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Parra killed herself with characteristi flair in a carpa, a tent set
up in the tradition of traveling folk performers. The young musi-
cians whom she had inspired soon scattered. Ultimately, Havana
would be the international center of the “new song” movement.

By the late 19605, the Cuban Revolution had become a potent
symbol for young people all over the hemisphere. All but the
most committed Latin American anticommunists felt immense
satisfaction at secing a Cuban David stand up to the US Goli-
ath. For Latin American socialists—including more and more
students, union leaders, and young people in general—the
Cuban Revolution had a lot to show. It had vastly increased edu-
cational opportunities, making decisive strides toward full liter-
acy and exemplary public health. It had improved housing in
longmeglected rural Cuba. It had championed the full equality
of black Cubans, who before the revolution had been legally
banned from some beaches to suit the race prejudice of US
tourists. Cuban movies and poster art, particularly, communi-
cated the promise of a vibrant, creative revolution throughout
Latin America. Cuba's Casa de las Americas offered the region's
most prstigious lterary prize. Cuban nationalists, so Tong frus-
trated by Spain's long rule in Cuba and the humiliating Platt
Amendment, gloried in the revolution. For them, Cubas inter-
national prominence helped compensate for what the revolution
did not offer.

“The Cuban Revolution did not offer the individual liberties so
central to liberalism, such as the righ to speak against the gov-

ernment and to travel outside the country. These received a low
priority in revolutionary thinking, Only a small minority in Latin
America could afford to travel outside the country anyway, rea-
soned the revolutionaries. If revolution was major surgery, the
operating room would need tight discipline. Why permit anyone
to disrupt the team spirit? Restoring hope of a decent life to
the destitute majority scemed worth infringing the personal
liberties of the most fortunate citizens,
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To anticommunists, especially in the United States but also
in Latin America, the surgery of social revolution created a
Frankenstein's monster—unnatural, powerful, and frightening
Communism challenged not only individual liberties but also
older, even more traditional values like patriarchy and social
hierarchy. Anticommunists regarded the revolutionary vision as
“brainwashing’ or the consequence of a viruslike contagion.
And suddenly, from the perspective of US anticommunists only
recently attentive to events south of the border, the contagion
was here, in “our backyard’—just ninety miles from our shores,”
in fact. The stage was set for conflict.
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posts, serving as consul in Asia, Europe, and the Americas
between 1927 and 194s5. This sort of tribute to literary talent is a
Latin American tradition. Neruda's heart was with “the people,”
which meant, in mid-twenticth-century Latin America, siding
with the revolutionarics. After World War 11, he returned 1o
Chile and devoted himself to revolutionary politics. In 1945,
Neruda was elected senator for Chilés Communist Party. The
great poet’ reputation was ut its height as the Cold War settled
over Latin America in the 1950s and 1960s.

Argentina’s Jorge Luis Borges, another literary giant with an
international reputation, makes an interesting contrast to Ner-
uda. Like Neruda and many other Latin American authors,
Borges had strong international affiliations. He spent a few
years in Switzerland. studied briefly at Cambridge, and trans
lated works from German, French, and above all, English
Borges loved the English language and even wrote some poetry
of his own in English. But the Argentine Borges was a retiring
and bookish man, far different from the carousing, rambling,
Neruda. Born in Buenos Aires, Borges seldom left there for
long, And for most of his life, he was blind. His world was a
private, shadowy theater of Fictions and Dreantigers, the tiles
of two of his books. For Borges, rustic gauchos and the brawl-

g poor neighborhoods of Buenos Aires were literary motifs
He liked them as themes for an Argentine national lterature,
but he was no “man of the people” and he sympathized with
the military in its long struggle against Perdn. Nevertheless,
Borges created short stories so startlingly innovative and
imaginative that he became, if anything, more influential in
literature than Neruda. Many believe that Borges never won
the Nobel Prize only because of his unpopular right-wing
views
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After the 1gsos, Latin American nationalists increasingly
adopted a Marxist perspective on history and a revolutionary
vision of the Future. Influential poets, novelists, artsts, follc
singers, and social scientists—not to mention outspoken stu-
dents at public universities throughout the region—expressed
the Marxist revolutionary vision. And they did so just as anti-
communism became the overriding imperative of US policy
toward Latin America

“The rise of Marxist ideology among Latin American nation-
alists had little to do with Soviet Russia, a remote, unhelpful,
and uninspiring ally. Nor was the Marxist dream of a perfect
future without incqualities or injustice more convincing in
Latin America than elsewhere. It was Marxist historical analy-
sis that made persuasive sense to Latin American nationalists
bent on dismantling neocolonialism. The Marxist view of caj
talism, highlighting class exploitation, secmed an apt descrip-
tion of Latin American experience. The Leninist theory of
imperialism-—suggesting that a privileged class within the
dominated countries would profit from collaboration with the
outsiders’ imperial plan—also scemed quite accurate in Latin

