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Preface

Before his death in 2012, at the age of ninety-five, Eric Hobsbawm brought together in How to Change the World (Little, Brown, 2011) a collection of his writings from 1956 to 2009 on Marx and Marxism. At the same time, he organized a collection of his writings and lectures (from 1964 to 2012) on culture and society in the twentieth century, which was published posthumously as Fractured Times (Little, Brown, 2013). And he left instructions that he would like a collection of his articles, essays and reviews on Latin America to be published. Eric’s literary executors, Bruce Hunter and Chris Wrigley, invited Leslie Bethell, a historian of Latin America and a friend of Eric’s for more than fifty years, to locate, select and edit Eric’s writings on the region, from an article in the New Statesman on the Cuban Revolution (October 1960) to his chapter on the Third World, mainly Latin America, in his autobiography Interesting Times (2002), and to contribute an introduction on Eric’s forty-year relationship with Latin America. Eric’s widow Marlene gave her enthusiastic support to the project.

Keith McClellan generously made available to the editor his Bibliography of the writings of Eric Hobsbawm (to February 2010). Andrew Gordon, Eric’s literary agent at David Higham Associates, together with his assistants Marigold Atkey and David Evans, undertook the digitisation of many of the texts. At Little, Brown Zoe Gullen prepared the book for publication, and Sarah Ereira compiled the index.


Introduction: Eric and Latin America

Leslie Bethell

In his autobiography Interesting Times: A Twentieth-Century Life, published in 2002 when he was eighty-five years old, the historian Eric Hobsbawm (1917–2012) wrote that the only region of the world outside Europe which he felt he knew well and where he felt entirely at home was Latin America.

Eric had first been attracted to Latin America more than forty years earlier because of its potential for social revolution. After the triumph of Fidel Castro in Cuba in January 1959, and even more after the defeat of the US attempt to overthrow Castro in April 1961, ‘there was not an intellectual [of the left] in Europe or the United States who was not under the spell of Latin America, a continent apparently bubbling with the lava of social revolutions’.1 In an unpublished introduction to a volume on twentieth-century revolutions, Eric wrote (in January 1967):



The Second World War produced a sort of chain-reaction of movements of revolutionary liberation … The liberation movement finally began to advance in the informal empire of the largest and most powerful of the surviving capitalist powers, among the nominally independent but in practice semi-colonial countries of Latin America. Here, revolutionary movements had failed to develop into more than anarchic civil wars (as in Colombia after 1948) or succeeded in the rather exceptional circumstances of Bolivia (1952). However, the victory of Fidel Castro in Cuba (1959) was soon to bring the first socialist regime into the American continent, and to open an era of unrest there which has not yet concluded [my italics].





It was above all the expectation, or hope, that there would be social revolution, or at least significant social change, particularly in Peru and Colombia, briefly in Chile, later in Central America and Venezuela, finally in Brazil, that sustained Eric’s interest in Latin America throughout the following decades.

A member of the Communist Party of Great Britain since his student days in Cambridge in the late 1930s, Eric visited Cuba in the summer of 1960 at the invitation of Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, a leading figure in the Cuban Communist Party who had joined the 26 July Movement in the Sierra Maestra and become one of Castro’s closest allies. Eric had just spent three months at Stanford University, and he joined forces in Havana with two friends from the United States, the Marxist economists Paul Sweezy and Paul Baran, editors of the Monthly Review. It was, he later recalled, ‘the irresistible honeymoon period of the young revolution’.2 On his return to London in October, besides briefing the International Affairs Committee of the CPGB, he wrote an article for the New Statesman in which he described the Cuban Revolution as ‘a laboratory specimen of its type (a nucleus of intellectuals, a mass movement of peasants)’, ‘remarkably endearing and encouraging’, which ‘unless the Americans intervene with arms’ will make Cuba, ‘fairly soon’, ‘the first Socialist country in the western hemisphere’.3*

In April 1961, along with Kenneth Tynan, the drama critic, Eric mobilized the great and the good to sign a letter to The Times denouncing US aggression against Cuba. The two of them also organized a demonstration in solidarity with the Cuban people in Hyde Park, memorable, Eric later recalled, for ‘the largest concentration of stunning-looking girls – from theatre and model agencies presumably – that I’ve ever seen on a political demo’.4 Eric was also a founder-member of the British Cuba Committee and he revisited Cuba in December 1961–January 1962 with ‘a British left-wing delegation of the usual composition: a left-wing Labour MP; unilateral nuclear disarmers; a hardnosed, usually Party-line union leader, not without an interest in foreign nooky; the odd radical conspirator; CP functionaries and the like’.5

