


The CIA in Ecuador

https://www.dukeupress.edu/the-cia-in-ecuador?utm_campaign=pdf-intros-nov20&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_source=intro


Amer ican Encounters/Global Inter actions

A series edited by 

Gilbert M. Joseph and Penny Von Eschen

The series aims to stimulate critical perspectives and fresh interpretive frameworks 
for scholarship on the history of the imposing global presence of the United States. 
Its primary concerns include the deployment and contestation of power, the 
construction and deconstruction of cultural and political borders, the fluid meaning 
of intercultural encounters, and the complex interplay between the global and the 
local. American Encounters seeks to strengthen dialogue and collaboration between 
historians of U.S. international relations and area studies specialists.

The series encourages scholarship based on multi-archive historical research. 
At the same time, it supports a recognition of the representational character of all 
stories about the past and promotes critical inquiry into issues of subjectivity and 
narrative. In the process, American Encounters strives to understand the context in 
which meanings related to nations, cultures, and political economy are continually 
produced, challenged, and reshaped.



The CIA in Ecuador

•

Marc Becker

Duk e University Pr ess 

Dur ha m and London 

2020



© 2020 Duke University Press 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons  
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞
Typeset in Garamond Premier Pro by PageMajik 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Becker, Marc (Professor of history), author.

Title: The CIA in Ecuador / Marc Becker.
Other titles: American encounters/global interactions.
Description: Durham: Duke University Press, 2021. |  

Series: American encounters/global interactions |  
Includes bibliographical references and index. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2020021175 (print) 
LCCN 2020021176 (ebook) 

ISBN 9781478010357 (hardcover) 
ISBN 9781478011385 (paperback)  

ISBN 9781478012993 (ebook)  
Subjects: LCSH: United States. Central Intelligence Agency—Ecuador. |  

Ecuador—Politics and government—20th century. |  
Ecuador—Relations—United States. | United States—Relations—Ecuador. 

Classification: LCC JL3029.I6 B435 2021 (print) | LCC JL3029.I6  (ebook) |  
DDC 327.1273/086609045—dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020021175
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020021176

Cover illustration by Skillet Gilmore.



This book is published as part of the Sustainable History 
Monograph Pilot. With the generous support of the  
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the Pilot uses cutting-edge 
publishing technology to produce open access digital editions 
of high-quality, peer-reviewed monographs from leading  
university presses. Free digital editions can be download-
ed from: Books at JSTOR, EBSCO, Hathi Trust, Internet 
Archive, OAPEN, Project MUSE, and many other open 
repositories. 

While the digital edition is free to download, read, and share, 
the book is under copyright and covered by the following  
Creative Commons License: CC BY-NC-ND. Please con-
sult www.creativecommons.org if you have questions about 
your rights to reuse the material in this book. 

When you cite the book, please include the following  
URL for its Digital Object Identifier (DOI): 
https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478012993

More information about the Sustainable History Monograph 
Pilot can be found at https://www.longleafservices.org. 

We are eager to learn more about how you discovered this 
title and how you are using it. We hope you will spend a few 
minutes answering a couple of questions at this url:
https://www.longleafservices.org/shmp-survey/



Paci�c 
Ocean

colombia

peru

Ecuador

MANABI

ESMERALDAS
CARCHI

SUCUMBÍOS

NAPO ORELLANA

PASTAZA

MORONA-SANTIAGO

ZAMORA-
CHINCHIPE

AZUAY

GUAYAS

LOS
RIOS

BOLIVAR

COTOPAXI

PICHINCHA

TUNGURAHUA

CHIMBORAZO

CAÑAR

EL ORO

LOJA

IMBABURA

South 
America

Otavalo
Cayambe

Latacunga
Tigua

Quito

Guaranda

Riobamba

Cuenca

MilagroGuayaquil



Contents

Abbreviations  ix

Introduction
War of the Worlds  1

Chapter 1
Postwar Left  10

Chapter 2
CIA  26

Chapter 3
Coups  39

Chapter 4
Moscow Gold  54

Chapter 5
Divisions  69

Chapter 6
Transitions  93

Chapter 7
Populism  110

Chapter 8
Dissension  129

Chapter 9
Everyday Forms of Organization  160

Chapter 10
Communist Threats  184



Chapter 11
Resurgent Left  207

Conclusion
1959  233

Notes  251

Bibliography  295

Index  305



ix

Abbreviations

ADN	 Alianza Democrática Nacional (National Democratic  
Alliance)

AFE	 Alianza Femenina Ecuatoriana (Ecuadorian Women’s  
Alliance)

