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C
harles Tilly argues that there is not “a gen-
eral propensity of poor people to lash out
in violence.” Rather, he explains, popu-
lar violence is often a reaction to tyranny
(Charles Tilly, The Politics of Collective
Violence, New York: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press (2003), 224). Political violence in the hemisphere
has been a constant throughout the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, in part because of the failure to create govern-
ments capable of eliminating or reducing the use of violence
to secure both political and economic power. In general, by
the end of the nineteenth century the region had achieved
some political stability. The reason was not necessarily strong
democratic institutions, however, but, rather, control of state
institutions by oligarchies or personalistic dictators. Often,
these political elites redistributed political offices and the

Alejandro Quintana is Assistant Professor of History at St.
John’s University.

wealth of the nation to their cronies and supporters, mak-
ing use of terror and violence to restrain the opposition. By
the turn of the twentieth century, the United States began
helping reinforce the power of some oligarchs and dictators,
which limited opponents’ ability to compete for power with-
out causing a cycle of extreme violence. By the end of World
War II, the United States shared global hegemony with the
Soviet Union and began actively supporting counterrevolu-
tions against leftist organizations, particularly Communist
movements that championed violent revolution as the only
alternative to authoritarian regimes. Some blamed these or-
ganizations for inciting violent revolution that would infect
the masses. Blaming violence on revolutionary guerrillas was
a popular but too simplistic explanation. There are a number
of studies aimed at better explaining the root causes and cir-
cumstances through which Latin America fell into the cycle
of violence that characterized its political dynamics during
the second half of the twentieth century.

Two recent books, A Century of Revolution: Insurgent
and Counterinsurgent Violence During Latin America’s Long
Cold War (2010), edited by Greg Grandin and Gilbert M.
Joseph, and Che’s Travels: The Making of a Revolutionary
in 1950s Latin America (2010), edited by Paul Drinot, sug-
gest that political violence was largely the result of emerging
leftist guerrilla movements that managed to mobilize pop-
ular organizations in reaction to the violence provoked by
oligarchic rule throughout the hemisphere.

The combined expertise of Greg Grandin and Gilbert M.
Joseph makes A Century of Revolution analytically rich,
especially in describing of the growing agency of mass
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organizations. Grandin, a professor of history at New York
University, is the author of several monographs examining
the agency of Guatemalan Mayas, as well as the impact of US
policies on Latin America. Joseph, a professor of history and
international studies at Yale University, has worked for the
past thirty years on Mexico’s various revolutionary and so-
cial movements, particularly at the regional level. Together,
they argue that revolutionary violence was necessary as an
emancipatory force against oppressive regimes.

A Century of Revolution offers a nuanced theoretical
framework, which can help historians interested in new mod-
els of analysis to explain the dynamics of late twentieth-
century Latin America. Grandin and Joseph depart from the
theoretical analysis Arno Mayer used to determine how vio-
lence shaped modern European states in The Furies: Violence
and Terror in the French and Russian Revolutions (Prince-
ton University Press, 2000). Mayer argued that members of
the French and Russian middle class who benefitted from
modernization joined popular mobilizations to destroy the
old regimes in their respective countries. These allies sup-
ported regimes based on liberalism and socialism—regimes
that largely accepted social, economic, and political modern-
ization processes. In the case of Latin America, Grandin and
Joseph argue, the equivalent of the European old regimes
were the landed oligarchies and the dictators they some-
times supported. Although Grandin and Joseph clearly rec-
ognize differences between the experiences of Europe and
Latin America, they propose that Latin America’s twentieth-
century violence was also the result of class conflict caused
by modernization. The resulting violence reached alarming
levels but, unlike in Europe, in Latin America it did not pro-
duce the definitive collapse of the landed oligarchies or trans-
form the elite into liberal democrats. Rather, members of the
elite classes were politically transformed into supporters of
authoritarian liberalism who embraced a modern economic
model that promoted state-led industrialization. The result
was very different than in Europe, where strong middle and
working classes emerged to temper the power of political and
economic elites.

