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GL/HIST ILST 3659 6.0 Revolutions in Latin America 

F/W 2019-2020 

Lecture: Tuesday, 12-3pm, YH 045 

 

Dr. Gillian McGillivray 

gmcgilli@glendon.yorku.ca 

Office Hours: Tuesdays, 3-4pm, YH238, 416-736-2100 x 88598 

 

Dr. James Cypher 

cypherj@yorku.ca 

Office Hours: Fall, Wednesday, 11-11:50am, YH 238 

Winter, Tuesday, 11-11:50am, YH 238, or by appointment 

 

Course Description 

 

This course focuses on the social, political, and economic roots of revolution and the changing nature of 

revolutionary experiences in Latin America. Our goal will be to understand the revolutionary conflicts 

that appear primarily as national movements, yet often develop in very local, even personal contexts. The 

readings will help us understand how revolutionary leaders used the flexible notions of class, race, and 

gender to recruit allies or isolate enemies. A related goal will be to understand the rising power of the 

United States and its impact on politics, economics, and society from the outbreak of Mexico’s 1910 

Revolution through the 1999 Bolivarian Revolution of Venezuela. The Fall term will focus on the circum-

Caribbean region of Latin America, emphasizing the cases of Cuba, Guatemala, Nicaragua and El 

Salvador. The Winter term will compare Revolutionary Mexico with cases from South America, 

including Chile. Bolivia, Colombia, Peru and Venezuela. 

 

Purpose and Objectives 

 

First, we want to deepen your understanding of Latin Americans’ struggles for justice in the twentieth 

century, prompting you to think about why revolutions happened, how they were fought, and what (if 

anything) they managed to accomplish despite their powerful opponents and major internal flaws. 

Second, we want you to ask questions of written and audio-visual sources, thus the varied nature of 

reading assignments, documentaries and films you will be reading and seeing—including writings by 

revolutionaries, civilians, and academics. The critical reading, research, speaking and writing skills that 

you develop will be reflected in your essays and in your participation in the discussion sessions on the 

books that we read as a group. 

 

Required Readings Available for Purchase at the Glendon Bookstore: 

 

Immerman, Richard H. The CIA in Guatemala: The Foreign Policy of Intervention Austin: University of 

Texas, 1983. 

 

Guevara, Ernesto Che. Reminiscences of the Cuban Revolutionary War: Authorized Edition. North 

Melbourne: Ocean Press, 2005. 

 

Zimmermann, Matilde. Sandinista: Carlos Fonseca and the Nicaraguan Revolution. Durham: Duke 

University, 2001. 

 

Azuela, Mariano. The Underdogs: A Novel of the Mexican Revolution. London: Penguin, 2009. (also 

available as an eBook through the York library website) 
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Starn, Orin and Miguel la Serna. The Shining Path: Love, Madness, and Revolution in the Andes. New 

York: W.W. Norton, 2019. 

 

Winn, Peter. Weavers of Revolution: The Yarur Workers and Chile’s Road to Socialism. Oxford: Oxford 

University, 1986. (also available as an eBook through the York library website) 

 

Course Evaluation 

 

ASSIGNMENT WEIGHT DUE DATE 

Map Quiz 3% Sept. 17 

Discussion Immerman 5% Oct. 8 

Research Proposal (2-3pp) 10% Oct. 22 

Discussion Guevara 5% Nov. 5 

Discussion Zimmermann 5% Nov. 26 

Comparative Revolutions 

Quiz 

15% Dec. 3 

Winter Participation 10% - - - 

Literature Review 10% Jan. 28 

Research Paper (10-12pp) 17% Mar. 17 

Final Exam 20% T.B.A. 

 

Course Website 

 

Assignment guidelines, the course outline, lecture slides, and announcements can be found on the course 

moodle website: eclass.glendon.yorku.ca 

 

Late Paper Policy: All written assignments are due at the beginning of the lecture. Late papers will be 

assessed a two-point per day penalty, and no assignments will be accepted more than one week late. 