Curiously, apart from a few remarks in an entertaining account of the Cultural Congress of Havana in January 1968, a heterogeneous assembly of five hundred intellectuals of the international New Left from seventy countries, in the Times Literary Supplement, and a few pages in The Age of Extremes, 1914–91 (1994), his history of the short twentieth century, Eric wrote very little on the progress of the Cuban Revolution in the 1960s – or, for that matter, later. In the TLS he described Cuba as ‘an embattled and heroic country, [and] a remarkably attractive one, if only because it is visibly one of the rare states in the world whose population actually likes and trusts its government. Moreover, the free and flourishing state of cultural activities at present, the admirable social and educational achievements and the endearing excursions into anti-materialist utopia, can hardly fail to appeal to intellectuals.’6 However, for all its achievements, by the late 1960s Cuba was not exactly a showcase for successful socialist revolution in Latin America. And it would soon no longer be true that ‘those who do not like the place are free to emigrate’. Moreover, as we shall see, Eric was a fierce critic of the guerrilla movements the Cuban Revolution inspired throughout the region – and beyond.

On 31 October 1962 Eric embarked on his first journey to continental Latin America, a three-month visit to Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Peru, Bolivia and Colombia.* He had been awarded a Rockefeller Foundation travel grant to research into ‘archaic’ forms of social revolt, the subject matter of his recent book Primitive Rebels (1959), which had focused mainly on southern Europe. In his grant application, he had argued that in Latin America ‘modern’ political ideologies and political parties had long been accepted by the local elites but without making much apparent impact on the masses, whose emergence into political consciousness had only taken place in recent decades. He therefore expected to find in Latin America not only ‘numerous genuinely archaic movements’ but also ‘combinations of the superficially modern and the archaic’. These were, in his view, invariably misinterpreted



as when the Gaitán movement was described as ‘Liberal’ because its leader happened to operate within one of the traditional Colombian parties, or ‘Fascist’ as in Perón’s case [in Argentina], or very likely ‘Communist’ in the case of Castroist movements … As the ideological indeterminacy of intellectual elites in recent decades shows (e.g. the shifting of labels and co-operation of nominally Trotskyist, Peronist, Communist, etc. elements in Bolivia), description in terms of formed European movements of the twentieth century may be more misleading than illuminating.*





On his return to London, between April and July 1963 Eric published a series of articles in Labour Monthly, New Society, the Listener (the texts of two broadcasts for the Third Programme of the BBC) and the World Today (based on a paper given to the Latin American seminar at Chatham House) in which he explored demographic, economic and social change in Latin America since the world depression of the 1930s, in particular the disintegration of traditional agrarian societies (the collapse of the ‘old Latin America’, ‘the end of the Middle Ages’), and the political awakening of the masses – the urban working class, the urban poor and, above all, the peasants – in the 1940s and 1950s. Eric had returned from his first visit to Latin America convinced that in the next decade or so it was destined to become ‘the most explosive region of the world’.7 Several Latin American countries, he believed, were ‘ripe for upheaval’, indeed, except perhaps for Argentina and Uruguay, ripe for social revolution, if properly organized and led.

He was especially impressed by the potential for revolution of peasant movements in Peru and, above all, in Colombia, which were ‘virtually unknown to the outside world’. Beginning in the late 1950s and reaching a peak in the early 1960s, the central and southern highlands of Peru had witnessed the largest mass insurrection and political mobilization of Indian peasants since the Tupac Amaru rebellion in the late colonial period. ‘If any country is ripe for and needs a social revolution,’ Eric wrote, ‘it is Peru’. In Colombia, exceptionally in Latin America, a social revolution had been ‘in preparation’ since the 1920s. ‘[It] ought logically to have produced something analogous to Fidelismo, a populist left-wing regime working closely with the communists.’ The insurrection in Bogotá in April 1948, the Bogotazo, was a ‘phenomenon of revolutionary proportions’. But with no one to direct and organize it a ‘classic social revolution’ was aborted by the assassination of the Liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán. However, in the civil war and anarchy that followed, the beginnings of what became known as La Violencia, Colombia witnessed ‘the greatest armed mobilization of peasants (as guerrillas, brigands or self-defence groups [organized by the Communist Party]) in the recent history of the western hemisphere’, with the possible exception of periods during the Mexican Revolution of 1910–20. A revolutionary situation persisted in Colombia in the early 1960s, Eric argued, and, because of its size, population, ‘balanced all-round economy’ and strategic location between the Caribbean, Central America and Venezuela and the Andean republics and Brazil, Colombia ‘can make a decisive difference to the future of Latin America, whereas Cuba is not likely to do so’.