AFL	 American Federation of Labor
ARNE	 Acción Revolucionaria Nacionalista Ecuatoriana 

(Ecuadorian Nationalist Revolutionary Action)
CAS	 Controlled American Source
CFP	 Concentración de Fuerzas Populares (Concentration of 

Popular Forces)
CIA	 Central Intelligence Agency
CIC	 Counter Intelligence Corps
CIG	 Central Intelligence Group
COB	 Chief of Base
COS	 Chief of Station
Cominform	 Communist Information Bureau
CPSU	 Communist Party of the Soviet Union
CPUSA	 Communist Party of the United States of America
CREST	 CIA Records Search Tool
CTAL	 Confederación de Trabajadores de América Latina 

(Confederation of Latin American Workers)
CTE	 Confederación de Trabajadores del Ecuador  

(Confederation of Ecuadorian Workers)
DCI	 Director of Central Intelligence
FAS	 Foreign Agricultural Service
FBI	 Federal Bureau of Investigation
FDN	 Frente Democrático Nacional (National Democratic Front)
FEI	 Federación Ecuatoriana de Indios (Ecuadorian Federation 

of Indians)
FEUE	 Federación de Estudiantes Universitarios del Ecuador 

(Federation of Ecuadorian University Students)



FEV	 Frente Electoral Velasquista (Velasquist Electoral Front)
FOIA	 Freedom of Information Act
FPTG	 Federación Provincial de Trabajadores del Guayas 

(Provincial Federation of Workers of Guayas)
FTP	 Federación de Trabajadores de Pichincha  

(Pichincha Workers Federation)
ICA	 International Cooperation Administration
IMF	 International Monetary Fund
IUS	 International Union of Students
JCE	 Juventud Comunista del Ecuador (Young Communists 

of Ecuador)
JCF	 Juventud Comunista Femenina (Young Communist  

Women)
MCDN	 Movimiento Cívico Democrático Nacional  

(National Democratic Civic Movement)
MIR	 Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria  

(Movement of the Revolutionary Left)
MNR	 Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario  

(Revolutionary Nationalist Movement)
MSC	 Movimiento Social Cristiano (Social Christian Movement)
NARA	 US National Archives and Records Administration
NATO	 North Atlantic Treaty Organization
OAS	 Organization of American States
OIR	 Office of Intelligence Research
OSA	 Office of South American Affairs
OSS	 Office of Strategic Services
PAO	 Public Affairs Officer
PC	 Partido Conservador (Conservative Party)
PCC	 Partido Comunista de Colombia (Communist Party 

of Colombia)
PCE	 Partido Comunista del Ecuador (Communist Party 

of Ecuador)
PCMLE	 Partido Comunista Marxista Leninista del Ecuador 

(Marxist–Leninist Communist Party of Ecuador)
PLR	 Partido Liberal Radical (Radical Liberal Party)
PSE	 Partido Socialista Ecuatoriano (Ecuadorian Socialist Party)
PSRE	 Partido Socialista Revolucionario del Ecuador  

(Socialist Revolutionary Party of Ecuador)

x	 Abbreviations	



SAIIC	 South and Meso American Indian Rights Center
UDE	 Unión Democrática Universitaria (University Democratic  

Union)
UDNA	 Unión Democrática Nacional Anti-Conservadora  

(National Democratic Anti-Conservative Union)
UPR	 Unión Popular Republicana (Republican Popular Union—

renamed CFP)
URJE	 Unión Revolucionaria de la Juventud Ecuatoriana 

(Revolutionary Union of the Ecuadorian Youth)
URME	 Unión Revolucionaria de Mujeres del Ecuador 

(Revolutionary Union of Ecuadorian Women)
USAID	 US Agency for International Development
USD	 United States Dollar
USIA	 United States Information Agency
USIE	 United States Information and Educational Exchange
USIS	 United States Information Service
USOM	 United States Operations Mission
VM	 Vencer o Morir (Win or Die)
VRSE	 Vanguardia Revolucionaria del Socialismo Ecuatoriano 

(Ecuadorian Revolutionary Socialist Vanguard)
WFDY	 World Federation of Democratic Youth
WFTU	 World Federation of Trade Unions
WPC	 World Peace Council

	 Abbreviations	 xi 



1

Introduction

War of the Worlds

A t 9 p.m. on Saturday, February 12, 1949, a breathless announcer inter-
rupted a popular musical program on Radio Quito with the urgent 
breaking news of a Martian landing at Cotocallao on the northern 

edge of the Ecuadorian city. A reporter on the scene provided a terrifying 
description of the death and destruction that aliens were leaving in their wake 
as they advanced on the capital. The minister of government came on the air to 
urge calm in order to facilitate the evacuation of the city. The mayor told women 
and children to flee to the surrounding mountains, and called on the men to 
defend the city. Church bells tolled in warning, and listeners could hear a priest 
begging for divine intervention. Frightened citizens, some only in their pajamas, 
rushed into the streets in panic thinking that the world was coming to an end. 
A stream of police cars with their sirens blaring and lights flashing rushed north 
to Cotocallao to battle the Martian invasion.

