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Preface

[image: image]

ONE OF THE MOST EXCITING FEATURES OF STUDYING THE HISTORY OF the Cold War is the abundant opportunity for collaboration. At some level, of course, collaborative work is imperative in order to understand the Cold War in all its complexity. The East-West conflict touched every part of the world, after all, and affected all dimensions of human existence—not just geopolitics and military affairs but also the ideological, social, and cultural realms. No single scholar could hope even to come close to mastering everything. But collaboration is useful for another reason, too: The sheer pleasure of working with peers, exchanging ideas, and building a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

We editors are grateful to our contributors as well as to numerous individuals who have helped in various ways over the years as this project grew from an idea to a book proposal to a published collection. In the UT–Austin Department of History, we particularly thank the Institute for Historical Studies and its energetic and generous director, Julie Hardwick, who provided crucial support that moved us beyond the idea stage. Thanks go as well to Courtney Meador, who helped in innumerable ways with her signature combination of efficiency and generosity. The department’s senior Latin Americanist, Jonathan Brown, also deserves a word of special gratitude for encouraging us to pursue this volume. Creighton Chandler provided invaluable help in the closing stages.

We are indebted in innumerable ways to all of our colleagues at UT–Austin and the University of San Francisco and thank them for the encouragement they have shown for our work. Ginny Burnett wishes to acknowledge in particular her graduate students, without whose efforts and enthusiasm this project could not have been completed. Mark Lawrence wishes to thank the Stanley Kaplan Program in American Foreign Policy at Williams College, which provided a wonderful temporary home during the 2011–12 academic year, and especially the program’s director, James McAllister. Julio Moreno thanks the Faculty Development Fund at the University of San Francisco. He is particularly grateful to Julie Hardwick and Courtney Meador at UT–Austin’s Institute for Historical Studies for providing a supportive and intellectually stimulating environment in the 2009–2010 academic year.

Finally, we all express our deepest thanks to W. Clark Whitehorn, editor-in-chief for the University of New Mexico Press. Clark showed enthusiasm from the moment we first described the project and shepherded the book to completion with a wonderful blend of efficiency, expertise, and good cheer. Thanks go as well to two anonymous reviewers, whose comments made this a better book in innumerable ways.
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VIRGINIA GARRARD-BURNETT,
MARK ATWOOD LAWRENCE, AND JULIO E. MORENO

IT ALL STARTED WITH REBELLIOUS TEENAGERS. ON JANUARY 7, 1964, American students ran the U.S. flag up a flagpole on the grounds of Balboa High School, near the western end of the Panama Canal Zone. The gesture was intensely provocative. The question of where the U.S. and Panamanian flags could be flown in the canal zone had stirred controversy for several years, reflecting growing tensions between Americans and Panamanians over sovereignty in the ten-mile-wide strip of territory that the United States had controlled for more than sixty years. In late 1963, the U.S. governor of the canal zone had tried to defuse the situation by declaring that neither flag would fly over schools or other civic buildings. But the ploy backfired. Outraged by what they considered a cave in to Panamanian pressure, the Balboa students, backed by many parents and other “Zonians,” took matters into their own hands.

Predictably, Panamanian high schoolers quickly retaliated. On January 9, 150 students from the nearby Instituto Nacional marched to Balboa High and attempted to fly their flag alongside the stars and stripes. Scuffling ensued. The Panamanian flag was torn. Word of the incident spread and, by nightfall, rioting had broken out along the borders of the canal zone, where thousands of U.S. troops were mobilized to safeguard the waterway. When the unrest ended three days later, twenty-one Panamanians and four U.S. soldiers lay dead. Panamanian President Roberto Chiari severed relations with the United States, demanding that Washington agree to scrap the old treaties governing control over the canal and negotiate a new deal.1

The violence and the diplomatic fallout deeply alarmed U.S. policymakers. President Lyndon Johnson and many of his advisers suspected communists of stirring up all the trouble. “Kids started it and the communists got into it,” Johnson complained.2 The Central Intelligence Agency fueled Johnson’s fears as the diplomatic standoff continued into February, asserting that the Panamanian communists were dictating “practically every idea” expressed by Chiari and that if the confrontation lasted another month “it is probable that Panama will be the second socialist country in America.”3

This assessment was, as U.S. leaders soon came to realize, wildly off the mark. While leftists no doubt sought to exploit the unrest, the Panamanian communist party remained small and ineffective. The rioting and the diplomatic confrontation that ensued resulted from deep anger across the Panamanian political spectrum about treaties viewed as a grotesque remnant of U.S. quasi-colonialism in the days of Teddy Roosevelt. Indeed, as negotiations opened to restore diplomatic relations and ultimately to rewrite the canal treaties, leftists played no important role outside of stirring fear among Americans. Rather, Chiari and his successor Marco Robles—both of them representative of the conservative, land-owning oligarchy that ruled Panama—joined in various ways with the repressive National Guard and corporate leaders such as the head of the local Coca-Cola Company to play the key roles in advancing Panamanian demands. When Washington agreed at the end of 1964 to renegotiate the canal treaties, the Panamanian foreign minister rejoiced that the concession, far from emboldening the left, would send the communists “al carajo”—to hell.4

The flag riots and their aftermath neatly illuminate the complexities of the Cold War in Latin America. Observers, especially in the United States, readily viewed the confrontation through the lens of the East-West struggle. They were not, of course, entirely wrong to do so. Although Panamanian, Cuban, and Soviet sources remain mostly inaccessible, it is not difficult to imagine that communists and Castroites inside and outside of Panama sought to exploit the clash to serve their larger goals. Yet the episode in Panama was no simple proxy confrontation between the democratic-capitalist West and the communist East. The crisis originated, after all, with teenagers acting on nationalist impulses rooted in grievances that long predated the Cold War. The mundane location of the flagpole confrontation suggests that hostilities sprang from tensions woven into everyday life for demonstrators on both sides of the issue, not from the dictates of distant superpowers. Perhaps the most striking feature of the crisis, however, was the extent to which Washington found itself sharply at odds with centrist and even right-wing elements in Panama, the very groups that shared U.S. anxiety about communism in Panama and the hemisphere more generally. Indeed, Johnson’s decision in December 1964 to open negotiations on new canal treaties—a watershed moment in U.S.–Latin American relations—reflected his ultimate judgment that the confrontation did not break down along simple Cold War lines. The United States stood to gain, Johnson concluded, by making concessions to conservative elements rather than standing firm and thereby risking the very leftist hostility that Americans so desperately feared.

Scholars of the Cold War have made great strides in appreciating this kind of complexity in recent years. Although studies of high-level policymaking in Washington and Moscow unquestionably remain vital to understanding the East-West confrontation, many innovative historians have increasingly sought a fresh perspective by examining how less powerful countries, groups, businesses, and individuals—even high school students—experienced the Cold War and influenced its course. The results suggest that the United States, the Soviet Union, and to a lesser extent China, generally set the international agenda and constrained options open to governments and peoples around the world. New studies also demonstrate, however, that less powerful entities found innumerable opportunities to harness, reject, manipulate, or accentuate the Cold War in order to advance their particular agendas. People and institutions far beyond the leaders of the world’s most powerful nations, in short, exercised agency over the course, meaning, and outcome of the Cold War.5 The newer scholarship also makes clear that the Cold War was deeply woven into the fabric of routine existence for millions of people around the globe, affecting how they understood not only high politics but also the circumstances of their own lives and the nature of their own societies.6 In many instances, too, the newer scholarship calls into question the view of the Cold War as strictly a struggle between left and right, communists and democratic capitalists. In fact, divergent views and competing pressures within the two blocs often shaped the course of the Cold War, not least by constraining the leadership of Washington and Moscow.7

In this book, we aspire to build on all of these insights by presenting a series of essays that, in diverse ways, highlights the enormous complexity of the Cold War in the Western Hemisphere. In doing so, we aim to locate and explore a fertile middle ground between two types of analysis common in the study of the Cold War in Latin America. One strand, the dominant tradition in writing about U.S.–Latin American relations, views the United States as an all-powerful and (almost always) repressive hegemon that wielded practically unchallengeable political, economic, military, and cultural power in the hemisphere. This interpretation is neatly encapsulated in the metaphor “talons of the eagle,” enshrined in the title of Peter H. Smith’s classic study of U.S.–Latin American relations since the breakup of the Spanish empire in the New World.8 This perspective continues to influence much scholarly work down to the present day.

