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Dear Readers,
We are excited to share the eighth volume of Past Tense Graduate Review 
of History. This year brought unexpected changes and challenges to the 
process of producing and publishing this journal. When the COVID-19 
pandemic was declared, there was significant uncertainty about the 
publication of Past Tense, considering the major shifts in our academic, 
professional, and personal lives. We are particularly proud to share this 
year's issue, as it speaks to the patience, generosity, and professionalism 
of its authors and contributors. We are thrilled to be able to share an is-
sue during these strange, unprecedented, and often challenging times.  

Volume 8 features three articles that provoke innovative and critical 
discussions of the past. Billy Sawyers' article examines a collection of 
picture postcards commemorating the Truku-Japanese War (1914). 
Through a rigorous analysis of these postcards, Sawyers highlights the 
violence and unequal power dynamics in the production of colonial 
knowledge and visuality in Taiwan under Japanese rule.

Laura Tibi’s award-winning article explores the ways that Palestinian 
artists have borrowed and (re)shaped tradition in order to both preserve 
and construct anew a national Palestinian identity. Tibi treats Palestin-
ian art with care and complexity, and asks how artists and elders have 
made sense of memory and occupation in the wake of the events of 
1948. 

Anna Wenzel's article focuses on Cuba’s exile community and its re-
sponse to acts of political terrorism by fellow exiles in the 1970s. By 
examining Cuban exile newspapers, Wenzel complicates contemporary 
homogenizing discourse that suggests there was widespread support 
for anti-Communist, anti-Castro violence in Cuban exile communities 
across the United States and Caribbean.

Drawing from diverse geographies, these articles seek to understand the 
ways that power and resistance are mediated through visual and tex-
tual sources. They ask us to consider the ways that political ideas are 
constructed and represented through various media, and the ways that 
meaning and power are also embedded in the production of these docu-
ments.
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In producing this issue, we are greatly indebted to the work of two former editors, 
Spirit Waite and Katie Davis. Their previous work on Past Tense, and continued 
assistance with the production process, have been invaluable to ensuring the high-
quality production of the journal. We are excited to announce Nastasha Sartore as 
the new Co-Editor, and are looking forward to her continued involvement with the 
journal. We would also like to thank Associate Editors Siddharth Sridhar, Graeme 
Sutherland, and Spirit Waite. The editorial team would also like to thank all the vol-
unteer peer reviewers, faculty reviewers, proofreaders, and copy editors from both 
the University of Toronto and abroad for their contributions. Without their work, 
we could not produce Past Tense. 

Thank you for supporting Past Tense Graduate Review of History and the 
engaged scholarship of its contributors. 

Sincerely,

  
Hannah Roth Cooley and Nastasha Sartore
Editors, Past Tense Graduate Review of History 
Toronto, Canada

From the Editors
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Postcards, Power, and the Production 
of Colonial Knowledge: Reflections on 
Japanese Imperialism and the Case of 
the Truku-Japanese War, 1914

Research Article

Billy Sawyers
Freie Universität Berlin

In this essay, I explore the imaginative geographies of Imperial Japan as they were in-
scribed in picture postcards during the "Golden Age" of this highly-circulated medium. 
Coinciding with the entrenchment of Japanese rule in the newly-acquired territory of 
Taiwan, the global postcard industry exploded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, providing large, middle-class audiences with a portable and affordable photo-
graphic medium depicting a wide range of subjects. In the Japanese Empire, where 1.5 
billion postcards were circulated in 1913, picture postcards formed a key arm of official 
propaganda designed to legitimise colonial rule in Taiwan. Japanese photographers, of-
ten working with government networks and officials, adopted a scopic regime that re-
framed the colonised in accordance with imperial hierarchies and political goals.
Consulting Lafayette College’s East Asia Image Collection, I examine a set of postcards 
produced to commemorate the Truku-Japanese War (1914), which finalised the Japa-
nese conquest and established colonial sovereignty over Taiwan’s resource-rich indig-
enous zone. Though recent historiography has established how the discursive functions 
of postcards depicting indigenous Taiwan helped commodify the colony as an object 
of Japanese tourism and resource extraction, far less attention has been paid to the vio-
lence of this process – violence embedded in the fabric of colonial knowledge produc-
tion. Building on an established literature on Japanese colonialism, my intention is to 
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Introduction

"If we are to subjugate the aborigines, 
we must of course know them.”1

Prefacing his pioneering study of 
Taiwan’s indigenous peoples in 
1913, the influential Japanese 

ethnographer Mori Ushinosuke 
underlined the political rationality 
of studying and documenting native 
society and customs as a cornerstone of 
Japanese administration on the island. 
His bid for knowledge production 
dovetailed with a surge in military 
activity across Taiwan’s specially 
administered "Aborigine Territory," 
a mountainous and resource-rich 
region in the island’s northeast, 
during Governor-General Sakuma 
Samata’s Five-Year Plan to Conquer the 
Northern Tribes, 1909-1914. Enlisting 
with the Bureau of Aboriginal Affairs 
as a paramilitary surveyor, Mori was 
the only prominent ethnographer to 
undertake fieldwork and photography 
in the indigenous zone as its scattered 
communities were violently subdued 
by an extensive military operation.2  
The scientific colonialism in which he 
participated was understood by his 
contemporaries (and continues to be by 
present-day scholars of Taiwan) as the 
application of empirical observation and 
scientific knowledge to colonial politics. 
Then, as now, this civilising project has 
been cited as a distinguishing feature 
of Japanese rule in Taiwan, 1895-1945, 
and a key factor in its modernization, 

supposedly made with the general 
acquiescence of the colonised.3  

But Japanese knowledge production 
in early twentieth century Taiwan, 
“the most thoroughly inventoried 
colonial area in the world,” must 
also be measured for its connection 
to the state-sanctioned violence of a 
punitive colonial regime.4 Scholars have 
persuasively demonstrated how power 
relations on the occupied island were 
shaped by Japanese endeavours to map, 
survey, and extract resources from its 
first formal colony. Often these claims 
are undergirded by a Foucauldian 
interpretation of governmentality, 
with a focus on how colonial biopower 
was exercised through disciplinary 
regimes and discursive practices, 
aimed at administering imperial 
subjects in accordance with biopolitical 
principles. Others have gone further, 
arguing that our understanding of 
knowledge production in Imperial 
Japan must account for the systematic 
correspondence of this project with the 
exercise of colonial violence.5   

Colonial governmentality in Taiwan 
was structured by policies of punishment 
and repression, particularly towards 
indigenous communities inhabiting 
the area known then as the “savage 
border.”6 Initially a site of resistance to 
colonial authority, this indigenous zone 
was effectively reterritorialized in the 
early years of Japanese rule through 
“punitive expeditions” that saw state- 
led violence wedded to the knowledge-
producing practices of fieldworkers 

to chart the construction of Taiwanese lands and peoples as imperial subjects through 
the visual orders of the Truku War postcards. In doing so, I draw new conclusions on 
the place of violence in colonial visuality and to connect this East Asian context to the 
already well-established literature on the scopic regimes of European empires.
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like Mori, including ethnography, 
cartography and photography. The 
Truku-Japanese War of 1914, one such 
expedition and the main subject of 
this paper, saw the climax of Sakuma’s 
Five-Year Plan as thousands of soldiers 
were deployed to establish Japanese 
sovereignty over landscapes and 
populations that were simultaneously 
being studied and classified by Mori 
and his colleagues. Thus, the power 
to control a geographical area and to 
enact what Benedict Anderson calls 
“total surveyability”  was conjoined 
with the power to alter and destroy 
autochthonous peoples, places, objects 
and environments.7 The opposing face 
of scientific colonialism in Taiwan 
— what proceeds from the power to 
control bodies and administer life — 
was the “subjugation of life to the power 
of death” termed by Achille Mbembe 
as “necropolitics.”8  Expanding on the 
droite de glaive at the heart of Foucault’s 
biopolitics, necropower describes the 
sovereign capacity to impose social 
death as well as the destruction of 
bodies, as part of the modern state’s 
“instrumentalization of human 
existence.” Exercising the power of 
death means incorporating “exception, 
emergency, and a fictionalized notion of 
the enemy” into ethnicised or racialised 
orderings of subpopulations, whose 
humanity is rendered  expendable by 
the state.9  

In what follows I argue that the 
reciprocity of violence and knowledge 
production during the Truku-Japanese 
war alerts us to the role of necropolitics 
in Japanese colonialism. Numerous 
studies have charted the course of 
Japanese ethnology and exploration on 
Taiwan and its interwoven history with 

colonial politics, assembling a variety 
of sources to track the development of 
imperial policy and ideology as Japan 
solidified its control over what was 
seen as a dangerous and exotic island 
replete with virgin forests and primitive  
savages.10 Building on this research, I  
focus on the Truku (or Taroko) incident 
as a case study of scientific colonialism in 
the early twentieth century, specifically 
through the medium of the picture 
postcard. For 1914 was marked not only 
by the finalisation of Taiwan’s conquest 
by Japan and the apparent submission 
of its indigenous tribes to colonial 
authority, but also by the golden age of 
the picture postcard across the world, 
when the rise of the international postal 
system converged with progressions 
in photographic technology and with 
popular enthusiasm for travel, empire 
and national identity.11  In Japan, where 
the circulation of 1.5 billion postcards 
in 1913 was second only to their 
circulation in Germany, this affordable 
and versatile medium offered the urban 
middle classes an unprecedented visual 
record of the wider empire. Postcards 
captured people and places but also 
commemorations of newsworthy 
events and military triumphs. I will 
address selected items from the 
Truku-Japanese War Commemorative 
Postcard Collection, a 100-card set 
depicting a Japanese military campaign 
staged high in the mountains of 
what is now Taroko National Park.12  
Following John Tagg, I consider these 
visual sources as discursive practices 
whose meaning must be deciphered in 
accordance with historical conditions 
– as inflections on context, rather 
than direct windows onto a reality 
that is always already meaningful.13  In 
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colonial Taiwan postcard photography 
was a kind of archiving practice, 
documenting Japanese encounters 
with new geographies and recording 
their reconfiguration into the colonial 
imagination. Institutionally as well as 
discursively, Japanese photography 
on the island was closely connected to 
scientific colonialism and  therefore 
complicit in its record of violent 
coercion. The ephemeral visuality of 
the picture postcard also assisted the 
construction of otherness in imperial 
society by aligning with prevailing 
discourses on race and civilisation. If 
as Tagg claims, the "evidential force" 
of a photograph functions "only within 
certain institutional practices and within 
particular historical relations"  then 
the first task is to outline the historical 
conditions that gave rise to Japanese 
scientific colonialism and its brutal 
execution against the Truku people, and 
to locate the policies, ideologies and 
discourses that the Truku War postcards 
are in conversation with.14 Having 
established this critical context, I  then 
turn to postcards themselves, dividing 
my attention between representations 
of the colonised other on the one hand 
and projections of civilised self on the 
other. As we shall see, photography 
was a key medium through which 
colonial hierarchies could be visually 
situated for large audiences. Therefore, 
by analyzing picture postcards from the 
age of empire, we can try to identify 
the necropolitical relationships that 
facilitated violence against what was 
deemed to be expendable, sub-human, 
or simply an obstruction to national 
sovereignty.

The Context

The much-discussed coupling of 
colonial knowledge and imperial 

power in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries was a global 
phenomenon that became especially 
pronounced under (but  not  restricted 
to) Japanese rule in Taiwan. This duality 
was central to scientific colonialism 
and is widely regarded by historians 
to have reached its apex at the turn 
of the century, as the globalisation of 
information gathering technologies 
gave new impetus to imperial 
practices, ideologies and institutions 
which are usually traced to European 
models of imperialism.15 The position 
allocated to Japanese imperialism 
within this framework is frequently 
one of mimesis, with a focus on the 
refraction of imperial modernity from 
the West that tends to overlook the 
significance of local conditions in the 
empire and of the multidirectional 
global interactions that shaped imperial 
policies and practices in this era.16  But 
Japanese colonial administrations were 
more than just fervent imitators of 
European empires, even if we accept 
the importance of photography, 
anthropology and other archiving 
practices that initially developed in 
Europe. Following Sebastian Conrad, we 
must acknowledge that such transfers 
are shaped both by the processes of 
their exchange and by the conditions 
of their reception.17 We can go even 
further by employing trans-imperial 
perspectives, which demonstrate why 
exactly global integration and exchange 
mattered in Japanese empire building, 
but without privileging Eurocentrism 
or Japanese exceptionalism. Exploring 
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the “interplay of imperial competition, 
comparison and connection”   
illuminates the geopolitical imperatives 
and shared racial and biological 
discourses that fuelled colonial violence 
in Taiwan, making it a useful lens for 
understanding the historical context of 
the Truku-Japanese War.18

Japanese ethnographers and 
anthropologists such as Mori, 
in collaboration with colonial 
administrators, were keen followers of 
western approaches to documenting 
and surveying the colonised. They lent 
their ethnic taxonomies and hierarchies 
of human development in Taiwan a 
grounding in European racial science 
and Social Darwinism. But these 
external ideas and practices did not by 
themselves speak to Japan’s repressive 
colonial policies. As Paul Barclay 
contends, this involved institutional 
connections between ethnology and 
administration, and a discursive 
interface that disseminated and 
embedded knowledge across imperial 
society. The Taiwan Government-
General had control over both these 
fronts, maintaining tight restrictions on 
both photography and anthropological 
fieldwork in the indigenous zone so 
that administrators could oversee 
the production of knowledge, and of 
visual grammars in Taiwan postcards.19  
Picture postcards were one of the most 
successful forms in a range of mass 
media and propaganda that developed 
in the Japanese Empire partly free from 
European influence. As the tides of 
patriotism and imperial enthusiasm 
swelled following Japan’s 1905 defeat 
of Russia, the association of postcards 
with imperial modernity and national 
identity was at its strongest in the years 

surrounding Sakuma’s Five-Year Plan.20 
Postcards from Taiwan, including the 
Truku War set, helped lay claim to 
the colony by constructing its image 
based on the authentic indigeneity 
of photographed landscapes and 
communities. This set is particularly 
revealing in the way in which its frames 
are staged to directly associate the 
"discovery" of indigenous bodies and 
geographies with military measures to 
place them under Japanese sovereignty 
and incorporate them into a hierarchy of 
civilisation. This bio and necropolitical 
process was certainly aligned with 
the global circulation of postcards 
and imperial knowledge-producing 
practices, but Barclay’s overture reminds 
us of how local contexts also shaped 
photographic discourses of power and 
violence.

Japan’s ideological pursuit of total 
conquest and "total surveyability" 
in Taiwan must be placed in the 
geopolitical context of its longer-
term ascension to the first rank of 
imperial powers, a position that was 
confirmed by its participation in the 
First World War and precipitated by its 
high-profile victories in wars against 
China in 1895 and Russia in 1905 (the 
former resulting in the Qing Dynasty 
ceding its administration of Taiwan 
to Japan). Competing and coexisting 
on the world stage with powerful 
maritime empires such as  Britain 
meant establishing legitimacy through 
the twin processes of civilisation and 
modernisation. According to Yuko 
Kikuchi, the refractive nature of this 
undertaking was exemplified by the 
Japanese desire to sew its own seeds of 
progress on the virgin soil of Taiwan.21   
In effect Taiwan became Japan’s own 
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orient – as Japan had for centuries been 
subject to orientalization by the west. 
The eastward trajectory of the colonial 
civilising mission and its imitation and 
refraction in Japanese imperialism is 
well evidenced. Nonetheless, we can 
also benefit from identifying chains of 
causation that themselves originated 
in the East Asian context, where Japan 
sought to establish hegemony and 
where national and imperial interests 
developed with significant independence 
from European imperialism, or even 
in opposition to it.22 China was a 
centrepiece in the geopolitical dilemma 
laid out before Japan and a more 
immediate source of competition for 
Japanese hegemony in East Asia. It also 
offered a ready-made colonial template 
in its prior administration of Taiwan, 
which inflected the Japanese approach 
in ways that Europe did not. The legacy 
of Qing rule extended most prominently 
to the ideological and administrative 
bisection of Taiwan into a supposedly 
primitive east and modern west. This 
division accorded different rights – 
or to recall Mbembe, different levels 
of humanity and exposure to death 
– to different peoples in a spatialised 
system of classification.23 Along the 
savage border, Qing institutions, 
practices, and legal typologies underlaid 
the Japanese management of Han 
Taiwanese majority populations and 
some integrated aborigines in a process 
that we can reasonably separate from 
the diffusion of racial ideologies in 
Europe.24 As Japan began extending 
colonial governmentality deep into the 
indigenous zone, we see a hybrid of 
European and East Asian approaches 
being violently repurposed in the wider 
project of knowledge production. 

