
with the Soviet Union and became imminent with many of the re-
gion's Communist parties and centrist governments, P{nelro and his
comrades were banished from the Ministry of the Interior. Th-us was
born the {in Jfamous America Department of the Central Co'mmlttee. of
the Cuban Communist Party, or, some might have called .1t, the Min-
istry of Revolution. This was, thereafter, where revolution was ex-
ported from; its agents were placed in embassies and press bureaus; its
headquarters were just next to Fidel’s office in the Palace of Fhe Re\f-
olution; its links with the Latin American left were .extenswe, 1nt.1-
mate, and decisive. Yet despite the legends that Isw1rled arounfi it
during the seventies and eighties, both in Latin Amen(_:a and the TTJaned
States, its creation and development were as much a sign of cnntmymg
island support for revolution in the hemisphere as of the constraints,
contradictions, and declining enthusiasm for extracurricular revolu-
tionary activities in Cuban politics as a whole.

The early seventies were dog years for the America Dupur_tmqu,
Revolution in Latin America seemed doomed, and the m:nn:tllz;u.:r:n
of Cuba’s diplomatic ties with many of the region’s governments im-
posed a hands-off attitude toward local affairs, In addition, after the
Chilean debacle, the prospects for spreading revolution further across
the hemisphere became dim. But Pifieiro made good use of t]11_s time,
marrying his second wife, Chilean journalist, author, and Marxist the-
oretician Marta Harnecker, He had met her in Chile during the Allende
years. Harnecker would become the largest-selling Latin American au-
thor after Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez, acquiring a distinctive niche of her
own in the ranks of the Latin American left.

The Allende experience was important for Pifieiro. He spent many
months in Chile during that time, and several of his closest aides
worked there. However, Pifieiro did not control Cuban operations in
Chile during that time. Instead, the Special Troops of the Ministry of
the Interior were in charge: Antonio de la Guardia handled Allende’s
Security, and his twin brother, Patricio, prepared Castro’s month-long
trip in 1972, subsequently remaining in Chile to manage the Cuban
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presence there until the coup.” {Antonio de la Guardia was executed in
1989 for drug-smuggling; Patricio is now serving a thirty-year prison
sentence. |

There was little for Pifieiro to do during this period. The revolution
in Latin America was being rolled back nearly everywhere, while Cuba
was turning its insurgent enthusiasm to such places as Africa. Pifieirg
had virtually no connection with Operacién Carlota, the dispatch and
active combat role of Cuban troops in Angola, from 1975 onward. This
was left in the hands of the other sector of the original Ministry of the
Interior, and then of the Army itself. Moreover, when relations be-
tween the Cubans and the Latin American Communist parties im-
proved in 197475, Pifieiro’s influence diminished still further: he was
never one to get along well with Stalinist bureaucrats. Until the end of
the decade, when the Sandinistas began to make a stronger showing in
Nicaragua, Pifieiro was out of fashion, if not out of favor.

But his sphere of action was not restricted to the armed or extreme
left. Despite his rivalries with other Cuban officials and his preference
for the revolutionary left, he was also in charge of relations with the
orthodox Communist parties, social democrats, and the intellectuals
and grass-roots groups that make up the constellation of the left in the
hemisphere. If on occasions his links with the armed ErOUps seem
overemphasized in these pages, it is because these were the honds to
which he himself attached the greatest importance, and which most
clearly exemplify his role over the past thirty years. It would be a
mistake, however, to suppose that Pifieiro dealt only with the fierreros,
as the fellows with the guns were familiarly known in the ranks of the
Latin American left. The America Department’s ties with Chilean
Social Democrats, ranging from political activity to health care and
lipo-suction, summer camps for the children and conspiracy in the
Southern Cone, were well known in the Chilean exile community. But
Pineiro’s raison d’¢tre was rooted in the guerrilla movements and the
armed struggle. That was what he knew and was best at. Therein lay
his comparative advantage over other contenders for Fidel's favor and
power in Havana:

There was a subjective element in all of this {the armed struggle).
Without guerrillas, Pifieiro was out of business. . . . To keep up a whole

7. lorge Massettd, interview with the authaor, Paris, December 8-9, 1991. According
to Antanio de s Guardia’s daughter, Iliana, her father was with Allende in the Moneda
presidential palace on the day of the coup and escaped the burning, bombed building
almost miraculously, “Entrevista con 1hiana de lo Guar dia,”" Proceso [Mexico City),
lanuary 3¢, 1gga,
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Department, with a secret structure, just to» have relation:b:v\i;g.t}ﬁz
PRD in Mexico or the Argentine Communlst Party .wasr Su, ne
1d do that with 10 men. .. . the America Department was a p.
otgani tion. Without the guerrillas we would have been aversized wllth
ergna;:Zpaer co.untry, whereas in fact we had a specialist and five officials
for each country.® |
But by 1978 it suddenly scemed that the Nl(.‘_ﬂm};l.!il.l'l r:laci.a‘”r:‘ui}:‘t‘
.tually beat Somoza, and the armed stru,\;glg in Lﬁtll.l : m g
nuluud 1o the fore. So did Pineiro, albeit under different circumstances.
;-::?:md Cuba played a triple role in the Sandinista Vtct]o.:l_"_.f, a rc;:s;:it;;n:
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owes an important share of its success [_() Ilhc support o )lt:,. eld ul.u.iin;nr.y
served as a conduit between the S:\Im_llmstas. nmll ol'ﬂf,r ,Imff’ mm,{m.
organizations. It supplied the Sandinistas \T-"Ilh I-mAC'L:E"T::,d(.F. o
nications, and personal security for many of trlrm !’?: .s "‘w .];'..mCh
ward the end of the war, it even provided the qul-lpi;’lt.}l:lll .1. 1
a Sandinista air force, which played a mino: but syml )‘n 1;,1 ‘m t_l. _—
Cuba sent arms, mainly old Belgian FAL :?um_matn. ri ;‘S:dl{“ 'nid
panama and the Costa Rican border town nt: Liberia. I.L supp liL : (r_i:ban
military professionals—exiled Chilean mfhuc_rs serving }n t :.mf .thc
Armed Forces—and provided invaluable advice on h[m. to o _ym i
three Sandinista factions. It also advised the mt)vcrr.icr?t Im e ‘;,‘:nccd
some military issues, the alliance with the moderate 50“'.01";: g
for achieving and consolidating the support of ulherl L@L;: i ;n % ‘;c_
nations, and for avoiding American intervention. It is di | .l.IJ t o
termine the specific weight of each of these types of ns}sxf-l?r!: ‘.;mm_.
what role Pificiro played in cach of them. Hmv;ver_. HL“,.lf c =
available information which allows us to make an {1']1[!?[ n‘s:sE,s;s‘;11?E1.”
Some of Pifieiro’s men, particularly Fcnlmudu Comis, “Sale ]IZ i“m
or “El cojo,” played a key role in channeling arms and ammuni