 

Course Outline 

 

Fall Term 

 

September 10: Intro + “Scars of Memory” (1932 El Salvador documentary) 

On (i) structure / agency (ii) global / national (iii) rural / urban (iv) class / race / ethnicity / gender  

 

September 17: MAP QUIZ (3%) Lecture on El Salvador (1932 Massacre) and Guatemala (1944-1954)  

Read: Immerman, Preface, chapters 1 and 2 

 

September 24: Lecture on Cuba and Nicaragua (1933) 

Lucía II (1968; Director: Humberto Solás, Writers: Julio García Espinosa, Nelson Rodríguez) 

Read: Immerman, chapters 3 and 4 

 

 

October 1: Lecture on Cuba 1933-59 

Read: Immerman, chapters 5 and 6 

 

October 8: DISCUSSION OF IMMERMAN (5%)  

Finish: Immerman, chapter 7 and 8. Discussion of whole book.  
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October 15: Reading Week: Work on Research Paper Abstract & start Che book 

 

October 22: HAND IN RESEARCH ABSTRACT (10%) 

“Che Part I” (Based on Guevara book, director: Steven Soderberg, Che played by Benicio del Toro) 

Read Guevara, Reminiscences of the Cuban Revolutionary War,  

n.b. START WITH 135-141 “A Revolution Begins,” then go back to ix and read to p. 168 

 

October 29: Lecture on The Cuban Revolution, 1959-the present  

Lucía III (1968; Director: Humberto Solás) 

Read Guevara, Reminiscences of the Cuban Revolutionary War, 169-228 

 

November 5: DISCUSSION OF GUEVARA (5%) 

Finish: Guevara, Reminiscences of the Cuban Revolutionary War, 229-293. Whole book. 

 

November 12: Lecture on Export Agriculture and the Crisis in Central America 

“Revolution in the Mountains” (Lead: Rigoberta Menchú - Guatemala) 

Read Zimmermann, Sandinista, 1-68 

 

November 19: Populism, Dictatorship and Revolution in Nicaragua, 1933-1989 

“Romero” (Director: John Duigan, Lead: Raul Julia) 

Read Zimmermann, Sandinista, 69-133 

 

November 26: DISCUSSION OF ZIMMERMANN (5%) 

Finish: Zimmermann, Sandinista, 143-227 

 

December 3: Comparative Revolutions Quiz II (15% in-class)  

 

Winter Term 

 

Revolutionary Mexico 

 

January 7: The Liberal Revolution and the Porfiriato 

Azuela, The Underdogs, Part 1 

 

January 14: The Armed Revolution in Mexico, 1910-1920 

Azuela, The Underdogs, Part 2 

 

January 21: Film, ¡Viva Zapata! (dir. E. Kazan, 1952). 

Azuela, The Underdogs, Part 3 

 

January 28: The Cárdenas Revolution 

Winn, Weavers, Part I Origins: Capital, Labor, and the State, pp.3-78 

Literature Review Due 

 

 

February 4: Mexico 1968 

Winn, Weavers, Part II: The Workers Organize, pp.79-138 

 

Revolution in the South America 
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February 11: The Chilean Road to Socialism  

Winn, Weavers, Part III Reform or Revolution? And Part IV The Workers Liberate Their Factory, pp. 

139-208 

 

February 18: Reading Week 

 

February 25: The MNR in Bolivia 

Winn, Weavers, Part V Aftermath and Epilogue, pp.209-256 

 

March 3: Revolution and Terror in Peru 

Starn and la Serna, The Shining Path, Prologue, Chapters 1-5, pp.11-102 

 

March 10: The FARC in Colombia 

Starn and la Serna, The Shining Path, Chapters 6-9, pp.103-170 

 

March 17: The Caracazo and the Making of the Chavez Revolution in Venezuela 

Research Paper Due 

 

March 24: Neo-liberalism and the EZLN in Chiapas, Mexico 

Starn and la Serna, The Shining Path, Chapters 10-15, pp.171-253 

 

March 31: Social Movements in Contemporary Latin America 

Starn and la Serna, The Shining Path, Part III and Epilogue, pp.257-355 

Exam Review 

 

Final Exam: T.B.A. 

