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T he collapse of  the Soviet Union  has been accompanied by critical com- 
mentaries  on what are called "sins o f  Sovietology." Critics have focused 

not  so much  on the failure of  specialists to predict  the breakup of  the empire  
that Stalin built as on their alleged inability to unders tand  the very nature  of  
communis t  regimes? 

By the same token, Nicaragua's repudiat ion of  the Sandinistas in the 1990 
election and the approaching demise o f  Fidel Castro's thirty-five-year-old dic- 
tatorship (a Latin American record) over Cuba call for analysis o f  what Latin 
Americanists have said about  the two regimes in the Western hemisphere  most  
like--and for most  of  their life closely allied t o - t h o s e  that once made  up the 
Soviet bloc. 2 How well did Latin Americanists diagnose the nature  of  Marxism- 
Leninism when it showed up at their doors tep speaking Spanish, quo t ingJose  
Marti and Ruben Dario? a 

An exhaustive study of  the judgmen t s  that Latin Americanists have rendered  
on Cuba and Nicaragua dur ing the last two decades, even if restricted to the 
leading journals  and best-selling textbooks, would fill a rather  lengthy book  
and is beyond the scope of  this essay. 4 1 shall instead consider the resolutions, 
reports, and other  official declarations or statements of  the Latin American 
Studies Association (LASA), the leading organization of  Latin Americanists in 
the United States, if not  the world. Since LASA's resolutions are adop ted  only 
after ratification by the entire membership,  those on Cuba and Nicaragua should 
reflect what a large body of  Latin Americanists have thought  about  these coun- 
tries through the years. 

LASA, which was founded  in 1966, has over 3,000 individual and  about  80 
institutional members .  Every 18 months  it holds an international  congress that 
attracts about  2,000 participants. Members  receive the Latin American Research 
Review (LARR), a scholarly journal ,  and the LASA Forum (formerly the LASA 
Newsletter), a quarterly publication of  announcements ,  reports,  analyses, and 
opinion.  LASA's resolutions, task force reports, and related documents ,  whose 
contents  will be analyzed in these pages, appear  in the latter. 

LASA is governed by a n ine-member  executive council consisting of  six 
elected representatives, an elected vice-president (who automatically succeeds 
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to the presidency), the president,  and the immediate  past president.  With the 
council 's consent,  the president  makes appoin tments  to task forces charged 
with specific missions. Two of  the oldest, each more  than twenty years old, are 
the Task Force on Scholarly Relations with Cuba and the Task Force on Hu- 
man  Rights and Academic Freedom. More recent  is the Task Force on Schol- 
arly Relations with Nicaragua, later r enamed  the Task Force on  Scholarly 
Relations with Central America. It is in these three task forces that most  o f  
LASA's official p ronouncemen t s  and reports  have germinated  or  come to frui- 
tion. Another  arena is the business meet ing of  the international congress, where 
political resolutions are born,  although, as previously noted,  official adopt ion  
must  await ratification by mail ballot. 

Like o ther  learned societies, LASA became radicalized dur ing  the 1970s. s 
The  Associat ion took to d e n o u n c i n g  in impass ioned  language atrocities 
perpet ra ted  by Latin American military regimes and, as one  resolution had it, 
their "accomplice," the U.S. Government .  At the same time, LASA passed over 
in silence similar violations by Castro's Cuba and Sandinista Nicaragua, and  
actually took  the side o f  these regimes in their  respective conflicts with 
Washington.  

As recalled by Ronald Chilcote of  the University o f  California at Riverside, a 
self-professed radical who later criticized the Association for no t  going far 
enough  in its denunciat ions  o f  U.S. policies, the struggle for LASA's political 
soul started at a conference sponsored  at the Latin American Center  o f  the 
University of  California at Los Angeles. 

A series of prominent speakers, some conservative and some liberal or radical, 
had been invited to participate in what appeared to be a dull program of tedious 
talks organized one after the other in a format that precluded involvement of 
some one hundred participants. It was too much for the radicals in attendance 
who demanded that the conference be reorganized to allow for involvement of 
all. A confrontation with the organizers of the conference resulted in the restruc- 
turing of the program, and two days of interesting dialogue ensued. The Union 
of Radical Latin Americanists [URLA] was born shortly thereafter, bringing to- 
gether radicals on the West as well as East Coasts. (Newsletter, June 1975, $1) 

Flushed with success, URLA sponsored  a series of  resolutions at the next three 
LASA congresses. 6 

Two resolutions f rom the 1973 meet ing at Madison, Wisconsin, pu t  an im- 
pr int  on  LASA political activities for the next two decades. Resolution One,  
"On Repression in Latin America and Uni ted States Complicity Therein,"  ac- 
cused the Uni ted States o f  support ing,  " through its police and military train- 
ing program" and other  assistance, the abduct ion and m u r d e r  o f  s tudents  and 
priests, i n t e rnmen t  and torture o f  political prisoners, exiling of  dissidents, and 
the abolition o f  university au tonomy in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, and  Uru- 
guay. Colombia,  too, was accused of  repressing "university professors with the 
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purpose  o f  dest roying academic f reedom."  Resolut ion O n e  d i rec ted  the  estab- 
l ishment  o f  a "Commit tee  on  H u m a n  Rights and  Academic  F r e e d o m  which 
shall investigate and  p repare  repor ts  on  the above-ment ioned  situations and  
any o ther  similar situations to be distr ibuted to the LASA m em ber sh i p  and  to 
public officials and the mass media"  (Newsletter, March 1974, 9-10). 