Our goal is, in part, to question the totality of U.S. domination by exploring ways in which Latin Americans determined their own history by resisting U.S. influence or, more often, bending the Cold War to local purposes. Yet we have no intention to write Washington (or Moscow) out of the picture. In examining Latin American agency, one must be careful not to overstate the case. The differential in power between the United States and Latin American governments, as well as the obvious intention among U.S. officials to exploit that differential at many points during the Cold War, are simply too obvious to justify pushing Washington too far into the background. We therefore prefer the metaphor “the eagle’s shadow” in order to convey the point that the eagle certainly loomed large but that other governments as well as groups, companies, organizations, and individuals still had room for maneuver to promote their own interests and perspectives.

Taking this generalization as a starting point, the essays in this collection address three interrelated questions. First, how and to what extent did those Latin American governments and other entities exercise initiative in shaping the Cold War in the hemisphere? On the grandest level, the Cold War centered on competing ideological systems that claimed universal applicability. In practice, however, the U.S., Soviet, and Cuban models of political and economic development were, at best, imperfect fits for other countries and often encountered strong resistance rooted in local aspirations, rivalries, and traditions. Sometimes, local actors simply opposed foreign influences. In other cases, local protagonists adapted or manipulated the broader currents of the Cold War for their particular purposes. Although none of this is terribly surprising, historians have only recently begun exploring in detail precisely how Latin Americans, like smaller powers and subnational groups in other parts of the world, went about exerting power and gaining a share of control over their own destinies. Pressing ahead with this work is no small matter if we hope to achieve a fuller understanding of the global Cold War, which increasingly appears less an all-encompassing bipolar struggle and more a multisided conflict in which power flowed in multiple directions, even if some powers wielded far more control than others. Appreciation of such complexity inevitably depends on a willingness to delve into the details of specific historical case studies since agency was exercised in different ways with different results at different times.

The second question running through this collection is how Latin Americans outside of government experienced the Cold War in their everyday lives. For many years, of course, diplomatic historians have written about the East-West conflict as an episode in international relations. Yet, as scholars have increasingly observed in recent years, the Cold War was also lived experience for ordinary people around the world. It provided people with ideological commitments and group identities, rationalized the extension of state power into areas far removed from foreign policy, provoked anxieties that carried over into the personal realm, and provided a major theme in popular culture, media, and the arts. One of the most fertile lines of inquiry entails examining how Latin American governments sought to control everyday life and especially how ordinary people pushed back against their governments in both overt and subtle ways. In exploring these interactions, we can gain valuable insight into the meaning of the Cold War for millions of people who had little direct stake in the ideological or military clash between Washington and Moscow. Such people were far more likely to experience the Cold War through the behavior of their own governments than through concern with global affairs.

The third question is how well the left-right, communist-capitalist dichotomy—so often the starting point for the study of the Cold War—maps onto the reality of the Cold War in Latin America. In posing this question, we do not deny in any way that the East-West conflict had enormous consequences for Latin America or that many disputes broke down clearly along left-right lines. Nor do we wish to downplay the brutalities committed by both right and left in pursuit of their doctrines. The following pages, like so much of the vast scholarship on the Cold War in Latin America, make that much abundantly clear. Yet, as some of the chapters in this volume demonstrate, the bipolar configuration of the global Cold War did not always correspond precisely to tensions that played out in specific instances in the hemisphere. The naked quest for power or profits sometimes trumped ideology in determining behavior. Sometimes, too, right or left acted in ways that defied expectations or stereotypes. Acknowledging such complexity helps establish exactly what role ideology played in the conduct of the Cold War and what other motivations, in what mixes, spurred action.

The following chapters cover, of course, only a small sample of topics, which deal in depth with only a few countries. Guatemala and Nicaragua are especially well represented, while other pivotal nations such as Chile, Colombia, Cuba, and El Salvador receive less attention. Moreover, the chapters concentrate disproportionately on the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s, leaving the early and final Cold War years mostly to the side. This distribution of topics and chronological coverage reflects in part the book’s origins in the Department of History at the University of Texas at Austin, a leading institution for the study of Latin America. Inevitably, students, faculty, and fellows cluster around certain countries and research problems. The range of topics in this collection also stems from our sense that the years after the Cuban Missile Crisis remain less thoroughly studied by scholars than the earlier phases of the Cold War. The book aspires to push further into the latter stages of the Cold War than similar volumes have attempted to do thus far. Additionally, the topics examined in this collection reflect our priority to put chapters dealing with high-level international relations alongside chapters focusing on interactions between Latin American governments and ordinary people. In this way, we aim to promote thinking about the interrelationship between the Cold War as a geopolitical phenomenon and the Cold War as quotidian experience.

We offer the following chapters not as any kind of exhaustive overview of the Cold War in Latin America but as good scholarship that might contribute to a fuller picture of the Cold War in the hemisphere and, perhaps most important, inspire further research. Despite the large amount of writing on the Cold War in Latin America, after all, opportunities for fresh research abound, and the circumstances are becoming more favorable all the time for ambitious scholars. New archival material is becoming available at a rapid pace, especially in Latin American countries but also in the United States, where previously unobtainable documents on the 1970s and 1980s began to open up in the early twenty-first century. Meanwhile, Russian archives and repositories in other nations of the former Eastern Bloc promise to be increasingly important to scholars of Latin America’s Cold War. The passage of time since the end of the Cold War helps in another way too. A rising generation of scholars, lacking direct experience of the Cold War, can approach the subject with fresh eyes, relatively free of the passions that once swirled around their subject. To approach the topic dispassionately does not, of course, mean losing the ability or willingness to make judgments, even stark ones. Rather, it means that those judgments will be rooted in greater awareness of complexity and carry greater authority.


Historiography

The greater awareness of complexity that informs our inquiry results in no small part from outstanding recent scholarship on the Cold War in Latin America. Much of the richness of these studies flows from scholars’ determination to grapple with agency and to reexamine the connection between local conflicts and the global Cold War. The questions of how Latin Americans shaped their destinies and how their lives connected to national or transnational trends are, of course, not wholly new in recent years. There is, however, something fresh in the way scholars have conceptualized and answered these questions since such matters gained popularity among cultural and diplomatic historians in the 1990s. In this section, we review these recent trends in order to acknowledge our intellectual debts and further explore some of the interpretive questions at the heart of the essays in the collection.

