SLAS lecture Liverpool

Are we keeping up with Latin America?

"Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,

But to be young was very heaven."

Everyone here knows those two lines: it will be my job this evening to convince you that what Wordsworth said about the French Revolution is fully applicable to Latin America today and that it behoves all of us to pass that fact on to our students and our readers. More than that. I want to make the case that  we should pitch in much more actively than we have hitherto on the side of those who want to put the region's often murky past behind. Isn't it up to us to make a positive effort in favour of emergence in the region of the values that we and the institutions to which we are linked say we defend?

But before I start and must thank you, Peter, John and Steve, for that kind introduction.  Beyond the formalities, I am genuinely delighted and honoured to be giving this annual lecture to the Society for Latin American Studies. Especially now when political and economic affairs are going well for the region. Especially when in truth it is finally moving towards the goals its rulers constantly declared they were seeking. That is wonderful news for those of us who had almost despaired of the region's future under earlier régimes. There surely has never been a more exciting time to be studying Latin America. 

I am delighted, too, because I am among people who share the idea that what has happened, is now happening and might happen in future in  Latin America is important.  There are relatively few such people in academic life in this country, as we all know, and even fewer, as I hardly need tell you, in the media. The old saying,  the people of Britain will do anything for Latin America except read about it, is as true today as it ever was. (It is certainly as true as the even older saying that journalists are people who never know what they think until they have written it.)

I am honoured, of course, because scholars in this country devoting themselves to the region, have a great reputation, justly won. In every field from art and history to economics, from linguistics to politics, the contribution of British academics to the study of Latin America has been outstanding. Scholars from this country have gained themselves a reputation that is unmatched - and rarely rivalled - by those of any other country outside Latin America.

From the early 1960s, the beginning of my involvement in Latin America, I was conscious  that the most prominent Latin Americans, drawn by the corpus of knowledge of their region existing in this country, felt it worth their while to get closer to the community in Britain represented here this evening. I think for instance of Claudio Véliz  convening seminars at Chatham House with visitors such as Rómulo Betancourt.  (I don't remember much of Betancourt except his thick glasses and his pipe. But who can forget Claudio's exceptionally Chilean way of swallowing consonants and giving a special lilt to his Spanish?) Last year it was Hugo Chávez' chance to visit London. The voice of British Latinamericanists is a powerful and influential one.

Speaking for myself, I am proud that a number of scholars have been associated with the Latin America Bureau LAB which some of us helped to found thirty years ago as an offshoot of what was then the Catholic Institute for International Relations.

I am also proud that LAB's first ever publication, prepared with material from the Jesuit community in El Salvador, first gave the world full details of the bloody fraud perpetrated with the aid of Western powers in the elections of 1977. The LAB report set a standard for unashamed independence that I am sure will be kept up with your help. Not for the first time LAB is going through difficult times and needs all the help it can get. It would be good if, in line with the more active posture that I will suggest to you this evening,  SLAS could help to encourage aid from the British academic community to LAB on its thirtieth birthday.

The blossoming of Latin America in the past few years has been wonderful to behold.  The dark nights of dictatorship through which the region lived at the end of the last century have gone. The era of terrorists and criminals such Pinochet and Contreras, Videla, Viola and Massera, Castelo Branco and Geisel, Fujimori and Montesinos, the Somozas, Stroessner, d'Aubuisson, is over. Jean-Claude Duvalier has fallen on hard times and is appealing for charity from some bed-sit in Paris. The wretched priest von Wernich was sentenced to life imprisonment in La Plata this week.

Some of these people have died; others are today suffering well-deserved punishments. A few -- and they include the some of the most notorious offenders -- are still active. Efraín Ríos Montt, for instance, has not only evaded justice with the help of the Guatemalan establishment and the use of the dilatory techniques perfected by Pinochet with the aid of the Chilean establishment. Last month the 80-year old terrorist even won a seat in the Senate which assures him of impunity.  His survival reminds us of the sad legacy of blood left in Guatemala by Israel. This country assisted in the sort of massacres of peasants that Ríos Montt favoured. And it did so at a time when, in the opinion of many of us, it would have been better employed making peace with its neighbours whose territory it had occupied, and continues to occupy in an ever increasing area, illegally.