In addition, A Century of Revolution asserts that US as-
sistance to Latin America’s oligarchies contributed to the
escalation of violence, particularly in the second half of the
twentieth century. Grandin argues that “revolution—and its
containment—has been at the center of U.S.-Latin Ameri-
can relations for over a century” (376–77). Starting “in the
1950s,” Grandin adds, “much of Washington’s ‘public safety’
aid was directed at synchronizing the work of military and
police forces to better their reaction time”—that is, making
counterinsurgency efforts more effective and more deadly
(3). In this sense, the paranoia caused by the red scare of the
Cold War stimulated more violence.

Grandin proposes five “programmatic suggestions”
(19–29) for historians:

1. Create a chronology of revolutionary-counterrevolu-
tionary violence.

2. Study the active relation between revolutionary and coun-
terrevolutionary violence.

3. Explore the dynamism and adaptability of counterrevolu-
tion.

4. Show how revolutionary and counterrevolutionary conflict
played out in international power relations.

5. Define the twentieth century as a distinctive historical
period in which revolution and counterrevolution helped
shape Latin American politics.

The first part of A Century of Revolution focuses on pre-
Cold War cases. Frederick Katz’s contribution concentrates
on the differences between the ways the Mexican and the Rus-
sian revolutionary states used violence to consolidate power.
Jocelyn Olcott analyzes how the Mexican postrevolutionary
state used violence against the very people that the revolution
claimed to represent. Jeff Gould explores counterrevolution-
ary violence in El Salvador in 1932, which resulted in the
deaths of more than 10,000 people, and compares it to the
relatively more successful Sandinista revolution, which also
faced an effective counterrevolution. Thomas M. Klubock ex-
amines the 1934 Chilean state’s repression of the Mapuche
indigenous population and its attempt to force the Mapuche
to accept Chilean nationhood.

The second and third parts of the book address the Cold
War proper. Michelle Chase addresses the 300–700 public
executions of Batista supporters by the 1959 Cuban revolu-
tion. Lillian Guerra argues that the United States employed
double standards in accusing the Castro regime of engag-
ing in violence and terror while sponsoring brutal dictators.
Peter Winn discusses Salvador Allende, whose 1973 over-
throw occurred when “he tried to contain revolution and
violence,” ceding space to the counterrevolution, which used
violence against him (271). Carlota McAllister concentrates
on the violence perpetrated by the Guatemalan state against
the Maya communities for three decades and on US pro-
paganda blaming the violence on leftist guerrillas. Gerardo
Renique argues that, contrary to common assumptions about
the innate violent nature of the Shining Path (the Peruvian
guerrilla movement), the violence in Peru between 1980 and
1992 was largely caused by a spiral of retaliations between
the state and the guerillas. Forrest Hilton argues that the
counterrevolutionary narco-paramilitaryism created, in part,
to eliminate Marxist-inspired guerrillas has created a region
in Medellin, Colombia, that “rests on the graves of tens of
thousands of its citizens” (363).