Prior to the 1990s, commentary on the Cold War in Latin America tended to mirror the ideological polarity that characterized the conflict itself. This polarization was understandable considering that U.S. policy in the region triggered passionate responses from the right and the left. Scholarship on the right mirrored the political milieu of the era, emphasizing Soviet influence in Latin America and viewing social unrest as proof that the Western Hemisphere faced a communist threat. It depicted counter-insurgent measures of rightwing governments and the alliances that the United States formed with some of those regimes as appropriate responses to imminent threats. The left, on the other hand, condemned hawkish cold warriors in the United States for aiding oppressive regimes and defending a system that kept millions of people in poverty. Moreover, left-leaning scholars read violent civil conflicts in Latin America as products of U.S. foreign policy and voiced moral opposition to U.S. behavior in the region. Before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, left-leaning scholars typically viewed social conflict and revolutionary mobilization in Latin America as a direct expression of the Cold War. Their studies often recognized the agency of Latin American workers, activists, and government leaders but typically ended with the defeat of Latin American popular movements at the hands of repressive forces supported by the United States.9 They acknowledged the actions of those who advocated social change at the local and national level but concluded that those actions, with the notable exception of the Cuban revolution, usually succumbed to the power of conservative forces. Their explanations of U.S. and rightwing oppression typically focused criticism on Latin America’s elite, U.S. imperialism, capitalist greed, and the naked thirst for power.10

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the end of hostilities in Central America with the signing of peace accords, and the resumption of civilian government throughout most of Latin America in the early 1990s briefly diminished scholarly interest in the Cold War. Yet the peace process demanded coming to terms with nations’ traumatic recent pasts and led scholars to seek a more complex and nuanced understanding of the Cold War that took into account the human legacy of these struggles. Instead of asking how the United States and conservative Latin American elites shaped lives in the hemisphere, the newer scholarship has focused on explaining how individuals and organizations on the ground limited the power previously attributed to national or foreign authorities. Concern with such peripheral actors was not new; this line of inquiry was not much different from doing history from the bottom up. However, the focus on power relations, at a time when the historical profession turned toward cultural history, helped develop a deeper understanding of how various sectors of society, even those that appeared powerless, had some say in shaping their histories.11

Centering their research on the study of power relations, cultural historians made local agency in Latin America central to interpretations of U.S.–Latin American relations in the 1990s. Since then, Gilbert Joseph and Emily Rosenberg have led the way in this endeavor with their series, American Encounters/Global Interactions, published by Duke University.12 The number of books in this series is immense, diverse, and impressive. These studies connect fragments of Latin American society and culture to the Cold War and to the general dynamics of U.S.–Latin American relations. Building historical narratives around these fragments, they center research on units of analysis such as film or birth control pills that, at the surface, appear unrelated to the study of war or international affairs.13 Using these units as points of entry into broader themes, they demonstrate how individuals, organizations, or entities at the local level interacted with the national or the global, how that interaction ascribed meaning to daily life, and how individuals responded to efforts by others to shape their values, beliefs, or practices. The emphasis on how local populations responded to outside influences gives agency to actors previously seen as passive and significantly empowers individuals or entities previously portrayed as secondary players in the study of U.S.–Latin American relations.

Parallel to the work of scholars in cultural history, many diplomatic historians sought to de-center the way they conceptualized the Cold War, but they understandably took geopolitics, instead of social or cultural history, as a starting point. Prior to the late 1980s, scholars of diplomacy generally placed their studies of the Cold War within the broader geopolitical context of the East-West conflict and examined the Cold War from the vantage point of the superpowers. Because their interests centered largely on how the U.S.-Soviet conflict was waged in the periphery, case studies often presented Latin American nations as laboratories that either tested or mimicked the broader nature of the global Cold War. Not surprisingly, these studies usually focused on countries that served as arenas of conflict and time periods that marked specific turning points in the conflict. Within Latin America, historians often concentrated on Guatemala in 1954, Cuba in the years following Castro’s revolution, Chile in the 1970s, and Central America in the 1980s.14 As a whole, these studies explained how the United States stifled reform, overthrew governments, and armed, trained, and encouraged Latin American militaries to resist communism. In this framework, Latin Americans often appeared passive, devoid of agency, and subject to the dictates of Washington or, in the case of Cuba, of Moscow. Studies that focused on U.S.–Latin American relations understandably criticized U.S. foreign policy and generally pointed to U.S. geopolitical interests, prejudice, and racism, and the search for either profit or power as the motive for actions in Latin America.15

Despite the tendency to view the United States as a hegemonic entity, some scholars, particularly those concerned with U.S.-Mexican relations, began to question this approach in the 1980s. Looking from Mexico toward the United States and Europe, Friedrich Katz explained how “Mexicans attempted to use the rivalries of the great powers for their own ends” in his landmark 1981 study of the 1910 Mexican Revolution.16 Similar to Katz, Lorenzo Meyer examined how the aftermath of the 1910 Mexican Revolution shaped the context in which U.S. companies were nationalized and gave Mexicans the upper hand in transnational relations in the early twentieth century.17 Praised by scholars of Mexico but largely unnoticed by diplomatic historians who looked from the United States toward Latin America, these studies essentially gave agency to Mexicans in their relationship with the United States.

How much agency scholars ascribed to Latin Americans and how such agency shaped interpretations of the United States as a key actor of the Cold War varied from study to study, but diplomatic historians began to grapple with these questions around the time the Cold War ended. This trend started with Stephen G. Rabe’s 1988 study of Dwight Eisenhower’s anticommunism in Latin America. Rabe acknowledged that Latin American dictators such as Rafael Leonidas Trujillo often acted either independently of the United States or against U.S. interests in the region.18 Rabe did not question U.S. hegemony over the Dominican Republic but showed how Trujillo adeptly circumvented U.S. domination to promote his own brand of authoritarianism. Following Rabe, Michael W. Weis provided a similar interpretation of U.S.-Brazil relations. Weis spoke of President Juscelino Kubitschek actively trying “to take advantage of the North American preoccupation with communism” as a diplomatic strategy to advance Brazil’s industrial capitalist development in the 1950s.19 Finally, in his study of U.S. policymaking toward Central America in the late Cold War, William M. LeoGrande concluded that U.S. policies under Ronald Reagan ultimately failed to bring down the left because local leaders, even those who sided with the administration, either refused to cooperate or proposed specific agendas that differed from Reagan’s plan to dismantle the left in Central America.20 These scholars ultimately gave only limited agency to Latin Americans, but they all hinted strongly at the constraints on U.S. dominance.21

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, diplomatic historians have gone further in questioning the notion that the United States and the Soviet Union were the dominant actors in every Cold War episode in the developing world, arguing instead that players in Asia, Africa, and Latin America actively shaped the Cold War, influencing both policy and everyday implementation to suit local and parochial interests. This view significantly expands and complicates earlier interpretations that saw either Washington or Moscow as the sole protagonists in the global conflict. Eloquently pioneering the new perspective, Piero Gleijeses argued in Conflicting Missions that Fidel Castro was no puppet of the Soviet Union. Instead, he presented Castro as an independent revolutionary leader and clever strategist who decided to help revolutionary movements in Africa in order to avert a frontal attack from Washington, which Castro knew Cuba could never defeat.22 Similarly, Daniela Spenser suggested in a 2007 essay that Moscow’s dependence on Cuba as a showcase for the communist bloc gave Havana a good deal of influence in Soviet-Cuban relations in the Cold War more generally.23

A second recent trend in diplomatic history draws on the questions and methods of cultural history. This trend also accelerated in the 1990s with general studies of U.S.–Latin American relations by Emily Rosenberg, Thomas O’Brien, and other scholars who looked at the spread of U.S. cultural norms through diplomatic or business ventures and examined how Latin Americans responded.24 Similar to Rosenberg and O’Brien, Alan McPherson began to bridge cultural and diplomatic history in studies that dealt specifically with the Cold War era. McPherson looked at how various leaders in Central America and the Caribbean used anti-Americanism to advance their own interests, with varying degrees of success. Unlike others who had looked at anti-Americanism as a mere response to U.S. hegemony or geopolitical interests in the region, McPherson carefully demonstrated that anti-American sentiments unfolded throughout the region with different results and implications.25 His work stood in sharp contrast to earlier studies that viewed anti-Americanism as a form of resistance that either succeeded, as in Cuba, or was ultimately defeated.