In Brazil Eric had been shocked by the economic backwardness and poverty he found in Recife, the first city he visited on his South American journey. But he also recognized the ‘immense’ potential for peasant organization in the north-east of Brazil, ‘that vast area of some 20 million inhabitants which has given the country its most famous bandits [and] peasant revolts’. Peasant Leagues, which represented the first stirrings of political mobilization in Brazil’s countryside, had been active there since 1955. The movement, however, ‘had little national presence’ and was, he later recalled, ‘clearly already past its peak’.8 The Brazilian Communist Party (PCB) was at the end of the Second World War the biggest Communist party in Latin America. It had, however, been declared illegal at the beginning of the Cold War in 1947. (Eric seemed unaware that the PCB was nevertheless active, alongside progressive Catholic priests, in the organization of agricultural wage-labourers into rural unions in the north-east.) In any event, in March 1964, a year after Eric’s visit, all hope of social revolution in Brazil would be crushed by a military coup leading to the establishment of a military dictatorship which lasted for twenty-one years (1964–85).

Eric wrote relatively little on the potential for revolution in Brazil. Typically, however, he did find time to contribute a perceptive article on bossa nova, the latest development in Brazilian popular music, for the New Statesman. It was, he wrote, ‘a cross between Brazilian urban music and jazz, bred in the playboy set of rich young Brazilians … [and] among those professional musicians most likely to meet visiting American players … The visiting student of jazz observes it with awe and a sense of the historical occasion. For bossa nova is the first major conquest of new territory by jazz … [significantly] in the one Latin American country which looks as though it has definitely entered the age of modern industrial civilization.’ Moreover, he concluded, ‘it will not only last, but develop’.9

From the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s, the possibilities for social revolution (in Spanish America, if not Brazil) were the main focus of Eric’s writing on Latin America. In an essay on the role of peasants and rural migrants in politics, he argued that the urban working class and the urban poor of Latin America, the ‘gigantic and constantly expanding proletariat and sub-proletariat’ of ‘internal immigrants’ and ‘displaced peasants’, were ‘a potentially explosive force’ because of their poverty, insecurity and appalling living conditions. For the most part, however, they were politically ‘immature’, relatively passive, more easily mobilized from above by populist parties and politicians (Haya de la Torre and APRA in Peru, Acción Democrática in Venezuela, Perón in Argentina, Vargas in Brazil) than by the left, communist or non-communist.10 Eric therefore wrote surprisingly little about the urban workers of Latin America. He was more interested in the potential revolutionary role of organized peasant movements, especially in the Andes.

In scholarly articles based on both first-hand observation and research in an edited volume published in Paris, Les Problèmes agraires des Ameriques Latines (1967), the Journal of Latin American Studies (1969) and Past and Present (1974), he focused on La Convención province in the Cuzco region in the central highlands of Peru, where the neo-feudal, hacienda system was collapsing (‘we may hope for ever’) in the face of peasant mobilizations, land invasions and occupations. ‘The potential for revolution of a traditional peasantry is enormous,’ he concluded, ‘but its actual power and influence are much more limited.’ Peasant revolutions only become effective, he warned, ‘either when unified and mobilized in a sufficiently large number of politically crucial areas by modern organization and leadership, probably revolutionary, or when the national structure and crisis is such that strategically placed regional peasant movements can play a decisive part in its affairs. This happened in Mexico in 1910–20 with Pancho Villa’s northerners … and with the followers of Zapata … in Morelos … Neither of these things happened in Peru.’11

In an essay on peasant movements in Colombia, written in 1969 but first published in 1976, Eric argued that Colombia had ‘a record of armed action and violence by peasants (e.g. guerrilla war) second perhaps only to Mexico’, but until the middle of the twentieth century relatively few social movements of the peasantry as a class. In this essay he traces the history of Colombian peasant movements, ‘unusually decentralized and unstructured, [but] nevertheless extremely powerful’, from the 1920s to the Bogotazo of 1948, with some emphasis on the influence of the Communist Party. (In 1935, he recalls, the Colombian party complained to the Comintern that most of its members were Indians and peasants rather than urban workers!) But although peasant resistance persisted after 1948, Eric was less optimistic in 1969 than he had been in 1963 about the prospects for revolution in Colombia. ‘Instead of social revolution, or a populist regime, there was anarchy and civil war. The hopes of the left were buried in the Violencia.’12

Eric believed that the choice for Latin America in the 1960s and early 1970s was not between gradual change and revolution, but between revolution and stagnation or chaos. While an inspiration to all social revolutionaries, the Cuban Revolution, however, was unlikely to be replicated elsewhere in Latin America: ‘its conditions were peculiar and not readily repeatable’, he wrote.13 And in a series of articles in the Socialist Register (1970), the New York Review of Books (1971) and the Latin American Review of Books (1974), Eric was strongly critical of the Cuban-inspired guerrilla movements of the 1960s and early 1970s – in, for example, Guatemala, Venezuela, Colombia, Peru and Bolivia, as well as Uruguay and Brazil.14