 

All students are expected to familiarize themselves with the following information, available on the 

Senate Committee on Academic Standards, Curriculum & Pedagogy webpage (see Reports, Initiatives, 

Documents)  - http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/senate_cte_main_pages/ASCP.htm  

http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/senate/committees/ascp/index-ascp.html 

 

• Senate Policy on Academic Honesty and the Academic Integrity Website 

• Ethics Review Process for research involving human participants   

• Course requirement accommodation for students with disabilities, including physical, medical, 

systemic, learning and psychiatric disabilities  

• Student Conduct Standards 

• Religious Observance Accommodation  

 

We recommend that you use the Chicago Manual of Style for footnotes and bibliography.  If you use 

MLA or another citation system, make sure that you include 

 

AUTHOR  

BOOK TITLE or “ARTICLE TITLE”,  

PLACE AND YEAR OF PUBLICATION 

 

****INCLUDE PAGE NUMBER IN ALL CITATIONS 

INCLUDING PARAPHRASED IDEAS AND DIRECT QUOTES***** 

WHENEVER YOU USE SOMEBODY ELSE’S INFORMATION OR IDEAS IN WRITING, YOU 

MUST CITE SOURCE + PAGE NUMBER OR YOU ARE PLAGIARIZING. 

http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/senate_cte_main_pages/ASCP.htm
http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/senate/committees/ascp/index-ascp.html
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President Jimmy Carter won the U.S. presidential race on 2 November 1976 having campaigned 
on a platform to champion human rights. It was extremely challenging for him to live up to this 
platform in the Cold-war-era Central American and Caribbean region that we have been 
studying this term. Your assignment for next week’s in-class quiz from 1-3 p.m. is to: 

1) Read through the memorandum below to see what a National Security Council 
memorandum looks like. 

2) Look through your notes from my lectures, the films and documentaries that we have 
seen this term, and the Immerman, Guevara, and Zimmerman readings. 

3) Select arguments and evidence from the above sources and bring them to class to write 
a memo from you, who come from the U.S. State Department’s Latin America Desk, to 
the President-Elect Jimmy Carter dated December 1, 1976 entitled:  

“SUBJECT: Revolutions in Central America and the Caribbean” with three sections: 

“1. Background: Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Cuba in the 1930s and 1940s” – this 
section should explain very briefly why revolutionary struggles emerged in those countries.  

“2. Policy Lessons: from PB Success to the Bay of Pigs” – this section should explain very 
briefly why the CIA was able to help overthrow Jacobo Arbenz in 1954 but failed to 
overthrow Castro in 1961.  

“3. Policy Recommendation: Nicaragua, Guatemala and El Salvador”- this section is where 
you can get creative. It is 1977, so all three nations are suffering through civil wars, the 
Sandinistas have not yet triumphed (1979), and Ronald Reagan’s Cold Warriors have not 
yet assumed office to support the Contras. Your answer should include discussion of the 
impacts of the Cuban Revolution and the Alliance for Progress. 

Memorandum From Robert Pastor of the National Security Council Staff to the 
President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski), the Deputy Assistant to 
the President for National Security Affairs (Aaron), and the President’s Special 
Representative for Economic Summits (Owen)1, Washington, May 21, 1979, Foreign 
Relations of the United States 1977-1980, Volume XV; Central America, 1977-1980, document 
467, pp. 1203-1204:  

SUBJECT: Central America in Crisis: A Priority Challenge for U.S. Foreign Policy 

The Central American Chiefs of Mission Conference,2 which was held last week in Costa Rica, 
was a timely and important opportunity to focus the USG’s attention on an area in a state of 
revolutionary ferment. The purpose of the conference was to address the questions described 
in PRM–46 (on Central America),3 to test the practicality of ideas and proposals originating in 
Washington (Vaky and I), and give our Ambassadors in the field a better sense of our thinking 
and a larger role in the policy-making process. All these purposes were achieved; the dialogue 
in the conference was enormously useful in advancing our thinking on the subject. I left the 
conference with a better feeling for the nature of the region’s crisis, more specific ideas on ways to 
tackle them, and a firm belief that these issues are among the most important you, 
Secretary Vance, and the President will face this summer. Let me explain why. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fn:1.5.4.4.28.27.8.10
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fn:1.5.4.4.28.27.14.2
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fn:1.5.4.4.28.27.14.8
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After his meeting with Lopez Portillo, Castro is reported to have said that while Cuba will not 
export revolution to Central America, and it doesn’t need to, indigenous forces are steering the 
region in his direction. As the attached study on Cuba’s role in Central America, which I asked 
the CIA to do, indicates, Castro’ s statement is a little disingenuous.4 Since last fall, and most 
discernably since the beginning [Page 1204]of 1979, Castro has stepped up the level and the 
kinds of Cuban involvement in the region. He clearly has reassessed Cuba’s interests and 
possibilities in the region, and concluded, as he admitted in Mexico, that Central America is ripe 
for revolution. 