America. In the 19505, Marxism was becoming associated with
nationalist struggles for decolonization and self-determination
around the world. And if the imperialist United States hated
and feared Marxism, many Latin Americans found that simply
afurther incentive to study it

“The Marxist diagnosis of Latin America's big problems was
injustice—not a wrong policy here, a bad decision there, but
injustice woven into the fabric of a society founded on conquest
and dedicated, over the centuries, to maintaining incqualitics
“The prognosis was grave. Rapid population growth and urban-
ization were creating massive shortages of the most basic social
ities. Children on the strect, whole neighborhoods built

neces
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on garbage dumps—the toll in diminished lives was (and is)
unspeakable. The recommended treatment was revolution, not
reform. And by revolution, Marsists meant not simply a new,
better government overthrowing a corrupt old one, but rather a
full reshuffling of the social deck, pulling down the well-to-do
and powerful who had enjoyed their privileges for so long in
the presence of misery—worse, at the expense of misery—and
redistributing the wealth among everybody. Social revolution-
aries did not hesitate to confiscate fortunes extracted from
generations of slaves and indebted peons. And they believed
that US multinationals were only a new version of the Spanish
and Portugucse empires, siphoning riches from what onc influ-
ential book called The Open Veins of Latin America. Aspirin
would not cure this cancer, believed the Marxist revolutionar-
ies. The situation called for major surgery

An Argentine medical student, later famous as “Che” Gue-
vara (his real name was Ernesto), reached this conclusion in the
early 1950s. Rebellion ran in Ches family. His mother before
him had gained a radical reputation by brazenly smoking ciga-
rettes in public. Che thought that Latin American poverty was
linked to, and maintained by, an imperialist international eco-
nomic system of awesome power. The victims of that system,
among whom Che included all the countries of Latin America,
could free themselves only by acting together. He began to show
his “internationalist” vocation by cycling for thousands of miles
0 sce for himsclf the poverty and oppression of the indigenous
peoples of the Andes. Then, hearing of inspiring reforms under-
way in Arbenzs Guatemala, Che went to participate. From
Guatemala, he escaped to Mexico when US-backed army offi-
cers toppled Arben in 1954. Che was now a bona fide Marxist
revolutionary, ‘a soldier of America,” as he told his father when
he left home, and he considered the battle against capitalist
imperialism his battle, anywhere in the world.
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In Mexico, Che met Fidel Castro, a different kind of revolu-
tionary, an intense nationalist immersed in the political tradi-
tions and struggles of his own county, Cuba. Castro was the
son of 2 sugarcane-growing family who, as a law student in the
Jate 19405, was inspired by the idealistie, mildly socialist, and
above all, keenly anti-imperialist themes of the student move-
ment. In Cuba, as in Latin America as a whole, 19505 anti-
imperialist attitudes focused almost exclusively on the United
States, and nowhere were anti-imperialist feelings stronger
than among Cuban nationalists. When US diplomats orches-
trated the formation of the OAS in 1948 in Bogotd, Colom-
bia, Castro traveled there to attend a parallel anti-imperialist
meeting of student activists. In opposing the United States,
the internationalist Che and the nationalist Fidel saw eye to
eye

The two met in Mexico because Fidel, along with his brother
Ral and others, had been exiled from Guba. Their crime was
resisting the US-backed military dictatorship of et another of
“our bastards,” one Fulgencio Batista. In 1953, shortly after an
elected Cuban government was overthrown by Batista, the Cas-
tro brothers led a disastrous attack on the dictators army. But
their gesture of defiance, which cost the student rebels many
lives, proved popular with the Cuban people. Fidel and Raal
Castro were let out of prison and shipped off to Mexico as a sign
of dictatorial benevolence. Within a couple of years, in late 1956,
they were ready to launch their next pinprick attack on Batista,
whom they regarded—because of his US backing and his
staunch support of US anticommunism in the OAS—as an
agent of imperialism

“The cighty-two invaders—many of them idealistic, middle-
class youngsters—crowded aboard an  incongruous assault
vehicle, an old yacht with the unwarlike name, ironically in
Einglish, Granma. Their landing in Cuba did not go well, partly
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se local peasants alerted the army, and only a handful of
the Granma's assault force survived to make history. In the
meantime, they made legend, beginning with the magical
number of remaining fighters—twelve, the number of Christ's
disciples, symbolic of the guerrillas’ physical vulnerability and
spiritual superiority. Fidel, Ratil, and Che—now amounting
personally to a quarter of the invasion force —made it into the
Sierra Macstra mountains of castert Cuba, where they suc-
cessfully played a deadly game of hide-and-seck with the army
for the next two years. A serics of highly sympathetic articles
about them appeared in the New York Times. Even the US
government began to qualify its support of Batista, and resis-
tance to the dictator inside Cuba became virtually unanimous
Sceing no future, Batista suddenly left the country on the last
day of 1958, and the bearded guerrillas of the mountains met a
tumultuous welcome in Havana.