Some violators of human rights have taken their ill-gotten goods to Miami where they have found a welcome and succour, a fact that continues to bemuse those of us who have listened to decades of Washington's protestations about its love affair with democracy and the rule of law.

But all these people know that their day is over.

Latin American governments, fairly elected, are beginning to tackle what informed opinion has always recognised as the main deficiency in regional societies, the frightening maldistribution of wealth in their societies which condemns tens of millions to a life of hunger.

In Brazil, for example, Lula is attacking hunger and the deficiencies of elementary education with the bolsafamília. In Venezuela the various misiones are carrying out even more radical social engineering. In Bolivia the Bolsa Juancito Pinto has organised the armed forces - the armed forces, mind you - to distribute cash personally to each child provided he or she stays in elementary education. The regulations say the cash goes to children  and not parents.

Bolivia and Ecuador are engaged in even more difficult and important tasks

than Brazil and Venezuela.  President Morales has begun, and President

Correa has continued, schemes to overhaul society and give opportunities to

those who were reduced to servitude for many centuries. They aim to relieve

the burdens that most of the indigenous peoples and the descendants of the

slaves have been bearing since the arrival of European settlers in the

sixteenth century, as my friend and colleague Richard Gott set out so well

his SLAS lecture last year.  A start has been made on the task of righting

the wrongs which were inflicted on the indigenes when the Europeans first

arrived.

Despite the best efforts of some in the Vatican, the flames of liberation

theology and secular demand for human rights burn on. The lot of indigenous

peoples and the descendants of slaves are beginning to get preferential

attention particularly in Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela and that same

process may soon be replicated in Paraguay if the former bishop of  San

Pedro becomes the next president.

What really wonderful prospects for progress are being opened in Latin

America as governments attempt to make a reality the commitments to their

populations which were promised to them in the UN Declaration of Human

Rights. Here is a region where mal que mal some of the greatest

deficiencies of global society are being challenged --  where the racism

and slavery of 500 years are being frontally attacked.
And there are more than good intentions.

A rise commodity prices of commodities, not least oil,  has brought new

wealth to the region. All of a sudden the posits of Latin American

economics as we have known them for centuries have changed. Riches are not

as they have been, just hovering over the horizon or stashed away in

Madrid, Lisbon and London or New York: they are tumbling into the laps of

some citizens and flooding into government coffers.  Even in the most

unlikely places. Many of you will remember La Paz of two or three decades

ago and the job of wrestling with packets of high-denomination banknotes of

infinitesimal value to pay for the most unimportant goods and services.

Today the newspapers report the edging down of the US dollar vis-à-vis the

boliviano. President Evo Morales - widely blackguarded by Western bankers

and politicians as being as irresponsible as was President Lula of Brazil

before him -  is running a surplus on foreign trade and a budget surplus at

home.

In Venezuela the present oil price of more than US$80 a barrel will rise to

$100 soon, if we are to believe President Chávez.- another leading

candidate for Western blackguarding in the US press and the Murdoch

business empire.  This is giving vast new resources  to the state and is

allowing him to achieve continent-wide influence. He has served as banker

to Cuba and Argentina, bolstered Fidel Castro and financed a 

Cuban-Venezuelan medical programme throughout the region such as the

Pan-American Health Organisation in Washington can only dream about.

Buoyant finances and its traditional expert diplomacy have brought Brazil

into new world prominence in the world, allowing it, for instance, to tear

up unfair patents on drugs and  to ally itself with India in a move to halt

the progress of the Doha round of negotiations on fair trade because

neither governments was satisfied with the way these were going.

At the same time the arm-lock that the International Monetary Fund and the

World Bank for long exercised on pliant Latin American governments is

having to be relaxed. The international financial institutions find their

long-established strategies for development increasingly questioned by many

who see no inherent virtue in turning over state assets to private

investors, local or foreign and resent the decades during which pressure

was placed on to cut taxes for the sake of the richest strata of society

while essential spending on the nutrition, health and education of the

poorest was reined in. Now these institutions are finding it difficult to

maintain their previous lending capacity, as the head of the World Bank

Robert Zoellick said last month. For his part Dominique Strauss-Kahn of the

IMF confessed last month, "It will be a hard task for all of us to rebuild

both the relevance and legitimacy of this organisation."