The works of Rosenberg, O’Brien, and McPherson reflected the growing dialogue in the 1990s between diplomatic historians and scholars of cultural history. Joseph, Catherine C. Legrand, and Ricardo D. Salvatore advanced this interaction in Close Encounters of Empire.26 In this collection of essays, the editors introduced the concept of “contact zones,” interactions in which local populations exercise agency and negotiate power.27 Bringing similar concerns to their studies of U.S.–Latin American relations, Louis A. Pérez’s Cuba in the American Imagination and Dennis Merrill’s Negotiating Paradise both probe questions of cultural representation and social interaction as they ascribe agency to Latin Americans in their relationships to the United States and connect their studies to U.S. foreign policy in Mexico and the Caribbean.28

The dialogue between scholars in diplomatic and cultural history has recently brought new insights to the study of the Cold War in Latin America and opened new lines of inquiry. Volumes edited by Joseph, Spenser, and Greg Grandin advanced this research with contributions by scholars in both subfields.29 These collections expanded the geographical focus of the Cold War and made Mexico, long understudied by historians of the Cold War, a vibrant field of research. The focus on Mexico came in part as a result of contributions by Seth Fein and Eric Zolov, whose works uncovered the significance of film, music, and other cultural forms to the study of the Cold War. They showed that while Mexico’s history guaranteed that it was not a typical theater of the Cold War, it was not immune to international pressures, particularly due to its proximity to both the United States and to Cuba.30

The opening of long-closed archives in the first decade of the twenty first century—declassified CIA documents, national police archives, “terror” archives, and the like—has made the reexamination of the Cold War in the region not only a possibility but a necessity. New archival material on the triangular relationship between Mexico, Cuba, and the United States calls for more work on how the Mexican government fought the Cold War. Kate Doyle’s research, like Renata Keller’s contribution in this collection, puts Mexico’s presumed autonomy from U.S. Cold War policies to the test. Declassified documents obtained by the National Security Archive show that while the Mexican government refused to publicly follow U.S. Cold War policy and maintained diplomatic relations with Cuba despite public opposition from the United States, this display of animosity depended on “a secret and highly sensitive compact made between Mexican heads of state and their counterparts in Washington.”31 Doyle’s findings complement broader studies of U.S.-Mexican relations by Sergio Aguayo-Quezada, Julio Moreno, and others. These studies show that effective governance after the 1910 Mexican Revolution required creating an impression of autonomy from the United States. Public expressions of this autonomy often included theatrical displays of anti-American revolutionary rhetoric while diplomatic, commercial, and cultural relations between the two countries solidified.32 They show that politicians and others in Mexico gained leverage from the display of anti-American sentiments in order to advance interests that often aligned with those of the United States.

Despite the richness that recent scholarship has brought to the study of the Cold War in Latin America, the legacy of old polarities still colors the way in which history is understood and taught. This persistence stems, in part, from the difficulty that scholars face in locating the proper balance between the power of Latin Americans and that of the United States. Within diplomatic history, scholars generally acknowledge the value of attempting to strike a balance.33 In practice, however, their studies typically lean strongly to one side. For example, Hal Brands and Stephen Rabe both note the value of balancing Latin American agency and U.S. hegemony, but their studies end up falling on different sides of the line. Brands’s pioneering Latin America’s Cold War demonstrates the way Latin Americans shaped the Cold War and downplays the U.S. role, exposing him to criticism for going too far in this direction. Rabe’s Killing Zone, on the other hand, argues that Latin Americans influenced the Cold War but cautions that this influence was secondary to U.S. hegemony.34 The difficulty of striking a balance between Latin American agency and U.S. hegemony does not necessarily lessen the contributions of these studies, but a tendency to read such works through old Cold War lenses might have that effect.

Explaining the Cold War with a focus on either Latin American agency or U.S. hegemony has also presented a dilemma for cultural historians. The root of this quandary, however, is different from the one facing diplomatic historians. Most cultural historians frame their work within a left-leaning critique of U.S. foreign policy and represent the thinking of social historians who made the turn to cultural history in the 1990s. As a result, they look at U.S.–Latin American relations as a product of either social interaction or cultural representation. Studies that focus on social interaction look at how individuals, organizations, or entities interact against the backdrop of broader hegemonic processes like the Cold War, U.S. imperialism, or neoliberalism. These studies rarely unpack the complexity of hegemonic entities. They therefore tell stories of how local and national populations exercised agency but only within the confines of a dominant force. Studies focusing on cultural representation typically explore language as a tool of hegemony. This approach inevitably filters cultural representation, values, beliefs, and practices—the entire social and cultural complexity of daily life—through the politically charged context of the Cold War. It magnifies the political sphere and ascribes a type of power to the Cold War that, at the very least, merits more research. After all, in spite of the Cold War, the daily lives of Latin Americans continued, as they had in the past, to be influenced by factors that did not relate to the conflict.

Overview

Mindful of these problems but hopeful of offering illuminating studies, this book proceeds not chronologically or geographically but according to a loose thematic progression. The first chapter complicates the left-right, capitalist-communist dichotomy that often defines the Cold War. This is Julio Moreno’s piece on Coca-Cola in Latin America, a corporation and product that to many people around the world are synonymous with U.S. culture and capitalism writ large. Yet Moreno’s nuanced discussion offers a portrait of a corporation often at odds with its local producers and with corporate and U.S. goals. The embodiment of this complexity is John Trotter, a U.S.-born and virulently anti-communist businessman who managed a Coca-Cola bottling plant in 1970s Guatemala. Trotter’s refusal to recognize workers’ rights, despite calls for restraint and negotiation from the corporate headquarters in Atlanta and warnings from the U.S. State Department, resulted in the kidnapping and murder of local union leaders. By embracing right-wing Guatemalan interests, Trotter openly and successfully defied both the interests of the corporation and U.S. government policy for his personal economic advantage.

A second case that presses the point about the limits of U.S. political and economic influence even during the very heart of the Cold War is Giovanni Batz’s study of the Méndez Montenegro regime in late 1960s Guatemala. Batz shows how the nation’s brief “return to democracy,” through the election of a civilian president, though officially supported and much touted by the United States, was almost immediately undermined by the Guatemalan military. The military, which had ruled the country since the late 1950s, was able to capitalize on a relatively small guerrilla movement’s presence in the eastern part of the country to justify the launch of a large-scale counterinsurgency campaign, the suspension of basic civil rights, and a return to full military rule only four years later. This successful maneuver, the first of many in which the Guatemalan military openly defied official U.S. “support for democracy” while still fulfilling the larger objective of “defeating communism,” proved to be such a useful strategy for the prosecution of counterinsurgency campaigns that it became known in Latin American military circles as “the Guatemalan solution.”