Resolut ion Four,  "On the U.S. Blockade o f  Cuba and  Chile," "publicly con- 
d e m n e d "  the U.S. "economic  and political b lockade against Cuba" as well as 
the "invisible blockade" against Chile, which was at the t ime u n d e r  the admin-  
istration o f  Marxist pres ident  Salvador AUende. The  resolut ion provided  for  
its own disseminat ion " through the major  newspapers  o f  the Uni ted  States 
and  o ther  appropr ia te  channels" (Newsletter, March 1974, 12). 

By the t ime these resolutions were ratified by mail ballot, Allende 's  govern- 
m e n t  had  been  over thrown in a military coup. This turn  o f  events pe r suaded  
LASA's executive council  no t  to implement  Resolut ion Four.  In  a let ter  to the 
LASA membersh ip ,  a sponsor  o f  the resolution,  executive council  m e m b e r  
Karen Spalding, o f  Columbia  University, explained: 

My own reason for withdrawing the resolution passed is that subsequent events 
have proven that my understanding of  the lengths to which U.S. corporations 
and the U.S. Government would go to achieve the overthrow of a government 
that was not completely subservient to their interests was limited and incom- 
plete. While many of us sought to draw the attention of the U.S. public to the 
"invisible blockade" of Chile, which was instrumental in the deterioration of  the 
Chilean economy, and asserted that this blockade was essentially the same as the 
blockade of Cuba, agencies of the U.S. Government were actively supporting the 
plans being made for the overthrow of  President Allende. 

Subsequent events have made it brutally clear that the U.S. Government is pre- 
pared not only to deal with governments representative of the most extreme 
forms of fascism and repression, but also to actively participate in their accession 
to power...  [and] to use any ends to prevent the extension of socialism in the 
Americas. The growth of  fascism in the Americas is consistent with and in fact 
part of  the long term political objectives of  U.S. policy in Latin America. (Newslet- 
ter, December 1973, 2, emphasis in original) 

The  vote to ratify these resolut ions was close. "On  Repress ion  in Latin 
Amer ica  and U.S. Complicity There in"  received 402 votes in favor, 340 against, 
with 16 abstentions. The  tally for  "On the U.S. Blockade o f  Cuba  and  Chile" 
was 416 fo r  a n d  326 against ,  with 16 abs ten t ions .  As a p r o p o r t i o n  o f  
the vote, the resolutions passed by 52 pe rcen t  and  55 percent ,  respectively. 
Somewhat  fewer than half  o f  the ballots were  r e tu rned  (Newsletter, D e c e m b e r  
1973, 1). 

Ironically, at about  the t ime that these resolut ions were  ratified, a majori ty 
o f  members ,  in a separate survey, d isapproved o f  political resolutions.  In  Sep- 
t ember  1973, due  to divisions in the Executive Council  regard ing  the  propri-  
ety o f  LASA's adopt ing "resolutions o f  a political nature,"  a ques t ionnai re  was 
sent  to the membersh ip ,  asking whe the r  "concern  with political resolut ions" 
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should or  should not  "be a part  of  LASA's activities." The  "poll" was taken 
"only for informational  and fur ther  discussion purposes," yet it elicited a near- 
record response. Of  about  1,600 questionnaires mailed, 865 (54 percent)  were 
re turned,  of  which 522 (61 percent)  disapproved of  political resolutions, 329 
(38 percent) approved, and 14 (under  2 percent) represented abstentions (News- 
letter, December  1973, 26). 

This "poll" was the high-water mark of  opposi t ion to LASA's radical resolu- 
tions; after that, the opposit ionist  tide quickly receded. Notwithstanding the 
results o f  the survey, political resolutions cont inued  to be p roposed  at every 
business meeting, approved nearly unanimously by those present,  and, in a 
turn-around f rom the contested votes o f  1973, ratified by ever-larger margins, 
ranging f rom three-to-one to over ten-to-one. Ever since, the radicals have ex- 
ercised uncontes ted  hegemony  over LASA's political resolutions. 

This is no t  to say that the entire m e m b e r s h i p  was radicalized. Partici- 
pants  at the business meet ing  have always been  but  a fract ion o f  those at- 
t ending  the internat ional  congress. As a p ropor t i on  of  the total, the n u m b e r  
o f  ratification ballots r e tu rned  has never again exceeded 40 percent .  In the 
last r e fe rendum,  which included a resolut ion on U.S. policy toward Cuba, 
scarcely 500 ou t  o f  a r o u n d  3,000 ballots were r e tu rned ,  an all-time low 
(Forum, Winter  1993, 35). Moreover,  the votes in favor o f  radical resolu- 
tions have always been fewer than 1,000, and were never cast by more  than 
35 percent  o f  the entire membersh ip .  

In o ther  words, a majority of  LASA members  has kept  silent. But the mean- 
ing of  this silence is not  obvious. Some of  those who choose not  to a t tend or 
speak out  may do so because they "have felt int imidated f rom expressing dis- 
senting views on resolutions and motions  presented at the business meetings," 
as the executive council argued when it changed the by-laws to provide for 
secret voting at the congress (Forum, Summer  1984, 8). Nor  did vocal opposi- 
tion to the radicals cease altogether; an intermit tent  trickle of  letters and other  
expressions o f  dissent con t inued  to appear  in the Forum. A letter by Abe 
Lowenthal  andJaneJacque t t e  complained that "the content  and style" of  busi- 
ness meetings, motions,  and resolutions a m o u n t e d  to a "collective violation of  
professional norms," did damage "to the Associations's reputa t ion for schol- 
arly integrity," and reduced LASA's "scant chance to affect the real world be- 
yond  words by these rhetorical outbursts" (Newsletter, September  1979, 2-3). 

