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For more than 50 years, U.s. Government policy has been to 
promote democracy in Latin america. the election of evo morales as 

president of Bolivia is perhaps the strongest evidence to date that countries on 
the andean ridge are achieving that often-stated policy goal. By all accounts, 
Morales’s election gave him the first true public mandate in Bolivia’s history. 
But Morales’s platform, even since taking office, has included anti-foreign 
and anti-U.s. commitments that have disconcerted some U.s. policymakers 
(and to some extent european and Latin american policymakers as well). 
In turn, these policymakers have declared morales a threat. that kind of 
reaction is premature, however, and could undermine long-term U.s. poli-
cies concerning human rights and democratic values. 

The purpose of this essay is threefold: first, to consider whether failed U.S. 
relations with revolutionary and reformist regimes in the past, especially 
with Castro’s Cuba, offer any lessons for building an effective U.s. policy 
toward the new morales government; second, to analyze the key aspects 
of Bolivia’s current social, political, and economic situation; and third, to 
evaluate the validity of north american concerns. 

The U.S. and Latin American  
Revolutionary Movements  

revolutionary movements in Latin america have been especially chal-
lenging to U.s. interests. overall, the United states has been inconsistent 
in its approach to these movements and often unfaithful to its own stated 
policies or to the humanitarian and democratic values that supposedly 
underpin its policies.1

U.s. policies toward revolutionary change in the hemisphere (and in 
other parts of the world) have been shaped by three factors: consideration 
of larger strategic concerns in other regions of the world, especially fear of 
global threats and Great Power rivalries; ideological and moral imperatives 
such as anticommunism and democratic enlargement; and protection of the 
economic interests of the private sector and the free market.2 

as a result, in almost all of Latin america’s major revolutions (mexico, 
Guatemala, Cuba, and nicaragua—Bolivia in 1952 being the one exception), 
the United states treated revolutionary change as a threat to its interests. It 
believed such change would have an adverse impact on U.s. investors and 
would decrease U.S. political influence because new governments would 
adopt “more independent domestic and foreign policies and . . . [would be] 
less likely to conform to U.s. policies.”3
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to be fair, in the cold war setting of the era, U.s. 
policy largely hinged on genuine security concerns 
associated with the Great Power rivalry pitting 
Western democracies against nations aligned with 
the communist soviet Union and maoist China. 
however, legitimate concerns about Latin america 
often degenerated into a single-minded obsession 
with anticommunism, an obsession that viewed 
popular revolutionary movements with suspicion 
and as little more than soviet and Communist 
Chinese surrogates. U.S. policymakers justified 
subversive actions and militaristic confrontations 
with revolutionary regimes throughout the region, 
including those in Guatemala and Cuba, by citing 
the need to stem communism.

one such intervention occurred in Guatemala in 
1954, when a CIa paramilitary operation overthrew 
the democratically elected government of Jacobo 
arbenz. as its codename suggests, operation 
success was initially viewed as a political victory. 
But it was a success only in the most mechanistic, 
superficial sense, and only for the short term.4 In 
its aftermath, Guatemala descended into 30 years 
of authoritarianism, civil war, and ultimately ethnic 
genocide that claimed hundreds of thousands of 
lives. the Guatemala case can hardly be considered 
a long-term success when viewed against the stan-
dard of human rights values upon which america 
was founded. In fact, only relatively recently has 
something like a democracy appeared in Guatemala. 
simmering bitterness and the legacy of political 
violence unleashed in the 1950s have long scarred 
the country’s political process. 

The U.S. and Castro 
similarly heavy-handed and short-sighted U.s. 

policies toward Cuba needlessly forced Fidel Castro 
to align Cuba with the soviet bloc in the interest of 
regime survival. subsequently, all the consequences 
of cold war confrontation followed, to include a near 
nuclear catastrophe. 