These policies were themselves the 
results of exchange and competition 
between empires, and cannot be traced 
meaningfully from the highlands of 
Taiwan back to the metropoles of 
Europe.

When in 1909 the "big bang" of 
Sakuma’s Five-Year Plan was finally 
enacted to solve the "aborigine 
question,"  it was seen as the decisive 
move towards Japanese omnipotence 
and omniscience in Taiwan, carrying 
the Meiji Emperor’s blessing and a 
considerable fund of fifteen million yen 
from Tokyo.25 This marked the beginning 
of a punitive solution to finalise two 
decades of creeping securitisation 
around the savage border. Supervised 
by the Government-General, this 
military surge was accompanied by a 
comprehensive survey of the indigenous 
zone by fieldworkers such as Mori, who 
in turn produced key reports and visual 
records of the societies, and landscapes 
facing imminent obliteration.26 The 
campaign, its ideological background, 
and its conclusion in the Truku-Japanese 
War were saturated with the flows of 
colonial knowledge. But it is important 
to briefly grasp the material conditions 
that incentivised punitive expeditions 
in Taiwan’s indigenous regions. From 
the early years of occupation, the 
Japanese administration had fixated on 
large reserves of timber and camphor 
deep in the untouched lands beyond 
the savage border, holding indigenous 
communities directly responsible for 
sealing off this storehouse of wealth 
from successive Qing and Japanese 
invaders. Chiming with a long history of 
treaty ports and free trade in East Asia, 
securing these resources was deemed 
to be strongly in Japan’s national and 
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imperial interests, while resident 
indigenous communities were deemed 
expendable, regardless of whether they 
offered resistance.27 For Sakuma and 
other hard-line administrators, military 
intervention was a necessary course 
of action to effectively dismantle any 
human obstacles to a total conquest of 
the savage border. The violence of the 
expedition was the logical solution to a 
population whose labour power could 
not be mobilised through disciplinary 
measures. In this respect, the Five-Year 
Plan marked the complete integration 
of Taiwanese indigenes into a 
necropolitical hierarchy that designated 
them as “impediments to resource 
extraction.”28 

The Postcards

I n this context  we can now 
approach the commemorative 

postcards of the Truku-Japanese War 
with an informed understanding of 
what they are trying to depict, their 
strategies of visual ordering, and the 
material and discursive conditions of 
their production. At the height of its 
global golden age the postcard industry 
consisted of thousands of small 
photography studios, printers, and 
distributors, meaning that information 
is scarce on the individual activities 
of Nakano Photography Studio and S. 
Kuwada & Sons, to whom the Truku War 
set is attributed.29 But more importantly, 
we can make safe assumptions about the 
collaboration of official bodies, including 
the Government-General itself, whose 
aborigine policy ensured the restriction 
and supervision of all photography and 
ethnography in the indigenous zone, 
and which most likely had a say over the 

photographic coverage of a campaign 
that was being watched carefully by 
Tokyo. We also lack concrete knowledge 
on the consumption of the Truku War 
set – it is likely that the postcards were 
gifted to soldiers after the war, but we 
can only speculate on their subsequent 
distribution across the empire.30 We 
can however locate the set firmly in the 
postcard boom and more precisely in 
attempts by the colonial administration 
to celebrate the Five-Year Plan and 
inflate its achievements. Behind 
schedule and over budget, Sakuma was 
forced to declare a premature victory 
after Tokyo’s gaze shifted suddenly 
to the First World War, which Japan 
joined in late August 1914.31 Whilst the 
photographers are unnamed, it is likely 
that they were influenced by the seminal 
photography and anthropological 
observations of government 
fieldworkers like Mori Ushinosuke, 
Torii Ryūzō and Inō Kanori. They were 
also probably  enlisted by the Bureau 
of Aboriginal Affairs or  the Japanese 
military. Working actively alongside the 
military operation, Mori was a leading 
authority on the Truku highlands. His 
photographs were widely disseminated 
in official postcard collections and even 
in western publications like National 
Geographic, while his classification 
of native tribes used in the postcard 
captions were accepted colony-wide in 
1913.32  

These precarious empirical 
foundations place a limit on any 
conclusions we draw from the Truku 
War postcards, hence the concise nature 
of my analysis. The 100 different frames 
preserved in the collection primarily 
depict the Japanese military, with strong 
themes of logistics, camaraderie, and 
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celebration, while others are concerned 
with the landscapes of the Truku 
highlands and indigenous people, 
places, and artefacts. The preoccupation 
of the postcards with the experiences 
of the soldiers indicates a specific 
memorial function that is less relevant 
for current purposes. However, many 
of the pictures in their choreography 
tell us something about strategies of 
representing the self and the other in 
colonial contexts, and how knowledge 
production overlaps with a visual 
ordering of relationships between 
bodies. The photos were taken over 
74 days of warfare between May and 
August 1914, which involved over 3000 
Japanese soldiers and larger numbers 
of mostly Han Taiwanese police and 
labourers with the assistance of naval 
bombardment and ground artillery. 
Out of a population of roughly 10,000, 
unknown numbers from the various 
Truku tribes fought and died.33  

The Other

Specific visual strategies 
are employed in the Truku War 

postcards to otherize indigenous 
forms, existing outside of colonial 
modernity in the aforementioned 
necropolitical state of “exception, 
emergency, and a fictionalized notion of 
the enemy.”34  The position of postcard 
photography at the intersection 
of art, travel writing, and colonial 
knowledge production meant that 
these strategies often overlapped with 
commercial incentives, imperialism, 
and aesthetic practices, namely the 
tourist and the anthropological gazes. 
Taken together, these images present 
the discovery of the savage border 
by Japanese expeditionary forces and 
the incorporation of its peoples and 
objects into the imperial archive. 
Discovery here is best described as the 
invention of an imaginary landscape 

Fig. 1: "Members of the Sowasal Tribe after Surrender," The Truku-Japanese War 
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that could reterritorialize topographical 
space, where the landscape functions 
as a discursive object to stand in 
for the people, places, artefacts, and 
environments that it contains.35 We 
observe in the Truku War set how this 
holistic treatment of the landscape 
enabled the other to be positioned 
outside of colonial normativity—where 
it could be legitimately subjected to 
punishment and repression. Figure 
1 is a well-composed example of 
this strategy in photography. Having 
offered their surrender, members of the 
Sowasal tribe are huddled close to the 
ground and nearby shrubbery as if they 
are themselves part of this environment. 
Though they carry basic hunting 
rifles (weapons that were probably 
acquired informally along the savage 
border"and later confiscated by colonial 
authorities), behind them the almost 
spectral figure of a Japanese soldier is 

standing and watching from a  position 
of power.36 Embodying the colonial 
administration, the pacifying purity of 
his white uniform and the assurance 
of his grasp on what appears to be a 
provisional housing structure seems to 
imply his ownership of the conquered 
landscape and natural supremacy over 
the yielding indigenous people. 

The use of choreography and 
physical positioning to represent 
colonial power relations is a consistent 
theme in the Truku War set. This is 
frequently achieved by presenting figures 
of modernity like Japanese soldiers as 
a foil to the untouched "primitivity" 
of the aboriginal landscape. Instantly 
recalling Japanese desires to claim the 
"storehouse of wealth" contained within 
Truku territory, Figure 2 situates two 
Japanese officers at a dramatic viewpoint 
over supposed virgin lands, gazing 
purposefully towards the mountains 

Fig. 2: "A View of Btulan Aborigine Territory from Mt. Qilai's Southern Peak," The 
Truku-Japanese War Commemorative Postcard Collection, image tj0013
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and forests so coveted by Sakuma for 
resource extraction.37 The tourist gaze 
at work in this image draws on a set of 
references specific to discourses of travel 
and discovery in East Asia, including a 
history of Qing, and Japanese landscape 
painting in the Taiwanese mountains.38  
In this way, the jumbled topography of 
the indigenous zone is translated and 
orientalised for Japanese audiences 
to fit popular conceptions of what an 
abundant and pristine landscape should 
look like. This misty evergreen vista 
evokes the virgin forests that became an 
object of imperial desire; a blank canvas 
on which modernity and civilisation 
could be painted by the brush of 
scientific colonialism. Simultaneously, 
this promise of environmental 
transformation in the service of 

empire is juxtaposed in Figure 3 to a 
simulation of unchanging antiquity 
in the indigenous zone. By inverting 
the primitive and dangerous with the 
ancient and romantic, landscape images 
of the Truku War convey a sense of 
timelessness that distances the viewer 
from the physical geography behind 
the lens, the very landscape that faces 
dramatic alteration at the hands of the 
colonial administration. It is precisely 
in this ambiguity that the violence of 
seemingly innocuous depictions of the 
Truku landscape can be located: by 
positioning the colonial other beyond 
time and outside of history, the reality 
of its destruction is effectively erased, 
especially for those who measure and 
observe at a distance. Barclay, citing 
Johannes Fabian, argues that this “denial 
of coevalness” (allochronicity) was a 
key element of the anthropological 
gaze practiced by Mori and other 
photographers, whose disproportionate 
focus on Taiwan’s aborigines (just two 
percent of the population) was in clear 
alignment with the latter’s subjection 
to excessively punitive regimes by the 
colonial administration.39  

Timeless depictions of the 
indigenous landscape in the Truku War 
postcards are one of several devices that 
render the Truku  preternatural others. 
A people whose existence is beyond 
the bounds of temporality grants them 
an inherently subordinate position 
in colonial hierarchies. Othering 
also extended to the fetishisation of 
unvarnished Truku women such as 
the “Flowers of the Savage Territory” 
depicted in the penultimate card of the 
set,40 a classic ethnographical portrait in 
the style pioneered in Taiwan by Mori, 
which seems to offer the two indigenous 

Fig. 3: "Ancient Trees at Big 
Taroko Mountain," The Truku-
Japanese War Commemorative 
Postcard Collection, image 
tj0040
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girls as a prize for the victorious 
Japanese.41 It is the only frame in the 
collection shot in a studio setting 
and removed from the imaginary 
landscapes of the Truku highlands, 
implying that even when subjugated, 
the moniker of noble savage endures as 
an authentic representative of Taiwan, 
forever an object of colonial knowledge 
and desire. We can again see how the 
ontological ambiguity of aboriginal 
identity when othered in this way brings 
about the social death of indigenous 
communities, whose humanity and 
place in history is left undefined under 
the necropolitical regime. The morbid 
uncertainty of Figure 5 shows how 
this principle can also be applied to 
indigenous objects such as the skulls 

acquired from traditional headhunting 
practices. Usually displayed on a 
headhunter’s skull rack, here the skull is 
staged on the pedestal of a tree stump, 
indicating its integration with the 
geography of the savage border as if it 
were part of a museum exhibition.42 The 
ominous captioning of this item as “The 
Future” (a similar frame is labelled “This 
World and the Next World”) shows 
an interest in not just the discovery-
invention of an ethnological artefact, 
but also in what such objects might 
imply about the cosmology of the Truku 
tribes, which faced an existential threat 
from its antithesis in the modernising 
rationality of the military expedition.

Fig.  4: "Flowers of the Savage 
Territory: Tausai Aborigines," 
The Truku-Japanese War Com-
memorative Postcard Collec-
tion, image th0101

Fig. 5: "The Future (at Slaguq-
huni)," The Truku-Japanese 
War Commemorative Postcard 
Collection, image tj0040
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The Self

The visual representation 
of Japanese imperialism as a 

modernising and civilising force entailed 
a projection of the self that must be 
considered alongside the construction 
of the other if we are to explain the 
conjunction of violence and knowledge 
production in the Truku-Japanese 
War. Classic accounts of European 
orientalism focus on how the imperial 
self was defined in its opposition to both 
internal and colonised others, but the 
historical conditions under which Japan 
pursued hegemony in East Asia forced it 
to actively shape its imperial identity vis 
à vis regional rivals like China and the 
distant empires of Europe.43 This called 
for a measured communication with 
the global discourse of race and power 

such as hegemonic European ideas like 
Social Darwinism, but also with ethnic 
hierarchies specific to Asian cultures. 

From an ascendant position on 
the world stage, the inauguration of 
Japanese colonialism in Taiwan was 
an opportunity to demonstrate the 
empire’s capacity to embed modernity 
and civilisation far more extensively 
than the Qing Dynasty had previously 
managed. The inventorying of 
indigenous Taiwan was, of course, 
one of the most successful projects of 
scientific colonialism worldwide.44 This 
required a visual projection of military 
and organisational efficacy in the 
indigenous zone and in particular the 
mastery of its rugged terrain  and unruly 
tribes. Figure 6 is one of multiple frames 
depicting the set-piece immolation of an
indigenous structure, which symbolises

Fig. 6: "The Encampment at Skahing and the Burning Down of Aborigine Dwell-
ings," The Truku-Japanese War Commemorative Postcard Collection, image tj0024
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the wider demographic displacement 
that was being enforced by the punitive 
expedition. On the far side of a vast 
and steep valley, the burning settlement 
blends in with thick forest identifiable 
only by a plume of smoke. On the near 
side, Japanese soldiers watch from 
an orderly camp perched on the edge 
of a ridge, leaving no doubt as to the 
fate that "primitive" dwellings might 
meet in the Japan’s march of progress. 
A closer view on a separate postcard 
shows the onlooking soldiers at ease: 
semi-uniformed with hands on hips. 
This suggests calm contemplation 
as they gaze over the newly annexed 
landscape.45 Figure 7 exercises a similar 
dynamic over a large group of yielding 
Truku men, women and children, 
who cling close to the mountainside 
surrounded and surveyed on all sides 
by Japanese troops. The choreography 
of this frame, with uniformed soldiers 
flanking both sides of a command 
podium from which the indigenous 
people sitting below are being dictated 
their fate, is far closer to a military 
tribunal than the surrender ceremony 
suggested by the postcard caption. 
Instead, this frame conveys the tacit 
threat of violence that coerces the Tausai 
tribespeople into a voiceless surrender 
and thus is a visual manifestation of 
the hierarchies being ushered in by the 
colonial administration. Demeaned and 
infantilised by the punitive expedition,
the indigenous people's position in 
this scene recalls their place in the 
ethnic hierarchies of the Japanese 
family state, which stood apart from 
European racialisations in its focus 
on blood and maturity.46 Figures 6 
and 7 exemplify a strong tendency in 
the Truku War postcards and other 

comparable sets to visually document 
the production of new social and spatial 
relations in the savage border. Such 
exhibitions of military proficiency 
and organisation are  linked through 
photography to the necropolitical 
violence of reterritorialization;  the 
project of implementing and sustaining 
hierarchies of difference through 
the appropriation of the Taiwanese 
landscape.47 

Following the failure of the Five-
Year Plan to achieve a total conquest and 
survey of Taiwan’s aborigine territories, 
visual commemorations of the Truku 
War were required to aggrandise the 
success of the punitive expedition 
in furthering the reach of Japanese 
control. Figure 8 is the standout 
example of triumphalist photography 
in the Truku War set, depicting the 
ceremonial march of the expeditionary 
forces through a Triumphal Arch that 
had been specifically constructed 
in Puli, the nearest township to the 
Taroko highlands, to herald the 
Japanese victory. With clear references 
to western militarism, the regiment 
conveys assuredness and discipline 
as it marches to the sound of bugles, 
conspicuously paralleled by railway 
tracks and overhead power lines that 
point clearly to the achievements of 
modernisation. This scene may be far 
from the mountain peaks that witnessed 
the Truku "incident," but its promise of 
the fruits of the civilising mission, and 
the necessity of a military operation 
to deliver those fruits, is conveyed 
unambiguously on the postcard.
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Conclusion

Using the commemorative 
military postcards as a visual 

record of Japanese rule in Taiwan, the 
preceding analysis helps us locate the 
violence of the Truku-Japanese War at 
the intersection of knowledge and power 
on the island colony. There, a blend 
of local, national, and transimperial 
conditions gave shape to necropolitical 
hierarchies that dictated who and what 
was expendable in the imperial pursuit 
of modernity and civilisation.  Alongside 
a wide range of official and semi-official 
archiving practices undertaken during 
the Japanese occupation, the Truku War 
postcards contributed to the violent 
coercion of the indigenous other by 
providing an ontological basis for 
their obliteration. Though we can only 
attempt a rough sketch of the chains of 
causation at play in the complex realm 

of culture and discourse, it is worth 
highlighting the specific role played by 
postcard photography as the foremost 
visual medium that propagated and 
inflected the iconography of Taiwan’s 
authentic indigeneity. By situating 
supposedly timeless savages among 
autochthonous landscapes and 
providing a visual ordering of their 
place within the fantasies of colonial 
knowledge, the picture postcard made a 
crucial intervention in the construction 
of indigenous Taiwanese identity.
But the timeless savage need not be 
alive, especially if a simulacrum of 
ancient Taiwan can be sustained 
authentically in visual culture. The 
allochronic nature of the anthropological 
gaze in Japanese postcard photography 
was particularly important in exploring 
the ambiguity inherent to the othering of 
indigenous people: the tension between 
their discursive objectification as a 