During his presidency, Jorge Dominguez,  too, criticized the Association's 
radical politics. Not ing that "LASA has a mixed public reputa t ion among  aca- 
demics and nonacademics," and that "many find appalling what goes on at 
IALSA business meetings and may recoil as well f rom some of  what passes for 
scholarship at our  conventions," he confessed to 

shar[ing] the views of those who indict part of the convention's activities for 
being grossly unprofessional .... [O]ne of the darkest moments of my profes- 
sional life in LASA was the Bloomington plenary meeting on Nicaragua. That 
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meeting revealed appalling behavior for any audience, but it was even more scan- 
dalous for an audience presumably composed of academics. Specifically, the lack 
of minimal courtesy, and the expression of naked intolerance toward James Cheek, 
then deputy assistant secretary of state for Inter-American affairs, was damnable. 
(Forum, Summer 1982, 1, 3) 

O the r  LASA presidents  have al luded to members '  quitt ing the Association 
for political reasons. Helen Safa admit ted,  "I am well aware that s t rong parti- 
sanship can dest roy LASA and that some d isenchanted  m e m b e r s  have already 
left the association" (Forum, S u m m e r  1983, 3). Cole Blasier agreed: "We need  
to attract those Latin Americanists  who left LASA when  the organizat ion 's  
policy or ientat ions di f fered sharply f rom their  own" (Forum, Winter  1988, 4). 
Still, f rom the early 1970s th rough  the present ,  among  Latin Americanists  who 
r e n e w e d  the i r  LASA m e m b e r s h i p  a n d  who  chose  to pa r t i c ipa t e  in the  
Association's political activities, a consensus solidified beh ind  the radicals. 

The  radicals' agenda  involved the application o f  a double  s tandard.  O n  the 
one  hand,  the universality o f  h u m a n  rights--including academic  f r eedom - -and  
the puri ty o f  scholarship were repeatedly invoked to c o n d e m n ,  and  to avoid 
any type o f  contact  with, right-wing military regimes, the Central  Intel l igence 
Agency, and  the U.S. Depa r tmen t  o f  Defense.  On  the other ,  the very same 
s tandard  was used, no t  to deplore  the repression o f  intellectual f r e e d o m  in 
Castro's Cuba or  Sandinista Nicaragua, but  to justify LASA's reaching  out  to 
those regimes for  the purpose  o f  establishing "scholarly relations. ''7 

At the Atlanta meet ing  in 1976, a mot ion  was made  advocat ing "A Reaffir- 
mat ion  o f  the C o m m i t m e n t  o f  the Latin Amer ican  Studies Association to the 
Universal Applicability and  Necessity o f  Academic  F r e e d o m  and  Social Re- 
sponsibility o f  the Higher  Educat ional  Communi ty . "  It reads in part: 

That the Latin American Studies Association reaffirms its beliefs that Academic 
Freedom is necessary for a free and progressive society, in all nations of the 
world .... and, [t]hat U.S. institutions and organizations representing academia 
and individuals acting on their behalf, should be ready to take all necessary steps 
to dissociate themselves from any actions and relationships with countries in 
which it is evident that massive and systematic violations of academic freedom 
have occurred in order that such actions and relationships might not appear to 
condone these violations. (Newsletter, June 1976, 6) 

Next  came the "Resolution on LASA Guidelines for  Relations Between U.S. 
Scholars and Universities and  Latin Amer ican  Scholars and  Universities Un- 
de r  Repressive Regimes," which appears to be aimed, at least in part,  at Latin 
Americanists  who do contract  work for  the CIA. 

Covert operations and covert sponsorship of open operations have no place in 
scholarly pursuits. For the sake of the integrity and effectiveness of the profes- 
sion as a whole, LASA members must shun all projects the purposes and spon- 
sorship of which cannot be openly acknowledged. LASA members must struggle 
against censorship in all its forms, including the most subtle, most pervasive, and 



Cuz~in 45 

most threatening form of all: Self Censorship. We must guard against distortion 
of our own work and against the suppression by any public or private entity of  
information that should be in the public domain. And we must guard against 
giving credence to "disinformation."... We must continue..,  to raise our voices 
against abuses of human rights throughout the Americas. (Newsletter, December 
1980, 2) 

Even as LASA invoked academic f r e e d o m  to shun the CIA, it m a d e  use o f  it 
to build bridges to Fidel Castro's regime. Probably no count ry  in the hemi- 
sphere  has received as m u c h  consistent  a t tent ion f rom the executive council  as 
has Cuba. Funds f rom the Ford Founda t ion  have been  used to f inance activi- 
ties o f  the Task Force on  Scholarly Relations with Cuba, to pay for  trips o f  
LASA officers to the island, for a t tendance  by Cuban scholars at LASA con- 
gresses, and  to organize small conferences  in Havana. The  "Cuba Task Force" 
is "among  the most  active o f  the Task Forces and  one  that involves many  schol- 
ars f rom both  its targeted area o f  interest  and  in the Uni ted  States," as a recen t  
r epor t  pu t  it (Forum, Fall 1992, 16). 