The strategy of the young middle-class ultra-left intellectuals who, inspired by the example of Fidel Castro and Che Guevara (and the writings of the French intellectual Régis Debray), believed that revolutions throughout Latin America could be precipitated by the action of small groups of armed militants was, in Eric’s view, ‘spectacularly misconceived’. The various guerrilla focos were doomed to fail – as they uniformly did (except, as we will see, in Colombia). There was no single recipe for a Latin American revolution, but certainly, he believed, it could not be made at will. To be successful it would need a combination of various factors: rural guerrillas, with a solid peasant base (the guerrilla movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s, he later wrote, ‘neither understood nor wanted to understand what actually might move Latin American peasants to take up arms’15); urban insurrection (‘No revolutionaries who fail to develop a programme … for capturing the capital cities’ he wrote in the Socialist Register essay, ‘are to be taken very seriously’); probably, dissident armed forces; and, absolutely indispensable, political analysis, organization and leadership. In a review of John Dunn’s Modern Revolutions, Eric commented that though Dunn did not believe that Marx threw much light on twentieth-century revolutions or their consequences, ‘he freely admits that Lenin remains by far the best guide to how they came about, and Communist revolutions have been by far the most formidable and successful’.16

Cuba may have been a false dawn, but there was no need to be unduly negative about the prospects for radical political and social change in Latin America. Revolutions were not ‘around the corner’, as Debray and Guevara thought, but neither were they ‘beyond the range of realistic politics’, Eric wrote. Latin America remained a revolutionary continent. The prospects for the Left were encouraging if it would only recognize that there was more than one way forward. The Marxist left, including the communist left (except perhaps in Colombia), had always misunderstood Latin America and therefore had always been insignificant in the politics of the region. Instead of remaining ideologically pure – and ineffective – it was obliged to make the best of unfavourable and unproductive situations and join forces with other progressive political movements. As Eric wrote in the article in the New York Review of Books,



The history of the Latin American left is (with rare exceptions such as Cuba and Chile [where Allende had been elected president in September 1970]) one of having to choose between an ineffective sectarian purity and making the best of various bad jobs: civilian or military populists, national bourgeoisies, or whatever else. It is also, quite often, a history of the left regretting its failures to come to terms with such governments and movements before they were replaced by something worse.





Eric had greater expectations of the Revolutionary Government of the Armed Forces under General Juan Velasco Alvarado which had assumed power in Peru in October 1968 than any of Latin America’s guerrilla movements at the time. Peru was a country ‘whose social injustice and plain misery made the blood run cold’, he wrote in the New York Review of Books, a review article on several books on Peru written before the military takeover. ‘If ever a country needed, and needs, a revolution, it was this. But none seemed likely.’17 The peasant movements and land invasions of the late 1950s and early 1960s had brought about the collapse of the highland hacienda system but, as he wrote in his article on peasant land occupations in Peru in Past and Present, ‘unlike Marx’s proletariat, the spontaneous force of the peasantry, though capable of killing landlordism, was unable to dig its grave’. It took an army coup (in 1968), ‘after several years of shilly-shallying, to bury the corpse of the highland hacienda’.

Eric was sympathetic to the anti-oligarchical and anti-imperialist military regime in Peru from the outset, though always with a measure of scepticism. It was the first to recognize the mass of Peruvians, the Quechua-speaking Indians in and from the high Andes, as potential citizens and the first to institute a radical agrarian reform, albeit imposed from above, without peasant mobilization. But, without revolutionary cadres linked to the mass of the population, ‘is this a revolution?’, he asked himself. After the military revolutionary regime had been in power for three years, he was somewhat more critical, more pessimistic. Unlike the Peruvian left, however, he did not write it off. If it remained united there was no foreseeable prospect of replacing it. Certainly there was no alternative of Marxist mass revolution.18 In an article comparing the experience of military revolution of, among others, Peru and Portugal, and recognizing their political and institutional limitations, Eric insisted that Peru was ‘fundamentally different’ from what it had been in 1967 and that ‘the changes were irreversible’.19

In the meantime, the election of Salvador Allende in September 1970 had opened up for Eric the ‘thrilling prospect’ of an unprecedented, peaceful transition to socialism via democracy in Chile. In an article written as a special supplement of the New York Review of Books he expressed his hopes for the success of the Unidad Popular, a coalition of socialists and communists firmly based on one of the strongest working-class movements in Latin America.20 Privately he believed that the odds were against it: six to four against, perhaps two to one against if his sympathy for Allende was factored in. Allende faced three difficult years; he might not even survive; there was a real danger that he would be overthrown by a military coup supported by the Chilean bourgeoisie. When the coup came in September 1973, Eric wrote: ‘However tragic the news … it had been expected and predicted. It surprised nobody.’21 The Allende government had not committed suicide, it had been murdered. Like the Latin American left in general, it had underestimated the fear and hatred of the right, its willingness to abandon legality when legality and constitutionalism no longer worked to its advantage and to risk civil war. Eric was always impressed by the ease with which ‘well-dressed men and women’ acquired a taste for blood and the ferocity of the violence they were prepared to unleash.