From the outset of the 1959 Cuban revolution, 
U.s. policymakers and intelligence experts assessed 
Castro as a figure with potentially great influence in 
the region because of his powerful, charismatic per-
sonality. In fact, early U.s. assessments expressed 
cautious but open admiration for Castro. a 1959 
CIa memorandum described Castro as “a new 
spiritual leader of Latin american democratic and 
anti-dictator forces.”5

as a result, U.s. policymakers initially pursued 
a primarily passive “policy of forbearance” toward 
Castro. experts at the time believed Castro’s objec-
tives for his new regime were vague, and that, 
rather than working from a blueprint, the regime 
was developing through a process of “day-to-day 
accretion.”6 Indeed, Castro later admitted that “his 
early political ideas were not truly marxist and his 
position in coming to power was still somewhat 
‘idealistic’ and ‘utopian.’”7 The U.S.’s first response 
was therefore quite favorable: It promptly recog-
nized the new government and dispatched a more 
sympathetic ambassador to Cuba.8

For the first few months Castro followed a 
basically reformist program. Significantly, there 
were no anti-U.s. comments, and he promised to 
respect Cuba’s 1940 constitution and forego expro-
priation of private property, especially U.s. assets, 
which were substantial.9 soon, though, in apparent 
response to the consequences of U.s. policy else-
where in the region and because of the lessons of 
arbenz’s overthrow in Guatemala, Castro began 
to publicly assert that if Cuba’s revolution were 
to survive, it “could not afford the luxury of the 
democratic process.”10 

U.s. assessments turned to suspicion as Castro 
began to act independently, with defiance toward the 
United states and criticism of its perceived involve-
ment in Cuba’s internal economy and political affairs. 
U.s. policymakers were also dismayed by Castro’s 
growing cult of personality and the example Cuba’s 
revolution set as it rapidly gained influence through-
out the region. When Castro visited Venezuela in 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan shakes hands with Evo Morales 
Aima, President of Bolivia, in Vienna, Austria, 12 May 2006.
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march 1959, the CIa station chief in Caracas said, 
“It seemed to me that something like a chain reaction 
was occurring all over Latin america after Castro 
came to power . . . a new and powerful force was at 
work in the hemisphere. It had to be dealt with.”11 
U.S. officials at the time appeared as much or more 
alarmed by Castro’s caudillo-like leadership style 
than by his marxist tendencies or any early contact 
he might be having with moscow and Peking.12

In short order, Castro’s program to neutralize 
political opponents and consolidate power in his 
own hands aroused the U.s. Government’s ire and 
enmity. the United states had exerted overrid-
ing influence over Cuba’s political and economic 
affairs since 1898, and moves to nationalize certain 
economic assets, along with havana’s increasing 
flirtation with Moscow, sounded alarm bells in 
Washington. however, what seemed to antagonize 
President Dwight D. eisenhower’s gov-
ernment most was “Castro’s open and 
belligerent defiance of U.S. political 
primacy in the hemisphere.”13

In retrospect, U.s. policymakers 
failed to understand that Castro’s 
actions addressed legitimate, popular 
concerns about Cuba’s political and 
economic sovereignty. they were also 
blind to the fact that Castro’s regime 
was utterly dependent on aid from an 
outside sponsor to ensure its stability 
and survival. the blunt, intimidating 
U.s. policy of threats and economic 
reprisal that followed only made Castro 
and his followers more intransigent 
toward the United states and more 
susceptible to the overtures of other 
Great Powers. among the latter, the 
only viable and willing sponsor was 
the soviet Union, which was actively 
seeking ways to increase its influence. 

as a consequence, according to 
then-U.s. ambassador to Cuba Philip 
W. Bonsal (who had been reassigned 
from Bolivia), the high-handed, clumsy 
U.s. response succeeded in “driving 
the soviet Union into Castro’s arms.”14 
With Latin american analyst Cole 
Blasier, Bonsal has also suggested that 
the U.s. decision to cut its sugar quota 

(so vital to the Cuban economy) and arm an exile 
force gave Castro an excuse to do what he had been 
unable or reluctant to do: break with the United 
states. In Bonsal’s words, the United states was 
“unwisely cooperative in removing the obstacles 
to” Castro’s turn to the soviets.15 Blasier concludes 
that “the effects of U.s. policies toward Cuba were 
diametrically opposite to their purposes, and . . . 
appear to have been totally self-defeating.”16

the situation began to unravel after march 1960, 
when eisenhower gave the CIa the green light to 
organize and train a counterrevolutionary force.17 Up 
to that point, and perhaps as late as 16 april 1961—
the day Castro declared the Cuban revolution to be 
“socialist”—Castro’s policies might still have been 
moderated and U.s.-Cuba relations normalized.18 the 
next day, however, the CIa launched the Bay of Pigs 
fiasco, and after that things went entirely wrong. 