8. Masseuwi, op. cit. i :

9. Hudson, probably on the basis of U.S. |i1n-ll\§'.cncc! Tc.pt‘\lll‘i O
quoted in his text, gets some details wrong hnln the basic thrue o -m.:l ey ¥
ae - "Cuba became the FSLN's main supplier of military matériel ¢ a1
o I B : the 107879 period there were at least a1 flights between Cuba
S el for the FSLN; & minimum of 500 tons of arms
uba and elsewhere

and official ULS. sources

tial support
and Costa Rica carrying war 1 1 L L !
destined for the Sandinistas were aitlifted to Costa Rica Ill;un :,_, i T
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mid-1979, ."-mr:ml Troops from the Ministry of the Interior’s DOE were with Si

i W ann.’ Rex Hud-
dinista columns and maintained direct radio communmeations with Havana

son, op. cit,, p. 25.




60 | UTOPIA UNARMED

through Costa Rica. Comds was the Cuban consul in San José; in his
den he keeps a picture of himself in battle fatigues armed with an M-16
helping to cover the runway of Managua's airport the day the Sandi-
nistas captured the capital. But the fact is that Pineiro’s America De-
partment at this time was already far less operational than before.
indeed, in 1974, Pifeiro had lost control over three key facets of the
export of revolution. He had no armed troops under his command—
they remained in the Ministry of the Interior or Defense—he had no
aperational logistical capability for shipping ordnance and communi-
cations equipment, and documents were all handled now by the De-
partamento de Operaciones Especiales, or DOE. He may have retained
the role of political training of the Latin America revolutionaries at the
Nico Lépez Political School, but in all likelihood not military train-
ing.'" Additionally, his organization received less and less money,
obliging him to seek funds for his efforts elsewhere,

Pifciro and his department were simply becoming the political
wing of Cuban involvement abroad, and were increasingly obliged to
rely on others to implement the decisions taken by Pineiro and Castro
himself. This implied two things: first, that Pifeiro would be con-
stantly at odds with the DOE and others over their support (or lack
thereof) for his activities; second, that he would consequently attempt
to carry out many of the activities on his own, or have the Latin
American guerrilla groups do it for him. Although Pifieiro’s recom-
mendations to Castro still carried a great deal of weight, and were
decisive, the implementation of those decisions had left Pineiro’s
hands. In the face of increasing DOE resistance, Pineiro spent more of
his time attending to documentation, logistics, and “fund-raising” to
purchase arms.

Yet despite these limitations and obstacles, the Sandinistas’ victory
became Pifieiro’s vindication. He remained in Managua during the first
months following the revolution, and was able to ensure that an Amer-
ica Department member was named ambassador to Nicaragua. He took
advantage of the ties he had established over the years with the San-
dinista leadership, when few others had paid any attention to them. He

to. The ambiguity of the training situation can be seen in the way that rask 1s
genesally helieved to be shared by Pifieiro and the DOE: "The education of guerrillas in
Cuba is overseen by the Department of Special Operations of the n Army and the
Department of the Americas, headed by Manuel Pifciro. Pineiro, a elose friend of Fidel
Castro, draws on two decades of guerrilla experience in the region and knows many of
the arca’s leftist insurgent commanders personally.” Peter Clement, W, Raymond Dun-
can, *The Soviet Union and Central Ametica,” in Eusebio Mujal-Leon, ed,, The USSR
and Latin America {Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), pp. 287-288
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The second theoretical premise involved unity: for Pifieiro and for
Castro during these years, the need for close cooperation of all revo-
lutionary forces, preferably under a single command, was more impor-
tant than ever. Where there had been unity, revolution had triumphed ;
where unity had been absent—Chile, Grenada—it had been defeated,
Moreover, Pineiro’s lease on life depended on the revolutionarieg’
unity: only if Communists and the different guerrilla factions remained
together could he avoid having to take sides openly:

This means that we should acknowledge that in most of our countries,
together with experienced Communist parties, other organizations of
the left have emerged that have through struggle gained the respect of
their peoples and that often represent true examples of leadership.
That’s why the unity of these organizations among themselves, and of
the latter with the Communist parties, is the first guarantee for the
advance of democratic, popular and anti-imperialist revolutions, 12

The third theoretical premise involved alliances—both domestic
and foreign—and the terms of their engagement, Whatever he may
have said, Castro understood ful] well both the true lessons of the
Revalution itself and those of the years gone by. Without the support

of broad sectors of the middle classes, part of the private sector, and the
international community, revolution in Latin America was impossi-
ble. At the same time, if the revolutionary leadership did not control
the alliance thus forged, the revolution rapidly became compromised,
and the means used to achieve it soon overshadowed the ends origi-
nally sought. Inasmuch as it used the unwitting help of sectors who,
if left to themselves, would act otherwise, this was a “stealth” theory
of revolution. Nevertheless, it was also an accurate assessment of
the situation in many Latin American societies, where such diverse
groups as Catholics, students, businessmen, Indian groups, women,
middle-class professionals, and other Latin American governments
had authentic grievances against the status quo, and were willing
to join forees with anyone opposed to what they saw as an intolerable
situation.