The Latin Americans for their part are less and less in need of the cash of

foreign bankers. They are making efforts to put together their own

strategic lender, the Bancosur. Venezuela and Ecuador have both said they

have little more use for the IMF. Today Latin America is beginning to look

after itself, thank you very much.  And it is doing it without the

International Fund for this or the Inter-American Institute for that. 

For, as the terrible political heritage of Pinochet and Ríos Montt are

being swept away and bank balances are swelling, the position of the United

States has suffered notable erosion. For more than a century the US

government had enjoyed an almost universal predominance in the region's

politics and business. Yet it seldom seemed to act in anything but a

baleful way for Latin Americans.  All the repulsive figures whom I

mentioned a moment ago, Pinochet, d'Aubuisson and the rest, at one time or

other benefited from the patronage of Washington and its schools of

terrorism up and down the hemisphere.

Not every Latin American giggled when Henry Kissinger, a friend to many of

the dictators, dismissed their region as a "dagger pointed to the heart of

Antarctica". As the good doctor's prepared to co-operate with Pinochet not

every Chilean was moved to mirth with his mot,

"I don't see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due

to the irresponsibility of its own people. The issues are much too

important for the Chilean voters to be left to decide for themselves."

Kissinger's words were of a piece with the barmy nationalist rhetoric of an

earlier day. One George W. Critchfield in his book American Supremacy,

published in New York in 1908  wrote patronisingly,

"With the United States in control of South America, I venture to predict

that within ten years [i.e. by 1918] we could take a Pullman car at

Maracaibo and go straight through to Buenos Ayres without change, and in

ten years longer it might be that we could step into another car and go to

New York. Under the present regime such conditions would not be brought

about in ten thousand years."

Here I can't resist recalling Alistair Hennessy's marvellous phrase in a

recent book review, "the ingrained Protestant providentialism  of

Anglo-American thinking" which consigned Spanish America "to the shadows of the Black Legend".

The United States has left its imprint on the region. But it consists of

broken minds and bodies not swift train travel.

Nevertheless I have the sinking feeling that US ingrained Protestant

providentialism, so baleful for the region is still present. And this very

providentialism, so useful for Washington, is surely likely to become more

insistent as the tides of history run against the US in the hemisphere.

Indeed future historians may show that Latin America at the beginning of

the 21st century was the point where that country started on a began its

decline from its position of dominance as Brazil, Russia, India and China

staked out their places in a multi-polar world.

And with it has come a reduction of Latin American dependence on the US. In

the sphere of investment an expansive China, for instance, which had never

seemed to have much importance in Latin America has in short order become a particularly influential financier. The influence of 1,300 million Chinese

is in some spheres is already challenging that of the US as some economists

begin to forecast the 1,300 million Chinese will become the world's largest

economy

It has been seeking closer trade partnerships in the region, promoting the

widening of the Panama Canal in order to facilitate trade with the Atlantic

ports of the region, for instance; forging links with Venezuela and its

oil. China is buying up as much soya as Brazil and Argentina can allow it

to have. It has becoming Chile's principal market for copper pushing up the

international price of that metal to four times what it was four years ago.

China is now finding mining opportunities in Peru and Bolivia.  A decade

ago China exported about a million US dollarsworth of goods to Mexico: last

year that figure stood at 24.4 million dollars...  The list is very long. 

And the societies of Latin America and the United States seem more and more to be heading in different directions.  As forward-looking Latin American governments seek to close the gulf between the mass of the poor and the small rich elites in their societies, between creoles and native peoples, leaders in the United States are glorying in similar gulfs in their country and trying to widen them still further. Who can forget President Bush

addressing his supporters as "the haves and the have-mores".