By the same token, while much has been made of the “balance of power” between the two superpowers during the Cold War, power in Latin America during that era was anything but balanced. Cuba, though looming large in the Cold War imaginary, was the Soviet Union’s only proxy in the hemisphere and, as Gleijeses has made clear, it was an unreliable one at best.35 The asymmetry between U.S.-supported military governments and right-wing dictatorships and the often idealistic but usually small and poorly equipped guerrilla groups (often made up of students, peasants, and other nonprofessional militants), through the lens of retrospection, now seems woefully improbable. That only one such rebel group—Nicaragua’s Sandinistas—gained sufficient traction to overthrow the powerful and fiercely anticommunist Somoza regime may reflect as much on the U.S. distraction and weariness with Latin America as on the left’s enduring vigor by the late 1970s. Nevertheless, this fact takes us back to the question of local agency, as we examine precisely how and why local governments reacted and often overreacted to the challenges that small guerrilla groups, even those actually trained or armed by Cuba (including those expressly dedicated to the overthrow of the state and the imposition of a Marxist system), genuinely posed to their regimes. If, as Robert McNamara and many others have proposed, proportionality is a key tenet of war, then the disproportionality of the response to the “red threat” in Latin America during the Cold War still remains inexplicable, if hegemony and polarity are the only categories used to understand the imbalance.

Given these imbalances, several of the chapters of this book complicate our understanding of the limits of superpower, generally North American, hegemony in the region. Storm Miller’s chapter chronicles the strange and shifting Caribbean-basin alliances of the early 1960s. Here, with Cuba’s Fidel Castro at one end of the axis and the Dominican Republic’s mercurial anticommunist dictator Rafael Trujillo at the other, the United States risked an uneasy courtship with centrist Venezuelan leader Romulo Betancourt, only to have it undermined by personal animosities and grandiosities, backroom deals, and shifting alliances among the Caribbean leaders themselves.

In chapter 4, Jonathan Brown further develops our understanding of the limitations of hegemony and of Cold War realpolitik in his study of the continued support of Cuban commandos by U.S. covert agencies after the Cuban Missile Crisis, in direct violation of the agreement for missile withdrawal and against a rising tide of anti-U.S. public opinion in Latin America. Brown describes how the United States—risking charges of overt imperialism and international meddling in Latin America—continued to support freelance anti-Castro Cuban commandos for a time after the humiliation of the Bay of Pigs invasion, only to pragmatically drop them when it became apparent that they could not mount a successful takeover of the island.

Renata Keller, by contrast, demonstrates in chapter 5 how Mexico defied the “colossus of the North” by forging a separate foreign policy with Cuba in the 1960s. Yet Keller argues that the Mexican government wavered in its support of leftists causes and kept strict surveillance of prominent Mexican leftists, including former president and champion of the reforms of the Mexican Revolution, Lázaro Cárdenas. Here, as elsewhere in the volume, we see the lines of demarcation and anticipated polarities of the Cold War are faint and shakily drawn, framed as much by domestic concerns and everyday realities as by firm geopolitical convictions and ideologies.

Perhaps even more unexpectedly, we see unlikely and complicated alliances emerging in James Jenkins’s piece on the American Indian Movement (AIM)’s support for the Miskitu Indians in Nicaragua in the 1980s, thus pitting them not only against the Sandinistas, who had supported AIM’s occupation of Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1973, but also creating a de facto alliance with AIM’s sworn enemy, the U.S. government. On the other side of the spectrum, K. Cheasty Anderson explores how Cuban health workers contributed to the success of the Sandinista health care campaign, a large-scale social reform and such a singular achievement for the leftist Sandinistas that Ronald Reagan’s secretary of state, George Schultz, called it a “cancer in our backyard.” But if the United States saw the Cuban medical presence as clear evidence of Nicaragua’s hard turn to Leninism, the Cubans themselves did not. Instead, the Cuban government closely monitored its own workers to keep them from fraternizing too closely with Nicaraguans and to avoid potential defections to Nicaragua, a state it deemed to be too unorthodox and bourgeoisie to be regarded as a trustworthy communist ally.

One of the themes that runs through this book is the way in which Latin Americans experienced the Cold War in their everyday lives, not only through conventional apparatus (state repression, for example, or violence) but also, sometimes, through the very normality of the situation. We see this very clearly in Seth Garfield’s chapter, which demonstrates how the Brazilian military government used the countryside as one of its key battlegrounds, exploiting the Cold War and the repression of labor unionists, activists in agrarian reform, and other “radicals” to advance its own economic and political agenda. Garfield shows how, under the veil of Cold War rhetoric, the Brazilian government deftly capitalized on local and longstanding conflicts over economic and political power. It successfully sought to squelch land reform and to “remake” the countryside by vastly expanding the national security state in rural areas and by strongly encouraging the mass migration of Brazilians into the cities, where social controls were more easily enforced.

Jennifer Hoyt’s chapter reminds us that the Argentine military’s Proceso did not originate as a “Dirty War” but as an actual process through which the nation was supposed to be cleansed and reformed and thereby inured to the siren calls of communism. Hoyt’s case study of the city planners for the city of Buenos Aires demonstrates the ideals of the new society through improved garbage collection and new visions of city planning, including the use of green spaces and early environmental planning. Her reading challenges our popular understandings of the basic venality of the regime.

Bonar Hernández’s chapter on Guatemala describes how efforts at reform within the system were subverted and reconfigured by local actors, to very different effect. His study of Catholic workers (Jocistas) describes how young people became involved in a moderate workers’ forum designed to insulate Catholics from the twin perils of communism and liberal capitalism. By the 1960s, the Jocistas—many of them urban college students from working and middle class families—had begun to transform the organization from a conservative entity to one that began to push for reform and justice. While still maintaining a “positively anticommunist” position that prevented the Jocistas from embracing the armed left, by the middle of that decade, Jocistas, too, became victims of state-sponsored repression.

The final chapter examines how, as the Cold War at long last began to play out with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the reintegration of the Iron Curtain countries back into Mitteleuropa, the power, money, resources, and geopolitical attention that had once been focused on the East-West conflict began to be reallocated within Latin America. In her essay on the emergence of the “war on drugs” in the Andes, Michelle Reeves points out that the exigencies of the Cold War during the Reagan years conflicted with and preempted concerns about the rise of what would soon be called “narcoterrorism.” By the early 1990s, the war on drugs neatly replaced the Cold War, at least in South America, allowing for a redirection of defense funds and strategic alliances between the governments of key Andean nations like Colombia and the United States. As the Cold War—the defining struggle of the second half of the twentieth century—receded, the war on drugs became the new paradigm for U.S. involvement in the hemisphere at the dawn of the millennium, at least until 2001, when the new “war on terror” knocked Latin America almost entirely from Washington’s hierarchy of strategic concerns.
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· CHAPTER ONE ·


Coca-Cola, U.S. Diplomacy, and the
Cold War in America’s Backyard
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JULIO E. MORENO

AFTER SECRETLY MEETING FIDEL CASTRO, COCA-COLA CEO PAUL AUSTIN briefed President Jimmy Carter at the White House in March 1977.1 A friend and long-time supporter of Carter, Austin hoped the president would adopt policies that would allow his company to return to Cuba. His bid followed earlier company efforts to reenter the island after Castro’s 1960 nationalization of $1.6 billion in property owned by Americans, including $27.5 million by the Atlanta-based company.2 The U.S. embargo and tense bilateral relations confined Coca-Cola’s activities thereafter to a repayment claim the company filed before the U.S. Foreign Claims Commission, but this changed in the 1970s when Coca-Cola expressed a willingness to forgo repayment in exchange for permission to return to Cuba.