Fig. 7: "The Expeditionary Force's 9th Company Entering Puli's Triumphal Arch," 
The Truku-Japanese War Commemorative Postcard Collection, image tj0095
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fantasy of the imperial archive and their 
material objectification as a physical 
repository of wealth and other colonial 
desires. This tension is eased in the Truku 
War set by photographic realism and 
the choreographed presence of Japanese 
soldiers in most of the frames, but it 
was the conjunction of this photography 
with military violence that paved the 
way for both forms of objectification to  
be sustained as far as they were useful 

 

to the project of scientific colonialism. 
Archived into posterity and violently 
displaced from their ancestral ways 
of life, the indigenous other was 
thus pacified and instrumentalised 
to encourage intra-imperial tourism 
and maintain the legitimacy of Japan’s 
civilising mission on the global stage, 
no longer impeding the modernising 
and civilising project of Japanese rule. ◆

Fig. 8: "The Expeditionary Force's 9th Company Entering Puli's Triumphal Arch," 
The Truku-Japanese War Commemorative Postcard Collection, image tj0095
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Re-membering the Nation: Palestinian 
Art after 1948 

Research Article

This paper looks at Palestinian art produced after the 1948 Exodus, or Nakba, dur-
ing which three symbols of a national Palestinian identity emerged: the farmer, the 
refugee, and the freedom fighter. Through the work of two camp artists, Ibrahim 
Ghannam and Ismail Shammout, I argue that these symbols point to different mo-
ments of Palestinian history in an effort to articulate a modern Palestinian national 
identity. The farmer gestures towards an idealized pre-colonial past, asserting the 
historical presence of Palestinians on the land; the refugee towards the present-day 
realities of Palestinians, who continue to live under occupation; and the freedom 
fighter towards a future of Palestinian autonomy and sovereignty, representing a 
shift from a culture of nostalgic lamentation to one of resistance and self-determi-
nation. Just as the images of the farmer, refugee, and freedom fighter occupy dif-
ferent temporalities, so too do the memories of Palestinians. Under settler-colonial 
regimes, physical archives are often subject to destruction and erasure as they mark 
the presence, history, and culture of indigenous populations. Because of this risk 
and precarity, Palestinians often rely on memory. In lieu of institutionally legiti-
mized archives and archival practices, this paper recognizes the potential of a Pal-
estinian “memory archive,” where distinct recollections can be regarded as valuable 
historical resources and vehicles for collectively remembering and re-membering 
the nation. Through the work of Ghannam and Shammout, I assess how an archive 
of memory—stretched across three temporalities—was retrieved to construct a 
modern, national image that became a catalyst for Palestinian self-determination. 

Laura Tibi
University of Toronto

Winner of the 15th Annual Graduate History Symposium
Best Paper Prize, University of Toronto, 2019
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"However revolutionary Arab artists may 
be in concept and in aspiration, a spirit 
of tradition hangs on to them which 
they cannot, will not, shake off. However 
much they may subscribe to the view of 
'internationalism' or 'cosmopolitanism' 
in modern art, they will not give up 
the notion that their identity can only 
be shaped by rooting themselves in a 
tradition of their own, which helps to 
give a distinction to their work, marking 
them off as the creators and extenders of 
a national culture."1  

                                                               -Jabra Ibrahim Jabra

Jabra’s statement holds true for 
generations of Palestinian artists, 
whose works have been intimately 

connected to the traditions of their 
land. His primal notion of tradition 
is embedded with ideas of origin, 
memory, and indigeneity, as though 
tradition is a solid and innate part of 
Arab identity. But I would add to Jabra’s 
remark the malleability of tradition 
and its manifestations in Arab national 
identities; in this way tradition is both 
immanently fixed and contingent. 
Palestinians use and shape tradition in 
various ways in order to adapt to the 
disparate colonial processes that threaten 
to erase Palestinian identity. We see this 
especially in the context of Israeli settler-
colonialism, during which Palestinians 
have revisited, recycled, and renewed 
old traditions, transforming them into 
symbols and images of the nation. The 
mutability of Palestinian tradition is 
evidence of Palestine’s shifting and 
modernizing cultural productions. 
Moreover, the continuous succession 
of Ottoman, British, and Israeli rule 
has amplified the need to represent the 
Palestinian nation.2  The emergence 

of these disparate powers, I argue, was 
concurrent with that of a modern and 
national Palestinian art that preserved 
and contrived tradition through a 
memory archive. This is not to say that 
Palestinian modernism was dependent 
on Ottoman, British, or Israeli presence, 
but rather that this chain of imperial and 
colonial intervention greatly affected 
any sense of Palestinian selfhood, 
necessitating a national visual language in 
order to preserve the identity, tradition, 
and culture of the Palestinian people. 

Violent colonial ordinances 
destroyed institutionally legitimized 
archival practices, so Palestinians have 
often relied on memory. Memory is 
both concrete, as in the case with Jabra’s 
notion of tradition, and ephemeral, as 
in the malleability of this very tradition. 
Memory can also be mobilized as a 
valuable historical source to reassess 
preconceived biases and preserve 
Palestinian traditions. I would like to 
temper this reading by considering the 
way in which memory imag(in)es the 
nation as a primal, natural phenomenon 
while simultaneously participating in 
its irrevocably modern construction. 
Bearing this in mind, I will explore 
how a memory archive has been used 
in the representation and solidification 
of a national Palestinian identity. The 
disparate forms of Palestinian occupation 
have called for distinct approaches 
to self-articulation, responding to 
Palestinian needs at different moments. 
While Ottoman and British rule 
operated from distant metropoles, Israeli 
colonialism consisted of Jewish settlers 
moving to what they believe to be their 
land. In this essay, I will focus on the 
first three decades of Israeli colonialism, 
during which three national symbols of 
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a collective Palestinian identity emerged: 
The farmer (fellah), the refugee (laji’), 
and the freedom fighter (fida’i).3  These 
self-articulations, I argue, have become 
integral to the construction of a modern 
Palestinian national identity. I will 
explore these self-articulations through 
the works of two Palestinian camp 
artists from the jeel al-Nakba:4 Ibrahim 
Ghannam and Ismail Shammout. Their 
images of fellahs, refugees, and fedayeen 
bring together different temporalities 
of Palestinian tradition in order to 
represent Palestine as a nation. The 
fellah gestures towards an idealized pre-
colonial past, the refugee towards the 
current realities of Palestinian lives, and 
the fida’i towards an end to occupation. 

Just as the images of the fellah, the 
refugee, and the fida’i occupy different 
temporalities, so too do the memories 
of Palestinians. What is at stake here is 
not just the othering and distorting of 
Palestinian self-articulations, but how 
these self-articulations can and have 
been subsumed into Israel’s colonial state 
apparatus.

Before examining the visual 
manifestations of the Palestinian farmer, 
refugee, and freedom fighter, I would 
like to revisit the traumatic events of 
1948. The Nakba (literally, disaster) 
is the term Arabs use to describe the 
1948 Palestinian Exodus, when over 
four hundred villages and towns were 
destroyed and depopulated, forcing 

Fig. 1: Ibrahim Ghannam, Olive Harvest, n.d., Oil on Canvas. Printed in Ka-
mal Boullata, Palestinian Art: From 1850 to 2005 (London: Saqi, 2009), 145.
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Palestinians into exile.5 It is this process 
of emptying and cleansing the land that 
allowed for the establishment of 
a sovereign settler colonial state. 
Communities were broken up and 
a great deal of tangible evidence of 
Palestinian culture and tradition was 
demolished or looted and appropriated 
by Jewish settlers, requiring Palestinians 
to recall and rebuild a national identity 
using a memory archive. Because of 
this, very little pre-Nakba art remains.6 
For Palestinians, the Nakba continues 
to be the most significant moment in 
modern Palestinian history. Despite 
never having lived through the events of 
1948, the stories passed down from my 
grandparents have become embedded 
in my memory. In this capacity, the 
year itself has assumed a sacred and 
symbolic place in national and diasporic 
Palestinian consciousness, such that 
multiple generations of Palestinians 
are able to collectively recall the Nakba. 
In her book on Palestinian art, Israeli 
art historian Gannit Ankori describes 
the Nakba as “a tragic but temporary 
hiatus.”7 While the Nakba certainly was 
a dramatic disruption of Palestinian 
lives, this disruption or hiatus is in 
no way temporary. I would argue that 
the Nakba is not a distant historical 
moment, rather it is still occurring in 
the form of land dispossession, refugee 
crises, violent militant control, restrictive 
identity cards and permits, checkpoints, 
and the building of the wall. The 1967 
Six Day War and the first and second 
Intifada can also be viewed as Nakbas or 
catastrophic events. It is because of this 
continuous disruption that Palestinian 
art is produced and viewed in a context 
of fragmentation.8 While my perception 
of the 1948 Exodus is shaped by the 

stories I have heard, the books I have 
read, and the art I have seen, I have 
also experienced different stagings 
of the Nakba.9 In this way, it assumes 
multiple temporalities as Palestinians 
have experienced, remembered, and 
materialized the Nakba in various 
ways – all of which have come to shape 
Palestinian identity.  

In The Origins of Palestinian Art, 
Bashir Makhoul and Gordon Hon 
use Edward Said’s designation of 
origins and beginnings to explain the 
relationship between Palestinian art and 
the Nakba. For Said, “an origin centrally 
dominates what derives from it,” while 
“the beginning (especially the modern 
beginning), encourages nonlinear 
development, a logic giving rise to… 
multileveled coherence of dispersion.”10 
Makhoul and Hon argue that the Nakba 
can be theorized as a point of origin, 
but that it can also be a beginning as it 
“gives rise to a multileveled coherence of 
dispersion.”11 While this is true to some 
extent, it is imperative to consider how 
viewing the Nakba as a point of origin 
ignores the many vibrant manifestations 
of Palestinian modernity prior to 1948.12  
I would argue that the Nakba is not the 
source of Palestinian modernism, rather 
it is one of its many stagings. Perhaps it 
is more productive to think of 1948 as 
the origin of the Nakba, which continues 
to “derive from it” an urgent need for 
Palestinian self-articulation under 
Israel. Considering how the Nakba is an 
ongoing episode, we can also posit it as 
a “nonlinear multileveled coherence of 
dispersion,” as malleable and mutable 
as the traditions and memories it 
shapes. The fact that Said’s beginning 
is a modern beginning also evokes the 
various temporalities and stagings of 
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modernity. Palestinian art after 1948 
often engages with nationalism. Set in 
the modern staging of Israeli colonialism, 
this post 1948 staging engendered self-
articulations like that of the farmer, 
refugee, and freedom fighter, all of which 
played crucial roles in the articulation 
and determination of a Palestinian 
nation. 

It is difficult to determine the 
provenance of the symbols of the farmer, 
refugee, and freedom fighter, largely due 
to the ongoing destruction of Palestinian 
institutions. In fact, this makes it 
difficult to even chart a linear history 
of Palestinian art. Palestinians therefore 
often rely on memory to retain and revive 
cultural traditions. While the refugee 

and freedom fighter emerged after the 
events of 1948, the Palestinian peasant 
farmer or fellah traces back to a distant 
pre-colonial past. Palestinian peasant 
farmers (fellaheen) are considered the 
indigenous people of Palestine. This 
indigeneity, along with the physicality 
of ploughing and harvesting the soil, 
reinforces a kind of innate attachment 
to the land. It is for this reason that the 
fellah has become a crucial symbol of 
Palestinian nationalism, representing 
our ancestors, a harmonious peasant 
population from time immemorial, 
now banished from the land that they 
inhabited and cultivated for generations. 

The Sudanese-Palestinian artist 
Ibrahim Ghannam (1931-1984) has 

Fig. 2: Ibrahim Ghannam, Threshing Grounds, 1972, Oil on Canvas, 100 x 
80 cm.
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passed down his memories of a pre-1948 
Palestine by painting vibrant scenes of his 
hometown of Yajur. On April 25, 1948, 
Zionist militia forces led by Yigal Allon 
seized the village of Yajur, expelling its 
native population of fellaheen.13 Among 
those was seventeen-year-old Ghannam, 
who sought refuge in the camp of Tel 
el-Za‘tar in Lebanon. It is difficult to 
imagine how Ghannam painted such 
detailed scenes of peasant rituals and 
festivities in the miserable confines of 
a refugee camp. However, as Rosemary 
Sayigh has shown, refugee camps 
came to be hubs of culture, fostering 
storytelling and exchange between 
elders and youth in an effort to sustain 
a collective, intergenerational memory of 
the homeland.14  

In his comprehensive book on 
Palestinian art, Ismail Shammout 
commends Ghannam’s remarkable 
ability to remember the most minute 
details of village life: “Not a single detail 
escapes him,” says Shammout, “not even 
the small clay pot on the window sill of 
a village house, which one would hardly 
notice at first.”15 Despite their outwardly 
simple style, Ghannam’s paintings 
communicate the scenes of peasant life in 
a wealth of detail, vividly visualizing the 
stories passed down from our elders.16  
Ghannam’s memory of a pre-1948 Yajur 
plays a crucial role in relaying the rich 
traditions of the fellaheen, whose homes 
were razed to the ground. We have very 
little information about villages like Yajur, 
where “no traces of the houses remain 

Fig. 3: Ibrahim Ghannam, Home Courtyard, 1974, Oil on Canvas, 90 x 60 cm. 
Printed in Kamal Boullata, Palestinian Art: From 1850 to 2005 (London: Saqi, 
2009), 143.
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on the site,” but Ghannam’s memory, 
materialized by his paintings of fellahi 
life, is an important historical source for 
understanding Palestinian lives before 
1948.17 Ghannam was aware of the 
importance of memory in the project of 
Palestinian self-determination, and had 
actively used his firsthand experiences 
to reconstruct a tangible image of a 
Palestinian past. He expressed this in 
a 1980 interview: “I try to keep alive 
the Palestinian traditions and to pass 
them on to the children…When I seek 
enjoyment, I go to the camp and find the 
old men and hear their stories and their 
songs and their poems. I am searching 
for the past. It is my job to transmit this 
to the next generation.”18 

Ghannam’s paintings embrace the 
spirit of Palestinian tradition; a spirit 
that “he could not, would not, shake 
off,” despite his ghurba.19 Like Jabra’s 
unwavering tradition, Ghannam’s 
paintings have become etched in the 
Palestinian national imaginary, not 
only as a nostalgic lament for the lost 
homeland, but also as a will to return. 
Although Ghannam portrays a peaceful 
time prior to the disasters of 1948, 
we read his paintings in terms of the 
present, or rather his present: in exile, 
far away from the Yajur olive harvests, 
dabke dances, and Eid celebrations that 
he painted. Ghannam’s present is not 
too different from the present realities of 
Palestinians, who continue to live under 
occupation. The continuity between 
Ghannam’s present and our present is 
a result of the 1948 break in Palestinian 
space and time as Palestinian lives 
continue to be suspended in a perpetual 
Nakba. Ghannam sought refuge from 
the perpetual present of disruption and 
fragmentation by “searching for the past” 

in his memories and in the stories, songs, 
and poems of camp elders. 

During his visit to a Galilee refugee 
camp, British reporter Jonathan 
Dimbleby noted the way Palestinian 
elders recall the past: “When they speak 
of Palestine they use the present tense. 
Their faces become animated as they 
compete to recall stories, remembering 
forgotten details, arguing about names 
and places and correcting dates. They 
talk without pause for over hours about 
a world which they still inhabit.”20  
Although it is not clear whether these 
elders spoke in English or Arabic, their 
intonations of past and present point to an 
active remembering and re-membering  
of the nation.21 Fully aware that their 
villages have been erased, they continue 
to recall and inhabit their Palestine, 
gluing the cracks of Palestinian history 
to reconstruct and re-present a modern 
Palestinian nation. Though imbued 
with politics, this act of remembrance 
is a strategy for survival. In fact, the 
elders themselves are politicized: their 
existence alone proves that there was an 
indigenous Palestinian population, who, 
even under Ottoman and British rule, 
referred to their land as Filastinuna (our 
Palestine).22 Like Ghannam’s paintings, 
the stories and memories of these elders 
are central to the self-determination of 
Palestinians.