Fidel Castro speaks with members of Cuba’s Revolutionary Armed 
Forces from his base in Jaguey, Cuba, during the Bay of Pigs invasion, 
April 1961.
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Because the United states failed to appreciate 
Castro’s nationalist and humanist-socialist goals, 
and instead adopted policies aimed at humiliating 
and isolating his regime, Cuba was converted into 
a principal conduit for Soviet influence in Latin 
america. In the end, Castro’s revolutionary agenda 
would transform Cuban society for the worse (at 
least as far as the economy and democracy are 
concerned) and bitterly sour U.s.-Cuba relations 
up to the present day. 

Lessons Learned:  
Guatemala and Cuba

Guatemala and Cuba provide a foreign policy 
lesson: Both regimes might have been influenced 
and moderated through normalized U.s. relations 
with less damage to democratic development 
and human lives. In particular, the eventual U.s. 
response to the Cuban revolution—the Bay of 
Pigs—was “one of those rare events in history—a 
perfect failure,” which actually succeeded in con-
solidating Castro’s authoritarian regime internally 
and enhancing his international image.19 at the same 
time, it tarnished the U.s. image in the hemisphere 
and beyond.

these cases also highlight the moral question of 
whether it is proper for the United states to roll back 
a country’s revolution or radical reforms, especially 
popularly supported democratic reforms, as in the 
cases of arbenz in Guatemala, salvador allende in 
Chile, and morales in Bolivia today. For the United 
states, all these cases (Cuba too) suggest an impor-
tant lesson: the most effective way to encourage 
democratic and socioeconomic change in a revo-
lutionary or reformist government and to improve 
long-term regional stability is to compromise and 
engage constructively with those governments. oth-
erwise, U.S. conflicts with such governments turn 
into confrontations that challenge a people’s right 
to determine their own political destiny—and that 
is an unwise approach in an age when U.s. policy 
ostensibly aims at democratic expansion. this lesson 
is especially important as the United states attempts 
to define its relations with Morales in Bolivia.

Lessons of Cuba  
Applied to Bolivia 

Morales’s election affirmed the Bolivian people’s 
clear preference for democratic solutions and under-

lined the resilience of Bolivian state institutions.20 
history and previous foreign policy misadventures 
suggest that the foremost goal of U.s. policy in 
Bolivia—and in all of Latin america—should be 
to facilitate representative institutions and respect 
democratic governments, even if they seem to 
impinge on american interests.21 Washington’s 
response to morales must be measured and con-
structive, and not overreact to the anti-american 
and anti-imperialist rhetoric that he uses to rally 
his constituency. Policymakers should consider the 
confused U.s. policy response to Castro in 1959 as 
instructive for today.

early U.s.-Cuba relations suggest several cau-
tions for current and future U.s.-Bolivia relations. 
First, this is a critical time to influence relations 
with the morales government. morales’s policies 
are not fully defined and are idealistic and utopian, 
just as Castro’s were in 1959. second, morales’s 
anti-american posture is not sustainable without 
third-party assistance. although an earlier Boliv-
ian revolutionary government (1952) did not have 
a viable third-party option as Castro did in 1960, 
morales clearly does today: he is capitalizing on 
his close alliances with Castro and Venezuela’s 
President hugo Chávez. Indeed, Bolivia is for 
Venezuela what Cuba was for the soviet Union—a 
strategic place to showcase its influence and coun-
ter U.s. goals.22 the majority of Bolivians live in 
extreme poverty and are not interested in ideology 
or geopolitics; they welcome Venezuelan and Cuban 
economic assistance. moreover, Bolivia’s already 
anti-American climate amplifies high-profile “civic 
action” and humanitarian assistance by Caracas 
and havana.23

the pragmatic response to morales’s approach to 
Chávez might be for the United states to increase 
rather than decrease economic assistance to Bolivia; 
in effect, the United states could supplant Venezu-
ela and become Bolivia’s third-party sponsor. to do 
so, it will have to de-link aid as much as possible 
from “conditionality,” whether that concerns Wash-
ington consensus models or coca leaf eradication 
and the drug war. 