The military dictatorship in Chile was not unique in South America. Brazil had been under military rule since 1964, Argentina since 1966. (The return of Perón in 1973 provided a short respite, but the military took power again in 1976 – and proved even more murderous than the Chilean military.) There had been military coups in Bolivia in 1971 and Uruguay in 1972, both supported by the Brazilian military (as was the coup in Chile). And in August 1975 the radical phase of the military regime in Peru came to an end with the ousting of Velasco and his replacement by a more conventional military junta. These right-wing military regimes of the 1970s, characterized by ‘executions or massacres, official and para-official, systematic torture of prisoners, and the mass exile of political opponents’, were the consequence, Eric believed, of the local oligarchies’ fear of the urban masses mobilized by populist politicians and the rural armed guerrilla movements inspired by Castro, together with the US fear of the spread of communism in Latin America in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution and in the context of the Cold War. The South American coups were all ‘strongly backed, perhaps even organized, by the United States’.22

The ‘old-fashioned’ dictatorship of General Alfredo Stroessner, who had been in power in Paraguay since 1954, was an exception. Eric went there in 1975 and wrote a piece for the New York Review of Books which was given the unfortunate title ‘Dictatorship with Charm’.23 The stronato was the ‘longest lived and most right-wing of Latin American dictatorships’, but not excessively repressive of the political opposition (at least those members not already in jail or in exile) and for the most part prepared to let the peasants, two-thirds of the population, get on with their lives. ‘By the miserably modest standards of the South American poor,’ Eric concluded, ‘they have not done too badly.’ However, in Interesting Times, he confessed that he had been excessively kind to Paraguay, largely because it was the only Latin American state officially recognizing an Indian language, Guaraní, and also because he discovered he was known to the editor of the ‘somewhat unexpected Revista Paraguaya de Sociologia’ as the author of Rebeldes Primitivos. ‘What scholar,’ he asked, ‘can resist fame in Paraguay?’24

Eric had been ‘permanently converted to Latin America’.25 He had made regular visits during the 1960s and 1970s, including in 1971 a six-month visit to Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Chile with Marlene and the children – the longest unbroken period he had spent outside the UK since he arrived from Berlin in April 1933.* And he continued to travel to Latin America, especially to Peru, Mexico, Colombia, Chile and Brazil, in the following decades – to lecture, to participate in seminars and conferences, to promote his books, all of which were translated into both Spanish and Portuguese, to receive homages from public authorities (for example, from the legislature of Buenos Aires in November 1998 at a ceremony in the Teatro San Martin which seated fifteen hundred, with seven hundred watching on a tela in the street outside) and to be given honorary degrees (for example, by the University of Buenos Aires in November 1998 and by the Universidad de la República in Montevideo in July 1999). In Interesting Times he claimed to have visited every country in the region except Venezuela and Guyana.

He remained primarily interested in the economy, society, politics and, above all, the revolutionary potential of Latin America. At the same time, he wrote, ‘I did not even try to resist the sheer drama and colour of the more glamorous parts of that continent, even though it also contains some of the most anti-human environments on the globe – the high Andean altiplano on the limits of cultivability, the cactus-spiked semi-desert of northern Mexico – and some of the most uninhabitable giant cities – Mexico City and São Paulo.’26 He became close friends with many prominent academic and cultural figures: for example, the Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda, whose early writings were so influential on Eric’s thinking about peasants in the Andes and La Violencia in Colombia; the Peruvian historian Pablo Macera; the Argentine political scientist José Nun, with whom he made a long trip through the Argentine Chaco; the Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes; his Brazilian publisher Fernando Gasparian (indeed the entire Gasparian family). He attracted to Birkbeck several Latin American graduate students. Latin America, he wrote in Interesting Times, ‘is a continent on which I have many friends and pupils, with which I have been associated for many years, and which, I do not know quite why, has been remarkably good to me’. Latin America was also the only part of the world ‘where I have found myself not surprised to meet presidents, past, present and future [in Chile, for example, Salvador Allende, in Brazil, both Fernando Henrique Cardozo and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva] … the first one I met in office, the canny Víctor Paz Estenssoro of Bolivia, showed me the lamp-post on the square outside his balcony in La Paz from which his predecessor Gualberto Villaroel had been hanged by a rioting crowd of Indians in 1946.’27