While these elders rejoiced in their 
recollections of Palestine, there is a  great 
degree of melancholy involved in the act 
of remembering. As Homi Bhabha has 
articulated, “remembering is never a quiet 
act of introspection or retrospection. 
It is a painful re-membering, a putting 
together of the dismembered past 
to make sense of the trauma of the 
present.”23 The paintings of Ghannam, 
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as pleasant as they are, also remind us of 
the grim present-day reality. Ghannam 
himself has described this contradiction, 
claiming that his paintings bring him joy 
and sadness: “Joy because I feel that I am 
still living in Palestine. I dream of it, It 
is always present. Sadness because it is a 
dream. I feel that my life stopped at the 
age of seventeen, because that is how old 
I was when I left, and I only live when I 
dream of those days.”24  

Ismail Shammout (1930-2006) was 
another influential artist of the jeel al-
Nakba. On July 12, 1948, during the 
month of Ramadan, seventeen-year-
old Shammout was exiled from his 
hometown of Lydda.25 Shammout and 
his family of nine sought asylum in the 

camp of Khan-Younes in Gaza. During 
his time at Khan-Younes, Shammout 
continued to paint, frequently exhibiting 
his works in the camp’s classrooms.26 In 
1950, he earned a scholarship to study at 
the Fine Arts Academy in Cairo, where 
his works caught the attention of key 
political leaders, including the Egyptian 
president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, and 
the president of the General Union of 
Palestinian Students (who went on to 
become the founder of Fatah and the 
president of the Palestinian National 
Authority), Yasser Arafat.27 Shammout 
returned to Gaza in 1953, where he 
held an exhibit featuring sixty paintings, 
including Beginning of the Tragedy 
and Where to? (figures 6 and 7).28 The 

Figure 4: Ibrahim Ghannam, Palestinian Dabkeh Dance, 1974, Oil on Canvas, 80 
x 60 cm. Printed in Ismail Shammout Al-Fann al-Tashkili fi filastin (Kuwait: Kabs 
Press, 1989), 215.
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exhibit was met with great enthusiasm, 
leading to an unprecedented surge of 
support for Shammout’s works. In the 
exhibition’s guestbook, one visitor wrote: 
“Shammout’s paintings have proven that 
visual art is for the sake of the community 
and not just for art’s sake as most Arabs 
consider it to be.”29  Another wrote: “Your 
nation awaits you, and you are an artist 
who believes in the nation, so let us 
go forth in spreading your message.”30 
These comments reveal that Shammout, 
even in his early days, was considered 
an artist for the people, representing the 
Palestinian struggle and spreading its 
word to the world. Shammout himself 
has stated that he, and all the artists of the 
jeel al-Nakba, painted “not necessarily 
for pleasure,” but out of an urgent need 
to “deliver the message of the oppressed 
and uprooted Palestinian people.”31  
Having experienced the devastations 
of 1948, Shammout felt that it was his 
duty to document what he saw. Unlike 
Ghannam’s nostalgic village scenes, 
Shammout’s paintings reveal the current 
realities of Palestinians. A Sip of Water 
and Beginning of the Tragedy (figures 5 
and 6) were exhibited in Gaza only four 
years after the Nakba. These two works 
re-member the very recent experiences 
of Palestinians, visually concretizing 
and relaying the traumas of 1948. The 
events of 1948 have caused a break 
in the development and progression 
of Palestinian modernity while also 
“giving rise to a nonlinear multileveled 
dispersion,” both physically, as it ensued 
in a mass dispersal of Palestinians, and 
more figuratively, as these dispersals 
continue to make breaks in linear time. 
Due to the magnitude of the 1948 
catastrophe, Shammout’s paintings, 
like Ghannam’s, have continued to be 

understood through “a perpetual present 
tense.”32   

Shammout has played a crucial 
role in articulating and representing 
the modern Palestinian nation. His 
emotionally charged figurative scenes 
exemplify the Palestinian struggle. 
Where to? and We Will Return (figures 
7 and 8) are two of Shammout’s most 
well-know representations of the 1948 
Exodus. In his accounts of the Exodus, 
Shammout notes that there were almost 
no young men or fathers on his march to 
exile as they had died heroically fighting 
for their homes.33 The absence of men 
becomes more evident in Here Sat My 
Father (figure 9), where a Palestinian 
boy is depicted awaiting, or perhaps 
lamenting, his martyred father. 

Shammout’s national importance 
and artistic merits earned him 
appointment in 1964 as Director of Arts 
and National Culture at the Palestine 
Liberation Organization (PLO).34  
1960s Palestine saw rise to a new 
generation, jeel al-thawra (generation 
of the revolution), ready to take back 
the land that was stolen from them.35  
The PLO spearheaded the revolution, 
and Shammout designed its political 
posters. At this point, Shammout was 
declared Palestine’s national artist, and 
his paintings and posters had become 
widely recognized by Palestinians all 
over the world.36 The weeping boys of 
Shammout’s Nakba scenes were now 
resilient men heading the revolution, 
ready to avenge the destruction of their 
homes and the deaths of their fathers. 
A 1969 PLO poster by Shammout 
manifests this transformation (figure 
10). A fida’i, no older than eighteen, is 
depicted in guerrilla gear holding a gun 
and running forth to fight for his land. In 
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the background are several other young 
fedayeen, also carrying guns. The Arabic 
heading reads, “The Cubs of Today are the 
Commandos of Tomorrow.” This poster, 
along with countless others, occupies a 
future tense. Unlike the distant past of 
Ghannam’s pastoral landscapes or the 
grim perpetual present of Shammout’s 
refugee scenes, the PLO posters gesture 
towards a future: a new generation 
pushing to reclaim the homeland by any 
means necessary. 

These images signaled a fundamental 
shift in Palestinian visual culture—what 
Palestinian artist and writer Samia 
Halaby termed “Liberation Art”—more 
suitable to the spirit of the jeel al-thawra.37   
Despite their cultural significance, posters 
like Shammout’s were often reduced to 
symbols of terrorism. In Palestinian Art, 

Ankori criticizes “this brand of political 
art,” which she argues has “turned into a 
fetishization of power.”38 She fortifies her 
criticism by quoting  Said, an esteemed 
Palestinian intellectual who “also noted 
that these images were instrumental 
in transforming Palestinians into 
stereotypical ‘terrorists’ in the eyes of 
the West.”39 The quote she refers to is 
pulled from Said’s 1986 book After the 
Last Sky: Palestinian Lives: “I have long 
believed, for instance, that our insistence 
on ‘armed struggle’ — originally a phrase 
symbolizing the Palestinian will to fight 
unremittingly and on our own for our 
political rights — very quickly turned 
into a worship of fetishized military 
postures, guns, and slogans borrowed 
from theories of the people’s war in 
Algeria and Vietnam.”40 Yet Ankori 

Figure 5: Ismail Shammout, A Sip of Water, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 45 x 60 cm. Pri-
vate Collection, Shammout Family.
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takes Said’s quote out of context: it is 
not solely the emphasis on arms that 
“inadvertently contributed to…negative 
views of Palestinians in the West,”41 but 
more importantly, as Said explains in 
the following lines, Israel’s “superior 
propaganda apparatus [that] turned 
everything we did against its occupation 
of our lands, its devastation of our villages, 
and its oppression of our population, 
into ‘terrorism.’”42 While Israel deemed 
the PLO and the fedayeen as terrorists, 
Palestinians (whether they supported 
or denounced their tactics) saw them as 
an inevitable product of, or reaction to, 
Israel’s violent militant occupation. What 
mainstream Western media regarded as 
an irrational terrorizing violence was, for 
Palestinians, the only means of defense 
and survival. In the eyes of Palestinians, 
these “terrorists” were fedayeen, heroic 

men and women willing to sacrifice 
themselves for their land. Perhaps the 
best way to understand this admiration 
for the fedayeen is through Ghannam’s 
account of his son:

Sometimes Abu Ammar 
[Yasser Arafat] comes to see me 
because he likes my paintings. 
My son who is only four years 
old gets very excited and likes to 
take his hero’s machine-gun and 
try it for himself. So I ask my son, 
what does he prefer, watermelons 
or the Palestinian leadership? He 
answers, “Watermelons, except 
for Abu Ammar.” “Why do you 
like Abu Ammar?” I ask him. 
“Because he is fighting Zionism,” 
he answers. “Aren’t you ashamed 
of someone like that, killing

Figure 6: Ismail Shammout, Beginning of the Tragedy, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 68 
cm. Private Collection, Shammout Family.
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Figure 7: Ismail Shammout, Where to?, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 95 x 120 cm. Private 
Collection, Shammout Family.
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people?” I ask. “No,” he replies, 
“because they killed my people 
and took my home.” You see the 
children know already.43 

As we have seen, the images of the 
fellah, the refugee, and the fida’i occupy 
different temporalities. In a 1965 PLO 
poster (figure 11), Shammout brings 
these three symbolic figures together to 
represent a modern national image of 
Palestine. A fellah, a fida’i, and different 
social classes of Palestinian refugees are 
depicted frontally in upright stances, 
supporting a classical Greek pediment 
crowned with the PLO logo. The Arabic 
text inscribed on the pediment reads 
“Palestine Liberation Organization.”44 At 
the base of this abstracted temple façade 
is the Arabic slogan “We are all for the 
resistance.” In an interview, Shammout 
stated, “I wanted to introduce the [PLO] 
logo, and at the same time convey the 
idea that the Palestinian people are 
the pillars of this organization.”  That 
this organization takes the shape of a 
classical Greek temple and is supported 
by various social classes and generational 
markers (the refugee connotes jeel al-
Nakba and the fida’i, jeel al-thawra) 
gestures towards the unity and self-
sovereignty of the Palestinian people as 
they hold up an “Arabized” structure of 
democracy. In this postcolonial theatre 
of sovereignty, attaining statehood, 
and therefore recognition, is crucial to 
sustaining legitimacy, independence, and 
autonomy. Palestine, during its various 
colonial stagings, was never recognized 
as a legitimate state. And without a state, 
the Palestinians had no authority over 
the land on which they lived. Attaining 
statehood is therefore the only means 
to survive and to be recognized as a 

people.45 
Shammout’s poster reconciles the 

modern self-articulations of Palestinians. 
It is an amalgamation of three periods 
and generations – the past, the present, 
and the future – coming together to 
represent Palestine as a modern nation-
state. The Palestinian past is not a linear 
progression of time that can seamlessly 
be traced back; rather it is a reimagined 
modern construction existing in a 
national Palestinian consciousness. 
Despite the erasure of material evidence 
of Palestinian existence, Palestinian 
culture continues to persist through 
memory. Ghannam taps into his 
memory to give life to his past. However, 
Ghannam’s conscious effort to materialize 
the past is a direct consequence of his 
abrupt break from it. It is through this 
break that a new stage of Palestinian 
modernity emerges, resulting in a 
visual language that tries to restore and 
reshape Palestinian traditions while also 
producing new traditions in the process. 
Shammout manifests the moment of this 
break in his paintings of exile. The break 
in Palestinian space-time has resulted in 
a perpetual present, where even the past 
is read in terms of the present realities of 
settler colonialism.46 Shammout saw it as 
his national duty to recall and represent 
the painful memory of his exile, quickly 
recording his personal experiences, 
which came to be a national symbol of 
Palestinian resistance. 

It seems that the images of the fellah, 
the refugee, and the fida’i exist in “a 
multileveled coherence of dispersion”47  
in the national Palestinian imagination. 
For most Palestinians, memory is the only 
way to reconstruct a national Palestinian 
identity – to  make sense of the “nonlinear 
dispersion.”48 Due to the rupture of 
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1948, it is difficult to narrate a linear 
and continuous history of Palestinian 
modernism. Instead, Palestinian 
modernism follows a circuitous and 
fragmented trajectory of remembering 
and re-membering the past. Among 
the many cultural manifestations of 
modernity, visual and graphic art offers 
a concrete medium for articulating and 
representing a Palestinian national image 

that is familiar to Palestinians all over the 
world. To echo Jabra’s words, “however 
revolutionary” Palestinian art may be, 
“a spirit of tradition hangs on to it” – a  
tradition that is, of course, continuously 
evolving. ◆ 

Figure 8: Ismail Shammout, We Will Return, 1954, Oil on Can-
vas, 79 x 94 cm. Private Collection, Shammout Family.
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Figure 9: Ismail Shammout, Here Sat My Father, 1957, Oil on Canvas, 60 x 90 cm.   
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Figure 10: Ismail Shammout, The Cubs of Today are the Commandos of Tomor-
row, 1969, Poster published by the PLO, digitized by the Palestine Poster Archives.
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Figure 11: Ismail Shammout, We Are All For The Resistance, 1965, Post-
er published by the PLO, digitized by the Palestine Poster Archives.
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Endnotes

1 Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, The Grass Roots of Iraqi Art (London: Wasit Graphic and  Publishing 
Limited, 1983), 12.
2 I want to stress that Ottoman, British, and Israeli rule are not analogous to one another, 
but are mentioned in conjunction to articulate the quick and continuous succession of 
control over Palestine in the first half of the twentieth century. It is important to note that 
Ottoman presence at the time was not widely regarded as colonial largely due to the shared 
cultural and religious milieu between Arabs and Ottomans. Moreover, while the Ottomans 
maintained administrative control over Palestine, they recognized the indigenous Arab 
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Power and Control: Political Violence 
in the Cuban Diaspora, 1960-1976

Research Article

Anna Wenzel
University of Maryland

In the 1970s, dozens of innocent civilians throughout the U.S. and Latin America 
fell victim to a wave of violence perpetrated by anti-communist and anti-Castro 
Cuban exile extremists who engaged in acts of terrorism in the name of Cuban 
liberation. This violence, though it claimed the lives of many, has largely been for-
gotten by the exile community, and textual evidence suggests that many Cuban-
Americans supported the terrorists, lauding them as heroes and patriots. However, 
further analysis of exile newspapers and other sources reveals that violence and a 
homogenizing discourse precluded the reality of exile politics and public opinion, 
which was far more varied and complex. In many ways, the politics of the diaspora 
itself were controlled through violence, creating a volatile environment where dis-
senting opinions were met with threats and, sometimes, death.



Anna Wenzel

Introduction

On July 17, 1990, against the 
recommendation of the United 
States Justice Department, and 

arguably, American popular opinion, 
President George H. W. Bush granted 
the release of a Cuban exile languishing 
in New York’s Metropolitan Correctional 
Center, saving him from deportation.1  
This decision came after heavy lobbying 
from Miami-based supporters and 
politicians, including the Cuban-
American Republican congressional 
candidate, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, and her 
campaign manager, Jeb Bush.2 The exile, 
Dr. Orlando Bosch Ávila, was a former 
pediatrician, and would soon join the 
hundreds of thousands of Cubans who 
had achieved legal residency in the 
United States after decamping from 
their home country following the 1959 
Revolution. However, Bosch’s case was 
strikingly different. Thirteen years before 
President Bush’s intervention, Bosch, 
along with six others, had been arrested 
and tried for the bombing of Cubana 
Airlines Flight 455, which resulted in 
the deaths of all 73 passengers and crew 
members on board, including, most 
famously, the entire Cuban national 
fencing team.3 The attack took place in 
early October of 1976, and before the 
end of the month, the Coordinación de 
Organizaciones Revolucionarias Unidas 
(CORU), a conglomerate of anti-Fidel 
Castro terrorist organizations led by 
Bosch, publicly claimed responsibility 
for the act.4 However, Bosch and his co-
conspirators were acquitted and released 
from jail. He and his constituents 
continued to publicly voice their 
support for violent resistance to Castro. 
The Justice Department confirmed 

his involvement in 30 acts of sabotage 
between 1961 and 1986 and determined 
that Bosch had “repeatedly expressed 
and demonstrated a willingness to cause 
indiscriminate injury and death.”5 Flight 
455 was only one of a slew of Cuban exile 
extremist-engineered bombings and 
assassinations that shook both North and 
South America between 1960 and 1990, 
over 50 of which have been attributed 
to CORU alone.6 South Florida and 
the Caribbean were perhaps the most 
affected areas, with over a hundred 
bombs exploding in Miami between 
1973 and 1976.7  Civilians, including 
other exiles, were often targets. 