With regard to the true Cuban stance on alliances and moderation,
there is still much dispute throughout the academic and intelligence
communities. Nevertheless, there is consensus that the Cubans gen-
erally preached moderation and strategic alliances when the revolu-
tionary pole was in a position of strength. Conversely, Pifieiro tilted
toward radicalism when the forces of revolution constituted the

12. Ibid,, p. 370,
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weaker element of an alliance, or when something else- was a,t statlfz—.
This was the case in Nicaragua in 1990, whgn the Szlind1?1s‘tas . p’a}r.ll‘ ,
ination in the February elections under internationa supervisior
m'lfi »d up two cans of worms for the Cubans: the possibility of losing
OI-‘::; ‘nlthc ballot box, a heresy for any true ruvulutiulmr)f, a!‘:(l the
::[r)()spu(;t. of giving credence and moral amlmm:_.r }l,o thz ;;l:;;;;‘l:l rlif
elections if they won, increasing the pressure on Cubato o th ! e..nt
Finally, there was the practical requllrement- of Cuban invo \{)er.n .
in the entire affair of revolution in Latin America. W1th;)ut it, 11;1-51 .
and his men were redundant; with it, they were key p agrers—a @
their boys won now and then, they were heroes. A Salx'zal orean gd N
rilla cadre recalled how the America Departn/lfent officia fsmgrﬁet =
his country repeatedly urged his colleagues to “take power" 50 tha he
could join the Central Committee. A su§cessful protégé was a m “l
ticket for the America Department. A victorious revolution was :
multaneously a source of sincere rejoicing and Personal advance??eg )
The issue of Cuban interference was a delicate one, and Pifieiro

addressed it obliquely and somewhat cryptically:

Sometimes there are confusions or deviation§ with rega.rd to fihe nec-
essary and healthy independence that revolutlonar}r parties an move
ments have a right to and a duty to defenFL The.url true sovetelg}lty,
however, instead of excluding others, imphgs uljutmg efforts to face
common international problems and cooperatl_on in support O.f the1 :ev-
olutionary movements that most need solidarity at a given time.

The line between solidarity and cooperation on the one har.ld anj
heavy-handed pressure and interference., on the other was althmf a;rﬁe
fuzzy one. All the more so since three intrinsic n.:haractenstlcs of X
parties involved pushed in the direction of meddlhng, and went agallilsd
the grain of arm’s-length nonintervention. F.1rst, the C\Lbansk a
the disposition to meddle: they honestly bel1ev§d that ¢ ey nev(\ir
more about revolution, guerrilla warfare, internanonallrelatlons, a?
political alliances than the neophytes on tljle ground in Gl.lalterga a,
Colombia, or El Salvador. When high-ranking (;uban of.ﬁcm s elnsj
vehemently ever having directly influenced Latin American relv9 u
tionaries other than through {sound) advice, they are not e-xactly lying,
but they are being at the very least disingequous. Cast'ro 1r'1de§d 1nt:r
fered rarely, and far less than Pineiro, who in turn maintained greater

13. The conflicts and tensions between the Sandinistas and the Cublagsl m‘/:rdtr::
former’s participation in the 1990 elections have been most notably revealed in n_lg
Oppenheimer, Castro’s Final Hour {New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992}, pp. 204—18.

)
14. Pifeiro, op. cit,, p. 372.
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distance than his deputies. And in turn these, needless to say, were
more discreet than the agents in the field. All of them, however, were

tireless in offering counsel, and their “advice” was often difficult tg
ignore. As one field agent put it:

Often he [Pifeiro] didn't get involved himself; I personally witnessed
cases where he found one of his people interfering in a revolutionary
movement’s decisions and reprimanded him for it. Pifieiro was not so
clumsy. But many of his people, instead of being a link between the
Cuban Communist Party and the revolutionary movement, wanted to
become leaders of the movement from outside,’®

Second, the Cubans also enjoyed wielding their power: no matter
how sincere and devoted to the cause they may have been, they were
all prey to the insidious effects of their years in power, of being
constantly idolized, of their effective clout. They had a tremendous
amount of leverage. The fact that they provided everything from rest
and recreation in Havana to artillery and surface-to-air missiles put
them in a position to mete out support judiciously, and play one fac-
tion off against another, depending on multiple factors. The Cubans
did not create these factions or encourage their emergence; they sim-
ply used them to their advantage. There are endless accounts of Pifieiro
choosing favorites among the different organizations making up the
FMLN in El Salvador, the URNG in Guatemala, and the several guer-
rilla organizations in Colombia during the 1980s. Ideology played a
role, but frequently the Cubans would open the arms spigot to one
group—while closing it to another—simply because the former shared
a tactical position with them, even if strategically great differences

prevailed. Or, as has been rumored to be the case in El Salvador, the
Cubans almost systematically favored the Ejército revolucionario del
pueblo (ERP| largely because of Fidel’s infatuation with Joaquin Villa-
lobos. The ideological affinity between the Cubans and Villalobos was
small, but the chemistry was right, and that was what counted.'¢

So did the third factor contributing to Cuban participation: the
Latin American left’s willingness to accept—even more: to invite—
Cuban intervention by constantly seeking a privileged relationship

15. Massetti, interview with the author.

16. Salvador Samiayos of the FPL in the FMLN phrased this issue in more diplomatic
but not dissimilar terms: “Cuba and Micaragun at a certain point supported the ERP, a
group that was less ideologically close to them than the FPL. Concrete, circumstantial

factors contributed to this approach, Interview with the author, August 20, 1990, Mex-
ico City
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tionary organizations—mainly Chileans, Uruguiyans, and f'\i‘gcmincs,
but also Central Americans—and suggest that they carry out kidnap-
pings, bank thefts, and other similar activities in countries “where the
money was." Pineiro’s men would take aside the chief of logistics of 4
given Central American orgamization and ask him [or her) to contrib-
ute twoor three individuals. Others would do the same with the South-
ern Cone people. Thus the leaderships were involved, but not entirely:
only the logistics sector was aware of what was happening, and it was
expectedly acquiescent since it knew that the money would he used for
weapons. At the same time the rest of the leadership could plausibly—
and honestly—deny any involvement, The Department planned the
operations, transferred the necessary weapons into the country in ques-
tion by diplomatic pouch, and expedited the money back to Cuba
through the same channel,

Massetti, who was posted in Mexico City as a mid-level Depart-
ment official from 1980 through 1983 when he was expelled by the
Mexican government, is categorical about his own experiences,
Weapons would be flown into Mexico, bank holdups, kidnappings, or
other erimes would be carried out, and the proceeds would be handed
over to the Department for safekeeping. It would then spread them
around to revolutionary movements to purchase arms with. In this
fashion, Pifeiro's staff achieved independence from the Cuban trea-
sury, the DOE, and other areas of the state. Self-reliance, or self-
management, it could be called: a number of bank robberies in
Mexico City and Panama and several kidnappings in Mexico and Bra-
zil of very wealthy businessmen that were later attributed to South-
ern Cone ex-revolutionaries acting on their own or in behalf of
Central American groups (the kidnappings of Juan Diego Gutiérrez
Cortina of the GUTSA construction firm and Abflio Diniz of the Pau
de Azucar supermarket group in 1989 and 1990} can be presumed to
have been Departmental activity, although they were officially
blamed on Salvadorean and Chilean groups, respectively.