Bolivia’s struggle for economic development can 
be assisted (or impeded) by effective globalization 
and the U.s.’s support. U.s. aid, trade agreements, 
and tariff arrangements should not be contingent on 
strict “Washington consensus” economic policies; 
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north american policymakers must 
appreciate the importance and 
viability of alternative socialist and 
hybrid development models. many 
Bolivians (especially the majority 
indigenous peoples and communi-
ties) oppose “privatization” and the 
neoliberal policies that betrayed 
the spirit of the 1952 revolution to 
benefit elites and foreign investors. 
opposition to neoliberalism has 
fueled popular rebellion against pre-
vious presidents. U.s. policymakers 
must see that significant backsliding 
by morales on this issue will impede 
his government’s democratic devel-
opment and stability. the United 
States should remain flexible regard-
ing “nationalization” of Bolivia’s 
energy sector and help the nation 
develop its last major resource 
efficiently and justly. Bolivia’s 2003 “Gas War” 
and a 2004 referendum confirmed overwhelming 
support for a new gas law.24 morales’s may 2006 
decree “nationalizing” the gas industry represents 
the culmination of this process and is central to his 
continued credibility and popular support.

In addition to resisting the urge to make aid con-
ditional, the United states must also rethink how it 
apportions that aid. over the last 2 decades, the bulk 
of U.s. funds spent in Bolivia have gone to coca 
leaf eradication, militarization of the andean “drug 
war,” alternative crop development, and attempts 
to shore up Bolivia’s weak criminal justice system. 
Instead, aid should emphasize local economic and 
human development and people-to-people interac-
tion (like the medical and educational assistance 
provided by Cuba and Venezuela). Despite some 
$1 billion in U.s. foreign aid to Bolivia since the 
nation’s return to democracy in 1985, about $100 
million annually in U.s. aid is either invisible to 
the people or dismissed (and even resented) as 
self-serving and manipulative.

no single issue—such as the U.s. anti-drug 
policy—should dominate U.s. policy with Bolivia. 
an obsession with coca production will only 
embitter U.s.-Bolivia relations at the expense of 
long-term U.s. national security interests. Current 
andean drug war policies have failed to reduce the 

supply of illicit drugs and caused collateral damage 
in Bolivia and the region.25 much like the economic 
sanctions against Cuba, U.s. counterdrug policy 
in Bolivia has been inflexible and self-defeating. 
Pressure to meet counterdrug targets has had a 
destabilizing effect economically and politically, 
contributing to the fall of previous Bolivian govern-
ments.26 Coca eradication is a bone of contention 
between the Bush and morales administrations. 
rather than emphasize eradication and forcible 
crop reduction, the United states should seriously 
consider the alternative uses of coca leaf and their 
commercialization—a plan that morales (like pre-
vious Bolivian presidents) has proposed. Bolivian 
coca farmers are not “narcofarmers” or linked to 
global terrorist networks. Defining the Bolivian 
drug problem as a terrorist threat will only com-
plicate its resolution and contribute to instability. 
Coca growers primarily seek a viable economic 
livelihood; therefore,  sustainable development and 
economic growth will address the country’s drug 
trafficking problem at its root.27 

Production of coca leaf is not only an economic 
issue, but also a cultural one: Ironically, because 
of U.s. opposition the leaf is an especially potent 
symbol of ethnic identity, national pride, and anti-
imperialist (read anti-U.S.) defiance. Approaches 
to it need to take this into account.