Yet, Bosch’s release was widely 
anticipated in Miami. In August of 
1989, almost a year before Bosch was 
pardoned, many businesses in Miami’s 
Hialeah suburb closed their doors to 
demonstrate solidarity with his cause, 
and the New York Times also reported 
rallies and hunger strikes.8 Of course, 
Cuban-Americans had previously 
organized protests in support of their 
compatriots. These protests usually 
focused on the safe admittance of groups 
of migrants,  as had occurred in April of 
1980 when 10,000 Cuban exiles flooded 
the grounds around the Peruvian 
embassy in Havana, seeking asylum.9  
Bosch was a far more controversial figure, 
and at the national level, President Bush’s 
decision to grant not only the release, but 
also U.S. residency, to a known terrorist 
while formally denouncing terrorism to 
the nation would soon become difficult 
to justify. However, that was apparently 
not how the Cuban exile community 
understood it, and when the issue bled 
into state politics, their support for 
Bosch became apparent. Ros-Lehtinen’s 
campaign raised $265,000 for Bosch’s 
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defense fund and formulated a successful 
platform lobbying for his freedom. 
With exile support, they ultimately 
defeated opponent Gerald Richman, 
making Ros-Lehtinen the first Cuban-
American elected to Congress.10 Of 
his serendipitous freedom, Bosch told 
journalists cryptically, “they purchased 
the chain, but they don’t have the 
monkey.”11 

Bosch’s story reflects Cuban exiles’ 
complex relationship with those members 
of their community that adopted the 
most radical methods in the struggle for 
liberación cubana. Cuban exiles and their 
recent descendants were, and continue 
to be, largely against Castro’s revolution. 
Cubans who elected to leave the island in 
the decade after 1959 were primarily, but 
by no means exclusively, middle-class, 
white families who feared for the safety of 
their children under the new regime and 
had both the means and connections to 
leave. Though this initial out-migration 
included Cubans who had no objections 
to, and possibly even supported, the 
Batista dictatorship, they were soon 
joined by former members of the 26 of 
July Movement and other antibatistianos 
who had become disillusioned with 
Castro’s revolution, including individuals 
like Bosch. For many, this experience 
translated into a political tendency 
towards the right, and once they earned 
their citizenship, they became a voting 
bloc for the Republican party to court. 
But, this was not always true. Historians 
have long disputed the myth of the 
Cuban exile political monolith. We know 
now, thanks to studies by historian María 
Cristina García and sociologist María 
de los Angeles Torres, that portions of 
the population were much farther to 
the political left than was commonly 

believed. Even among those exiles who 
were closer to the political centre, or 
remained more neutral on the issue of 
communist Cuba, often prioritized unity 
within the diaspora over violent anti-
Castroism.12 Put simply, to say Cuban 
exiles were largely and vehemently anti-
Castro would be correct; to say they 
supported anti-Castro terrorist activities, 
would not be. Why, then, did exile 
terrorists seem to garner such support 
and face relatively few consequences? 
More importantly, how did the exiles 
themselves come to understand these 
groups and their actions, especially when 
civilians, within and outside of the exile 
community, were often the victims? 

The terrorism of radical Cuban 
exile organizations, like Bosch’s CORU, 
has been the preoccupation of many 
long-form journalistic articles. Most of 
these were written in the wake of 9/11, 
when the worst terror attack in U.S. 
history forced journalists to reassess 
the country’s relationship to terrorism. 
They discovered a clear, if highly 
complex, connection between the CIA 
and militant members of the Cuban 
diaspora during the 1960s and 1970s 
who took part in covert anti-Castro 
operations.13 The relationship between 
the CIA and exile terrorism produced 
a wealth of sensational articles and 
books by journalists, especially while 
Bosch and other terrorists were still 
alive to interview.14 However, the same 
cannot be said for the historiography of 
the Cuban diaspora, which has largely 
focused on Cuban exiles’ socioeconomic 
integration into Miami, New York, and 
New Jersey, as well as the government-
funded programs that helped them to 
do so—and for good reason.15 The public 
and federal support given to those who 
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fled Castro renders the Cuban case  
exceptional. The historical literature 
does not ignore the reality of Cuban 
radical political organizations, nor how 
the U.S. Government financed and 
utilized them. However, because most 
works only discuss these topics within 
the larger framework of exile politics, or 
prioritize the CIA and US Government’s 
collusion, little space is allotted to the 
acts of terrorism themselves and the 
way they were received by the exile 
community.16 The small number of 
scholarly books and articles  devoted 
to Cuban exile political organizations 
and terrorism also tend to focus on the 
ideologies and circumstances that drove 
them.17 In summary, historians, more 
often than not, have studied exiles and 
exile political terrorism separately, but 
not the relationship between them.18  

Examining how the exile community 
understood and interpreted these acts 
of terrorism, as well as how they saw 
the terrorists themselves, provides an 
additional layer of nuance to the already 
complex realm of Cuban-American 
politics. Until recently, the relationship 
between exiles and exile terrorism was 
best expressed in María Cristína García’s 
monograph, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles 
and Cuban Americans in Southern 
Florida, 1959-1994. According to García: 

For many emigres, the wave of 
violence posed a moral dilemma 
that forced them to seriously 
reconsider their heroes as well 
as the methods they considered 
acceptable in the war against 
Castro…The violence of the 
1970s, then, led some emigres 
to disassociate themselves 
completely, in fear or disgust, 

from exile politics. For others 
the negative media attention 
focused on the community, plus 
the realization that even the 
militant groups were impotent 
in bringing about change, forced 
them to reevaluate strategy, and 
slowly they realized that if they 
wanted to evoke meaningful 
change in Cuba they had to work 
within the political machinery of 
their host country.19 

While I agree with García that terrorism 
forced exiles to grapple with moral 
issues and alter their political strategies, 
this section of her work is an overview 
of several years of extreme violence, 
and as such, leaves room for greater 
depth. García’s analysis is a useful point 
of departure for excavating the way the 
exile community understood terrorism. 
Specifically, I will be examining how 
individual terrorist acts were perceived 
at the height of violence between 1970 
and 1980. I will also suggest that publicly 
condemning exile terrorism, which 
García highlights in that brief section, 
was the exception rather than the norm, 
especially in the late 1970s, as it became 
extremely dangerous to do so. 

The event with which I began this 
story, as well as many of the examples that 
follow, suggest that the majority of Cuban-
Americans readily viewed terrorists as 
patriots. The reality is far more complex. 
First, while evidence suggests that there 
was a concerted effort by the exile press 
to depict the authors of political violence 
as heroes of the community, this was not 
done because Cuban exiles unanimously 
supported a violent approach to anti-
Castroism and anti-communism, but 
because challenging the tactics of the 
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most visible members of the community 
risked opening fissures in an already 
divided diaspora. Whether or not exile 
leaders and journalists truly believed 
what they were espousing is impossible 
to say with certainty, and ultimately 
inconsequential when we consider 
that this rhetoric existed and had real 
consequences regardless of the authors’ 
opinions. What does matter is that many 
Cuban-Americans clearly understood 
political unity as the path to liberating 
their homeland, even if such unity 
meant refraining from criticizing, if not 
participating in, acts of extreme brutality. 
Secondly, exiles themselves, including 
those working for the press, had reason 
to fear terrorist attacks if they were to 
oppose the violence in any way, or even 
fail to adhere to the extremists’ politics. 
The tragic cases of Emilio Milián, José 
Elias de la Torriente, and multiple other 
victims of assassinations or assassination 
attempts during the most volatile years 
are examples of this. 

Anti-Castro discourse as well as 
outright terrorist violence shaped 
and controlled the Cuban-American 
exile community in the 1960s and 70s. 
Anti-Castro rhetoric in the press and 
public sphere nearly overshadowed all 
other opinions, especially those that 
expressed any kind of sympathy or 
promoted dialogue with communist 
Cuba. At the same time, militant right-
wing actors within the exile community 
used threats and violence to silence the 
opinions of those individuals who were 
not sufficiently anti-Castro. I use the 
words terrorist, militant, and extremist 
interchangeably throughout this article, 
and all of them refer to the groups 
and individuals who used violence 
against civilians to provoke fear and 

deter members of the population from 
expressing opinions or behavior in any 
way sympathetic or even neutral towards 
Castro’s regime. This follows how other 
historians in this field have described 
these actors, and I have discovered no 
equivalent examples of exile terrorism 
from the political left or from those who 
supported détente with Castro.20 

The use of violence to control 
the politics of the Cuban diaspora 
is significant in its own right, but it 
also makes any assessment of “true” 
exile public opinion inaccessible, and 
perhaps, irrelevant. That is to say that 
this type of discourse, when produced 
and propagated through violence or 
other means, in effect becomes the 
reigning public opinion. Of course, 
there was visible, vocal, and organized 
opposition to the violence, but this was 
the exception, rather than the norm. 
In order to understand how exiles 
processed the violence authored by 
members of their own community, we 
must consider the dissenting opinions 
that were not publicly reflected as well 
as those that were, and the consequences 
for individuals who objected to the use 
of violent tactics. While this makes an 
analysis of the topic difficult, it does 
not preclude, but rather fortifies its 
importance. Ultimately, the complex 
nature of exile attitudes towards anti-
Castro terrorism reveals the salience of 
the exile community’s likewise obsessive, 
conflicted, and enduring relationship 
with their homeland. 

A Tale of Two Terrorists: Louis Posada 
and Orlando Bosch, 1959-1973 

With topics as incendiary as the 
Cuban Revolution and terrorism, 
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it is sometimes difficult to piece together 
the truth from the hearsay. The lives of 
key individuals like Orlando Bosch are 
murky, and laden with rumours and 
false accounts. Most of the available 
information comes from newspaper 
articles reporting on the arrests and 
alleged plots, though the details of their 
stories sometimes contradict each other 
and leave us with gaps. Many aspects of 
their exploits have conflicting reports, 
but tracing the contours of this history 
reveals several important things about 
our actors in this period: both Orlando 
Bosch, and his sometimes partner, Luis 
Posada Carilles, resorted to violence as 
early as the 1960s and, at least in the case 
of Bosch, had the very public support of 
the exile community from the start. The 
terrorists and the organizations they led 
would carry that support into the late 
1970s, even as the violence intensified, 
and members of the diaspora themselves 
became victims. 

The story of exile political violence 
begins in the months preceding the end 
of the Cuban Revolution. As discussed, 
many of the future exile extremists, 
including Orlando Bosch himself, 
fought alongside Castro as members of 
the 26 of July Movement. Bosch entered 
into politics as a medical student at 
the University of Havana in the 1940s, 
where both he and Castro served on the 
University’s student council - Bosch as 
president, Castro as a delegate from the 
law school. Both were anti-communist, 
and both detested the dictator, Fulgencio 
Batista.21 It made sense, then, that 
Bosch would initially join the 26 of 
July Movement, becoming a leader of 
the movement in his home province of 
Cienfuegos.22 However, not long after 
Batista fled and Castro’s forces arrived 

in Havana, Bosch fell out with the 
Revolution as the communists within 
it gained numbers and power.23 Along 
with a group of men in the Escambray 
mountains, he began conspiring against 
Castro in 1960.24 A lack of supplies 
eventually forced the group to disband 
and relocate to Florida, where Bosch 
came into contact with the CIA when 
the Agency was recruiting exiles for 
covert operations, including the Bay of 
Pigs invasion. Bosch himself would not 
participate in the invasion, but many 
Cuban-American exiles did, believing 
it was fully possible to retake their 
homeland. Upon the operation’s failure, 
these exiles did not give up that belief 
in the slightest.25 If anything, the failed 
invasion set a precedent that American-
backed military struggle, not dialogue 
or rapprochement, was the only way to 
bring freedom to Cuba.

After the invasion, veterans split 
off into different factions, forming a 
range of exile political organizations, 
many of them militant in nature. Even 
after the resolution of the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis made an invasion of the 
island impossible, the CIA continued 
to formulate covert strategies that used 
extremist exiles to provoke an uprising 
within Cuba and provide these groups 
with the money and materials to do 
so. However, the Agency soon found it 
difficult to control the militant groups 
on their bankroll.26 The number of 
splinter exile political organizations had 
only grown since 1961, and the groups 
themselves were unpredictable—even 
without the approval of the CIA, exiles 
often conducted raids on trade ships 
travelling to Havana. This became a 
threat to national security, especially if 
unauthorized raids happened to target or 
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destroy Soviet vessels in the already fragile 
dynamic of the Cold War, and the Coast 
Guard and British Navy both attempted 
to curtail exile activity in the Caribbean.27  
Funding was also scarce, and public 
criticism of the U.S. Government from 
the heads of these groups led the CIA 
to sever financial and strategic ties with 
several organizations.28 Militant exiles 
interpreted both the absence of proper 
funding and the intolerance of criticism 
as a lack of American commitment to 
Cuban liberation—a feeling due in no 
small part to that initial betrayal during 
the Bay of Pigs—and continued to strike 
out on their own in the struggle against 
Castro. 

While the connection between the 
CIA and exile extremist groups in the 
early 1960s certainly contributed to 
their ability to carry out operations, it 
is important to note that anti-Castro 
efforts, while violent, had not yet 
escalated to outright terrorism against 
civilians.29 Although the failure of the 
Bay of Pigs should have demonstrated 
otherwise, extremist groups still held 
fast to the idea that many Cuban people 
opposed Castro and longed to be free. 
The goals of their operations were thus 
aimed primarily at the island itself, with 
a focus on bringing about an internal 
counterrevolution. In 1960, Bosch 
boasted to the Miami Herald that his 
group, the Movimiento Insurreccional de 
Recuperación Revolucionaria (MIRR), 
had infiltrated the ranks of the Cuban 
military. Bosch claimed they had 100 
of their men already inside the army 
including four officers and, he added, 
“Castro officers who are waiting to 
defect will bring between 1,000 and 
2,000 [additional] men to the hills with 
them.”30 From the U.S., the MIRR also 

ran and publicly took credit for aerial 
bombing raids on Cuban targets, usually 
sugar mills, oil refineries, and other 
production sites.  These tactics were 
ineffective at sparking the subversive 
uprising militant exiles so desired, but 
that hardly dampened the enthusiasm 
of Bosch and the MIRR, who continued 
to plot against Castro. In the next several 
years, his failed exploits would gain the 
attention of the government, the police, 
the press, and the Cuban diaspora at 
large.

Throughout the 1960s, Bosch was 
in and out of jail. The Miami Herald 
scarcely published an issue without at 
least one article on the exile’s fluctuating 
legal status.32 In June of 1965, police 
arrested Bosch along with three other 
MIRR members, following a federal 
raid on a house in Zellwood, Florida 
on the charge of conspiring to export 
arms to Cuba.33 The agents found 18 
aerial bombs along with several small 
arms and ammunitions, which were 
presumably going to be used for another 
bombing raid or sent to MIRR affiliates 
on the island.34 The exile community 
in Miami proved to be supportive of 
Bosch from early on; they protested his 
imprisonment after the raid and staged 
a march along Biscayne Boulevard with 
homemade signs bearing slogans like 
“We Ask for Liberty for Bosch and His 
Compatriots.”35 Bosch and the three 
other exiles were indicted by a federal 
grand jury that same month, but the 
indictment evidently did not stick and 
the group was acquitted in 1966. By that 
time, Bosch faced additional, separate 
charges for another crime.36  

While under investigation for his 
possession of arms, Bosch was arrested 
again in November of 1965, this time for 
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attempting to extort $20,000 from other 
anti-Castro exiles. In a series of letters, 
Bosch and Marcelino Jimenez, another 
MIRR officer, allegedly threatened injury 
or death to the recipients and their 
families unless they paid up.37  The money, 
the letters said, would finance future 
anti-Castro subversion efforts. Bosch 
and Jimenez were indicted and pleaded 
not guilty. However, Bosch was never 
formally tried on the charges. Although 
it is impossible to know for certain if 
the MIRR did threaten the lives of other 
exiles for money, it is still significant that 
this would have been one of the earliest 
instances of threats of violence against the 
Cuban exile community itself. Moreover, 
the charges had little to no effect on the 
support Bosch garnered from Cubans 
in Miami, since exiles would continue 
to protest his imprisonment in the 
future. It also bears repeating that anti-
Castro organizations were competing 
for financial support from the CIA and 
the exile community during this time, 
and money was clearly tight.38 Publicity 
would provide individual groups with 
more donations, but extortion, and 
threats of violence in general, were not 
at all outside of the realm of potential 
tactics for groups like the MIRR in the 
world of Cuban exile politics, which was 
becoming increasingly volatile as leaders 
and organizations argued over precise 
tactics for reclaiming the homeland. 

Even if he did not attempt to extort 
other Miami Cubans, Bosch repeatedly 
proved that he was willing to resort 
to violence to accomplish his goals, 
despite the plots he manufactured often 
being implausible or ineffective. Miami  
police arrested Bosch again in April 
of 1966, along with two fellow MIRR 
members, for the illegal possession and 

transportation of explosive materials. 
Bosch had been driving along the 
Tamiami Trail, 15 miles from Naples, 
Florida, with Jose Antonio Mulet and 
Barbaro Balan when police stopped the 
group by chance at a roadblock that had 
been set up to catch an escaped prisoner 
in the area. When police searched 
Bosch’s Cadillac, they discovered six live, 
100-pound, surplus aerial bombs stuffed 
with dynamite inside of the trunk.39 

When police interrogated the trio, Bosch 
claimed they were heading to a South 
Florida CIA base where they would load 
the explosives into a boat and “bomb 
Castro.”40 In October of that year, Bosch 
and his compatriots were found guilty on 
three of the charges leveled against them, 
but apparently, nothing came of this 
verdict either, as Bosch was free again by 
that fall. 