By the mid-1970s, Castro welcomed the idea of America’s soft drink maker indirectly returning to Cuba through its Mexico division. To make this happen, company executives held a five-day meeting with Cuba’s Food Ministry in October 1975 and agreed to open three bottling plants within five years. Because of Cuba’s lack of hard currency, the two parties agreed on a barter system. Cuba would pay Coca-Cola with rum for concentrate and bottling-plant equipment. The company would then sell rum in other countries in order to convert Cuba’s payment into hard currency. Castro’s deployment of troops to Angola in November 1975, however, placed the agreement on hold. Waiting for tensions to ease, the company deferred a January 1976 meeting with Cuban authorities. Austin’s March 1977 Havana trip ended the wait.3

With Castro willing and Carter in the White House, a 1977 return to Cuba seemed feasible, but this rapprochement did not materialize and ended in 1981 when Coca-Cola named Roberto Goizueta, a Cuban exile, the company’s CEO.4 Though Goizueta abandoned Coca-Cola’s interest in Castro’s Cuba, he did not object to doing business in communist countries. On the contrary, the company entered the Soviet Union in the 1970s and continued expansion to China and Eastern Europe in the 1980s under Goizueta’s leadership.5 Extending this approach to Latin America, Coca-Cola showed no objection to operating in countries with leftist governments. In fact, the manager of Santiago’s bottling plant in early 1970s Chile was a member of the communist party.6

Coca-Cola’s willingness to operate in either socialist or communist Latin American states during the Cold War made sense given that U.S. policymakers accepted corporate expansion to communist countries elsewhere. However, U.S. Cold War policies differed across regions. While U.S. policymakers saw commercial expansion to China and Eastern Europe as strategies to undermine the pillars of communism, they viewed business expansion to Cuba as supportive of the communist regime and a violation of the U.S. trade embargo. In other parts of the Caribbean and Central America, U.S. foreign policy strengthened militant anticommunist factions. There, U.S. foreign policy and the militant right turned local disputes and national conflicts into ideological battles that violently polarized civil society. This ideological polarization clashed with Coca-Cola’s market-driven corporate strategy, as it limited market potential and therefore undermined the company’s business.7

Centered on Cuba and Guatemala, this chapter looks at how U.S. corporate interests conflicted with America’s Cold War foreign policy and the militant right in the Caribbean and Central America. This conflict of interests disrupted Coca-Cola’s corporate growth and even threatened the company’s global business. Its impact, however, depended on how the company expanded to this region, on how the United States and local right-wing factions fought the Cold War in each country, and on the ability of independent franchise bottlers and transnational activists to strategically engage the Atlanta-based company in highly polarized ideological battles.

Coca-Cola expanded into the Caribbean and Central America in the early 1900s through a corporate model that made the company dependent on U.S. capital and franchise bottlers that became a liability during the Cold War. It entered Cuba in 1906 with full ownership of a bottling business that did not show significant corporate growth until the 1950s and ended abruptly in 1960 with Cuba’s nationalization of U.S. companies. Except for Cuba, the company’s worldwide business operated through franchise bottlers. Franchises gave Coca-Cola the opportunity to expand with someone else’s capital, limited corporate risk, and allowed the company in Atlanta to focus on trademark and sales—leaving the bottling business to others. Relying on this model, Coca-Cola entered Guatemala in the 1910s with U.S. bottling franchises that failed to generate significant business until the 1940s and ended in the hands of a U.S. franchise holder that sided with the country’s militant right during the Cold War. Headed by John Trotter, this bottler ordered the violent repression of union leaders and spoke of it as a heroic stand against communism. His actions mobilized Guatemalan workers, U.S. religious and human rights organizations, and international labor unions in a movement that turned the local labor conflict into a global management crisis for Coca-Cola headquarters in Atlanta. Though the interests of those who mobilized against Coca-Cola differed, one of these organizations, the International Union of Food and Allied Workers (IUF), used the local conflict to advance the status of international labor.

The way U.S. diplomacy, Trotter, and the IUF drew Coca-Cola Atlanta into full-blown Cold War conflicts brings into question the power scholars typically attribute to Coca-Cola. At the surface, Coca-Cola’s global presence and status as an icon of U.S. capitalism make the portrayal of its economic and cultural dominance abroad understandable. However, this portrayal attributes a type of power the soft drink maker did not have in the Caribbean and Central America.8 The company’s corporate expansion strategy, the nature of Cold War conflicts, and the influence of individuals and organizations all limited its power and business in this region. Coca-Cola, therefore, did not act as a bulldozer spreading abroad unopposed and in sync with the U.S. government, as some scholars interpret the expansion of U.S. companies overseas.9 Instead, Coca-Cola’s ability to advance its corporate interests depended on negotiation with the various entities that had an impact on the business and with how much power those entities exercised. By focusing on how the company and others attempted to advance their own interests, this chapter is in line with studies of agency and hegemony, but it unpacks these concepts and disentangles the conflict between the U.S. corporate sector and anticommunist Cold Warriors.10 It makes agency, or the ability of those who gained enough leverage to influence the soft drink maker, subject to an analysis of how the terms and conditions for successful business operations and their evolution either empowered or disempowered the various parties that interacted with Coca-Cola. In other words, it looks at U.S. hegemony in relationship to local agency as a possibility but not a predetermined condition. This view of U.S. hegemony and its relationship to local agency explains why U.S. foreign policy would energize Coca-Cola’s expansion to the Caribbean and Central America in the early twentieth century but undermine its corporate interests during the Cold War.

The Dilemma of Expanding to America’s Backyard

The presence of Americans in the Caribbean and Central America triggered Coca-Cola’s expansion into this region in the early 1900s. In Cuba, U.S. presence in the 1890s had a direct connection to Coca-Cola and to U.S. missionary work. Asa G. Candler, who had purchased Coca-Cola in the 1880s and turned the small Southern company into a national icon in the 1890s, initially became familiar with Cuba through his brother Warren. A Baptist missionary in Cuba and founder of Candler College in Havana, Warren often counseled Candler on personal and business matters. In fact, Candler gave Warren some company stock and often asked him for marketing assistance when the Baptist minister traveled throughout the United States.11 Warren represented an increasing number of Americans who, after the Spanish-American War, were either stationed in Cuba or visited the island and provided a pool of consumers already familiar with Coca-Cola. The company, therefore, expanded into the Caribbean and Central America to cater to U.S. citizens. This focus on U.S. consumers suggests that domestic underconsumption in 1890s America, as some scholars suggest, did not power Coca-Cola’s initial expansion into this region. Rather, U.S. foreign policy, which supported an increasing flow of U.S. citizens into this region, had this effect.12

Besides catering to Americans in Cuba, Coca-Cola hoped to capitalize on a sector of Cuban society that associated independence from Spain, modernity, and material progress with consumption of U.S. goods.13 To tap into this market, Candler deployed a salesman to Havana in 1899.14 Encouraged by the sale of 128,000 drinks that year, he started shipping syrup to Jose M. Parejo, a Spanish wine merchant who decided to enter the soft drink business with Coca-Cola.15 Parejo’s business depended on the sale of Coca-Cola syrup to local Havana cafes and bars. These outlets, which catered to Americans and were booming after the Spanish-American War, kept Parejo busy, as restaurants and bars in Havana served U.S. food and drinks at any hour.16 The business grew enough to justify the opening of a Havana bottling plant by 1906.17 Because Coca-Cola Atlanta had recently developed a subsidiary in Canada, its first and at that time only corporate entity overseas, the company decided to connect its Cuban bottling business to Canada. Through this corporate model, the Atlanta-based company became the indirect owner of Coca-Cola’s bottling business in Cuba.