In the early 1970s and  again in the mid-1980s, the U.S. G o v e r n m e n t  did not  
issue visas to Cubans to a t tend LASA congresses, s LASA lobbied ha rd  for  a 
change o f  policy, and  when  Cubans were admit ted,  they were  we lcomed  with 
"great pleasure" (Newsletter, December  1977, 10), and  their  "incisive contribu- 
tions" to the discussions were praised (Newsletter, March 1978, 7). 

LASA's p r o n o u n c e m e n t s  concern ing  Cuba have gone  beyond  the issue o f  
"scholarly relations." Ever since Resolution Four  was ratified in 1973, hardly a 
congress has failed to adopt  a mot ion  or  resolut ion d e m a n d i n g  that the U.S. 
G o v e r n m e n t  cease its "hostility" to and  establish full diplomatic relations with 
Cuba. The  following resolut ion is representative: 

Whereas the U.S. government has pursued a policy of  hostility toward Cuba; 
Whereas the U.S. government is denying many U.S. citizens the right to travel to 
Cuba as tourists; and Whereas professional scholars must seek special clearance 
from the U.S. government if they wish to do research in Cuba; Therefore, be it 
resolved that the Latin American Studies Association urge the U.S. government 
to end its policy of hostility and to begin negotiations for the further normaliza- 
tion of relations between the two countries, including the lifting of  obstacles to 
travel. (Forum, Spring 1984, 3) 

In pursui t  o f  "scholarly relations with Cuba," LASA officers have met  with 
high officials o f  the Cuban Communi s t  Party. Helen  Safa, then  pres ident  o f  
LASA, r epor t ed  that a th ree -member  LASA delegat ion h e a d e d  by herse l f  had  
met  in Havana "with several member s  o f  the Depa r t amen to  de America  o f  the 
Central  Commi t t ee  o f  the PCC [America Depar tmen t  o f  the Cuban  Commu-  
nist Party], with A r m a n d o  Hart,  minister  o f  culture,  and  Rene Rodriguez,  head  
o f  the Insti tuto Cubano  de Amistad con los Pueblos" (Forum, Fall 1984, 9). 
The  America  Depar tmen t  o f  the Cuban Communi s t  Party is said to have re- 
sponsibilities in the area o f  covert  operations.  9 
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This is no t  to accuse He len  Safa or  any o ther  LASA officer o f  engaging in 
conspiratorial  activities. Rather,  my pu rpose  is to no te  the opera t ion  o f  LASA's 
doub le  s tandard,  one  that called for  shunning the CIA and right-wing Latin 
Amer ican  regimes bu t  was willing to engage the regime in the Americas  clos- 
est to the Stalinist model .  

In p r o m o t i n g  "scholarly relations with Cuba,"  LASA has b e e n  uncharacter-  
istically c i rcumspect  abou t  the state o f  h u m a n  rights and academic  f r e e d o m  
u n d e r  Castro. The  Task Force on  H u m a n  Rights and Academic  F r e e d o m  has 
no t  publ ished a single word  on the subject. H e r e  and there in the pages o f  the 
Forum, there  are hints that LASA is aware o f  the lack o f  free express ion in 
Cuba.  In 1985, the Forum publ ished a letter s igned by Samuel  Farber  o f  Brook-  
lyn College, N o a m  Chomsky  o f  MIT, the writer  I.F. Stone,  and  22 o thers  call- 
ing a t tent ion to the plight o f  "Ariel Hidalgo,  a Cuban  leftist writer,  historian 
and educator ,"  who  had been  sen tenced  to f rom one  to eight  years in pr i son  
u n d e r  the article in the penal  code  punishing "enemy propaganda . "  The  let ter  
reads in part: 

We believe that Hidalgo's trial, the law under which he was punished, and the 
prison conditions which he is currently enduring, fail to meet the most elemen- 
tary standards of human rights. Consistent with our stand in support  of  struggles 
for freedom and self-determination throughout the world, we ask the Cuban 
government to release Ariel Hidalgo, and any other persons whose rights have 
been similarly denied. (Forum, Spring 1985, 6) ~~ 

Van R. Whiting,  Jr.,  co-chair o f  the LASA Task Force  on  Cuba,  t h e r e u p o n  
fo rwarded  the Farber  let ter  to R a m o n  Sanchez Parodi ,  head  o f  the C u b a n  
Interes t  Sect ion in Washington,  explaining: 

As you know, the LASA Task Force on Cuba is committed to the improvement 
of  scholarly relations between the United States and Cuba. 

We are also charged with monitoring the conditions of  human rights in Cuba, 
especially with relation to the scholarly community .... [W]hen a specific case is 
brought to our attention, we must demand a clarification. 

The case of Ariel Hidalgo is a case in point. The enclosed letter, published in the 
LASA Forum, raises serious concerns about the conditions for academic freedom 
arid for judicial process in Cuba .... If the description contained in the enclosed 
letter is accurate, Ariel Hidalgo was convicted for expressing his opinions, not 
for taking any subversive action. The conditions of  his trial suggest that he was 
not allowed to present an adequate defense. Finally, the conditions of  his impris- 
onment seem unjustifiably harsh. 