Compensation for Bolivian farmers in the Chapare, who were given $2,500 
per hectare to voluntarily manually eradicate their fields, has been ended. 
Fields planted after 1988 are now subject to forced eradication without 
compensation. Bolivia intends to eliminate all “excess” coca by the year 
2002 under its 5-year plan.

C
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Seeing Things As They Are
the world outside the United states almost 

universally views morales’s election as a historic 
victory for democracy, Indian rights, and global 
indigenous populism. morales promotes popular 
causes and promises radical change. he is a man 
of the people, not a member of Bolivia’s educated 
economic elite, and he has been chosen by the 
majority of the people in one of the fairest elections 
in the country’s history. self-made, informally edu-
cated, and with limited political experience, he ran 
for congress in 1997 and won, receiving one of the 
highest votes of confidence in this election as well. 
his cabinet today is representative of all of Bolivia, 
not just its political class. many of his ministers 
are university-educated radicals and leaders of the 
country’s indigenous, labor, peasant, and social 
movements, not professional politicians. several 
are women, and others are Indian. As Bolivia’s first 
president of a radical labor-peasant movement (sin-
dicalismo), morales might also become Bolivia’s 
first elected socialist president. 

Long before assuming the presidency, morales 
led the Coca Growers Federation. In that role, he 
revived labor-peasant militancy and radicalism and 
brought the movement to national prominence. only 
months after assuming the presidency, morales was 
reelected as head of the federation, making him 
simultaneously the leader of a national peasant 
union and the country. While this poses a potential 
conflict of interest, it might also give Morales great 
leverage to moderate the coca growers’ demands 
and influence them politically. This affinity might 
help his government fulfill its electoral promises 
and reforms within the rule of law and constitutional 
legitimacy—in other words, by democratic means. 
after 7 presidents in 6 years, Bolivia’s people are 
desperate for political stability and democratic 
continuity.

It is unclear to what extent morales and his politi-
cal party, the movement toward socialism (mas, 
movimiento al socialismo) will implement actual 
socialist principles of political economy in Bolivia. 
although he favors the typical anti-imperialist, anti-
globalization rhetoric, morales is not a dogmatic 
marxist; he is a pragmatist whose ideological orien-
tation is more indigenous and communitarian. more-
over, he has pledged to govern justly, not according 
to marxist-Leninist dogma, but according to ancient 

aymara-Quechua ethical principles: “Don’t be lazy, 
do not steal, do not cheat, and do not lie.” some 
of morales’s closest advisers and ministers, like 
andrés solíz rada, the minister of hydrocarbons, 
are marxist and anti-globalist, but morales is fol-
lowing a more pragmatic path to reform. how long 
he continues with this approach might depend in 
large measure on the U.s. and international response 
to his government and its policies. 

The most effective way to 
encourage democratic and 

socioeconomic change in a 
revolutionary or reformist 

government and to improve 
long-term regional stability is 

to compromise and engage 
constructively with those 

governments.

Nationalization: A Litmus Test?
Policymakers have often associated national-

ization with leftist and marxist regimes. Cuba’s 
expropriation of U.s. properties chilled its relations 
with the U.s. and has remained a major stumbling 
block to normalization. therefore, morales’s 2006 
may Day “surprise” announcing the “nationaliza-
tion” of Bolivia’s oil and gas sector and the military 
“occupation” of foreign operations raised negative 
associations and policy responses in Washington. 
however, the decree suggests that moderation rather 
than radicalism might be morales’s style. Indeed, the 
action was not really a surprise, a nationalization, 
or an occupation. During his electoral campaign 
and post-inaugural international junket, morales 
frequently alluded to his intention to nationalize the 
country’s energy resources (while also promising to 
respect private property rights). moreover, 80 percent 
of the voters in the 2004 referendum had supported 
nationalization, and when morales’s predecessor, 
President Carlos mesa Gisbert, failed to follow 
through, it precipitated his early departure. In this 
context, morales’s nationalization was “nothing but 
the long needed and awaited contract-renegotiation 
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under a populist guise.”28 thanks to this “renegotia-
tion,” the state increased its share of production in 
the largest concessions from some 18 percent to 82 
percent. the move is projected to more than double 
the revenue from the energy sector. 