As we watch Morales and Correa push forward with efforts to heal the gulf 

between the races in Bolivia and Ecuador who can forget the disappointment

of the predominantly black population of New Orleans at their treatment

after Hurricane Katrina.

We observe the so far unsuccessful and now rather despairing efforts by the

United States to continue its doomed "war against drugs" in the region

while it does little or nothing to treat its own narcotics users at home,

Latin American governments are becoming more impatient with a strategy

which disrupts rural life, killing crops and animals and which seems more

and more an excuse for a US military presence.

In global terms the proximate cause of Washington's loss of stature has of

course been the cruel, hubristic illegality of the Anglo-US invasion of

Iraq. With it has gone the US forces' torture chambers at Abu Graib, Bagram

and Guantánamo Bay and the worldwide kidnapping operation coyly termed

"extraordinary rendition".

As a journalist who constantly meditates on the relationship between the

media and governments, I feel that the enormity of that action has been

largely muffled in  the Western world by media manipulators. There have and

continue to be severe controls on reporting that the invaders have imposed

- most importantly for those in this country, by the neutering of the BBC

by the Blair administration. Nevertheless in the first three years of the

war, according to The Lancet, came the slaughter of 655,000 of Iraqis, old

and young, civilian and military, and the destruction of Mesopotamia, the

birthplace of Western culture. In the Western media Muslims commit

atrocities; Western armies and their "security companies" commit incidents

during "routine patrolling".

But in Iraq, according to Opinion Research Business, a polling firm used by

the Conservative Party, the BBC, the Bank of Scotland and the British

Council, the number of deaths could have exceeded 1,000,000. Naïve but

scheming politicians, seizing on bad intelligence or manufacturing it where

it did not exist, told us that our invaders would be greeted with flowers.

But they added that the welcome could also come in the form of chemical

weapons or what President Bush insists on calling "nucular devices".

 As a consequence we are involved in what goes under the name of "the War

on Terror". (This is one of those pat phrases from apparently clever

propagandists which imply, absurdly, that Western governments are not

involved in terror. This "War on Terror" should surely not be used by those

who aspire to rigorous  standards of truth but more accurately be called a

War on Non-Western Terror.) 

Last month the International Institute for Strategic Studies reinforced the

message of loss of US global power and prestige in 2007. Referring not just

to Iraq but to other matters such as climate change and immigration the

Institute remarked, "It was evident that exercise of military power --  in

which America (by which it meant the US) dominated the world  - had not

secured its goal". And, it added, the departure of George Bush did not

offer any quick relief to Washington and commented, "the restoration of

American (that is US) strategic authority seemed bound to take longer than

the mere installation of a new president".

Only a very rash person would forecast any quick relief of the frictions

between a resurgent Latin America and a harassed United States. The Free

Trade Area of the Americas, a sort of US version of EFTA, the European Free

Trade Association, much promoted in Washington which was due to embrace the whole continent (except, of course, Cuba) has been shown up as a

pipe-dream. While EFTA officials are, as we sit here tonight, are doubtless

bending their efforts to the task of promoting trade between the four

remaining members, Iceland and Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland.

Meanwhile the FTAA has fallen slightly behind the times. Its website was

announcing last month, "The next meeting of Ministers of Trade will take

place in Brazil --- in 2004."

On 10 July this year in three different pieces the Financial Times, which I

know from 25 years of personal experience is not guilty of alarmism or

anti-US attitudes, set out some well-phrased truths about the realities of

Latin-US relations. A leader entitled "Latin Lessons" talked of "the

decline in US influence in the region". It went on to consider the case of

a US hospital ship Comfort making fleeting visits to the ports of twelve 

Latin American countries and commented,

"US military and volunteer medics travelling on the Comfort are no doubt

doing a lot of good, but the project does little to build long-term  

capacity. By contrast, several thousand Cuban doctors are based

semi-permanently in depressed areas of Venezuela, Bolivia and several other

countries."

The leader-writer could have gone on to quote President Morales'

statistics, delivered in January this year  in his report to the nation for

2006. In the twelvemonth Cuban doctors had attended 3,217,897 patients -

more than one in three of the population - saving in 4,179 lives in 4,664

non-eye operations. Cuba also sent 564 tons of medical supplies for the use

of the 1,766 Cuban health workers there.