We ask that you make immediate inquiries into the case of  Ariel Hidalgo. Given 
the conditions stated in Samuel Farber's letter, we call upon the Cuban govern- 
ment to release Ariel Hidalgo. (Forum, Spring 1986, 36) 

The  mat te r  seems to have b e e n  d r o p p e d  there,  and  no t h i ng  has b e e n  
p u b l i s h e d  since in the  Forum on the case o f  Ariel H i da l go  or  any o t h e r  
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Cuban intellectual or academic imprisoned for expressing opinions. Nei- 
ther the Task Force on Scholarly Relations with Cuba, nor  the Task Force 
on Human  Rights and Academic Freedom, nor  any other  LASA officer has 
in the pages of  the Forum protested violations of  human  rights and aca- 
demic f reedom in Cuba in the style that LASA affects when speaking of  
other  Latin American governments.  

The closest a LASA officer has come to acknowledging political repression 
in Cuba was in a response by then-president Cole Blasier to a complaint f rom 
the U.S. State Department  concerning a LASA resolution asserting that U.S. 
measures on travel between the two countries were more restrictive than Cuba's. 
The official had written: 

It is astonishing that an organization composed of scholars interested in Latin 
America would make such as [sic] assertion. The closed nature of the Cuban 
system is too sufficiently known as to require elaboration here, but it should be 
clearly understood that Cuba exercises complete control over all persons who 
would be permitted to leave Cuba to visit the United States just as it applies 
severe sanctions to those who seek to leave Cuba without official permission. It 
also controls carefully the admission of scholars who wish to visit Cuba, as you 
are aware from a case at the University of Pittsburgh. 

Blasier responded: 

Almost all Latin Americanists of my aquaintance [sic] are familiar with the char- 
acteristics of the Cuban system which you correcdy describe. Even so, the fact 
remains that U.S. visa policies are more restrictive than Cuba's in the sense that 
the United States refuses visas to most Cuban academics, while Cuba admits 
most U.S. academics. (Forum, Spring 1987, 20) 

If LASA has been all but silent about "the characteristics of the Cuban sys- 
tem," it has actually praised Castro's most successful imitators in Latin America, 
the Sandinistas of  Nicaragua. As domestic and international criticism of  the 
comandantes mounted  during their decade in power, the Association rushed to 
their defense, condemning the U.S. Government in the process. In 1984 LASA 
accepted an invitation of the Nicaraguan Government  to observe the first elec- 
tions held by the Sandinistas since the 1979 revolution. A fourteen-member 
delegation, headed by LASA president Wayne Cornelius, spent two weeks, 
including election day, in the country, after which it produced a widely dis- 
seminated and much-cited report. 

The main opposi t ion candidate,  Ar turo  Cruz, s tandard-bearer  of  the 
Coordinadora Democratica, had decided to boycott the election, alleging press 
censorship, turba, or Sandinista mob violence against his supporters, milita- 
rism, fusion of party and state, and refusal on the part of  the Sandinistas to 
negotiate with the Contras, release political prisoners, or discuss with the oppo- 
sition a mutually acceptable date for the election, n The six small parties that 
stayed in the race monitored fewer than 10 percent of  the precincts each. 
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Nevertheless, the LASA delegation put  its impr imatur  on  the election. Al- 
most  at the outset, its repor t  averred that "for most  [Nicaraguans] the 1984 
electoral process was their first experience with participatory democracy." Some 
thirty pages later, it concluded that, "by Latin American standards," the elec- 
tion was "a model  of  probity and fairness (at least to all candidates who chose 
to register and submit  themselves to a popular  test)," and  "an impressive 
beginning" of  "political liberalization" in Nicaragua (Forum, Winter  1985, 12, 
40, 42). 

In between,  the repor t  credi ted the Sandinistas with ~deepening" an al- 
ready b road  base o f  suppor t  with remarkable  achievements  in educa t ion  
and public health. Relying exclusively on official sources--one g o v e r n m e n t  
publicat ion and interviews with ministry officials--the delegat ion accepted 
Sandinista claims to have slashed illiteracy by more  than half  in a s ix-month 
National  Literacy Crusade,  and  to have r educed  infant  mortal i ty  by one  
third in a few years, by such means  as t emporary  mass mobil izat ion of  tens 
of  thousands  of  "volunteers." 

The  repor t  stated that the Sandinista "agrarian reform" p rogram had "cre- 
ated a large class of  beneficiaries," and that these campesinos were "staunch 
supporters  of  the government  that made  them landowners.  Much the same 
could be said of  campesinos now involved in the cooperative sector. Even work- 
ers for the state-owned agricultural enterprises enjoy mechanisms for partici- 
pat ion in the managemen t  of  such enterprises" (Forum, Winter  1985, 13-14). 

It is not  clear how the delegation was able to read the minds o f  the campesinos 
on agrarian reform,  since no sources were cited for this claim. Due to a 
Sandinista prohibit ion,  no independen t  polling was possible in Nicaragua at 
that time. Remarkably, the repor t  no ted  the lack of  public op in ion  surveys, 
but  it gave no reason for it. 

The  LASA delegation defended  the comandantes f rom domest ic  critics, mini- 
mized the political impor tance  of  the "abstentionist opposit ion,"  and accused 
the Reagan administrat ion of  using "a combinat ion of  diplomatic,  economic,  
and military instruments  in a systematic a t tempt  to unde rmine  the Nicaraguan 
electoral process and to destroy its credibility in the eyes of  the world" (Forum, 
Winter  1985, $8). 