There has never been any insinuation that this was done for per-
sonal enrichment; in the minds of those who participated in these
activities, there was always a categorical distinction between the
means and the end. Neither Pineiro nor any of his men got rich them-
selves or derived privileges fron: these unorthodox procedures heyond
those they already enjoyed, Given the fanatical devotion to the cause
and the sheer thrill of the struggle, the issue is a more complicated one:
why should any tactic or instrument be illegitimate in view of the
overriding virtue of the aspiration behind it? With time, the individual
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nts who continued these actions, even after Pifieiro’s retirement,
Hl.mf \.:c sought personal gain, Initially, they did not.
e l-?qcr;‘sc the procedure was not dissimilar to that adopted bqy the
G IT::,‘| ;I‘|-lzlca|,3s of the Ministry of the Interior n_nd (_'.iME){. the (.._ub:m
S sxport company set up by the de la Guardia brntlw.rg They
impn‘;t.tx.?ubhling, or even getting heavily involved, in drug traffic, but
i riu?rm] motivation is analogous. Nor is it entirely different frgm
i:']far: (.‘its{m accused Arnaldo Ochoa,'” the hero of Anglulat t;fl wnnfl{nﬁ
the armed forces to engage in: fending for T.hcmsc‘h.'cs, u} ord n.:] to LI:U
for the revolution, raising funds in any way pﬂbslbll{:‘, ror‘n. hr:i:-,c‘“
ivory traffic from Africa, but always keeping a safe ¢ 1sta}:1u. h;[ e;-,
the illicit activities in question and the central leaders m.hchw .
means and ends. Pifieiro played this game to the end, th'ough- tdc? act
cusation that surfaced in the Manuel qulega trial regfirdmg . 131. 1111'<-:cd
involvement in drug trafficking from Nicaragua was in all ll.ke il ;ﬁ
false.'® Pifieiro was too smart for that, and too much of a suw%vor. Che
three decades of his life as conspirator, charmer, and cynic weigh

heavily against such a possibility.*

The Cuban Revolution impacted the left in Latin Amer‘ica as nothing
had ever done before. It was truly a “Revolution within the Revolu-

17. Ochoa, executed on July 13, 1989, was desc;ibed in C}xba asan am;gte;r;;,sfnxge,
high-flying traitor to the revolution. But t}_le rt{emorles}le lleftlp Nlcamgg'aff eas :‘He e
he commanded the Cuban military mission in the mid-eighties, wilre i ed un.SdHSh b
ways behaved like a true revolutionary in Nicaragua: hqnest, mo eit an mse .
Humberto Ortega, conversation with the author, Guadala[a.ra, Decem Ie;r S . R?i o i

18. “Former Smuggler Ties Top Officials of Cuba and Nicaragus to > Elll. bog!; i
York Times, November a1, tgyl,i fno A !E:rcr;t. ﬁlt:f:\.rfu:::;I‘-ltz::::ﬂi;%:]:i‘m?m-;];.,i

i s: “Pifeiro is the only Cuban olficial to ha traff HiEthios
?cl:ﬁl;‘ﬁf‘! ::::cm. no source or substantiation is provided, :u!d wuluu:u it .I I:“f’;“:}‘::;j
to belleve Pifieiro kept his distance from the drug 17nla|nr§s. See Jean-Fiangois Fog
Bertrand Rosenthal, Fin de Siécle a I'Havana (Paris: Seul!], 1992, p.dga. e diffioultics

19. According to some versions, his downfall was partially ca};se MyItR € ;nt o

generated by this rogue organization. In particular a former Chilean :g_m ﬁwlm.
Valenzuela [“Gato"), arrested in Madnd on January 14, 1992, for ]:lilli(t‘mllll 14 o iwm
ETA kidnappings and bombings, was Clﬂscl:’i nﬂsalt;li|lt;i:\'{l‘;iz‘:l:fon;ui::l}\:.uxi.cr) =i
i ineirt for nearly twenty years, and ran “'rog § ir e0.
::E'r::li\'::a:pll\:;:lrlni daily .“IF::‘T |1'n.'n|innf:ﬁ.l the .I!’il‘wim-\-’:l]ul\:ucl:! uL‘“In':::|“:;-:-::l:vl|l;;":;::.
page on January 13, 1992, Perdons !amlha.: with the case hu\:c s]‘ccl::. .ml m. oSy ",
Spanish government presented Castro with the cw.dcnc('. |]Ir'|“|.“g |ne1lrfi! ; -n“”;m,_. P
was the final straw, and that Castro rcincmnri{ d}'ndcnl that “there conldn't ¢

be two foreign policies in Cuba’ and eased Pifieiro out.
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The importance of the Cuban Revolution for the Latin American
eft can be gauged by two facts which are often ignored today, First, as
the French scholar and diplomat Alain Rouquié has pointed out, ever
since the launching of the Granma expedition from Tuxpan, Veracruz,
in 1956, the revolutionary armed struggle in Latin America has never
ceased 2 Second, at some moment or another throughout the 1g96os
and early 1970s, and practically everywhere in the hemisphere, a group
adhering to the Cuban Revolution, its tactics, strategy, and theory,
emerged and became an important actor on the domestic political
scene. In virtually every Latin American nation the local left was per-
meated by Cuban influence. The left as a whole—Communist parties,
intellectuals, union organizers, and erstwhile populist caudillos—was
either converted to the Cuban line or split between pro-Cubans and
everyone else—orthodox, pro-Soviet Communists, supporters of local
governments, subscribers to the notion of an alliance with the “na-
tional bourgeoisie.”