While the government increased its share of the 
energy take by 350%, morales’s move didn’t really 
nationalize the industry; rather, it was “a symbolic 
nationalization” that served to defuse the nation-
alization agenda and boost morales’s popularity 
rating, which had fallen (but never fell lower than 
65 percent) in the months after he took office.29 
The decree was also a strategic move to influence 
voting for the Constituent assembly elections then 
underway, and to shore up support for morales’s 
party.30 Citizen reaction to the decree indicated that 
most Bolivians—even those who did not vote for 
morales and generally oppose his policies—sup-
ported “nationalization.” although U.s. private 
property will not be greatly affected, the decree 
concerned U.s. policymakers, since respect for 
private property has long been a U.s. litmus test 
for Latin american governments. Bolivian policy-
makers might have learned from the Cuban case 
and remained largely noncommittal in their public 
responses to U.s. reactions.

much of the U.s.’s concern about morales has 
focused on the growing role in Bolivia of Venezue-
la’s Chávez, who applauded morales’s “nationaliza-
tion” decree as “historic.” It is no secret that morales 
counts Chávez, along with ernesto “Ché” Guevara 
and Fidel Castro, as one of his heroes. Pretty clearly, 
morales’s political roots, like Chávez’s, lie in social 
revolutions in mexico, Cuba, nicaragua, and, of 
course, Bolivia’s earlier revolution. Unlike his Ven-
ezuelan mentor, however, morales has strong demo-
cratic credentials and credibility.31 morales and the 
mas were swept into power by an unprecedented 
democratic, populist landslide. after decades of 
run-off elections in which major presidential can-
didates failed to achieve an absolute majority in the 
first round of balloting, Morales won 54 percent of 
the vote, clearly a popular mandate. that mandate 
was for change, inclusion (especially of the poor 
and indigenous groups), economic development, 
and social justice; in short, it was for meaningful, 
effective democracy. 

morales’s election was also a mandate to reassert 
national sovereignty and autonomy over Bolivia’s 

domestic policies, including coca leaf production, 
economic development, natural resources, and 
foreign relations. It stands to follow that, given 
the tremendous U.S. influence in all of these areas 
historically, and especially since 1952, morales’s 
mandate implies greater autonomy from Wash-
ington. the U.s. foreign policy challenge will be 
how to assist Bolivia’s democratic development 
while encouraging morales to pursue an indepen-
dent democratic path, one that does not depend on 
Chávez’s Bolivarian revolution and its largesse.32 

In the past, the U.s. confronted governments that 
pursued independent policies of which it disap-
proved. Bolivia, though, has been an interesting and 
somewhat anomalous case. Unlike elsewhere, U.s. 
policy toward Bolivia’s revolutionary government 
in 1952 and its democratic successors was construc-
tive and supportive; it became the basis for more 
than a decade of close, cooperative relations.33

Democratic vs.  
Revolutionary Change

the 2005 morales election can be a watershed 
event for democracy in Bolivia and Latin america 
and can help remake the U.s. image in the hemi-
sphere. historically, the monroe Doctrine—a 
containment policy—and emphasis on security 
and hegemony at the expense of popular democ-
racy has proved damaging to U.s. principles and 
credibility. the human rights interlude of President 
Jimmy Carter in the late 1970s was meant to reha-
bilitate american foreign policy, much as President 
Franklin roosevelt’s 1933 Good neighbor Policy 
rehabilitated the monroe Doctrine by renouncing 
intervention; however, in response to the sandini-
sta revolution in nicaragua in 1979 and civil wars 
elsewhere in Central america, the United states 
refocused its policy on containment and counterin-
surgency. as a consequence, for more than a decade 
the region’s democratic development was sacrificed 
for short-term national security interests. 

today, the United states has an opportunity to 
help make Bolivia a model of successful democratic 
development and consolidation. rather than react 
emotionally and precipitously to the morales elec-
tion, as the United states did to Castro’s revolution, 
a more constructive, collaborative engagement with 
the morales government will better advance Boliv-
ian and U.s. policy interests in the long run. MR 
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