The same number of the FT carried as its principal front page story the

report that the world would face serious oil shortages within the next five

years. Yet another article pointed to the fact that while the US accounts

for a quarter of the world's consumption of oil it is responsible for only

9 per cent of the world's production and has no more than 2 per cent of the

world's reserves.

Who can doubt that fear of a loss of oil supplies from Venezuela is behind

Washington's pressure on that country  I am tempted to think that US

efforts to overthrow the government of Venezuela in 2002 were rooted in

Washington's alarm the action of its oil minister Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonzo

in the 1960s. He, you will recall, was a leading figure - perhaps the

leading figure - in the foundation of Opec and I became familiar with him

and his views in the 1960s in Caracas. 

Noam Chomsky has long been pointing the importance of oil in foreign

affairs  by remarking that his country would hardly have invaded Iraq if

Iraq's principal export had been lettuces.  His outrageous hypothesis was

borne out last month when the former head of the US Federal Reserve, Alan

Greenspan confessed in his memoirs that control of oil reserves WAS the

real reason for the invasion of Iraq.  Where, we wonder, does this leave

Venezuela -- or for that matter Iran?

Yet in Britain Latin America is still viewed through the distorting mirrors

polished and positioned by Washington.

I remember going into the BBC television news studios shortly after the

smashing electoral victory of Evo Morales in Bolivia to be asked by the

programme's presenter what I thought would be his principal priorities. I

told her that he would certainly defend the rights of Bolivians to continue

chewing coca leaves. They had, after all, being doing so for the last four 

millennia. Her reaction was, "What will the US think of that?" She seemed

more than a little put out and flummoxed by my reply that President

Morales' duty was surely to the voters in his own country and not to the

government of a foreign one. (She will surely be similarly flummoxed if she

notices that Bolivia is, from 1st December, to demand visas from US

citizens. They will  cost  US$134, exactly what Bolivians pay for a visa to

the US.)

Some of my scholar friends tell me that the media's tendency of

overestimating a Washington point of view is at times present in British

academia. Some scholars in this country understandably  bend their efforts

to achieving success in US universities. The opportunities of all sorts

that they offer are often more attractive than in Britain where, as you

know better than I do, the universities have not received a fair share of

public expenditure.  At the same time the demands of editors of US learned

journals and US universities understandably reflect US rather than British

or other European points of view. And that can demand that British

contributors unfortunately bend to US biases. This tendency must surely be

resisted and indeed put into reverse.

I myself felt the weight of a US bias when I worked with Jeremy Isaacs on

the Cold War TV series. In a  script which was my contribution to one

episode of the series I ventured to point out that President Allende was

more popular at his death in 1973 - if popularity was to be measured by

percentages at the polls - than he was when he came to office three years

earlier. Professor John Lewis Gaddis, a US scholar who burned with a

righteous US nationalism, pressed hard to have that fact excised. But then

I pointed him to the results of Chile's local elections in 1973 compared to

the ones which brought him to office.

Now with new ideas, new money and the eclipse of the United States great

possibilities open for the region. And of course, it's not going to be all

plain sailing.

To be sure there will be many times when Latin American societies and

societies will fall short of the standards which its leaders say they are

aspiring to. Many will disappoint their electorates. Lula's government has

connived in much corruption. He and Chávez seem destined to eye each other with suspicion: Kirchner is almost always difficult to deal with:  can

Bachelet ultra-timid social democracy still be regarded as a force for

change?  Violence, corruption and peculation will continue in the region

(though, we must remember, Latin American violence has a long way to go

before it can challenge in horror the Western powers' slaughter of  those

million-odd Iraqis. Similarly Latin American corruption  will have to get

much worse before it matches the record of Enron and World Com. Those in

Transparency International and the US Federal Reserve are often eager to

point out the financial shortcomings of Latin American governments. But

Transparency International itself, supposedly a watchdog vigilant for

honesty, gratefully received funds from Enron. The good Mr Greenspan

himself received the Enron medal with no apparent embarrassment and the

World Bank has so far proved incapable of controlling corruption among its

own staff.)