The last two contributors offer reflections on violence and
its significance for Latin American politics. Corey Robin
explains how US-sponsored counterrevolutions try to avoid
being blamed for violence by successfully using the language
of the left to appear as the true fighters for the interests of the
people. Neil Larsen accepts that violence is a necessary fac-
tor for historical change but wonders if, after all the suffering,
counterrevolutions have won the day in Latin America. He
argues that, in Western Europe and Soviet Russia, revolution
and counterrevolution facilitated social and political mod-
ernization by overthrowing old regimes. In Latin America,
however, new forms of colonialism emerged, as resilient oli-
garchies supported Washington’s neoliberal policies, which
undermined the interests of the middle and working classes.
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In the conclusion, Gilbert Joseph tries to explain the rea-
son behind the subtitle “Latin America’s Long Cold War.” He
argues that the violence in twentieth-century Latin America
has to be understood as part of the international North-South
dynamics that caused a form of neocolonial domination, in
which Washington and Moscow were jockeying for influence
in third-world countries. However, the book concentrates on
the internal struggles that Latin American countries experi-
enced, as distinctive groups within their societies rejected or
accepted US hegemony, and in the resulting violence. This
has little to do with the Cold War per se. Latin America,
including Cuba, was certainly affected by the Cold War, but
none of the major revolutions and social movements dis-
cussed in this essay were organized or even sponsored by
Moscow, as Joseph acknowledges (402). He also recognizes
that some revolutions and social movements that can be iden-
tified with this twentieth-century North-South dynamic be-
gan well before the emergence of the Soviet Union. This com-
plicates his claim that these events formed part the Cold War.
In reality, the essays in the volume focus on a rather hot war,
in which extreme violence became a distinctive characteristic
of political tensions in Latin America during the twentieth
century. Rather than reflecting a Cold War dynamic caused
by a Moscow-Washington divide, these conflicts expressed
the tension between the socialist nationalism promoted by
leftist groups and US-sponsored liberal capitalism.

This volume is part of a substantial literature on violence
that includes Political Violence and the Construction of Na-
tional Identity in Latin America (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006),
edited by Will Fowler and Peter Lambert, and State Violence
and Genocide in Latin American: the Cold War Years (Rout-
ledge, 2009), edited by Marcia Esparza, Henry R. Hutten-
bach, and Daniel Feierstein. To this literature we can also
add regional studies such as Charles D. Brocket’s Political
Movements and Violence in Central America (Cambridge
University Press, 2005). A Century of Revolution is an ambi-
tious work aimed at promoting a new theoretical framework
and new methodologies that are best appreciated in the con-
text of these other works, as well as other studies of the Cold
War.

Che’s Travels also digs into the root causes of violent rev-
olution in Latin America during the Cold War period. Paulo
Drinot, a senior lecturer at the University of London, has pre-
viously studied Peruvian workers and peasants resisting class
and ethic domination. In this volume he uses Ernesto “Che”
Guevara’s travels during the 1950s to encourage his contrib-
utors not so much to describe the early travels of the famous
revolutionary as to analyze the social and political realities
afflicting Latin American societies that produced the Che-
inspired revolutions and social movements that spread in the
1960s and 1970s. Indeed, Che’s Travels not only explains the
transformation of what some considered a “young and petu-
lant, and not very insightful observer” (2) into a charismatic
revolutionary, but also the social and political dynamics of
the hemisphere, as well as Che’s revolutionary legacy in the
region. In other words, Che’s Travels helps illustrate the rea-
sons for the leftist movements that considered violent revolu-
tion the only solution to Latin America’s social ills. Perhaps
in a more indirect way than A Century of Revolution, Che’s

Travels also includes analyses of US involvement in assisting
counterrevolutions.

As Drinot’s volume demonstrates, Che was not aware of
most of the social and political conditions analyzed by the
contributors to Che’s Travels. The volume’s contributors of-
ten suggest that the young Guevara was an unsophisticated
observer, understanding little of the political situation in most
of the countries he visited, and often oblivious to their revo-
lutionary potential. As a consequence, the contributors often
take Guevara’s observations as a point of departure, not a
subject of analysis. The value of this volume rests on the re-
freshing multi-country historical analysis that helps explain
why violent revolution became popular in the hemisphere by
the mid-twentieth century.

Social inequalities have been a constant in the history of
Latin America, but the economic boom that followed World
War II exacerbated this situation. Unlike in Europe, limited
effort was made to use the new wealth to develop social
programs, resulting in a widening gap between the haves and
the have-nots in Latin America. It was not the poverty of
Latin America but the monopoly of its wealth by unyielding
elites that forced many to consider violent revolution.