After the mid-1970s, however, Eric wrote relatively little about the contemporary problems and revolutionary prospects of Latin America. Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Chile, Bolivia and Peru, not to mention most Central American republics, were all living under military dictatorship. The one country with which Eric remained engaged was Colombia. There an old-style guerrilla movement led by the Communist Party and based on the support of the peasants and rural labour, the ‘formidable and destructive’ FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia), had survived the 1960s and, alone in South America, gained in strength during the 1970s and early 1980s. Moreover, it had been joined by other guerrilla movements: the Maoist EPL (Ejército Popular de Liberación), the Cuban-inspired ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional) and the Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19). But the armed struggle had brought Colombia no closer to social revolution. There seemed to be no end to the ‘endemic and pointless state of sub-civil war’ until in 1984, President Belisario Betancur initiated the policy of negotiated peace, with the FARC and EPL at least (it was rejected by the ultras in the ELN), that has continued at intervals ever since. Eric discussed the situation in Colombia (and also in Central America) with Betancur in his presidential apartments in Bogotá for an article published in the Guardian.28 And Colombia’s thirty-five-year guerrilla war and the troubles of a nation with ‘an altogether exceptional proclivity to homicide’ were the subject of a long essay in the New York Review of Books.29

It was Brazil, however, that increasingly attracted Eric’s interest – and affection. Like most people, it seems, Eric liked Brazilians. In Interesting Times, he wrote: ‘Nobody who discovers South America can resist the region, least of all if one’s first contact is with the Brazilians.’30 And Brazilians certainly admired and appreciated him. In May 1975, during the military dictatorship, he had visited Brazil for the first time since 1962 to attend an international conference on history and social sciences held at the State University of Campinas (Unicamp). It was, reported Veja (4 June 1975), a leading Brazilian news magazine, ‘after eleven years of silence [since the 1964 golpe] the first sign of the resurrection of the social sciences in Brazil’. The conference brought together several international ‘stars’, ‘the greatest of them – at least judging from the admiration shown by the audience – the historian Eric Hobsbawm’.31* Eric, who spoke on ‘Pre-political movements in peripheral areas’, made a huge impression on an entire generation of Brazilian social historians and social scientists, and the extensive coverage the conference received in the press brought him to the attention of the general public. He discovered that Marxism was not just the label for a small academic minority, but the prevailing ideology among the younger Brazilian intellectuals.

After the end of the dictatorship, in December 1985 Eric visited Brazil on holiday with Marlene. And in June 1988 he returned to Unicamp for a conference to mark the centenary of the abolition of slavery in Brazil at which he presented two papers: ‘On the concept of citizenship’ and ‘On the concept of race’. In December 1992 he spoke to audiences of hundreds in the open air in Porto Alegre and at the Federal University of Santa Catarina in Florianópolis, and discussed politics with Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, the leader of the Workers’ Party, in a São Paulo restaurant. In August 1995, again with Marlene, he was in Angra dos Reis and Paraty (for a holiday), São Paulo (for a public lecture at the Museum of Art), Rio de Janeiro (for a public lecture to an audience of a thousand, with hundreds queuing outside, organized by Globo, the media conglomerate), and Brasília (to meet President Fernando Henrique Cardoso). And in 2003 at the first International Literary Festival in Paraty, on the coast south of Rio – where he and I shared a platform – Eric (aged eighty-six), astonishingly, was received like a visiting rock star by people on the streets, who shouted ‘Eric, Eric’ (pronounced Eriky), some women even asking for a kiss (‘Eriky, Dê-me um beijo’). The bookshops of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro were, and are, full of his books, which are virtually all best-sellers. He claimed that at one stage he was selling more books in Brazil than in any country outside the UK. ‘I’m big in Brazil,’ he would say.

Eric was interested in Brazilian history, of course, but also in Brazilian art, architecture, literature, football (‘Who having seen the Brazilian team in its days of glory [1970]’, he wrote in Age of Extremes, ‘will deny [football] the claim of art’) and, above all, music. He once told me he thought there were two true geniuses of twentieth-century popular music: Duke Ellington and Antônio Carlos (Tom) Jobim. When I visited him in hospital in 2012, Eric (at the age of ninety-five) greeted me with news of a radical young black Brazilian rapper, Criolo, of whom I had to confess I had never heard (and I was living in Brazil at the time). But, as always, his main interest was political. Brazil, it seemed, was Latin America’s last chance, if not for social revolution at least for significant social transformation.