Coca-Cola’s entrance to Cuba was inseparable from U.S. imperialism, but this link did not give the company much clout. The company initially expressed interest in foreign markets in 1896 when Candler declared Coca-Cola would not lag behind in expanding abroad.18 Candler allocated enough corporate resources to introduce Coca-Cola to Hawaii, Canada, Cuba, Panama, and Puerto Rico by 1910. He also launched efforts to register the Coca-Cola trademark throughout Latin America. These initiatives, however, had no real corporate muscle. The company planned to enter Mexico in 1898 and Rio de Janeiro in 1906, but it was unable to move forward with these plans.19 It registered the trademark in Mexico by 1904, but it did not open business in the country until the late 1920s. Most important, the company failed to secure trademark rights in Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay. Such oversight delayed entrance to three of Latin America’s largest markets until the 1940s, and it stirred Coca-Cola’s expansion toward the Caribbean and Central America, a region where the socioeconomic status of the local population limited soft drink consumption and kept the company largely dependent on the presence of Americans there.

Coca-Cola launched a second wave of expansion in the 1920s that established a successful business model in Mexico but failed elsewhere in Latin America. The company’s success in Mexico depended on alliances with local entrepreneurs, whereas the bottling business in the Caribbean and Central America operated through U.S.-owned franchise holders. Mexican entrepreneurs secured franchise contracts from Atlanta in the 1920s and turned Mexico into a model business by the 1930s. By contrast, only one of six bottling plants Coca-Cola opened in the Caribbean in the 1920s was successful by 1936. In Central America, Coca-Cola entered Panama in 1906 to cater to Americans working on the canal. Following entrance to Panama, the company gave Edward W. Hunt and A. D. Baird of Alabama franchise rights for Guatemala in 1914, but this bottler failed.20 As a result, Coca-Cola gave A. C. King, the contract bottler from Panama, the rights to also cover Guatemala and El Salvador by the early 1920s.21 The presence of Americans in Panama and the flow of people through the canal made King’s business successful, but he was not able to transfer that success elsewhere.

As King retreated from his Central America business in the late 1920s, the United Fruit Company (UFC) built a Coca-Cola bottling plant in Guatemala’s Bananera region, but the company reported its bottling business showed no progress by 1937. For firms like UFC, bottling investments were designed to support the communities they established as enclaves and did not represent a business priority. Because these firms had already established a presence in the region, they offered Coca-Cola a quick and relatively simple venue for expansion abroad. However, the focus on enclave markets kept Coca-Cola largely insulated from the local population and stood in stark contrast to Mexico, where highly motivated Mexican entrepreneurs learned their affiliation with the company rapidly increased preexisting bottling operations and considered Coca-Cola crucial to their businesses.22 Illustrating the focus on UFC enclave markets in Guatemala, Coca-Cola sent 13,000 gallons of concentrate to Bananera from 1927–1936 but fewer than three hundred gallons to the rest of the country. With such regional disparity, it is not surprising that Ramiro Fernández, Coca-Cola’s legal counsel, reported that most Guatemalans considered Coca-Cola a new product by 1941.23

Coca-Cola prioritized the development of local markets in the Caribbean and Central America by the 1940s, but it continued to rely on a corporate model that, engrossed in imperialist projects since the 1890s, made the company vulnerable to nationalist and social reform movements. This corporate model consisted of either direct investment or franchise contracts with U.S. entrepreneurs who already had business interests in the region. It also proposed bottling plants in areas with U.S. citizens, hoping to use the presence of U.S. consumers as a stepping-stone into the local market. This model worked relatively well in Cuba and Panama, but it failed in other parts of the Caribbean and Central America where only one of nine bottling plants that opened in the 1920s was deemed successful by 1936. While the business in this region inevitably connected Coca-Cola to imperialist projects, the advantages of such connection did not translate into much power, as the company did not have enough clout to develop a local market independently from U.S. citizens. Such lack of power suggest that, far from being a dominant imperialist company as some scholars contend, Coca-Cola’s presence within the local population was, for all practical purposes, “soft,” and reduced to an iconic representation of the American way of life.24

Further limiting Coca-Cola’s clout, the company’s dependence on U.S. franchise bottlers often competed with national and local business interests. Reliance on U.S. bottlers stemmed partly from a lack of capital in the Caribbean and Central America but also from the existence of U.S. networks in this area. The initial focus on U.S. consumers put company executives in contact with individuals, organizations, and networks that led to the granting of franchise contracts to U.S. citizens. At first, these networks offered a convenient corporate expansion venue with little or no direct investment. However, once entrenched on this corporate path, dependence on U.S. franchise networks proved difficult to shed. Despite gradual change in ownership after the 1950s, the business in the Caribbean and Central America continued to stand in sharp contrast to other parts of Latin America, where national capital and local entrepreneurs owned significant portions of the bottling business. As nationalism and social tensions escalated in the 1960s, local franchise holders proved more effective in advancing corporate interests and controlling the impact of local conflicts than U.S. investors. In other words, the advantages dependence on U.S. capital and U.S. franchises gave Coca-Cola in the early 1900s had become a liability the Cold War exacerbated. No countries illustrated this better than Cuba and Guatemala.

Coca-Cola in Cuba: A Casualty of Diplomatic Relations

Coca-Cola’s business was finally booming in 1950s Cuba before conflicts with the United States triggered Castro’s nationalization of U.S. companies and moved both nations into rigid Cold War ideologies that kept the soft drink maker out of Cuba after 1960.25 Company sales reached a 14 percent annual growth rate by 1953 and 18 percent by 1957.26 The construction of new bottling plants paralleled sales growth. The company built a bottling plant in Santiago in 1911 after entering Havana in 1906 but did not open another one until the 1948 Santa Clara bottling plant. A 1953 bottling plant followed in Piñar del Rio, and a fifth facility was built in Camaguey by 1956. Growth continued with a second Havana bottling plant. This plant, originally scheduled for 1957, opened late as Coca-Cola tried to avoid capturing national headlines at a time when social and political tensions escalated throughout the country.27 Grand opening festivities typically included the presence of political leaders, and opposition to Fulgencio Batista made association with his government counterproductive by 1957. Efforts to shun association to politics, however, did not extend to the commercial and cultural sphere. Despite its subdued 1958 opening, the new Havana bottling plant attracted such wide interest from local residents and U.S. tourists that the company organized guided hourly tours of the plant in Spanish and English.28

Confident that the political environment would not threaten the company’s business, Coca-Cola extended its corporate functions in late 1950s Cuba.29 It turned Havana into a regional headquarters for the Caribbean by summer of 1958. The company’s confidence in Cuba continued after the overthrow of Batista despite some concerns of increasing labor unrest and the country’s economy in the spring of 1959. In fact, the company classified the 1959 political transition as a product of social democratic movements that had legitimately called for reform in Latin America since the 1940s and even printed a picture of Castro drinking Coca-Cola in a 1959 issue of its global company magazine, Coca-Cola Overseas. The original picture, which Coca-Cola Atlanta received from the Caribbean headquarters in Havana, best illustrated the company’s overall outlook in 1959, noting that Castro liked to show his democratic spirit by drinking Coca-Cola.30

Coca-Cola’s 1950s boom represented a long-awaited upswing in a roller-coaster ride that had historically characterized the business in Cuba. Starting in the 1890s with U.S. syrup exports to Cuba, Coca-Cola’s first growth cycle ended in 1907 as a result of a ban triggered by legal battles over ingredients in the United States. Though U.S. courts ruled in favor of Coca-Cola, local bottlers in Havana presented the ban as proof that the soft drink was poison and warned people to avoid it.31 Severely affected by negative publicity, the company’s business went from a profitable 1906 to a gloomy outlook that left the Cuban branch in a $35,000 debt to the home office in Atlanta.32 Company sales recovered enough to allow the opening of a 1911 Santiago bottling plant, and business growth continued as the rise of sugar exports during World War I increased commercial and economic activity throughout the country.33 By 1919, which Coca-Cola considered its banner year, annual sales exceeded 12 million drinks.34 Unfortunately for Coca-Cola, major disruptions in the sugar industry, which dictated the health of the Cuban economy, forced a dramatic drop in sales by 1920. Though the company eventually recovered from this drop, corporate growth remained sluggish until the 1950s business upswing.