Fidel Castro and the Cubans did not invent the armed struggle in
Latin America or the Caribbean. There was a long tradition of taking
up arms in the region, dating back to the nineteenth century, and
extending up to the eve of the Cuban victory. Those who did so were
nationalists, radical liberals, and, every now and then, Marxists. Villa
and Zapata in Mexico, of course; Marti, Mella, and Guiteras in Cuba
itself; Sandino in Nicaragua; in a way, Farabundo Mart{ in El Salvador;
the Colombian peasant uprisings examined below; José Figueres
in Costa Rica; countless insurrectionary attempts in the Dominican
Republic, Puerto Rico, and Haiti, dating back to Toussaint L'Ouver-
ture: Fidel and his 26th of July had a rich ancestry. But they refined
a tradition, and made it a policy of state and party. Had there been
no tradition, the deliberate attempt to extend the armed struggle
everywhere under the sun would have fallen totally flat (it wasn't
exactly successful in any case). Had there been no state-sponsored
policy, the tradition would have remained just that: a memory and a
nuisance.

The similarities to the Russian Revolution are striking. Between
1917 and the mid-1920s Lenin and later Stalin broke the large Western
European Social-Democratic parties into Communist and Socialist
wings. They simultaneously created an International body that sup-
ported and controlled these new organizations. Like the Soviets, the

22. Alain Rouquié, Amérique Latine, Introduction a I'Extreme-Occident {Paris:
Seuil, 1987), p. 303.
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Cubans also generated divisions w
unlike the Soviets, most of the
create those divisions. In fact, they

who disagreed with them instead of destroying them.23

Another fundamental analogy with the Soviet Union ¢
in relation to the Cubans’ strategic mist
committed them. In what came to be

criticism of “Revolution in the Revolution,” Régis Debray’s concep-

tualization of the Cuban strategy, his mentor, the French philosopher
Louis Althusser, warned his student:

an be made
akes, and the reasons they
perhaps the most perceptive

It may be that your theses are correct, but your text doesn’t really
provide a positive demonstration of this; it simply gives what we could
call a negative demonstration. . . , I your writings, the validity of guer-
rilla warfare is demonstrated Jess by its own merits than through the
defects or drawbacks of past forms of struggle that you examine; it is
supported less by its positive qualities than by the negative aspects of
other forms of struggle 2

The Cuban Revolution’s rif¢ with the rest of the
left was tantamount to a break wi

Latin American
th the past. The substance of the
up in six theses and one theoret-
and tactical considerations ?® The
mise was developed primarily by Cubans, but in an ad
hoc fashion. Later in the decade and largely ex post, it came to be
known as “dependency theory,” a coherent, articulate corpus of his-
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position of priority.2° Any pleading in favor of so-called "I'toncapitalist
roads of development” wag 4 reformist capitulation ignoring the fact
that capitalism in the region was not a 8oing concern,

The third thesis, which derived almost naturally from the firs two,
came to be the dominant underlying argument for Cub
ing most of the sixties. It stated thae the continental, socialist revaly.
tion could come about and be victorious only through an armeg
struggle, as opposed to the traditional “peaceful paths* previously fa.
vored by the Latin American left, particularly the Communist parties.
The classic tactical consideration of how to reach power became a
central strategic precept, With time, in fact, it would become the stra-
tegic premise, allowing even those groups who never subscribed to the
other founding propositions (the M-19 movement in Colombia or the
Argentine Montoneros, for example) to conserve their revolutionary
purity. This was the most contentious issue Cuba faced, not only with
the Latin American Communist organizations but also with the Soviet
Union.

The fourth assumption had to do with leadership. The responsibil-
ity for conducting this entire process was placed firmly on the purport-
edly strong shoulders of the region’s urban, enlightened, middle
classes—the so-called petty bourgeoisie, Through heroic and decisive
exemplary acts, students, intellectuals, professionals, and teachers
would ignite the consciousness of the disenfranchised, impoverished
masses who needed only a vanguard to lead them into revolutionary
action.

The fifth postulate held that rev
tionary alliances, and consequently that the Communist parties’ ex-
isting conception whereby alliances were possible with the “national
bourgeoisie,” the existing governments, and the union bureaucracy,
along with their political expression of populist leaders, partics, and
movements, had to be forsaken. The local entreprencurial classes were
trrevocably deemed imperialist traitors, and incapable of taking a stand
in favor of the revolution and against its enemies. It followed, by de-
duction, that the key alliance for the revolution had to be forged be-
tween groups that were as far apart as they could be: there wis a great
rift between the rural peasantry, often Imguisticaily, geographically,

an strategy dyy.

olution could allow only revolu-

2. This net only displeased many Latin American ¢ mmunists; ic also made ljfe
difficult for the Sovier Union. It wok more than a year “from April 16, 1961, through
mid-April 1962 for Cuba to be definitively and regularly recognized as socialist in Soviet
Wrltings." Jucques Levesque, L'0Ufiss at la Révolution Cubaine IMontréal: Presses de la

Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques/Presses de I"Université de Mon tréal, 1976),
Pose
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Nonetheless, it is also true that in practice, and in the eyes of many
Latin Americans and Cubans, at the outset the island revolution
represented a major break with the Soviet model. It was freer, more
democratic, disorderly, tropical, and spontaneous, as well as being in-
tellectually more diverse and politically more liberal. With time, the
resemblance between the models would grow, and Cuba would come
to look much more like the Soviet Union. But in the early stages, at
least, the discontinuities clearly outweighed the similarities.