In ‘The Forward March of Labour Halted?’, his influential Marx Memorial Lecture in 1978, later published in Marxism Today, Eric had argued that European labour movements were no longer capable of playing a transformative role and as a result the socialist and social democratic left was losing ground all over the world. But two years later in 1980 the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), Workers’ Party, was formed in Brazil. Eric recognized the PT as a classic socialist party with its roots in organized labour such as had emerged in Europe before the First World War. And uniquely in Latin America, and almost everywhere else in the world, it was a socialist party based on organized labour established since the end of the Second World War. Even more noteworthy, its leader, Lula, was himself an industrial worker. In the light of Brazil’s political history, political culture and political system (and the defeat of the socialist left almost everywhere in the world in this period), the growth of the PT in the 1990s was a remarkable story. Although he lost all three presidential elections Lula increased his personal vote from 17 per cent in 1989 to 27 per cent in 1994 and 32 per cent in 1998. Moreover, in every election the PT increased its seats in both the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies as well as the number of states and major cities it controlled. The steady rise of the PT led by Lula was enough, Eric wrote in Interesting Times, to ‘warm the cockles of all old red hearts’.32

Looking back on more than forty years’ engagement with Latin America, Eric admitted in Interesting Times that ‘the expected, and in so many countries necessary, revolution had not happened, strangled by the indigenous military and the USA, but not least by domestic weakness, division and incapacity’. Moreover, he added, ‘it will not happen now’.33

Eric had some sympathy for Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, but more for his anti-Americanism and the fact that he was supported by the remnants of the Venezuelan Communist Party than for any confidence that he would build a socialist society in that country. He never visited Venezuela in the Chávez era, but just as he always questioned me closely about Brazil when we met he questioned our mutual friend Richard Gott, the author of a study of guerrilla movements in Latin America, a history of Cuba and a biography of Chávez, about Venezuela. When Chávez returned to power in 2002 after the coup against him, Eric sent Richard a postcard saying simply ‘Chavez’s Bay of Pigs?’34

There was, however, still some hope for Brazil, although in the years since its defeat in the presidential election of 1998 the Partido dos Trabalhadores had moved steadily to the centre ground (indeed it dropped the word ‘socialism’ from its programme) and the Marxist, Trotskyist and Socialist left had been expelled or outmanoeuvred. Nevertheless, in October 2002 I drove from Oxford to celebrate with Eric, in the garden at his house in Nassington Road, north London, Lula’s election to the presidency at the fourth attempt. The bottle of champagne empty, Eric, a lifelong optimist in his hope for social revolution in Latin America, but in later years, as we have seen, increasingly pessimistic about the possibilities of achieving it, looked at me and said: ‘Now I suppose we wait once again to be disappointed.’ We did, and we were.

As a professional historian, Eric was mainly interested in modern Europe. But, from his extensive reading and his conversations with academic and intellectual friends and colleagues, he accumulated an astonishing knowledge of the history of the rest of the world, especially the Third World – Africa, India, China and, not least, Latin America. He regarded Latin America as a ‘laboratory of historical change’, ‘a continent made to undermine conventional truths’, the study of which enriched and changed his perspective on global history. Almost everything Eric wrote on Latin America had a historical dimension, but it was as a contemporary observer and analyst of social and political change in the middle decades of the twentieth century, and especially the critical period following the Cuban Revolution, rather than as a professional historian, that he made his distinctive contribution to our knowledge and understanding of Latin America. He never tried to become or regarded himself as a historian of Latin America.

His first book Primitive Rebels, a study of archaic forms of organized social protest, reform and revolution in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, published in 1959, focused on southern Italy. No examples were drawn from Latin America, although in the preface there is a reference to Euclídes da Cunha’s literary masterpiece Os Sertões (1902; translated into English as Rebellion in the Backlands), a ‘classic study of primitive social rebellion’ dealing with the War of Canudos (1896–7) in the interior of the state of Bahia in the north-east of Brazil. And the epilogue to the first Spanish edition, Rebeldes Primitivos, in 1968, and the preface to the third English edition, in 1971, both mention new research since 1959 on millennial and messianic movements, mainly in areas outside Europe, and in particular the work of Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz on Brazil.

Eric expanded the first chapter of Primitive Rebels (‘The Social Bandit’) into a book, Bandits, published in 1969, which incorporated studies of several cangaçeiros in the sertão (backlands) of the north-east of Brazil between the 1870s and the 1930s, especially Virgulino Ferreira da Silva, the famous Lampião. Bandits, or at least ‘social bandits’, were, Eric argued, not simply criminals; they were peasant outlaws. And banditry, or at least ‘social banditry’, was an expression of peasant discontent, a form of peasant action. He was interested in the emergence of social bandits in traditional agrarian societies, their relationship to rural messianic movements and organized peasant movements. They could be precursors of major social movements, and absorbed by them, but because of their ambivalent relationship with local power structures and their ideological and military limitations, they were more often a substitute, even an obstacle to their formation. ‘The bandits’ contribution to modern revolutions was thus’, he concluded, ‘ambiguous, doubtful and short. That was their tragedy.’35