Coca-Cola’s business model and its inability to establish independent franchise bottlers exacerbated the long corporate stalemate that characterized the company in Cuba after 1919. Because ownership of bottling made corporate growth in Cuba dependent on investment from Atlanta, the business in this country cut directly into the company’s cash reserves. Aware of this limitation to corporate growth, Coca-Cola tried expanding through franchise contracts. The 1911 bottling plant in Santiago initially opened as an independent franchise, but its failure prompted Atlanta to officially step in as the new bottler in 1913.35 Continuing efforts to establish an independent franchise system, Coca-Cola gave Francisco Calvet a franchise contract in 1926 that hinged on Calvet building a bottling plant in Santa Clara.36 Calvet did not build such plant, but the company continued to look for other franchise holders. It granted two additional bottling contracts for the region of Cienfuegos and Santa Clara in the 1920s: One of them went to Pedro Pablo Valdez and the other to Arturo Villafanes and Benito Larsen Villafanes.37 All of these contracts failed to establish new bottling plants and were cancelled by 1930.

Unable to extend business operations through franchises, Coca-Cola pursued expansion with its own capital in the 1930s, but these plans did not materialize until 1948. The company considered opening bottling plants in Santa Clara, Camagüey, and Cienfuegos, but local conditions stopped these plans. In Santa Clara, the main problem centered on access to clean water, which was scarce and “looked like thick iced tea,” according to company executives.38 The concern for water in Santa Clara made sense and spoke of the company’s experience in Santiago, where water supply limited production capacity throughout the 1930s.39 As an alternative to Santa Clara, Coca-Cola considered Cienfuegos a location that offered reliable water supplies and the possibility of also reaching the Santa Clara market. However, cost considerations led the company instead to develop a franchise contract with a local bottling company owned by the Rada Family.40 This bottler offered Coca-Cola the best local bottling facility, but supplying the Santa Clara market from Cienfuegos proved too costly and impractical, even through a franchise.41 As a result, this contract, like those of the 1920s, was short-lived.42

As Coca-Cola’s experience in Cienfuegos showed, Cuba’s infrastructure and local market conditions hindered the company’s ability to expand. While promises of adequate water supply in 1930s Santa Clara did not materialize, poor transportation throughout the country made freight rates expensive and business impractical.43 From the company’s standpoint, Cuba’s infrastructure called for the building of multiple bottling plants that would theoretically reduce transportation distance and freight cost.44 However, the absence of reliable roads forced shipment of goods, even to small segments of the population, through rail. Rail raised transportation cost and limited the benefit of building multiple plants. Besides expensive shipment cost, the absence of plant equipment in Cuba required importing expensive bottling machinery to areas where the size of the market did not support these expenses.45 As a business that focused largely on marketing, publicity costs also hindered corporate performance. This, according to company executives, became a problem by the 1930s when the cost of outdoor advertising increased.46 In other countries, corporate headquarters in Atlanta absorbed only a fraction of these expenses, as it typically split publicity cost with franchise bottlers. This was not the case in Cuba where the company was responsible for all business expenses.

Full ownership of the Cuban business also made Coca-Cola subject to the power of organized labor. Cuban workers gained significant leverage in collectively bargaining as a result of the social and political unrest that led to the overthrow of Gerardo Machado in 1933.47 This labor unrest included a series of strikes that paralyzed shipping and commercial activities in the summer of 1933. Fearing these strikes would spill into its bottling facilities, Coca-Cola closed business operations for nearly two weeks.48 Its strategy effectively weathered the social and political storm at the time. Most important, it averted labor conflicts by preemptively negotiating a salary increase with workers. The company also agreed to a salary increase and a shift to the commission-based payment the Havana salesmen’s union requested.49 Coca-Cola’s preemptive labor negotiation showed the power of organized labor in 1930s Cuba. That power increased as a result of the 1940 constitution, which officially recognized collective bargaining.50

Empowered with a constitutional mandate and with the reemergence of a national labor movement, workers at Coca-Cola actively pressed for higher salaries by the mid-1940s. Putting the 1940 constitution into practice, they requested the assistance of government officials as they pursued a 40 percent salary increase in 1944. The request came after they rejected an 11 percent raise the company had previously offered. In an effort to flex its muscle, the union accompanied the request with a strategic slowdown of labor operations and a strike ultimatum. As union leaders threatened to strike, company executives announced they would shut down the business if necessary, but both sides continued to negotiate. Hoping to strengthen their bargaining position, union leaders brought the country’s Ministry of Labor into the negotiation, but this strategy backfired, as the ministry recommended a 14 percent salary increase. Workers ultimately pressed Coca-Cola into a 23 percent salary increase, but they filed a complaint with the Cuban Government, arguing that they could have negotiated a higher salary had the ministry made a better recommendation.51 As pressure mounted, Coca-Cola blamed the cost of living for labor unrest and worker demands the company could not meet.52 Capturing the impact of this pressure, the company reported that Havana plant workers had requested a salary increase in 1948, only two months after it had given them a raise.53

Acknowledging that worker mobilization threatened its corporate growth, Coca-Cola launched labor policies and corporate initiatives that powered its 1950s business upswing. Company executives had warned since the 1940s that organized labor harbored “a lingering antibusiness environment where workers were told that all companies were enemies regardless of evidence to the contrary.”54 This sentiment, according to Coca-Cola, made labor negotiation in Cuba one of the toughest in the Americas and was further exacerbated by a wave of worldwide nationalism. Coca-Cola’s assessment accurately described the power of labor in Cuba, as others confirmed Cuba ranked as one of three countries with the largest unionized workforce and the highest real wages in Latin America by the 1950s.55 To reverse this trend, the company strengthened labor management and boasted worker morale under the leadership of Monte Thomas.

Coca-Cola initially appointed Thomas president of the Cuban business in 1946 and promoted him to management of the Caribbean Region by the late 1950s. Thomas considered paying higher salaries than other employers, offering lucrative fringe benefits, and establishing favorable working conditions good business practices. He enacted policies requiring management to praise union leadership, publicly express employee appreciation, and inform workers of key company decisions at the planning, instead of the implementation stage. He also required managers to personally acknowledge significant events in the lives of company employees. These acknowledgments consisted of flowers, letters, or personal calls after births, deaths, or a severe sickness in the family of company employees. Under Thomas’s leadership, Coca-Cola also developed similar corporate initiatives to boost the morale of those indirectly affiliated with the company through a Dealers Relations Department. This department worked with Cuba’s powerful National Dealers Association, which represented every organization or individual that delivered or served Coca-Cola throughout the country. As a whole, the corporate initiatives Coca-Cola introduced in 1950s Cuba, according to Thomas, boosted morale and made workers and those affiliated with the company sales minded.56
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