Bosch finally received his legal 
comeuppance in 1968 when an 
attempt to blow up a Polish freighter 
transporting goods to Cuba resulted in 
his formal termination from the CIA 
and temporary imprisonment. Although 
tenuous and short-lived, Bosch’s tenure 
as a Miami-based militant and CIA 
contact provided him, and many other 
exile extremists, with the contacts, 
training, and resources to carry out more 
violent operations in the future. Public 
responses to his imprisonment in the 
1960s also demonstrated that he had the 
moral backing of much of the Cuban 
community in Miami. Most importantly, 
however, it was during this time that 
Bosch met fellow exile and CIA contact 
Louis Posada.41  

Like many other far right-wing 
Cuban-Americans, Bosch and Posada 
both felt that the CIA’s dedication to 
overthrowing Castro was fading, and that 
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the time for exiles to take charge of their 
own liberation had come. Unlike Bosch, 
however, Posada was not interested in 
politics until the Revolution was nearly 
over. He began his anti-Castro career in 
1959 as a CIA contact in Cuba, carrying 
out covert plots funded by the Agency in 
the first years following the Revolution.42  
In 1961, he fled from Havana to Miami 
after a botched sabotage operation 
against the Castro government had 
landed him in prison and forced him to 
seek asylum at the Argentine Embassy. 
Posada joined Brigade 2506, the military 
group that would lead the fateful Bay 
of Pigs invasion. Although he would 
not see action during the invasion and 
never gained the public profile of Bosch, 
Posada became an asset to the CIA from 
1963 until around 1973.43 Between 1963 
and 1964, while Bosch and the MIRR 
were carrying out air raids against Cuba 
and dodging the Miami police, Posada 
trained in the US Army at Fort Benning 
in Georgia, where he became an expert 
in demolitions and marksmanship.44 

After, according to CIA records, he acted 
as an arms dealer and trainer to other 
exile groups, primarily in Miami, Central 
Florida, and Guatemala, in addition 
to being a source of information for 
the Agency regarding exile activities.45  
Between 1969 and 1974, he also worked 
as the Chief of Counterintelligence for the 
Venezuelan secret police force, DISIP.46  In 
1973, Posada was suspected of potential 
involvement in drug smuggling from 
Venezuela, and although the CIA cleared 
him of this suspicion, he was “amicably 
terminated” from the agency in mid-
1974.47 Over the next several years, he ran 
a private investigation agency in Caracas 
and retained ties with the CIA and 
other exile extremist groups, including 

“regular correspondence” with Bosch.48  
Bosch and Posada shared connections 
to the CIA as well as other anti-Castro 
groups, and both harboured a deep 
resentment for what they understood 
as a lack of action against Castro from 
both the U.S. Government and the exile 
community. Their partnership made 
sense, and despite the damage it wrought 
in the following decade, both individuals 
would continue to receive support from  
many Cuban-Americans. 

A Gathering Storm: Increased Exile 
Violence in the Early 1970s

Between 1974 and 1976, while 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 

attempted to secure a détente between 
Cuba and the United States through 
private talks with officials in Havana, 
a series of violent murders, bombings, 
and assassination attempts wracked the 
Miami Cuban exile community. The 
targets were well-known, outspoken exile 
leaders, including, most imminently, 
José Elias de la Torriente, who was shot 
to death in his Coral Gables home on 
the evening of April 12 while watching 
television with his wife.49 As a public 
figure, Torriente supported a unified 
diaspora and proposed a large-scale 
invasion of Cuba to retake the island.50  
He had collected money from the 
community in the late 1960s and early 
1970s for the cause, but his plans never 
materialized.51 In a letter that appeared 
not long after the assassination, a militant 
exile group named “Zero” claimed 
credit for Torriente’s murder, calling 
him a “traitor” and vowing to continue 
killing those it deemed traitorous to the 
Cuban cause.52 The following February, 
Luciano Nieves, a champion of peaceful 
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coexistence between the U.S. and Cuba, 
was shot and killed while leaving a 
children’s hospital where he had been 
visiting his son, and in October of 
1975, a bomb also claimed the life of 
former Cuban government official and 
anti-Castro figure Rolando Masferrer.53  
Several exiles were also wounded 
in assassination attempts, including 
José Antonio Mulet, the MIRR officer 
arrested alongside Bosch for transporting 
explosives two years earlier, and perhaps 
more famously, Emilio Milián, an exile 
radio commentator and anti-Castro 
activist who publicly opposed the use of 
violence.54 In addition to the murders, 
frequent bombings also plagued the 
community. In 1974 alone, Cuban exiles 
were responsible for 45 percent of the 
world’s bombings, and authorities were 
able to link exile groups to 113 bombings 
in the U.S. in the 1970s.55

The exact innerworkings of the 
exile terrorist underground are complex 
and almost as confusing to modern day 
historians as they were to Miami police 
decades ago. As I will expand upon 
later, much of the violence in this period 
was politically charged, but it does 
not completely explain why strongly 
anti-Castro individuals, like Rolando 
Masferrer or José Mulet, were targeted 

as well. Organized Crime Bureau Chief 
Lieutenant Thomas Lyons told the Miami 
Herald in April of 1976 that “saying every 
bombing is a terrorist bombing just ain’t 
so.”56 Sergeant Robertson McGavrock 
with the Miami police added that it 
was “very difficult to accept and look at 
one terrorist organization as such and 
examine it because there are literally 
hundreds of splinter groups… And then 
we can’t account for individuals going 
out on their own and doing something 
for recognition and acceptance into those 
groups—or to express dissatisfaction for 
inaction on the part of those groups.”57  
McGavrock also added that “the public 
has a tendency to overlook the fact 
that it may be an act perpetrated by 
an individual with intents other than 
political, for example, a simple extortion 
plot against a narcotics trafficker.”58 
Acknowledging that some of these 
murders were the result of internal 
disagreements over tactics or money 
helps us understand how tumultuous 
exile politics were, even among groups 
and people that theoretically were united 
in their hatred of Castro. At the same 
time, the fates of Nieves and Milián 
were almost certainly connected to their 
opposition to violence, in Milián’s case, or 
conciliatory politics, in Nieves’. Torriente, 

Anti-Castro rhetoric in the press and the 
public sphere  nearly overshadowed all                

other opinions...

...especially those that expressed any kind 
of sympathy or promoted dialogue with             

communist Cuba.
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for his part, was most likely murdered 
for his failure to deliver Cuban liberation 
after accepting large sums of money 
for the cause. What is clear, however, 
is that neglecting to adhere publicly to 
a strict narrative of anti-Castroism, by 
any and all means necessary, effectively 
became grounds for murder in this 
period, especially as exile extremists 
became increasingly frustrated with the 
impotence of their own methods and 
with the advent of U.S.-Cuban détente on 
an international level. By the mid-1970s, 
only hardline, violent anti-Castroism 
was publicly accepted, at least by those 
who were willing to do something about 
it if individuals dared to think otherwise. 

The Torriente murder was never 
solved. Over the years, a series of 
individuals and groups came forward, 
claiming to be Zero, but despite 
enormous investigative efforts, Miami 
police were unable to amass enough 
evidence to make an arrest. They did 
have their suspicions, and near the top of 
the list was a familiar name: Dr. Orlando 
Bosch. In 1972, Bosch was released 
from prison on parole, having served 
only four years of his ten-year sentence. 
He fled the U.S. almost immediately 
after the Torriente’s death, leaving 
historians and journalists to speculate 
about his possible connection to the 
assassination.59 Regardless, by the time 
a subpoena showed up on his doorstep, 
the exile was long gone.60  

After fleeing the U.S. in the wake 
of the Torriente assassination (and 
violating his parole), Bosch traveled 
throughout South America and the 
Caribbean for the next two years. He 
has been deemed responsible for the 
bombings of the Panamanian Embassy 
in Caracas, the Venezuelan-Cuban 

friendship club, the Mexican Embassy 
in Buenos Aires, as well as scattered 
attempts on the lives of Cuban diplomats 
in Chile and Argentina.61 Between 1974 
and 1975, Bosch was arrested twice: 
first by DISIP, with whom he struck a 
deal that allowed him to walk free if he 
refrained from carrying out his attacks in 
Venezuela; a second time when he tried 
to enter Costa Rica with a false Chilean 
passport in February of 1976. The event 
was highly publicized in both Spanish 
and English-language newspapers. Some 
reports claimed that Bosch confessed 
to a plan to assassinate Henry Kissinger 
when the Secretary of State visited the 
country, and others suggested that he 
was after Andrés Pascal Allende, the 
former Chilean president’s nephew—
all allegations that Bosch later denied.62  
Exile columnist Luis Conte Agüero 
remarked that Bosch’s arrest was a 
“shameful page” for Costa Rica, which 
was otherwise a “clean Central American 
democracy.”63 In Agüero’s opinion, over 
the past few years, Bosch had “increased 
his stature measurably through his work 
and suffering (padece) for the liberation 
of Cuba” and that the alleged plot against 
Kissinger was “nothing more than a 
venomous red plot and the delirious fears 
of those who see ghosts everywhere.”64  
Despite his explicit connections to a 
number of bombings and murders 
during the past several years, the exile 
press continued to support Bosch. Costa 
Rican police were ultimately unable to 
prove anything beyond the illegality of 
his documentation and deported the 
exile to the Dominican Republic. 

Bosch had maintained contact with 
Posada throughout this period, and the 
two finally reunited in 1976 in the city 
of Santo Domingo.65 There, in June of 
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that year, Bosch and Posada organized a 
meeting with leaders from six different 
exile extremist organizations: Alpha 
66, Agrupación Abdala, veterans of the 
2506 Brigade, the Frente Liberación 
Nacional Cubana (FLNC), F 14, and 
Accion Cubana.66 Together, the groups 
combined to create the Coordinación de 
Organizaciones Revolucionarias Unidas, 
or CORU—perhaps the most dangerous 
exile organization yet. Bosch was to be 
its sole public leader and spokesperson, 
with the rest of the organization 
remaining anonymous.67 According to 
Bosch, the goal of the organization was 
to topple Castro, “or at least make his life 
impossible” through even more extreme, 
violent actions than groups had taken 
up in the past.68 CORU made several 
concrete, initial resolutions to achieve 
this, among them the incendiary decision 
“to begin attacking Castro’s planes in the 
air.”69 In the following years, they would 
murder dozens of civilians to realize this 
goal. 

“Blood and Fire!”: Exile Terrorism and 
the Cuban Diaspora in the Late 1970s

On the morning of October 6, 
1976, two men boarded a Cubana 

Airlines flight leaving from Trinidad. 
They were joined by 48 other passengers, 
including all 24 members of the Cuban 
National Fencing Team, who had 
just won the Central American and 
Caribbean Championships, as well as a 
number of Cuban Government officials 
and Guyanese and North Korean 
civilians.70 The flight made its regular 
stop at Barbados’ Seawell Airport in 
Bridgetown, and the two men, who 
Venezuelan courts and the world would 
soon identify as twenty-two-year-old 

Hernán Ricardo and twenty-five-year-
old Freddy Lugo, disembarked the 
plane, leaving a small, plastic bomb 
inside the on-board bathroom.71 Not ten 
minutes after it had taken off again, an 
explosion rocked the aircraft. Witnesses 
on Barbados’ nearby beaches watched as 
the same plane, now engulfed in flames, 
spiraled into the water from 18,000 feet.72  
Later that night, Ricardo and Lugo made 
their way to Trinidad, where a tip from 
a taxi driver who noticed Ricardo’s 
erratic behavior led to their arrest by 
Trinidadian police.73 Their subsequent 
confessions and possession of an address 
book containing the telephone numbers 
of other terrorists implicated both Posada 
and Bosch in the attack.74 On October 
8th, the two were arrested and, along 
with four co-conspirators, would spend 
the next four years in a Caracas prison, 
awaiting civilian and military trials for 
the bombing of Cubana Airlines Flight 
455.73  

One of the most detectible ways 
that exiles maintained and disseminated 
a discourse of support for this type of 
terrorism was through the prolific exile 
press. Almost immediately after the 
attack, CORU, with Bosch as its very 
public leader, took credit for blowing 
up the plane.76 Yet, exile journalists were 
initially reluctant to link the attacks 
to Bosch, or label the explosion an act 
of terrorism. In the staunchly anti-
communist newspaper Alerta’s first 
article on Flight 455, reporters mentioned 
that their newsroom had received a 
telephone call from a woman who 
identified herself as the voice of CORU 
and warned them that future attacks were 
imminent. They also acknowledged that 
a group named “El Condor”— another 
name CORU adopted, although Alerta 
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journalists may not have been aware 
of this—claimed responsibility for the 
attack.77 Their assessment of the events is 
quite tentative:

Until now the only fact that 
is known about the airline 
disaster is the certainty that 
there had been an explosion on 
board, although there are no 
concrete charges against the two 
Venezuelan citizens that have 
been found and detained as 
suspects of having intervened in 
the act. Regarding the warning 
made by the anticommunist 
combatant organizations, the 
North American authorities 
have not found clues about 
the same militants, although if 
they had been able to filter that 
out, there is great concern in 
Washington because there all of 
the groups are considered united 
and capable of an organization 
and efficiency that, until now, 
has not been demonstrated by 
the Cuban exile groups that 
had been running scattered 

combative activity against Cuban 
tyranny.78 

Considering the same newspaper readily 
accused American leftist organizations 
like the Students for a Democratic 
Society and Black Power of being Castro 
co-conspirators with little to no proof, 
often blaming them for terrorist acts that 
had yet to even occur, it is striking that 
Alerta chose this moment to approach 
an incendiary event with such caution.79 

The article suggests that, despite the 
call they received earlier that day, exile 
groups could not yet be implicated, 
as U.S. authorities had yet to find any 
link between them and the bombing. 
Although he had been arrested several 
weeks before, there is no mention of 
Bosch or other exile leaders in this initial 
report. 

There is no way to know with 
certainty how much information exile 
journalists might have had regarding 
terrorist exploits. However, articles 
from English-language newspapers that 
readily reported on such activity indicates 
that details about exile terrorism, 
including the number and nature of the 
attacks authored by exile organizations, 
were in fact, public knowledge. For 
example, Bosch had revealed in a 1974 
Miami News article that he had, at one 
time or another, been the head of the 
organizations Acción Cubana and Cuban 
Power, and it was well-known that he was 
in charge of the MIRR in the 1960s.80 At 
the very least, this would have connected 
Bosch to the bombing of the Cuban 
Embassy in Lima.81 Miami New Times 
journalist Blake Fleetwood’s well-known 
1977 profile on Bosch also referred to 
an unidentified exile newspaper that 
reported on CORU’s formation in the 

Alerta was effectively 
attempting to establish 

and preserve a narrative 
of innocence and sym-
pathy for Bosch, using 
the drawn-out trial to 

maintain his image as a 
patriot and martyr...
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summer of 1976, including the fact that 
one of the organization’s resolutions 
was “to begin attacking Castro’s planes 
in the air.”82 In the Fleetwood article, 
Bosch also admitted that CORU had 
been responsible for over 50 bombings 
throughout the U.S., Mexico, Panama, 
Venezuela, and Argentina in the 11 
months since the organization’s inception. 
This still would not have barred them 
from the knowledge that Bosch and 
CORU were very likely responsible for a 
number of terrorist attacks. In a balanced, 
if still supportive, profile on Bosch just 
three weeks after the attack, El Expreso 
de Miami acknowledges CORU’s links to 
the recent attacks throughout North and 
South America, including Flight 455.83  
Its author, José Luis Hernández, even 
labels them “actions of a terrorist type” 
(acciones de tipo terrorista), which, at 
this time, was rather rare for a relatively 
conservative exile newspaper like El 
Expreso.