Castro’ s tactics have been to encourage unity among revolutionary groups within each country 
and cooperation and coordination across borders. He is training more guerrillas in Cuba, 
passing more arms, spending more time with these leaders than a year before. In March, he 
spent nearly 48 hours with the leaders of the three Sandinista guerrilla factions in an effort to 
unify them around a central directorate and a single strategy. He has urged them and other 
guerrilla groups to tone down their Marxist rhetoric and to recruit support from the middle by 
setting up broad national front organizations. 

Despite increasing domestic and international demands on his time, Castro has decided to 
redirect his energies to his home turf. He is smart enough to have waited until the “correlation 
of forces” was moving in his favor. They are moving away from us. Because of that and because 
of his shrewdness, we will have to double our efforts to promote our interests and prevent one, 
two, or more Cubas emerging in Central America. 

Besides the transnational ties among guerrilla groups, the individual country pictures look 
extremely grim: 

—In El Salvador, the military government is running scared with good reason. Unlike in 
Nicaragua where the source of the conflict is the continuation of a dynasty, Salvador faces a 
genuine class struggle. Salvador is the poorest, the most illiterate and over-populated country 
in Central America. A small group of reactionary families control most of the nation’s wealth 
and have kept the military in power to defend their interests (which are defined very 
narrowly) and to control the masses. The fear of another peasant revolt as occurred in the 
1930’s when the army slaughtered over 30,000 peasants, is still very real, but the response of 
the military and the oligarchy is to try to keep a lid on it. The massacre of May 8 is a symptom 
of this bigger problem; the kettle could blow if the government doesn’t find new and credible 
ways to release the steam.5  

—In Guatemala, the country is run by a sinister group of army officers, who have been 
assassinating all important moderate politicians in the country. The extreme left is filling the 
vacuum created by these assassinations.  

[Page 1205]—Honduras is the least sophisticated and developed nation. The military group 
running the country have promised free elections next year, but they have also proscribed the 
Christian Democratic party.  
—Nicaragua is engulfed in a civil war with both Somoza and the Sandinistas still believing they 
can win a military solution. 

Polarization is the dominant political phenomenon as the middle is assassinated, intimidated or 
driven to the left. As the governments become more repressive, the extreme left gets bolder 
and we are left without anyone or anything to support. The objective of the PRM is to develop a 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fn:1.5.4.4.28.27.16.10
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/pg_1204
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fn:1.5.4.4.28.27.24.4
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/pg_1205
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strategy which will get us back in the game, to steer events towards outcomes more compatible 
with our interests. 

The problem of Central America is somewhat similar to that of Rhodesia in that we find 
ourselves squeezed between two unacceptable extremes (the Cubans and the South Africans in 
Rhodesia; the right and left in Central America); Central America is different because it is 
closer, and we are more exposed. A “loss” to Cuba in Central America will be as fatal to the 
President’s domestic political position as U.S. military intervention would be fatal to his Latin 
American policy. The PRM is intended to prevent both scenarios. To succeed, we will need your 
closest attention in early June—before the Vienna Summit—when the PRM is ready. (S) 

Let me alert you to the strategy which is emerging and sketch some of the decisions that will 
need to be made. U.S. policy to the region is not understood very well, and the logic (and the 
law) of our human rights policy is forcing us to abandon the region to the extremes. We need to 
adopt a more activist policy toward El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras and suggest a 
dialogue in which we would increase the level of our support and assistance (economic and 
security aid, visitor programs, scholarships, high-level visits), if the leaders agreed to take 
certain important steps that would broaden the base of political participation in the country 
(depriving the left of the middle). At the same time, we will increase our contacts and symbolic 
support for the middle in these countries and in Nicaragua, and encourage the basin 
democracies (Costa Rica, Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, and Caribbean) to do the same. We are 
currently trying to identify those political decisions in each country which could most 
effectively open the system for the middle (defined not just as people, groups, and institutions, 
but also as a democratic, non-violent process). (S) 

To increase our leverage, we should also consider a dialogue with the MDB’s and other donors 
to see whether a Central American Group (modelled on the Caribbean Group) could be 
established. This would [Page 1206]not only help in coordinating aid policies, but it could give 
us an additional leverage to use in pursuing the political dialogue. (S) 