Che’s Travels takes us to eight countries visited by the
young man during two different journeys, one in 1951–52
and another that began in 1953 and ended when Che joined
the Cuban revolutionaries in Mexico City in 1955. Start-
ing from Argentina, Eduardo Elena wonders “how could . . .

the most famed revolutionary in Latin America have such
little interest in” Argentinean politics (34)? Patience A.
Schell emphasizes young Che’s immaturity, as he fixated
on women, the generosity of Chileans, and the country’s
bountiful lands—but without a clear understanding of the
problems afflicting Chilean society. Paulo Drinot points out
that, after witnessing the impoverished conditions of Pe-
ruvian indigenous peoples, Guevara concluded, somewhat
condescendingly, “that effective political change could be
brought about only through a violent revolution led by peo-
ple capable of emancipating those who could not emancipate
themselves” (115). Marcos Deas explores the volatile con-
ditions that dragged Colombia into a spiral of violence at
the time of young Guevara’s visit. Judith Ewell analyzes the
contradictions between Venezuela’s profitable oil exports and
its extreme poverty, exacerbated by its poor social services.
Bolivia in the 1950s experienced a very complex revolution-
ary process that backfired. According to Ann Zulawski, the
young Guevara failed to understand Bolivian revolutionaries,
and this lack of understanding eventually contributed to his
death there in 1967—although Zulawski acknowledges that
Che’s legacy in Bolivia remains strong. Cindy Forster con-
centrates on Guevara’s observation of the demise of Jacobo
Arbenz’s reformist administration in Guatemala (1951–54)
at the hands of a US-supported counterrevolution. This US
involvement in installing a conservative government con-
vinced the young Guevara that a violent revolution was the
only answer to Latin America social ills. It is at this point that
Guevara became serious about engaging in revolutionary the-
ory and activism. He travelled to Mexico, where he met the
Castro brothers and joined the Cuban revolutionary move-
ment, beginning the legend of the charismatic revolutionary
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Che Guevara. Eric Zolov explains Che’s transformation and
his distinctive legacy in Mexico, one that was overshadowed
by Mexico’s own revolutionary heroes, particularly Zapata.

The chapters in this volume offer clear and easy-to-follow
arguments that flow smoothly from one to the next as they
follow Che’s transformation in a chronological order. Per-
haps inevitably, at times the volume seems a bit repetitive,
as most contributors point out Guevara’s unsophisticated un-
derstanding of each country and his later influence after his
success in Cuba. They mostly agree that his ideas were not so
important. His theory of the insurrectionary “foco” and the
economic programs he proposed as a member of the Cuban
revolutionary government, for example, were considered lit-
tle more than utopian even at the time. Che’s importance
rests more on the inspiration he provided to leftist groups
that sometimes produced revolutionary movements.

Both volumes are welcome contributions to scholarship on
Latin America. A Century of Revolution is particularly impor-
tant for its proposed theoretical framework and methodolog-
ical suggestions and can serve as a helpful tool for scholars
and graduate students interested in twentieth-century Latin

American politics in relation to violence. Che’s Travels of-
fers a needed analysis of 1950s Latin American social and
political conditions, which, by using Che’s travels as a guide,
makes the analysis clear and easy to follow. It could be an
excellent way to introduce college students to the difficult
conditions and political circumstances that transformed some
middle class Latin Americans into revolutionaries.

In the case of twentieth-century Latin America, endemic
violence was exacerbated by the red scare paranoia of the
Cold War. Oligarchies remained in power even as states
adapted to modernization. In the past twenty years, how-
ever, a number of countries in Latin America have elected
leftist governments dedicated to challenging the neoliberal
policies supported by Washington. These range from mod-
erate governments, such as Brazil’s, to radical ones, such
as Venezuela’s. The struggle for social justice described in
these two volumes continues, but the resulting spirals of ex-
treme political violence appear to have wound down. The
democratic wave of the past decades has replaced the tyran-
nies that characterized the twentieth century, opening up the
alternative of reform, rather than violence.
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