To show that their revolution had only just begun, they did
not shave or take off their khakis. The revolutionaries di
pensed rough justice against the dictator's henchmen, trying
and exccuting 483 of them in three months. At interminable
mass rallies and equally interminable tefevised specches, Castro
explained his vision of a new Cuba. The revolutionary govern-
ment retained a high level of popular support. Anyone watching
the nationalist revolutions that had swept over Latin America in
the twentieth century knew what 1o expect; measures against
“cconomic imperialism,” possibly including expropriation of for-
eign companics, and, above all, land reform. Land reform began
almost immediately, in May 1956.

Which side would the new Cuban government be on in the
Gold War? That was the US State Department’s main question,
overshadowing even the very considerable US economic interest
in Cuba. The creation of “a Communist beachhead ninety miles
from our shores” would be intolerable in their eyes. Was Castro
a communist?
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Never—not as a student radical in the 19405, nor as a guer-
rilla leader in the 1gsos—was Castro close (o the Moscow-line
Cuban Gommunist Party. Nor had the Communist Party
played any substantial purt in the overthrow of Batista. But
when Fidel went on television for his five-hour chat on the
structural changes of a “real revolution,” the Marxist inspira-
tion of his vision was obvious. The only thing that could reas-
sure peoplein the United States, it seemed, was a demonstration
that the Guban Revolution would he aligned with the United
States against international communism. In their own terms,
the Cuban revolutionarics were being asked to betray cvery-
thing they had fought for: 1o side with "economic imperialism”
against the forces of “national liberation” Fidel and Che never
even considered it

And Castro had  way of rubbing in the point. On a 1960
trip to New York, he delivered a four-hour lecture in the United
Nations on the topic of US imperialism. At a Harlem hotel, he
met with Malcolm X and other critics of US policies at home
and abroad. In February of the same year, he began to artange
an alternative Russian market for Cuban sugar, long sold almost
exclusively in the United States, and in June he bought Russian
o, offered at an advantageous price. When Cubas US-owned
ol refineries refused to process this “red” erude, Fidel expropri-
ated them. Tn July came the US government’s response: an end
10 US purchases of Cuban sugar, responsible for three quarters
of Cuba's export revenuc. In August, the revolutionary govern-
ment struck back by expropriating more US-owned property,
from sugar mills and mines to telephone and electric compa-
nies. In the second half of 1960, the United States declared an
embargo on all trade with Cuba, and word reached Havana of a
proxy force being trained and equipped by the CIA to invade the
ishand

This time, however, the proxy technique failed miscrably.
Despite their hopes, the unti-Castro Cubans who landed at
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the Bay of Pigs in 1961 sparked no internal rebellion. The new
Guban army was a direct outgrowth of Castros revolutionary
army of 195658 and totally loyal to him. It quickly defeated
these invaders. But they scemed unlikely to be the last invad-
ers. The Cuban military alignment with Soviet Russia, what
US policymakers had so dreaded, now took shape as a defense
against new invasions from the United States

In mid-1g62, high-flying US spy planes called U-2s began to
photograph nuclear missile installations under construction,
and in October they got a clear picture of a missile. A few days
later, US President John F. Kennedy issued an ultimatum to
the Russians: withdraw the missiles “or else.” The world held
its breath. The Cuban Missile Crisis was one of the most dan-
gerous moments in the Cold War. Finally, the Soviets agreed
to remove their missiles in return for a US agreement not to
invade Guba. Aside from petty harassment by the CIA
involving such escapades as an exploding cigar and schemes to
make Fidel's beard fall out—the military threat from the United
States had ended

The debilitating effects of the US embargo, hawever, would
20 on for decades. The intention was to cut off not only US
trade, but also all trade between Cuba and countries allied
with the United States. Cuban trade with the rest of Latin
America was strangled thanks to the US grip on the OAS. Sanc-
tions applied even to Cuba's trade with neutral countries. Any
vessel that docked in Cuba would be unwelcome afterward in
US harbors. As a result, Cuba's external trade shifted decisively
to distant countries aligned with Soviet Russia