I would appreciate some feedback on whether you agree with my assessment that Central 
America deserves high priority, not just in my work but in yours. (U) 

1. Source: Carter Library, National Security Council, Institutional Files, Box 54, PRM/NSC–46 
(1). Secret. Sent for information and action. An unknown hand wrote on June 6: “David has 
copy.” Brzezinski wrote at the top of the page: “RP—I agree with your basic thesis—but 
need a better sense of the strategy required for dealing with this problem. ZB.”↩ 

2. For more information about the Chiefs of Mission Conference, see Document 466.↩ 

3. See Document 465.↩ 

4. Attached but not printed is a memorandum prepared in the Central Intelligence Agency, 
May 2, about Cuban support for Central American guerrilla groups. In a July 3 note 
to Pastor, Middleton referred to this memorandum, noting: “This is the document that was 
leaked to the press.” (Carter Library, National Security Affairs, Staff Material, North/South, 
Pastor Files, Country Files, Box 13, Cuba: 6/79) Reporter John Maclean quoted portions of 
this memorandum in a story entitled “Cuba and Panama Giving Aid to Somoza’s 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/pg_1206
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fnref:1.5.4.4.28.27.8.10
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d466
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fnref:1.5.4.4.28.27.14.2
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d465
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fnref:1.5.4.4.28.27.14.8
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Foes: U.S. Memo,” Chicago Tribune, June 27, 1979, p. 1. See also, John Maclean, “‛Cubans all 
over, U.S. nowhere,’ in Caribbean,” Chicago Tribune, July 1, 1979, p. 11.↩ 

5. See footnote 4, Document 373.↩ In telegram 2428 from San Salvador, May 
9, Devine reported that he had met with Romero that morning and Romero had 
defended his government’s position regarding violent clashes with demonstrators at 
the National Cathedral. (National Archives, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy File, 
D790170–0583) In telegram 2415 from San Salvador, May 9, the Embassy reported 
that the media had visited the “National Cathedral to witness and report on 
continuing occupation of cathedral by forces of the Popular Revolutionary Bloc 
(BPR)” who were demonstrating for the release of members who had been arrested. 
The Embassy continued: “News media reps arrived on scene to find large numbers of 
young people seated in front of cathedral, clapping hands, singing, and chanting 
revolutionary phrases.” The journalists “agreed that what they encountered was 
by U.S. standards an entirely peaceful demonstration.” They next witnessed and 
recorded “prolonged automatic weapons fire” by the National Police on the 
protestors. The journalists reported “that seven bodies were counted outside 
cathedral when firing ended but assert that many more wounded must have made it 
into the cathedral itself.” (National Archives, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy File, 
D790170–0143)↩ 

 
PERSONS 
Aaron, David, Deputy Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs 
Brzezinski, Zbigniew, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs 
Castro Ruz, Fidel, Premier of Cuba from February 16, 1959; First Secretary of the 
Communist Party of Cuba from October 3, 1965; President of the Council of State and 
Minister from December 3, 1976 
Lopez Portillo, Jose, President of Mexico from December 1976 until November 1982 
Middleton, Jim, White House Staff 
Owen, Henry David, Special Representative for Economic Summits, National Security 
Council, from 1977 until January 1981; Ambassador at Large and Coordinator for Economic 
Summit Affairs from October 20, 1978, until January 21, 1981 
Pastor, Robert, Latin America and Caribbean Affairs, National Security Council, from 1977 
until January 1981 
Romero Mena, Carlos Humberto, Salvadoran General and President from July 1977 
Vaky, Viron P. “Pete”, U.S. Ambassador to Venezuela from July 26, 1976, until June 24, 1978; 
Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs from July 21, 1978, until November 30, 
1979 
Vance, Cyrus, Secretary of State from January 23, 1977, until April 20, 1980 
 
ABBREVIATIONS & TERMS 
MDB: Multilateral Development Bank 
Presidential Review Memorandum 
RP: Robert Pastor 
USG: United States Government 
ZB: Zbigniew Brzezinski  

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fnref:1.5.4.4.28.27.16.10
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d373fn4
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d467#fnref:1.5.4.4.28.27.24.4
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v15/d373#fnref:1.5.4.4.24.41.12.10
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