Throughout the 1960s, starting with the Venezuelan and Domini-

can Republic guerrillas at the very beginning of the decade, the entire
continent witnessed the emergence of armed “focos,” or small groups
of armed militants in the mountains or jungles. This was the logical,
unavoidable consequence of the Cuban Revolution’s adoption of the
viewpoints outlined above, It was not so much a question of the Cu-
bans exporting revolution or supporting these groups’ activities in
other countries. Rather, the Cubans’ most important contribution to
the emergence of the focos was one of ideology and example. If Fidel,
Che and Radl had overthrown the Batista dictatorship through the
armed action of an initially tiny group of bold militants, the reproduc-
tion of the attempt was possible, if not inevitable. Castro’s moral au-
thority and prestige—together with the fascination he exerted over
every young Latin American militant, intellectual, or political cadre to
visit Havana in those early, heady years of the Cuban Revolution—
were the island’s principal revolutionary export. The arms, training,
money, and other equipment were simply icing on the cake.

Armed groups in Latin America sprouted up in reaction to the Com-
munist parties. One exception was Venezuela, where Douglas Bravo
and Pompeyo Mdrquez led the Partido Comunista de Venezuela into
a virtually suicidal attempt to wage an armed struggle against the
recently established representative democracy headed by Social-
Democrat Romulo Betancourt. Another exception was Colombia,
which has lived through what French sociologist Pierre Gilhodes has
called the longest peasant war of the century, together with that of the
Philippines. The Marquetalia “armed resistance” guerrilla movement
lasted for nearly twenty years®! For the entire decade of the fifties
the Colombian Communist Party directed several different guerrilla
forces—all of them descended from the Liberal insurgencies of “self-
defense’ actions of the previous decade, and the so-called ‘‘violencia’”

31, Richard Gott, Las guerrillas en América Latina [Santiago: Editorial Universi-
taria, 1971}, p. 222
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members of the mainstream left-of-center
APRA. In others still, former military officials led the armed struggle,
be it in Guatemala in the early sixties, or in Brazil several years later,
On oceasions, the focos traced their historical origins back to earlier,
abortive national liberation movements: the Sandinista Front in Nic.
aragua, created at least formally in 1961 by Carlos Fonseca Am
proclaimed its fidelity to the guerrill
dino against American
temala, founded in 19

populist parties like the

ador,
a struggle of Augusto Cesar San.
Marines in the twenties; the MR-13 in Gua-
62 by young army officers, was loyal to the
memory of the Arbenz regime overthrown in 1954. Focos we
ated in Argentina, in Colombia—exe
aristocratic guerrilla priest—in Pe
Rebelde and by the MIR, Hu
Nancahuazi region of Bolivi
final days in 1967,

The region’s Communist parties were nearly unanimous in refys-
ing to participate in armed adventures. They maintained their solidar-
ity with the Cuban Revolution, traveled incessantly to Havana, on
occasion even signed manifestoes and appeals for armed struggle, but
never went heyond paying a peculiarly Latin American lip service to
the idea. In nearly every case, either the local Communist organiza-
tions ignored the armed groups—ecollaborating with the regimes in
place by denying the guerrillas supplies, money, Weapons, or interna-
tional contacts—or openly attacked them. Conversely, the Castroist
spin-offs were often virulently opposed to the Communist Party, fre-
quently formulating their cxtreme tactics and platforms; and estah-
lishing their chosen breeding grounds, in direct response to these
parties’ “treasons” and traditional stances. In the words of a leader of
what would become one of the most successful guerrilla groups in the
1970s, the Salvadorean Popular Forces of Liberation (EPL): “The need
to combat the deviations of the Communist Party led us to extreme

and opposed positions, to an absolute negation of everything the Com-
munist Party did. . . .36 Needless to say, the Communists did not take
this lying down, and lashed back with their o

wn viciousness and spite.
Che Guevara’s death would thus be attributed by many to the Bolivian
Communist Party’s boycott of his minuscule guerrilla war. Although
"a compromise was reached between Cuba and the majority of the

e cre-
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36. Facundo Guardado, interview
América Latina: Izquierda y crisis
P 219.
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zil’s abertura, were common to the rest of the hemisphere’s guerrilla
maovements:

In their initial stage, guerrilla movements begin among the highly
educated offspring of rural elites and the urban middle and upper
classes. . . . In the subsequent stage of the movement, peasants come to
dominate in numbers, while power remains in the hands of those with
higher status and education.*!

Of all those persons officially acknowledged to have died as a result
of repression from 1964 to 1978—a sample more or less identifiable
with the guerrilla movement—g4 percent were so-called intellectual
workers, of which half were students, and 33 percent were manual
workers, of which 3 percent were trained technical personnel.*? Al-
ready at this stage, the predominance of the educated, intellectualized
middle class is obvious. In the larger universe of those “officially”
tortured by the regime, intellectual workers represented 55 percent of
the total, of which 12 percent were trained, technical manual workers:
thus two-thirds of the tortured came from the same educated, urban
middle class.*? Students represented 25.9 percent of the total, and to-
gether with university professors made up 35.7 percent of those rec-
ognized as having been tortured during those vears: more than a third
thus being linked to the educational sector. In the larger universe of
individuals “denounced to military authorities” or subject to prison
terms for political activities, the ratios are similar: students and uni-
versity professors made up 28 percent of the total, although intellec-
tual and manual workers acquired almost equal weight: 45 percent and
44 percent, respectively." These characteristics are largely applicable
throughout Latin America duri ng this period, with a few notable ex-
ceptions—Mexico, Peru in the eatly years, and Colombia in the
1950s—though not later. Herein lies one of the main differences sep-
arating the guerrilla movements of the sixties and early seventies from
those of the second wave:

' The revolutionary organizations thus appeared not only as political
elites, but as social elites. They were alternative elites, or counter-
elites, not mass-based movements,*s

41. Timothy Wickham-Crowley, Guerrillas and Revolution in Latin America
{Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992}, p. 29.

42. Daniel Aario Filho, A Revolucdo Falto ao Encontro: Os Comunistas no Brazil
(Rio de Janeiro: Editora Brasiliense, 1990), p. 153.