Cuba was expelled from the OAS despite the opposition of
the largest Latin American countries. Here, again, was the
power of the many small countries that always voted with the
United States in the OAS. Gradually, Cuba became a center for
resistance to US policy in Latin America and a training ground
for Marist revolutionaries. Moscow had decided that, in most
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of Latin America, conditions propifious for a social revolution
did not yet exist. But Che Guevara had developed a new theory
of guerrilla warfare based on the Cuban experience in the Sierra
Maestra mountains. Revolutionary conditions could be created,
thought Che, by small, committed guerrilla groups like the
Granma expedition. These groups would establish focos, focal
points of guerrilla activity to jump-start a larger revolution. Che
himself vowed to repeat the Sierra Maestra experience on a con-
tinental scale—to make the Andes “the Sierra Maestra of South
America.” His ill-fated Bolivian mission, which began in 1966,
was meant to do just that

Che traveled to Bolivia disguised as a balding Uruguayan
businessman and launched his continental revolution with &
mere fifty guerrillas—thirty Bolivians and various international
(especially Cuban) volunteers. This time, though, the tiny but
idealistic revolutionary force did not triumph. Che himself suf-
fered from prolonged asthma attacks that incapacitated him and
disheartened his followers. The Bolivian peasants were suspi-
cious of the guerrillas, and none joined the movement. Mean-

while, the Bolivian army picked them off one by one, until only
2 handful remained; stil, when he was finally captured, inter-
rogated, and excuted in 1968, Che had become a hero through-
out Latin America, not so much for what he did as for how he
died trying

Che had left Cuba partly becaus
there. Che was a theorist and visionary who believed that, for
true socialism to function, money should be abolished and

of his own frustrations

people should work for ideals. But as revolutionary president of
Cuba's national bank, then minister of industry in the early
1g60s, he found those changes easier to envision than to
implement. Che had been foremost among those insisting that
the sugar-heavy Cuban economy must diversify and industrial-
ize. He had shaped the revolution's first assault on the problem
of underdevelopment, an impaticnt “crash” industrialization
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plan. Grand promises of aid came from Soviet-aligned coun-
tries in Europe and also from China. The Soviet government
alone pledged to build a hundred factories in Cuba, but it soon
changed its tune. Like the United States, Soviet Russia really
preferred to exchange its own manufactured products for Cuban
sugar. Could the revolution harness sugar-—that old dragon,
devourer of generations of slaves and other impoverished
workers—for the common good> Maybe so, thought stubbornly
optimistic Cuban revolutionaries in the late 1960s. The sugar
plantations, along with ncarly everything else, now belonged to
the Cuban state, making them the property of the Cuban peo-
ple. So,in the years after Che's death, Castro pursued a startling
new economic goal—a ten-million-ton sugar harvest

As the revolutionary government worked feverishly to
increase production, middle-class people reluctantly volun-
teered to blister their hands chopping sugarcane on the we

ends. Dissent was not permitted. When a well-known poet
was publicly silenced, the news produced unease among revo-
lutionary sympathizers inside and outside Cuba

Many outsiders were rooting for the Cuban Revolution. In
then-communist East Germany, university student Tamara
Bunke, later better known by her guerrilla pscudonym, Tania,
felt that the Guban Revolution was also her fight. Tania was
born and grew up in Bucnos Aires, where the Bunke family had
fled to escape the Nazis during the 19305, returning to Germany
after World War I1. When Che Guevara led a trade mission to
East Germany in 1960, Tania was his interpreter, Inspired by the
revolution's project to transform Latin Americ

she traveled 1o
Cuba and threw herself into work brigades, the miliia, the lit-
eracy campaign—but she wanted something more heroic. By
1964, she got t, going to Bolivia alone as a secret agent to lay the
groundwork for Che’ last, doomed campaign. By 1967 she wa

dead, along with almost all the others. In death, she became a
hemispheric symbol of revolutionary commitment and self-

RivoLution 277

Povice vensus Stupents. Guatemalan students battle police during 1
street demonstration in 1962. Many university students, along with art-
ists, intellectuals, and unionized workers, were inspired by the Cuban
Revolution during the 1960, AP Photo

sacrifice, much like Che himself. From Argentina to Mexico,
baby gitls were named Tania in her honor.

There were musical reverberations of revolution throughout
Latin America, too. Folk music with protest themes became the
international sound track of revolutionary organizing, Under-
cover in Bolivia, Tania had posed as a folk music collector. The
ew song’ movement was a Chilean

spiritual mother of this *
‘woman, Violeta Parra. Parra was not of the sixties generation. In
fact, she was old enough to be the mother of the young protest
singers who gathered around her in the 1o6os. Several were, in
fact, her children. Parra, a superb lyrieist herself, was steeped in
Chilean folk music. Her music was more personal than revolu-
tionary, and personal despair led her to commit suicide in 1967,
the same year of Tania's death. But to the sixties generation, her
music represented an authentic Latin American spirit of protest