About  university au tonomy and academic f reedom, a recurr ing theme  in 
LASA's criticisms of  other  Latin American governments ,  the delegation had 
this to say: 

Several well-informed sources consulted by our delegation expressed concern 
about what they termed a "serious erosion" of university autonomy--one of the 
objectives of the struggle against Somoza-which has occurred since 1979. Now, 
the rectors of the two divisions of the National University are appointed by the 
government rather than elected by their faculties; and the activities of at least 
one other academic research center have been heavily politicized. It is not clear, 
however, whether reduced institutional autonomy has been translated into less 
freedom of expression for individual scholars. (Forum, Winter 1985, 36) 
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In response  to a let ter  f rom LASA m e m b e r  Daniel Levy, who compla ined  
that "the abuse o f  university au tonomy  received only one  paragraph"  (Forum, 
Spring 1985, 9), Cornelius replied, "I can assure readers  that we utilized every 
scrap o f  reliable in format ion  on  this subject that  came into the delegat ion 's  
hands.  This is a complex  issue meri t ing systematic, in-depth investigation. We 
simply did not  have the t ime no r  the personnel  to pursue  it in this way" (F0- 
rum, Winter  1986, 24). 1~ 

LASA re tu rned  to Nicaragua the following year, no t  to clarify the status o f  
academic  f reedom,  but  to investigate the war be tween  the Sandinistas on  the 
one  hand  and, on the other,  Miskitos, o ther  Indians, and  Creoles o f  Nicaragua's 
Atlantic coast. The  Task Force p r o d u c e d  a two-part report ,  "Peace and  Au- 
t o n o m y  on the Atlantic Coast o f  Nicaragua" A Repor t  o f  the LASA Task Force 
on  H u m a n  Rights and  Academic Freedom" (Forum, Spring and Summer ,  1986). 

The  war had  b e g u n  in 1981, when  Indians  re fused  to go a long with a 
Sandinista plan to " ' incorpora te '  the coast into the new national  deve lopment  
process" (Forum, Spring 1986, 9). Following the arrests and  killings o f  breth- 
ren  who had  pro tes ted  the " incorporat ion" plan, many  Indians took up arms. 
The  gove rnmen t  r e sponded  with forced  relocations o f  "approximately 8,500" 
Indians and  the "systematic destruct ion o f  houses and livestock" (Forum, Spring 
1986, 11). Some 15,000 Indians fled Nicaragua by crossing the Coco River into 
Honduras .  Thousands  m o r e  were  to followJ 3 

In contrast  to a previous LASA resolution denounc i ng  Guatemala 's  " forced 
relocat ion to the so-called mode l  villages" (Forum, S u m m e r  1985, 4), the Task 
Force on  the whole d e f e n d e d  a sxmilar policy o f  the Sandinistas: 

The relocation was a regrettable policy that even the Sandinistas now call an 
error. It was, however, consistent with the rights of  states to defend their na- 
tional integrity and was carried out with minimal violations of the human rights 
of  the Miskitos. It occured [sic] in a context of  violence during which the 
Sandinistas committed human rights violations. Most of  these have been pun- 
ished and there has been a marked reduction of them since that time, certainly 
fewer than the systematic violations committed by the contras and always less 
than the levels regularly reported by the governments of Guatemala against its 
indigenous population or by the government of El Salvador against its civilian 
population .... There was certainly no policy of massive abuse or genocide. (Fo- 
rum, Spring 1986, 13) 

The  Task Force then p r o c e e d e d  to d e n o u n c e  the Uni ted  States: 

This conflict was complicated, however, by the immediate threat to Nicaragua 
posed by military units created, trained, and financed by the U.S. The external 
conflict created a context in which Miskito demands for self-determination were 
seen by the Sandinistas as separatist and related to U.S. efforts to overthrow the 
government by arming indigenous insurgents and by attempting to turn world 
opinion against the Sandinistas through false accusations of "genocide." This 
tense context heightened the internal conflict and contributed to the relocation 
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to Taspa Pri [a "model village"], on the one hand, and the growing insurgency on 
the other. (Forum, Summer 1986, 15, emphasis added) 

As the re fe rence  to U.S. suppor t  o f  the Contras suggests, LASA's construc- 
tion of  the conflict be tween them and  the Sandinistas was that those who had 
risen up against the comandantes were creatures  o f  the U. S. Gove rnmen t ,  and  
in any case unwor thy  o f  Amer ican  support .  Several resolut ions ratif ied dur ing  
the 1980s made  this clear. The  following is typical: 

Resolution Against U.S. Aid to Anti-Nicaraguan Forces. 

The Latin American Studies Association, the largest U.S.-based professional or- 
ganization of specialists on Latin American affairs, deplores the U.S. Congress' 
approval of  military aid to the anti-Nicaraguan "contra" forces attacking Nicara- 
gua from Honduras, El Salvador and Costa Rica .... LASA calls upon Congress 
to reverse its dangerous course, which opinion surveys continue to show is not 
supported by a majority of the U.S. public, and calls on concerned U.S. citizens 
to redouble their efforts to halt the war against Nicaragua. (Forum, Winter 1987, 
25) 

LASA's double  s tandard is most  clearly illustrated by contras t ing its view o f  
Nicaragua with that o f  ano the r  war-torn country,  ne ighbor ing  E1 Salvador. A 
typical resolut ion would  "deplor[e] the violation o f  academic  f r e e d o m  and  
h u m a n  rights in higher  educat ion in E1 Salvador," and call on  the Salvadoran 
gove rnmen t  "to re turn  to the university the control  o f  its own e lected offi- 
cials" (Forum, Spring 1984, 3). Taking aim at U.S. policy, LASA procla imed:  