43. Ihid., p. 155

44. Ibid,, p. 157

45. Ibid,, p. 170
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The death of Che Guevara symbolized the end of an epoch, though
it did not actually coincide with its conclusion.*® As Debray puts it,

The physical disappearance of Che, brutal, precipitous, incredible, was
like a cold shower for those living in the cuphoria of this exceptiona)
period. It is more than a symbol; his death represents a real shift in the

struggle. In 1967 the rural guerrilla’s curve turned downward, ineluc-
tably, irreversibly.5°

Guevara remains the icon of the armed Latin American left: its
cross and its glory. He symbolizes an intellectualized middle class
outraged by an intolerable estrangement from the society it lives in,
and the abyss separating that class from the vast, undifferentiated uni-
verse of the poor. Che's travails in Africa evoke this gulf in its most
extreme form: his wanderings across Tanzania and the Congo, leading
a struggle of people “of another language in an unknown land” (as he
wrote in his notes on the revolutionary war in the Congo| underline
the absurdity of a white Argentine doctor trying to convince rebels in

Kisoma to cross Lake Tanganyika for a meeting, something they were
too terrified to do.5!

But Guevara also represents the heroism and nobility of myriad

middle-class Latin Americans who rose up in the best way they could
find, against a status quo they eventually discovered to he unlivable. If
ever there was an illustration of the anguish evoked in sensitive and
reasonable, but far from exceptional, individuals at being affluent and
comfortable islands in a sea of destitution, it was Guevara, He will
endure as a symbol, not of revolution or guerrilla warfare, but of the
extreme difficulty, if not the actual impossibility, of indifference.
One after another rural, and later urban, guerrilla movements were
defeated. Some, emerging after Che's death, were destroyed by the
mid-seventies, nearly ten years after his exccution. Others, like the
Tupamaros in Uruguay and the MIR in Chile, were just beginning to
thrive when Che died, and passed from the scene much later, only to

49. Other students of this period establish a slightly different sequence, without
altering the basic periodization: “The death of Couevara in Bolivia . ., ix the first blow to
‘loquismo,” though it also creates a heroie legend around the figure of the guerrilla
fighter. Castro’s support for the invasion of sslovakia is the nexe blow: from then
on it was clear that even in Cuba the only politics was realpolitik. But the decisive blow
would be struck by the military coups in Chile and Uruguay and Argenting, where the
groups that predicated or practiced the armed struggle were not only defeated but
smashed in an indescribably ferocious fashion, Their defe
as the epitaph of the foco."” Paramio, op. cit., p. 139
so. Debray, La Critique des Armes, p. 245

51, Tanta Pajoni, "Che nel Africa” [Liberazione, Rame, August 21, 1992.)
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abroad virtually weeks after he ook power and never stopped. The
difference between the carly 1960s and the 19708 and 19805 in Latiy
America lay in the island’s enhanced capability to provide such sup.
port in later years, and in the fact that on the receiving end, the ¢g.
pacity of Latih American Insurgent groups to absorb aid was alsg far
more developed. However, in relative terms, it is highly questionab]e
that the Cubans delivered—or that their allies throughout Latin Amer.
ica obtained—more support in the seventies and eighties than during
the first decade of the Revolution.

The process of rapprochement with the USSR was definitively in-
augurated by Castro’s famous speech in 1968, where despite all his
twists and turns, the Cuban leader approved the Brezhnev invasion of
Czechoslovakia: “We accept the bitter necessity that required sending
those troops into Czechoslovakia, 56 It was accelerated by the Chilean
experience, and by Castro’s month-long sojourn in the southern na-
tion. Salvador Allende’s electoral victory in 1970 appeared to be a
confirmation of the Communist parties’ theses regarding “the peaceful
road to socialism”; Castro’s support for the Chilean experiment and
thus for the CP could not but be perceived as a mellowing process.5’
Although Cuban sympathies perhaps lay equally with the Socialist
Party and the MIR—and the training and arms MIR cadres received on
the island as the Chilean drama u nfolded were well known—Castro’s
“détente” with the Chilean Communists was undeniable,58

As the entire Southern Cone was submerged in the repressive blood-
bath of national-security military dictatorships, starting with the Bra-
zilian crackdown in 1968, including the Chilean coup in 1973, and
extending to Uruguay in 1974 and the Argentine dirty war that started
that same year with Perén’s death, a double transformation was oc-
curring within the ranks of the Cuban-inspired Latin American armed
left. Something had to be done to solve the riddle in the aphorism that

§6. Fidel Castro, "Discurso sobre Czechoslovakia,” August 1968,

7. In ane of his first specches in Chile, Castro emphasized this point in his iriim-
itable fashion: “There was never any contradiction between the conceptions of the
Cuban Revolution and the roads followed . . . in Chile; we never questioned that path, . .
And we followed the events on Election Day with great interest, like you keeping track
hour by hour of the tally and the predictions. But [ must say that after 4 couple of hours
Iseribbled some caloulations of my own and assured myself that we had won And in our
country this fact was received with great jo It was received as a great paptilar victory.”
Fidel Castro, “En la reunién con la Directiva de la Central Unica de Trabajadores,"
Santlago, November 2% 1970, In Chile 1972: Habla Fidel Castro (Santiago: Editorial
Universitaria Cormorin, 1971, pp. 1821

§8. Andrés Pascal Allende, interview with the author, Mexico City, June 26, 1991
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ticipate in different forms of democratic and anti-imperialist unity with
the popular forces.®!

The governments actually mentioned in this connection were the Pe-
ruvian military regime headed by Juan Velasco Alvarado, Torrijos in
Panama, and the military junta that took over in Ecuador in 1972.5 The
fact was that many Latin American governments had attained greater
clbow room in their dealings with the United States, and were also tilt-
ing to the left, at least in international affairs. As they were able to defy
Washington on Cuba, Cuba was able to break out of its regional isola-
tion. This in turn diluted its interest in supporting revolutionary armed
struggle, which made a rapprochement with the Communist parties
possible. Soviet encouragement—and leverage—did not hurt, either.
For the Cubans, peace with other Latin American countries capped
amajor change in their policy toward revolution. The setbacks they suf-
fered were real, as was the growing influence of the Soviet Union: the
Cuban Revolution had grown tired; it would get its second wind years
later, in Central America. The deal it cut with the Communist parties
was advantageous for both sides. But in order to get what they wanted—
i.e., the Communists’ recognition of the validity of the armed struggle,
and the beginning of their reconciliation with the Castroist organiza-
tions—the Cubans had to put their own revisions on paper. The Com-
munists were obliged to make their concessions explicit too.53
The trade-off between the Cubans and the Communists could not
have been more manifest.** Havana would henceforth desist from sup-

“La América Latina en Ja Jucha contra el imperialismo, por la independencia

nacional, la democracia, ¢l bienestar popular, la paz y el socialismo," Encuentro de
Partidos Comunistas de América Latina, La Habana, Junio 13, 1975, published in Roletin
de informacidn. Documentos de los Pattidos Comunistas y Obreros. Articulos e inter-
venciones, 12/75, Editorial Paz y socialismo, Prague, December 1972, PP 40, 43.