Nor, of course, have as the United States had a monopoly of

misapprehensions and blunders in the region. Then there is Britain, for

instance, who had regarded Argentina as an informal member of its empire.

How could  British leaders have thought they could withdraw from the

Antarctic without realising that the military leaders in Buenos Aires -

particularly  by the ineffable and alcoholically disadvantaged Galtieri -

would do something about the Falkland Islands?

British misapprehensions have of course extended into the world of

business. In the field of business during my  years on the Financial Times

I found yawning gaps in corporate knowledge of companies trading in the

area. I have good reason to believe, for instance, that BP might not have

started its investment in Colombia had it known what difficult situations

it would have faced in that tortured society.   In Peru those of us who

went on a delegation from the Peru Support Group last year found

well-entrenched misapprehensions could threaten to wreck commercial plans.

The small London-registered mining company Monterrico Metals  seeking to

develop a big copper mine in the High Andes on the border with Ecuador had

to issue a public apology for the ignorant blunders it committed against

the local inhabitants. Their protests against the company's conduct ended

with two of them losing their lives. The firm has ended up as the first

British firm quoted on a London stock exchange to be bought up by Chinese

investors. Nevertheless the  blunders committed before the take-over may

still end up being fought over by lawyers in the Inter-American Court of

Human Rights. This would set back the whole project - or indeed put paid to

it altogether.

Che Guevara himself stopped short of the infallible. He realised that the

idea - which he formed in Havana - of founding a liberation movement in the

ex-Belgian Congo was a futile one only after he came up against the

realities of that country at first hand. Nor was it a good idea - as he was

to find out well before his final stand at Ñancahuazú - for him to prepare

a new offensive in  unreconnoitred territory in Bolivia. He had no good

intelligence of the neighbourhood and its people spoke a language which was

different from the one he thought they were going to speak.

Today there is a hunger from the young of Europe for knowledge of the

region. We are in the happy position of being obliged to satisfy that

hunger.
If we seize the moment we can look forward eagerly a fast-changing Latin

America and having the satisfaction of sharing in its transformation.

We can ask investors who resist change in Latin American societies whether,

in truth they want to support the survival of an unjust status quo and its

concentration of wealth into few hands.

We can question the motives of those who impugn the actions of a popularly

elected government in Venezuela by asking them if they supported the brief

coup of 2002 when Chávez was replaced with an upstart businessman who

dismissed the Congress and the judges.

We can -- I would say we should -- challenge Washington's propaganda in the way scholars and journalists were rightly encouraged to combat Soviet

propaganda in the years of Stalinism and the Cold War. 

We can remind the British government and the ill-starred International

Monetary Fund of their ill-concealed delight at the coup against Chávez.

We can question the right of the United States to impose the restrictions

on Cuba that they would not dare to put on other countries.

We can ask the trustees of the BBC why they have allowed blanket coverage

of  court cases against someone called Simpson -- perhaps it was Sampson -

a fading player of what is termed "American footfall", game which is

comprehensively ignored  in Britain, whilst the BBC itself ignores major

happenings in Latin America.  And why are they today devoting so much money

to the whole contest between the Republican Tweededum and the Democrat

Tweedledee while the rest of America is ignored?  Why do they echo the

supporters of the botched, brief and  illegal  coup against Chavez in 2002

while generally keeping silent about the amazing changes in the region?

What we cannot do is lose faith in the confidence of the peoples and

governments of Latin America, demonstrated so often in recent years, in

their determination to reform their societies.

I would like to end with the words of Ignacio Ellacuría, the Jesuit who, in

San Salvador, was one of the most distinguished of the modern Latin

American victims of Western terror,

 "...if we are not a "new world" nor a "new continent" at least we are

clearly and verifiably -- if perhaps not by those from beyond our shores --

a continent of hope".

Shouldn't we be actively and shamelessly on the side of hope and the

hopeful?  Isn't that what we are called to do?

Thank you.
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