It is our considered professional opinion that the turmoil in El Salvador is prima- 
rily the result of long-standing social and economic injustice, persistent repres- 
sion of nonviolent forms of political participation, and the well-documented 
brutality of government security forces. The growing popular opposition to the 
military-dominated government of E1 Salvador is not the work of a small number 
of terrorists, nor is it engineered by external political forces hostile to the United 
States. The armed opposition in El Salvador represents an internal struggle against 
injustice and authoritarian rule .... (Newsletter, Spring 1982, 44) 

That  LASA's view of  Nicaragua was a mi r ror  image o f  what  it c la imed was 
the U.S. Government ' s  misconcept ion o f  E1 Salvador is d e m o n s t r a t e d  by sub- 
stituting equivalent Nicaraguan terms in the just -quoted resolution: "The grow- 
ing popular  opposi t ion to the mil i tary-dominated gove rnmen t  o f  [Nicaragua] 
is not  the work of  a small n u m b e r  o f  [Somocistas], nor  is it eng inee red  by 
external  [U.S.] forces hostile to [Nicaragua]. The  a r m e d  opposi t ion  in [Nicara- 
gua] represents  an internal struggle against injustice and  [totalitarian] rule." 
In o ther  words, the very reduct ionism LASA criticized in U.S. policy toward E1 
Salvador character ized the Association's const ruct ion o f  Nicaragua.  

This summary  o f  LASA's many  resolut ions and  repor ts  over  two decades  
should leave no doubt  as to the Association's political radicalism. The re  is in 
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the LASA Forum not  a single passage in which U.S. policy toward Latin America 
is singled out  for praise. Not  even when the U.S. acted in ways that LASA 
implicitly approved,  as when various U.S. Government  agencies assisted the 
coalition oppos ing  General  Pinochet 's  bid for another  ten-year term as presi- 
den t  of  Chile, has LASA chosen to register a word of  appreciation. 14 

LASA's dramatization of  U.S.-Latin American relations and the domest ic  
conflicts within Latin American countries left out  a key player, one to which 
U.S. foreign policy a round  the world was geared for almost half  a cen tu ry - the  
Soviet Union.  Here  and there one reads in the Forum vague references to "U.S. 
security interests, "is but  the object of  U.S. security concerns is never b rought  
into focus or discussed at any length. Soviet bases in C u b a - f o r  submarines,  
bombers ,  and intelligence-gathering facilities16-are nowhere  men t ioned  in the 
Forum. 

Another  distort ion is LASA's miscasting of  Cuba, or, rather, Fidel Castro, as 
victim. The  totalitarian nature of  Castro's regime, its silencing of  dissent, the 
repression of  speech and academic f reedom, the confining of  tens of  thou- 
sands of  political prisoners at various times th roughou t  its history, and the 
Stalin-style show-trials (the latest, in 1989, resulting in the execution of  the 
regime's  erstwhile favorite general) are passed over in silence. Ironically, over- 
looking the totalitarian nature of  Castro's regime while pursuing "scholarly 
relations with Cuba" may have led LASA into violating one of  its most  cher- 
ished policies: that against practicing self-censorship and legitimating govern- 
ments  that suppress academic f reedom. Not that LASA was wrong in pursuing 
scholarly relations in (rather than with) Cuba, but  it did so without  publicly 
weighing or  even acknowledging the risks of  establishing such contacts with a 
totalitarian regime where the political police spreads its tentacles into every 
inst i tu t ion- including,  of  course, the universities and research centers. 

Neither has LASA taken into account Fidel Castro's historic hostility toward 
the United States, nor  a policy of  training Latin American guerrillas that "mir- 
rors the efforts of  the United States in the region. "17 The  Cuban dictator's 
nearly month- long visit to Allende's Chile, his close ties with Maurice Bishop 
of  Grenada,  the Sandinistas of  Nicaragua, and Panama's  Manuel Noriega, the 
many operatives sent into these countries, and the training of  thousands o f  
Latin American guerrillas (and, one should add, Africans as well), simply play 
no par t  !n LASA's analysis. Nor  did it take into account  that it was a democra- 
tizing Venezuela, not  any of  the military dictatorships, that bore  the b run t  o f  
Castro's revolutionary foreign policy dur ing  the 1960s) s 

LASA's resolutions and task force reports were especially egregious in the 
case o f  Nicaragua. In LASA's eyes, the conflict there a m o u n t e d  to a U.S. "war 
on Nicaragua," waged indirectly through Somocistas and other  "anti-Nicara- 
guans." What  actually took place was a civil war be tween  the  Sandinis ta  
comandantes, Marxist-Leninists al l ,  19 and their opponents ,  a very he te rogenous  
group,  even if bo th  sides were backed by foreign powers. There  was no inter- 
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nal consensus in favor o f  the Sandinistas' war policy, as evidenced by the ter- 
rible unpopular i ty  o f  the military draft. The  Contras were no t  a bunch  of  
Somocistas, even if o n e - t h e  largest, as it tu rned  out--of  the Contra armies had 
been founded  by ex-National Guardsmen who, in any case, came to be super- 
seded by new leadership rising through the ranks on the field o f  battle. The  
Contras were not  hirelings of  the United States, but  a homegrown  army that 
had sprung f rom a peasant social base alienated by the Sandinistas' agricul- 
tural pol ic ies- the  very policies that, the I.,ASA Nicaraguan elections repor t  of  
1984 said, had won the peasantry over to the government- -and attacks on  the 
Roman  Catholic Church. If  the Contras relied heavily on U.S. assistance, sup- 
por t  for the Sandinistas f rom the Soviet Union,  Cuba, Latin Amer ican  revolu- 
tionaries, European and Middle-Eastern terrorist organizations, and the Western 
Left far surpassed U.S. aid to the Contras. 2~ 