62. Ibid,, p. 29.

63. "It is the right and the duty of all the popular and revolutionary forces o be ready
to respond to counter-revolutionary violence with revolutionary violence, and to clear
the road, through diflerent forms of popular action, including the armed struggle, for the
sovereign decision of the majority. . . . Outside our parties, there exists today a lefe with
different nuances. . . . The Communist parties will take into account the fact that some
of those movements are opposed to imperialist oppression and are advancing toward
[ ist positions.” Ibid,, pp. qu-sa.

G4. A distinguished student of Cuban foreign policy summed up the trade-off be-
tween the Cubans and the Communists the following way: “Cuba thus compromised on
several points about the proper path to power for the sake of receiving the allegiance of
the Communist parties. This was a necessary precondition for the unified Communist

support that was given to Central American revolutionary movements in the years that
followed. Cuba’s newly recognized vanguard role helped it lead some of these cautious

Communist parties toward the path of armed struggle in late 1977.” Jorge I. Dominguez,
op. cit,, p. 126.
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component, or whether it was above all—and exceptionally—a truly
peasant movement. In a novel that contributed significantly to reney,.
ing the debate in Mexico over those troubled years, Héctor Aguilar
Camin sought to portray the guerrilla movement of the seventies as at
least partly urban, middle-class, and student-based.®® This it was: the
23rd of September League and the other small groups that carried out
kidnappings, assassinations, and bank robberies during the turbulent
times of President Luis Echeverria were chiefly composed of radical.
ized university graduates frustrated by the bloody defeat of the 1963
student movement and the unresponsiveness of an authoritarian po-
litical system.

Other writers have also stressed this point. Simply through the

identities of the mothers of the disappeared and the way in which
many of the guerrilla leaders who survived were reintegrated into so-
ciety and peaceful political activity, it is clear that a significant num-
ber of middle-class youth helped fill the ranks of the urban armed
movement in Mexico. They came from Monterrey and later from Sina-
loa, from Guadalajara and the National Polytechnical Institute in Mex-
ico City. And yet, while students joined the armed struggle, they did so
only in the cities, not in the countryside, where another struggle was
gathering steam. And they did so, in any case on a small scale, quite
unlike—in relative terms—what occurred in Uruguay, Venezuela, Ar-
gentina, and perhaps even Brazil. No effective convergence of students
and rural guerrillas ever took place. There were some attempts; all
failed.

Two other features of the Mexican guerrilla wars, however, over-
shadowed this failure, so common to the entire hemisphere. First,
there was a legacy of armed peasant uprisings in rural Central-
Southern Mexico: in Morelos, from the days of Emiliano Zapata to
the movement led by Rubén Jaramillo in the 1950s until his murder
by the Mexican Army; and in Guerrero, where schoolteachers had
kept alive a tradition of armed confrontation for the land. This be-
came the real constituency for the rural guerrillas of the late sixties
and early seventies: for Genaro Vizquez’'s ACNR in the Chilpancingo
region, and for Lucio Cabanas’s Party of the Poor in the Atoyac area.
In another novel, less well written but perhaps more substantive and
focused on the guerrilla movement than Aguilar Camin’s, another
Mexican author presents the fictional but strikingly realistic reflec-

65. Héctor Aguilar Camin, La guerra de Galio [Mexico City: Cal y Arena Editores,
1990}, mainly parts 3 and 4.
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ico, no localized rural guerrilla movement had any chance of success,
but the bonds that united the schoolteachers and the peasantry of
Guerrero were undeniable. Had Cabanas and Vizquez received out-
side help, to break their isolation and increase their meager re-
sources, and had the urban middle-class student movement been
more developed and committed, history might have taken a different
turn. The guerrillas could not have won, but they could have made
contact with the students and forced the government to negotiate
and accept a democratic politics or unleash the repression elsewhere
that fell upon Guerrero.

History did not take a different turn partly because of the second
key characteristic of the Mexican guerrilla wars, in contrast to the rest
of Latin America. The Party of the Poor and the ACNR, not to mention
the urban groups such as the 23rd of September League, never received
a drop of aid from Cuba: no money, no training, nor arms. Cuba’s
policy toward the armed struggle in Mexico was similar to the one it
would follow in relation to the legal Mexican left during the late sev-
enties and early eighties, and toward the Cirdenas movement in the
late eighties and early nineties: hands off. The game was well worth
the candle for the Cubans: in exchange for their nonintervention in
Mexican affairs, they were able to count on the maintenance of diplo-
matic relations during the worst years of their hemispheric quarantine,
and on quite cordial ties later on. They gave up very little, obtaining
much in return. This did not deter Havana from helping or inciting
Central American guerrillas to operate in Mexico for different pur-
poses, or to recruit Mexican leftists for ““Central American’ chores.
But in the entire literature on Cuban involvement in the Latin Amer-
ican armed struggle, there is no evidence or claim that the Cubans ever
supported guerrillas in Mexico.

This reluctance meant more than lack of arms or money for the
peasants in Guerrero and the students in Monterrey and Sinaloa, It
resulted in scant or no international resonance for their cause. If the
Cubans didn't take them seriously—and the Cubans took everybody
who was anybody seriously—then no one would. Only the North Ko-
reans were ever known to have trained Mexican guerrillas: not exactly
an international outpouring of mainstream support.

Conditions were ripe in Mexico for the emergence of a significant
armed movement. There were angry students and peasants, a repres-
sive government, and the beginnings of an economic downturn. Tra-
dition, a culture of violence, and lack of alternatives seemed a perfect
recipe for armed strife. Some have speculated that most students did
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