In The Age of Revolution (1962), the first of Eric’s four-volume history of the modern world from the French Revolution to the end of the Cold War, the subtitle of which was, after all, Europe 1789–1848, there are only passing references to Latin America. The Latin American revolutions for independence are treated with brevity, primarily as reactions to events in Europe, and ‘the work of small groups of patricians, soldiers and gallicized évolués, leaving the mass of the Catholic poor white population passive and Indians indifferent or hostile. Only in Mexico was independence won by the initiative of a popular agrarian, i.e. Indian, movement.’36 In The Age of Capital, 1848–1875 (1975) there are half a dozen pages on Latin America in the chapter entitled ‘Losers’, in which Eric concludes that, despite some foreign, mainly British, capitalist exploitation of the region’s natural resources, ‘very little had changed in the backlands of Latin America by the 1870s, except that the power of the landlords had been strengthened, that of peasants weakened’.37 In The Age of Empire, 1875–1914 (1987) Latin America appears mainly in comments on the negative consequences of the region’s insertion into the international economy and on the local elites as subordinate (and collaborative) agents of foreign exploitation. Four pages are, however, devoted to the Mexican Revolution, a ‘major armed popular revolution … the first of the great revolutions in the colonial and dependent world in which the labouring masses played a major part’. Here Eric was clearly influenced by the work of Friedrich Katz on the role of Pancho Villa in the north and of John Womack on the role of Emiliano Zapata in the centre-south.

Only in The Age of Extremes, 1914–1991 (1994) does Latin America feature prominently as part of the emergence of the Third World in the revolutionary politics of the ‘short twentieth century’.* There is some consideration of the Mexican Revolution; the revolutionary student movement in Córdoba, Argentina, in 1918 which, Eric claimed, ‘soon … spread across Latin America and … generat[ed] local revolutionary Marxist leaders and parties’; the ‘Long March’ of Luís Carlos Prestes, the future leader of the Brazilian Communist Party, and the rebel tenentes in the late 1920s; the resistance to the US Marines in Nicaragua led by César Augusto Sandino (1927–33); the short-lived ‘Socialist Republic’ in Chile in 1932 under the leadership of the ‘splendidly named Colonel Marmaduke Grove’; the Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana (APRA) in Peru; in Colombia, the Liberals and the ‘people’s tribune’ Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, whose assassination in 1948 provoked popular insurrection, the Bogotazo; the political mobilization of urban workers by nationalist-populist leaders – Getúlio Vargas in Brazil, Perón in Argentina; the Movimiento Revolucionário Nacional (MNR) in Bolivia and the revolution of 1952 which nationalized the tin mines and introduced radical agrarian reform; and finally the Cuban Revolution and the tragedy of Allende’s Chile.

In the meantime, Eric had written a long essay in which he argued that the development of the modern capitalist world economy ‘generated or regenerated in various places and at various times dependent social relations which were not capitalist, [but] recognizably feudal’. In the case of Latin America the phenomenon of ‘neo-feudalism’, though both marginal and transitional, deserved serious consideration in the period from the late nineteenth century to the world crisis of the 1930s in which Latin America became fully integrated into the expanding capitalist/imperialist world economy, but not after the 1930s, ‘except in rather unusual circumstances, such as those prevailing in the Amazonian valleys of Peru between the 1930s and early 1960s (e.g. La Convención)’.38

He had also become very interested in nationalism, about which he had very negative views. His book Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 (Cambridge, 1990), based on the Wiles Lectures delivered at the Queen’s University of Belfast in May 1985, had nothing at all to say about Latin America. However, he contributed an essay on ‘Nationalism and nationality in Latin America’ to a Festschrift for Paul Bairoch,39 published in Geneva in 1995. The essay concluded: ‘For the time being, lucky Latin America’ – for having so far escaped, as he put it in Interesting Times, ‘the world epidemic of linguistic, ethnic and confessional nationalism’.

Finally, he continued to revise and expand his book Bandits. In the postscript to the third edition (1981) and in the preface and postscript to the fourth edition (2000) he took account of some of the extensive research on the subject since the book was first published in 1969 and answered some of his most cogent critics, who were mainly concerned to make the point that, despite the myths surrounding them – and Hobsbawm’s analysis, they argued, was too dependent on literary sources – most bandits were not necessarily or typically social rebels, let alone revolutionaries. In a review of Richard Slatta’s Bandidos: The Varieties of Latin American Banditry in the Hispanic American Historical Review (1988), Eric described the book, ‘the first comprehensive treatment of the subject for Latin America’, as ‘essentially a critique of my writings on banditry’. He was, he wrote, proud to be ‘the founding father of an entire branch of history’.40
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