The National Opposi t ion Union  (UNO) that defeated the Sandinistas in the 
1990 election consisted of  the very forces the 1984 LASA repor t  had belittled-- 
the business community ,  small parties and labor unions, the newspaper  La 
Prensa, and the Roman  Catholic Church. Suppor t ing  the UNO coalition f rom 
the sidelines, though not  a formal part  of  it, were the Contras. In two of  the 
three areas of  the country where the war was most  fiercely fought--in the cen- 
tral and Atlantic regions--the Sandinistas lost badly, while eking out  a bare 
plurality in the North. 

After the 1990 election, the Sandinistas, who dur ing  the campaign had said 
that, if the inconceivable were to happen  and they lost, they would turn  over 
the government ,  but  never surrender  power, boasted that they would con- 
t inue to "rule f rom below." They th rea tened  the president-elect ,  Violeta 
Chamorro ,  with "chaos" and a possible coup were she to a t tempt  to remove 
them from control  over the police and military. Apparent ly considering dis- 
cretion to be the better part  of  valor, Chamorro  did not  disturb those outposts  
of  Sandinista power. 

As well as keeping control  over the coercive instruments  of  the state, the 
Sandinistas appropr ia ted  for themselves a veritable booty between the elec- 
t ion and inaugurat ion day. The  lame-duck Sandinis ta-dominated assembly 
enacted laws enabling the comandantes to go on a privatization binge, transfer- 
ring to themselves and their followers titles to large farms, art collections, opu- 
lent mansions, beach-front properties, and all kinds o f  capital and luxury goods 
that had been expropria ted f rom the Somoza family, their cronies, and, after 
the revolution, many Nicaraguans who emigrated or dared to raise their voices 
in protest. 21 Thus  after ten years of  revolution Nicaragua is in some ways still 
the stereotypical Latin American banana republic, where a narrow elite of  gen- 
erals and businessmen enjoys the fruits of  ill-gotten power  and wealth. Only in 
this case the elite is a self-appointed vanguard of  the poor.  

Ever since scholarly societies became radicalized, dissenters have argued 
that it is improper  for an academic organization to take posit ions on  political 
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issues. ~z But quite apart f rom their advisability, the content of  I_ASA resolu- 
tions on Cuba and Nicaragua during the last two decades betray a p ro found  
misunders tanding  of  the nature of  Marxism-Leninism in the two countries of  
the Western hemisphere  where it vaulted into power. LASA missed, misread, 
or ignored the internal structures of  repression and the suppor t ing roles these 
regimes played on the Soviet side of  the Cold War. This cyclopic vision of  the 
geopolitical forces that collided in Latin America following Fidel Castro's sei- 
zure of  power  in Cuba could not  but  result in a misunders tanding of  the politi- 
cal issues on which the Association claimed to speak with the authority of  
superior  knowledge. By overlooking, if not  denying outright,  that the Soviet 
Union  was using Cuba, Nicaragua, and  revolutionary fronts elsewhere in Latin 
America for its own purposes  in a global struggle with the United States, LASA 
was led into assuming an ill-conceived, not  to say irresponsible, 23 stance of  
intransigent opposi t ion to U.S. policies in Latin America. 

This is not  to say that the U.S. Government  should have been exempt  f rom 
criticism. Reasonable people,  especially academics, can and should d i sagree -  
reasonably and civilly, if vigorously--about public policy. The  U.S. embargo on 
Cuba, the denial of  visas to Cubans with academic credentials, suppor t  for the 
Salvadoran Government  and the C o n t r a s - t h e s e  and other  policies should have 
been subjected to rigorous scrutiny in light o f  possible alternatives. But inside 
LASA there was no debate. Rather, there came to be near-unanimity of  opin- 
ion, and this opinion was expressed in language that left little r oom for dis- 
agreement .  Feeling intimidated, most  dissenters either fell silent or  d r o p p e d  
out  of  the Association altogether. 

This conclusion points to a line of  fur ther  investigation, whether,  or  to what 
extent, LASA resolutions correlate with what, dur ing the same period,  Latin 
Americanists were publishing on the same topics in the leading scholarly jour-  
nals and best-selling college textbooks. Do those publications exhibit some of  
the same biases as LASA resolutions, albeit in more  subtle ways? Do they tend 
to highlight Fidel Castro's and the Sandinistas' claims to achievements in pub- 
lic health and education,  while downplaying their violations of  h u m a n  rights 
and academic f reedom? Is U.S. opposi t ion to these regimes analyzed without  
reference to their alliances with what was then the Soviet bloc? Are repressive 
policies under taken  in the name of  national security viewed more  critically 
when executed by right-wing military regimes rather than by revolutionary 
ones in Cuba and Nicaragua? Answers to such questions would allow us to 
assess whether  LASA's resolutions a m o u n t e d  to a sideshow of  little or no  con- 
sequence for serious scholarship, or whether  they added  up  to a line marking 
the boundar ies  o f  political correctness in Latin American studies. 
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