The exile press and anyone who 
paid attention to politics within the 
community would have almost certainly 
understood Bosch’s connections to 
terrorism, CORU, and the bombing of 
Cubana Airlines Flight 455. In spite of 
this, the press made a deliberate decision 
to defend Bosch and other affiliated 
terrorists. This was almost certainly 
a concerted effort to maintain unity 
among the larger exile community, and 
perhaps, to project a more respectable 
image of the Cuban diaspora to the 
American and Latin American publics. 
Especially in the immediate aftermath of 
the attack, a newspaper like Alerta would 
not have wanted to risk condemning 
Bosch, Posada, and the rest of CORU in 
print before their trial had begun, lest the 
journalists themselves become the next 

victims. This explanation aligns with 
the remainder of Alerta’s reporting on 
the trial, which highlighted the various 
declarations of the suspects’ innocence 
over the next several years. Although 
they were initially acquitted in 1976 on 
the basis of insufficient evidence, Bosch 
and Posada remained on trial for the 
next four years and in prison for another 
11 (9 in Posada’s case) as their case 
went through the complex Venezuelan 
civilian and military courts.84 Alerta was 
effectively attempting to establish and 
preserve a narrative of innocence and 
sympathy for Bosch, using the drawn-
out trial to maintain his image as a patriot 
and martyr within the exile community. 

In the editorials that Alerta’s director, 
Benjamin de la Vega, wrote throughout 
the late 1970s, he explicitly expressed 
his support for exile militancy. On the 
May 20, 1977, reflecting on the 75th 
anniversary of the end of the U.S.’s 
military occupation of Cuba following 
the Spanish-American War, de la Vega 
assessed that while Cuba’s “glorious 
tradition” of sacrifice continued in exile, 
full liberation would not be possible 
without a change in tactics. He voiced 
his distrust of American interests—“we 
do not believe that today, the US acts 
differently than it has in the past”—and 
went on to say that “the only formula 
[for full liberation] is the fanaticism of 
militancy and combat.”85 De la Vega even 
went as far as to posit that:

The exile community has to 
organize a plan of fighting, 
forgetting their personal 
struggles and ambitions. All of 
the supposed leaders of the exile 
community are in precarious 
situations if they are not going 
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to be accompanied by blood, 
gunpowder, and sacrifice.86 

This type of rhetoric demonstrates a clear 
effort to establish a discourse that united 
the exile community in a single, militant 
front whose only goal was to topple 
Castro. In the divisive atmosphere of the 
late 1970s, there was no longer room for 
political dissent, personal differences, or 
external meddling from U.S. agencies 
that slowed the counterrevolutionary 
process. De la Vega’s blatant support for 
Bosch serves to further emphasize this 
new urgency to unite exiles. In a 1977 
editorial, de la Vega declared that:

Orlando Bosch is a symbol of 
the combativity of the Cuban 
diaspora that, in 18 years of 
struggle, has demonstrated that 
it has an abundance of fighters 
ready to sacrifice themselves 
for the sake of liberty in their 
homeland. He deserves the 
upmost respect and consideration 
from all governments of South 
America… May our brotherly 
embrace be brought to Orlando 
Bosch through the bars of his 
Venezuelan prison cell, and 
along with a hug, [we send] a 
demand to the Government and 
the President of Venezuela to 
permit a freedom fighter to leave 
their country as a citizen of the 
world who deserves the respect 
of all free men in the Universe. 
May he have it wherever he is.87 

Bosch was the type of exile leader de la 
Vega believed to be fit to lead a renewed 
effort to liberate the Cuban homeland—
he even considered Bosch a “symbol” 

for the entire protracted struggle that 
Cubans had been embroiled in since 
the Revolution. This not only implies 
that Bosch’s leadership and methods 
were appropriate, but that the retaking 
of Cuba had been and would always be 
an inherently violent endeavour. Exile 
leaders had previously expounded upon 
the necessity of the exile community 
to remain unanimously anti-Castro, 
but the urgency with which it was 
espoused and exile leaders’ palpable 
frustration from their lack of progress 
in inciting counterrevolution had grown 
significantly since the aftermath of the 
Bay of Pigs and the early 1960s. This 
is detectible especially in de la Vega’s 
editorials. This radicalization, both in 
tactics and discourse, was due to and 
magnified by the dialogue between the 
U.S. and Cuba, the movement of sections 
of the exile population to the political 
left, and the apparent failure of even the 
most violent efforts to overthrow Castro.

Exactly a year after the attack on 
Flight 455, de la Vega conducted an 
interview with Bosch from his prison cell 
in Caracas for Alerta.88 The portrait de la 
Vega painted of Bosch was flattering, as 
always, and Bosch expounded on the 
injustice that had befallen him in the 
Venezuelan courts.89 The photographs 
taken for the article show Bosch in 
civilian clothes, his young Chilean wife 
on his arm, and a Cuban flag pinned 
to his cell wall.90 Posada, who was his 
cellmate, as well as their co-conspirators 
Hernán Ricardo and Freddy Lugo, is 
also in several of the pictures.91 Rather 
than focus on the crime that placed 
them in prison, de la Vega commented 
on Bosch’s improving health, and the 
countless sacrifices he made in choosing 
to dedicate his life to Cuban liberation.92  
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Like Alerta’s editorials and articles, 
the interview was another attempt to 
exonerate Bosch, Posada, and CORU 
in the eyes of the Cuban diaspora and 
establish their tactics as the most logical 
and necessary path for Cuban freedom.

De la Vega was not alone in his belief 
that Bosch’s violent methods were the 
only viable path to Cuban liberation. 
In its first issue following the attack, El 
Expreso de Miami dedicated its editorial 
to Bosch, lamenting the U.S. and Cuban 
preoccupation with events like Flight 
455 and the gruesome assassination 
of former Chilean diplomat Orlando 
Letelier—the perpetrators of which, they 
asserted, could not yet be determined.93  
Interestingly, they lamented the fact that 
no one was investigating the murder of 
Cuban exile leader Rolando Masferrer, 
which had occurred nearly a year earlier 
and  had yet to be resolved.94 The editorial 
also pointed out what they perceived as 
contradictory behavior on the part of the 
U.S.; Americans, they stated, had all but 
abandoned the Monroe Doctrine, and 
now refused to interfere in Caribbean 
affairs to prevent the spread of totalitarian 
ideas and communism.95 The reality of 
international relations was, of course, far 
more complex, but the way the exile press 
perceived U.S. foreign and domestic 
policy  falls in line with the previous 
accusations of American hypocrisy and 
betrayal of the exile community, which 
they partially blamed for the emergence 
of violence in the late 1970s. “Because of 
this,” the editorial concluded, “we believe 
that Orlando Bosch is the path that those 
who love Cuba will have to take.”96  

Other papers merely provided a 
platform for exile terrorists to share their 
rhetoric without critique. In November of 
1978, La Crónica, a Cuban exile magazine 

produced in Puerto Rico, published an 
interview with a leader from the exile 
terrorist organization, Omega 7. The 
interviewee was identified only as “Zeta,” 
and photographs accompanying the 
article show him in full tactical gear, face 
covered by a black mask that leaves only 
his eyes visible.97  The interview itself is 
even more unsettling. Zeta’s rhetoric 
echoes that of de la Vega’s editorials, as 
he condemns exiles who have “dedicated 
their time and strength to enriching 
themselves and living a vacuous life, 
without remembering with militancy 
the pain that our country suffers…”98  
When asked if he opposed dialogue 
with Cuba, the Omega 7 member 
answered, “Absolutely. Blood and fire! 
I believe that we have already given an 
example in Puerto Rico attacking one 
of the local dialogueros.”99 It is difficult 
to tell from this response, but Zeta was 
probably referring to one of the various 
attacks on members of the Cuban-
American pro-dialogue organization, 
the Antonio Maceo Brigade, which had 
sent a delegation to Puerto Rico in the 
late 1970s. Zeta also dismissed the recent  
proposals for family reunification as a 
"bluff," from Castro to "divide all of the 
exile community," and threatened that 
anyone suspected of supporting such 
plans would be identified by Omega 7 
as a potential target.100 The La Crónica 
interviewer, Gloria Gill, apparently 
took no issue with what Zeta had to 
say, describing him as an “educated and 
cultured man,” to whom she wished 
the best of luck in the defense of the 
Cuban cause.101 This was, in fact, quite 
standard for the magazine. La Crónica 
frequently provided a voice to exile 
terrorist organizations; they published 

letters from Alpha 66, Acción Cubana,
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and Agrupación Abdala delegations in 
Puerto Rico, as well as advertisements 
from the Movimiento Nacionalista 
Cubano, which collected money for the 
legal defense of Guillermo and Ignacio 
Novo, the two Cuban exiles implicated 
in the assassination of Orlando 
Letelier.102 These additional examples 
of overt support for violent methods 
demonstrates that multiple exile leaders 
and newspapers purposely sought to 
create a discourse that validated and 
promoted exile terrorism as a method for 
Cuban liberation. 

Throughout their time in prison, 
Bosch and Posada became celebrities 
within the exile community. Cuban-
Americans held rallies and protests in 
support of Bosch’s freedom and in 1983, 
exile leaders fought to declare March 
25 “Orlando Bosch Day.”103  Maurice 
Ferré,  Miami’s then Mayor, reportedly 
visited Bosch in his Caracas prison, 
while other Miami politicians went 
directly to Washington, asking Congress 
to pressure the Venezuelan Government 
into releasing the prisoners.104 Witnesses 
and judges involved in the case, on the 
other hand, received death threats.105 As 
one Venezuelan judge saw it, “it would be 
inconceivable to allow them to go free, 
but we are being strongly pressured… 
Whatever the government wants is 
what will get done.”106 This outpouring 
of support could be interpreted as an 
example of Cuban exiles protecting their 
own, but it was also certainly a result of 
the way Alerta and other newspapers 
chose to laud Bosch, his co-conspirators, 
and exile terrorists at large as patriots 
and martyrs. The narrative expressed 

by these articles shaped the Cuban exile 
narrative, and apparently, influenced 
public opinion—so much so that Bosch 
and Posada effectively became heroes in 
the eyes of much of the exile community 
and mobilized them to their cause.

The reporting on Cubana Airlines 
Flight 455 was not the only instance 
of violent exile crime that garnered 
attention from the press. The attempted 
assassination of the WQBA radio 
commentator Emilio Milián made it into 
the exile press immediately and explicitly, 
unlike Flight 455. Alerta published its 
first article on Milián in early May of 
1976, a front-page piece celebrating his 
survival and declaring that although 
Milián had lost both legs in the explosion 
from a bomb placed in his car, he would 
soon be walking with the help of special 
prosthetics.107  Like Bosch, the press 
proclaimed that Milián was a hero. 
Instead of focusing on the investigation 
into the attack or lamenting the lack of 
arrests made, they highlighted his role as 
an exile leader. On October 9, 1976, there 
was a ceremony held in the auditorium at 
Bayfront Park in Miami in Milián’s honor, 
celebrating his new position as news 
director and vice president of the station 
at WQBA.108 Later that same month, 
according to Alerta, “diverse factions” 
within the Cuban diaspora proposed the 
creation of a single exile organization 
with Milián as its leader.109 “Various 
Cuban exile figures conceived the idea 
to use his enormous popularity and his 
patriotic sentiment to become the flag of 
a powerful anti-Castro movement,” the 
article claimed.110 Milián had the power 
and popular support to unite the Cuban 
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exile community, or at least it seemed 
that way. As a later article revealed, the 
radio commentator turned down the 
offer of a position as an exile leader.111  

Unlike with Bosch, the press did not 
have to justify why Milián would have 
made a fitting exile leader. However, 
Alerta left out the crucial detail of why 
Milián had been targeted in the first place. 
As a radio commentator, Milián was well-
known for his hard line against Castro 
and communism on his show Habla el 
Pueblo, but he just as readily denounced 
exile violence and terrorism, especially 
in Miami.112 An unnamed terrorist 
organization reportedly told Milián to 
cease his criticism of exile terrorism, a 
warning that Milián did not heed.113 The 
attack occurred not long after.114 Even if 
exile journalists were not aware of this 
aspect of the investigation, there is little 
chance that members of a community 
as tightly-knit as Cuban-Americans 
in Miami would not have been aware 
of Milián’s opposition to violence. It is 
likely that the omission of this aspect of 

Milián’s politics was purposeful in order 
to establish him as an exile leader whose 
popularity would easily unite Cuban 
exiles; to mention that he disapproved 
of the use of violence and of Bosch and 
Posada would not only be controversial 
to the larger exile community, but also 
put the reporters at risk.

The dominant discourse established 
by the press supported terrorists, but it 
is unlikely that exiles stood for violent 
tactics as uniformly as the press seems 
to suggest. Due to the pro-violence, 
pro-unity discourse dominating the 
exile press, accessing public opinion on 
(and especially opposition to) terrorism 
is difficult. However, we can search 
for traces of these attitudes within 
the text of pro-terrorist discourse. 
In his profile of Orlando Bosch in El 
Expreso de Miami, for example, José 
Luis Hernández mentions that “many 
people, including Cubans, do not seem 
to agree with CORU’s terrorist tactics.”115 
In 1976, a former member of the Cuban 
Revolutionary Council specifically 
criticized exile terrorism as being 
counterintuitive, asserting that they “cost 
human lives, create immense anxiety in 
the community, and, more importantly, 
discredit the exile community before 
U.S. public opinion...”116 Emilio Milián’s 
popularity and continued support 
after his attack was partially due to his 
opposition to violence and terrorism, 
regardless of how Alerta reporters 
attempted to construct him as an exile 
leader. Benjamin de la Vega’s editorials 
and Zeta’s interview with La Crónica 
both lamented those exiles who refused 
to conform to conservative exile politics 

The dominant dis-
course established by 

the press supported ter-
rorists, but it is unlikely 

that exiles stood for 
violence as uniformly 
as the press seems to    

suggest...
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and participate in armed struggle against 
Castro. Zeta, specifically, mentioned 
that Omega 7 would target dialogueros. 
The singling out of exiles who did not 
champion militancy and may have even 
encouraged rapprochement with the 
island indicates that they were problem 
enough for anti-Castro terrorists to 
pursue in the first place. In a 2019 
interview on the topic of exile terrorism, 
one exile expressed his own personal, 
moral objections to the terrorism and its 
supporters to me: “to [terrorists’ supports 
in the community] there’s no gray area—
how could you justify killing innocent 
people?”117 Certainly, individuals 
opposed to the violence did exist, and 
in numbers significant enough for them 
to be of concern to the extremist right. 
However, their voices do not appear 
explicitly in almost any exile newspaper 
or forum outside of a select few leftist 
publications, and this silence cannot be 
solely attributed to the homogenizing 
effect of press discourse. 

There are reasons beyond the 
predominantly conservative political 
tendencies of the Cuban diaspora that 
explain the overall lack of public criticism 
of exile terrorism—after all, it is not so 
much of interest that these attitudes 
existed, but that they were so rarely 
expressed. As the fates of Emilio Milián 
and others who supported non-violence 
demonstrate, the threats exile terrorist 
organizations made against civilians were 
quite real. According to one interviewee, 
members of the Cuban diaspora were 
“fed up” with the hate from terrorists; 
however, he acknowledged that such 
attitudes were unlikely to be reflected 

in the press or other public forums.118 

“That’s your market as a newspaper,” he 
explained to me, referring to the Cuban 
exile community, “to be pro-Letelier or 
pro-Allende [the leftist leader of Chile 
between 1970-73] would be to get a bomb 
at the Diario las Americas [a popular 
Spanish-language newspaper].”119 Milián, 
for his part, merely spoke out against 
terrorism—he was still anti-communist 
and anti-Castro. Those who refused 
both of those positions, as many in leftist 
circles did, were at an even greater risk 
of terrorist attack. María de los Angeles 
Torres, a Cuban exile, sociologist, and 
member of the Antonio Maceo Brigade 
recalled: “We were afraid that the events 
we sponsored would be bombed. Our 
names appeared in press communiques 
under the headline ‘Castro’s Agents,’ or 
we were called dialogueros, a term that 
came to have negative connotations.”120  
The editorial board of the popular exile 
leftist political and literary magazine, 
Areíto, was attacked so frequently that 
they were forced to include a note at the 
beginning of a 1976 publication asking 
for donations to help supplement the 
costs of damages brought by the attacks: 

To our readers, in the past 
year, numerous attacks against 
Areíto were made, ranging from 
terrorism to lobbying against the 
stands that sold our magazine. 
These attacks did not prevent the 
publication of Areito, but they 
forced us to incur additional 
costs precisely to ensure that our 
magazine continued to come 
out.121
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Earlier that year, the home of Areíto 
affiliates, Vincente and Lourdes Dopico, 
was the target of a bombing by exile 
terrorist organization Hijos de Girón.122  
No one was hurt in this particular 
instance, but other leftist exiles were far 
less fortunate. In April of 1979, Carlos 
Muñiz Varela, a Cuban exile and one of 
the owners of a travel agency that offered 
flights from Puerto Rico to Cuba, was 
murdered by Omega 7 while driving 
home one evening in San Juan.123 CORU 
had attacked the same travel agency in 
the months before and after his death, 
and Muñiz himself was clearly targeted 
for being a dialoguero.124 By the end of 
1979, Omega 7 was responsible for at 
least 20 separate bombings of dialoguero 
homes and businesses.125  

As the case of the dialogueros 
demonstrates, there were varying 
currents of anti-Castro sentiment among 
exiles, ranging from those who disagreed 
with the regime but supported open 
dialogue with the island, to those who 
employed violence as a means to prevent 
it. However, only members of the latter 
group resorted to murder to ensure that 
their political stance remained dominant 
within the exile community. Individuals 
who disapproved of the use of violence, 
aligned with the political left, or merely 
were suspected of supporting a positive 
relationship with Cuba effectively placed 
targets on their own backs. It was fear 
that kept many dissenting exiles quiet 
and allowed the extremist exile leaders 
and press to establish a singular pro-
militancy discourse without interference. 

Conclusions

Orlando Bosch was released from a 
Venezuelan prison in 1987. He was 

acquitted three times of any connection 
to the October 1976 bombing of Flight 
455 during the first four years of his 
sentence, but still served an extra seven 
years, held captive by the convoluted 
Venezuelan courts which required 
numerous civilian and military trials.126 

Soon after his release, Bosch returned to 
Miami, where he was arrested for having 
violated his parole almost two decades 
earlier; however, he was soon granted 
freedom and U.S. residency by the Bush 
family after significant political lobbying 
in Miami.127 Posada had left prison two 
years earlier in 1985, after his contacts 
in Miami, among them the famed exile 
Jorge Mas Canosa, bribed the prison 
warden with $28,000 for his release.128 
While Bosch lived out the remainder 
of his days in relative peace somewhere 
outside of Miami, Posada continued his 
terrorist activities into the late 1990s. 
Not even an assassination attempt in 
1990, which left his face disfigured, was 
enough to curb the exile’s tenacity.129 
Posada’s final arrest before his death 
in May of 2018 was in 2005, when he 
was 77 years old, for residing in the 
United States illegally.130 Like Bosch, 
he was never deported on the grounds 
that he would likely be tortured in 
the country of extradition.131 Both of 
them remained firm in their violent 
convictions throughout the end of their 
lives, never displaying much remorse. In 
a 2006 interview, when asked to reflect 
upon the 73 lives lost in the bombing of 



Power and Control
Pa

st 
Te

ns
e

66

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

67

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Cubana Flight 455, Bosch remarked, “I 
am a fighter and a patriot. We were at 
war with Castro, and in war, everything 
is valid.”132  

The exile press portrayed individuals 
like Bosch and Posada, as well as the 
historical events they were connected 
to, as symbols of exile unity, patriotism, 
and martyrdom, even if that meant 
disregarding or justifying political 
violence that resulted in the deaths of 
innocent civilians. Although we can 
imagine that this discourse was created 
with the objective of manufacturing a 
specific Cuban exile narrative, it had real, 
human consequences. The extremist 
exile right was an oppressive apparatus, 
not only because right-wing journalists 
effectively controlled the discourse, 
but also because that control was also 
maintained through threats, violence, 

and assassinations carried out by 
terrorist organizations. Those on the left 
who dissented in any way from the most 
vehement anti-Castroism became the 
targets of terrorism. The apparent lack of 
legal penalty for Bosch, Posada, and other 
mass murderers cannot be explained by 
discourse alone, and the role of the U.S. 
in their acquittal is certainly a topic that 
requires further scholarly investigation. 
But as this project has made clear, 
rhetoric begets systems of thought which 
beget actions. Exile terrorists prevented 
public critique and accountability for 
their exploits through fear. Exile leaders 
and journalists, desperately wanting 
to see the reclamation their homeland 
from a leader they viewed as a tyrant, 
imagined terrorism as a viable method 
of liberation.◆

 endnotes

1 James Lemoyne, “Cuban Linked to Terror Bombings Is Freed by Government in Miami,” 
New York Times, July 18, 1990.
2 Jeffery Schmalz, “Furor Over Castro Foe’s Fate Puts Bush on Spot in Miami,” New York 
Times, August 16, 1989.
3 Greg Chamberlain, “Cuban exiles ‘bombed jet,’” The Guardian, October 8, 1976.
4 Ann Louise Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins,” The Atlantic, November, 2006.
5 Schmalz, “Furor Over Castro Foe’s Fate.”
6 “U.S. to expel Castro enemy because of terrorism record,” Orlando Sentinel, June 24, 1989.
7 María Cristina García, Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in Southern 
Florida, 1959-1994 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996), 141.
8 Schmalz, “Furor Over Castro Foe’s Fate.”
9 Jo Thomas, “Miamians Rally to Back Cause of Castro Foes,” New York Times, April 15, 
1980.
10 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
11 Lemoyne, “Cuban Linked to Terror Bombings.”
12 García, Havana USA, 141.
13 See Ann Louise Bardach, Cuba Confidential: Love and Vengeance in Miami and Havana  
(New York: Random House, 2002), and Keith Bolender, Voices from the Other Side: An Oral 
History of Terrorism Against Cuba.



Anna Wenzel

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

66

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

67

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

 14 It has been a topic of interest for journalists reporting on exile terrorism to question the 
complicity of the FBI and the CIA in these acts of terror. As it stands, there is no evidence 
that implicates either the FBI or the CIA as directly responsible for such activities; however, 
as many journalists have noted and as the documents themselves confirm, the CIA provided 
substantial funding and employment for violent men like Luis Posada, and furthermore, was 
likely aware of plans for certain acts of terror, such as the bombing of Cubana Flight 455 and 
the gruesome assassination of the Chilean ambassador, Orlando Letelier. In acknowledging 
the close relationship between government agencies and terrorism, we can set aside the 
speculation, and focus instead on the victims of these attacks and the communities they 
affected.
15 María de los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors: Cuban Exile Politics in the United 
States (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010) and “Political Culture: The Exile 
Ideology and Electoral Politics” in Guillermo J. Grenier and Lisandro Pérez, The Legacy of 
Exile: Cubans in the United States (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2003) are both exceptions to 
this.
16 Historian Alan McPherson has mentioned the lack of attention paid to the topic of exile 
terrorism in his article “Caribbean Taliban: Cuban American Terrorism in the 1970s”: 
“Historians of terrorism and of U.S. relations with Cuba, in contrast to scholars of Cuban 
Americans, have largely ignored or minimized the scale and scope of Cuban American 
terrorism in the 1960s and 1970s.”
17 See Michael J. Bustamante “Anti-Communist Anti-Imperialism?: Agrupación Abdala 
and the Shifting Contours of Cuban Exile Politics, 1968-1986,” Journal of American Ethnic 
History 35 no. 1 (2015): 71-99, for a detailed analysis of an anti-Castro organization’s ideology 
and José Quiroga “The Cuban Exile Wars: 1976-1981,” Americas Quarterly 66, no.3 (2014): 
819-833. Alan McPherson, José Quiroga, Jesús Arboleya, and Michael Bustamante have 
made significant contributions to topic of exile terrorism as well as U.S.-Cuban relations. 
I highlight García’s analysis because she is perhaps one of the first historians to discuss the 
violence in any capacity, and her analysis, while not incorrect, exemplifies how scholars 
tend to gloss over the terrorist elements of the Cuban diaspora in the 1970s.
18 See Alan McPherson “Caribbean Taliban: Cuban American Terrorism in the 1970s,” 
Terrorism and Political Violence 31, no. 2 (2019): 390-409, for an analysis on the importance 
of exile terrorism in both the American and international contexts.
19 García, 145.
20 See Alan McPherson “Caribbean Taliban,” and Michael J. Bustamante “Anti-Communist 
Anti-Imperialism?” 
21 Blake Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” New Times, 13 May 1977, 46.
22 Heather Dewar, “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme,” Miami Herald, June 
29, 1989.
23 Dewar, “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme.” 
24 Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” 46.
25 Dewar, “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme.” For a more detailed work on the 
Bay of Pigs operation and its connection to , see Jesús Arboleya, Cuban Counterrevolution 
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Center for International Studies, 2000).



Power and Control
Pa

st 
Te

ns
e

68

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

69

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

26 García, Havana USA, 126
27 Ibid., 129.
28 Ibid., 131.
29 The discussion of the CIA’s potential complicity in the formation exile terrorism is an 
interesting one and one that journalists have undertaken in the past few decades, but it 
is not a topic I have elected to engage directly with here. See Ann Louise Bardach’s article 
“Twilight of the Assassins” and Bardach’s book Cuba Confidential: Love and Vengeance in 
Miami and Havana.  
30 George Southworth, “Anti Castro Foes Wait Word in Hills,” Miami Herald, August 10, 
1960, 8.
31 “Plane Strafes, Bombs Sugar Mill in Cuba,” Miami Herald, August 17, 1960, 2. 
32 A November 22, 1964 article described him as the “frequently jailed leader of anti-Castro 
Cuban exiles.” See “Exile Chief Still Pushes for Probe: Anti Fidel Group Blocked, He Says,” 
Miami Herald, November 22, 1964. 
33 “Exile Protest,” Miami Herald, June 14, 1965 13. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid.
36 The charges were cleared partially because Bosch testified that a man named William 
Johnson (who was apparently a paid informer from the government against Bosch) 
proposed that the MIRR bomb a Havana oil refinery and offered to provide materials for 
doing so. See “Castro Foe Cleared of Bomb Plot,” Miami Herald, June 5, 1966, 46. 
37 “Exile Chief Bosch Pleads Not Guilty in Extortion Case,” Miami Herald, December 24, 
1965, 36. 
38 García, 129.
39 Tom Morgan, “Exiles Arrested with Live Bombs: Explosives Stuff in Car Trunk,” Miami 
Herald, April 23, 1966, 3.  
40 Ibid.
41 Dewar, “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme.”
42 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
43 Ann Louise Bardach and Larry Rohter, “A Bomber’s Tale: Decades of Intrigue; Life in the 
Shadows, Trying to Bring Down Castro,” New York Times, July 13, 1998.
44 Memorandum from Director, FBI, to Director, CIA, “Information Regarding Anti-Castro 
Figures Possibly Involved in Neutrality or Other Violations of Federal Law,” November 26, 
1976, 2.
45 House Select Committee on Assassinations, LUIS POSADA CARRILES, ca. 1978.
46 State Department, Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Memorandum, “Castro's 
Allegations,” October 18, 1976, 1976-10-18, 5.
47 House Select Committee on Assassinations, LUIS POSADA CARRILES, ca. 1978
1978-00-00, 12.
48 Ibid.
49 Miguel Perez, “Slaying Continues Series of Exile Violence,” Miami Herald, April 14, 1976, 
2. 
50 Ibid.



Anna Wenzel

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

68

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

69

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

51 Perez, “Slaying Continues Series of Exile Violence,” 2. 
52 Edna Buchanan, “Death in Exile: Cuban Leaders Suffer,” Miami Herald, April 19, 1976, 13. 
53 Perez, “Slaying Continues Series of Exile Violence,” 2.
54 Ibid.
55 Alan McPherson, “Long View: How the Fight Against Castro Once Terrorized U.S. Cities,” 
Americas Quarterly 12, no. 4 (2018).
56 Buchanan, “Death in Exile,” 13.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid. 
59 Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” 48.
60 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
61 Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,”48. 
62 Ibid. and Dewar “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme.”
63 Luis Conte Agüero, “Desfile,” Alerta, March 19, 1976, 8. 
64 Ibid.
65 Dewar, “Passion for Free Cuba Drove Bosch to Extreme.”
66 Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” 51.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid., 52. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid.  
72 “78 Are Believed Killed as Cuban Jetliner Crashes in Sea After Blast” New York Times, 
October 7, 1976.
73 Fleetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” 52.
74 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
75 Ibid.
76 Ibid.
77 “Seguiran Atacando Objectivos de la Tirania,” Alerta, October 22, 1976, 1.
78 Ibid.
79 “Verano Sangriento en Estados Unidos: Plan Combinado de las Panteras Negras, Guerrillas 
RAM Groupos SDS, y el ‘Black Power’ Sensacionales Detalles,” Alerta, March 26, 1970.
80 Hilda Inclan, “Bosch Declares War on Castro,” The Miami News, June 1974, 3.
81 Inclan, “Bosch Declares War on Castro,” 3.
82 Feetwood, “I Am Going to Declare War,” 51.
83 Jose Luis Hernandez, “Orlando Bosch: El Arafat del Caribe,” El Expreso de Miami, October 
29, 1976, 3.
84 García, 144.
85 Benjamin de la Vega, “Editorial,” Alerta, May 27, 1977, 2.
86 Ibid.



Power and Control
Pa

st 
Te

ns
e

70

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

71

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

87 Benjamin de la Vega, “Editorial,” Alerta, July 15, 1977, 2.
88 Benjamin de la Vega, “Entrevista tras las Rejas: Guerra en dos Etapas: Anuncia Bosch,” 
Alerta, August 12, 1977, 1.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid.
92 Ibid.
93 “Editorial,” El Expreso de Miami, October 22 1976, 2.
94 Ibid.
95 Ibid.
96 Ibid. 
97 Gloria Gill “Entrevista Exclusiva con ‘Zeta’ Jefe Miliar de Comandos Omega 7,” La 
Crónica, 14 November 1978, 6.
98 Ibid.
99 Ibid; dialoguero is a word Cuban exiles used to refer to individuals who supported or 
engaged in dialogue with the Castro regime. An approximate English translation would be 
“dialogist” or “dialogue-seeker.” It is almost always employed as a pejorative term.
100 Ibid., 7.
101 Ibid. 
102 “¡Presente! Cuba Sobre Todo,” La Crónica, September 18, 1978, 21.
103 Garcia, Havana USA, 144 and Ann Louise Bardach, Cuba Confidential, chap. 4, Kindle.
104 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
107 “Milian Podra Caminar,” Alerta, May 7, 1976, 1.
108 “Honor a Milián,” Alerta, October, 15, 1976, 1.
109 “Dirigira Milian Plan Unitario Contra Castro,” Alerta, October 22, 1976, 1.
110 Ibid.
111 “Bisturí,” Alerta, December 3, 1976, 2.
112 The Associated Press, “Emilio Milián -- Commentator, 69,” New York Times, March 17, 
2001.
113 Jim McGee, “U.S. Drops Car-Bomb Indictment,” Miami Herald, September 14, 1983.
114 No one was ever arrested for the attack against Milián. In 1981, exiles Gaspar Jiménez 
and Gustavo Castillo were indicted by a Grand Jury for the attack, but the indictment was 
later dismissed in 1983 by U.S. Attorney Stanley Marcus. Jiménez was an associate of Louis 
Posada. See Helga Silvia “Jailed Exile Freed to Return to Miami,” Miami Herald, May 10, 
1983 and Jim McGee “U.S. Drops Car-Bomb Indictment,” September 14, 1983.
115 Hernandez, “Orlando Bosch: El Arafat del Caribe,” 3.
116 As quoted in García, Havana USA, 141.
117 Jose Contreras, Interview with author, July 13, 2019.
118 Julio Gonzalez, Interview with author, July 11, 2019.
119 Gonzales, Interview with author, July 11, 2019.
120 María De los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors: Cuban Exile Politics in the United



Anna Wenzel

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

70

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

Pa
st 

Te
ns

e

71

Vo
lu

m
e 8

, I
ss

ue
 1

States (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010), 100.
121 “A Nuestros Lectores,” Areíto, 3:2-3, 1976, 1.
122 “Panico Entra Agentes del Tirano,” Alerta, April 30, 1976, 1.
123 José Quiroga, “The Cuban Exile Wars: 1976-1981,” American Quarterly 66, no. 3 (2014): 
819.
124 Quiroga, “The Cuban Exile Wars,” 829.
125 Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 100.
126 Ann Louise Bardach, “Our Man’s in Miami: Patriot or Terrorist?” Washington Post, April 
17, 2005.
127 Bardach, “Our Man’s in Miami.”
128 Bardach, “Twilight of the Assassins.”
129 Marc Lacey, “Castro Foe Puts U.S. in an Awkward Spot,” New York Times, October 8, 
2006.
130 “No Deportation for Cuban Militant,” BBC News, September 28, 2005.
131 Ibid.
132 Bardach “Twilight of the Assassins.”

Anna Wenzel is a first-year history doctoral student at the University of Maryland. 
She graduated from New York University in 2020 with a master’s in history, where 
her master’s thesis analyzed the public responses to acts of terrorism authored by 
Cuban exile extremists in the 1970s. Her other research interests include U.S.-Latin 
American relations, political violence, migration, and twentieth century Cuba and 
Cuban diaspora. 