If this narrative sounds familiar, it is because local producers adapted this 
radio depiction of H. G. Wells’s classic novel The War of the Worlds from Orson 
Welles’s broadcast of October 30, 1938, that claimed that aliens from Mars had 
invaded New Jersey. That airing terrified thousands in the United States, but the 
outcome in Ecuador was far worse.

Welles had informed his listeners that the broadcast was radio theater, but his 
Ecuadorian counterparts did not bother with those niceties. The radio station 
only belatedly explained that the broadcast was a hoax. Officials pleaded for 
people to remain calm, but watched helplessly as the crowd’s fear turn to rage 
with the realization that they had been duped. The mob descended on the radio 
station and set it ablaze. Because the police had gone to Cotocallao, the govern-
ment called in the military to restore order. The army responded with tanks and 
tear gas to disperse the crowd, but not before the station was reduced to rubble 
with the besieged staff of one hundred still inside. Some managed to escape out 
of a rear exit, but others were trapped on upper floors. As many as fifteen charred 
bodies lay in the wreckage. The daily newspaper El Comercio, Quito’s oldest 
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newspaper, owned the radio station and was located in the same building. The 
fire destroyed the newspaper’s presses and files, and for three days it was not able 
to publish. When the paper resumed distribution, it was thanks only to the gen-
erosity of their competitor El Día who lent them their printing press.1

The communists had nothing to do with the broadcast or the resulting riot 
and ruin, but that did not stop the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) from 
assuming that radicals must have been behind the mayhem. After all, the events 
matched the agency’s preconceived notions of how communists operated. Rather 
than engaging in a serious political program to build a better world, US govern-
ment officials charged that the communists were subversives bent on death and 
destruction designed to disrupt the smooth functioning of society. For that rea-
son, the CIA was on the lookout for communist inspiration or instigation of vi-
olent events. In this case, however, the agency concluded that the riot had no po-
litical undertones, nor did any evidence emerge that it was communist-inspired. 
From an investigation into “sources inside the higher echelon of the National 
Headquarters of the Ecuadoran Communist Party in Quito,” the CIA con-
cluded that the communists were not aware in advance of the broadcast, nor did 
they have plans to exploit the carnage left in its wake. In fact, according to the 
CIA’s sources, two communists lost their lives in the fire.2

Few people today remember or know about the broadcast of “The War of the 
Worlds” in Quito, but the CIA report speaks volumes on both the pervasiveness 
of US surveillance operations as well as the potential possibilities, boundaries, 
and obstacles to their knowledge and understanding of leftist movements in 
Latin America. United States officials were determined to implicate the com-
munists in coup plots as they repeatedly pointed to external support for sub-
versive movements. This included the fabled search for “Moscow gold” even 
as they were never able to find any concrete evidence to support their charges. 
Their investigations were ultimately misguided as they failed to comprehend 
the domestic roots of radical critiques of society. At the same time, CIA sur-
veillance offers glimpses into internal debates within the communist party, and 
presents an opportunity to gain unique insights into the actions and thoughts 
of those involved in leftist, labor, and other social movements that challenged 
US hegemony in the region. The resolutions and platforms that emerged out of 
their congresses and other meetings illustrate the presence of intense discussion 
and a deep commitment to advancing a political agenda. Communists sought to 
empower marginalized workers and peasants to enable them to assume control 
over society—and this posed a threat to the economic interests of United States 
corporations, as well as those of the domestic ruling class in Latin America. 
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Disempowered people imagined another world without racial discrimination, 
sexual violence, and economic exploitation, one in which they democratically 
made decisions as to how they would run their lives. Examining the actions and 
motivations of communists who supported these struggles and the challenges 
that they confronted provides an opportunity to analyze the emergence of mass 
popular movements dedicated to the creation of a more just and equal society.

The artistic directors of the “The War of the Worlds” did not intend for the 
radio play to be an allegory on the cold war, but it was broadcast in that envi-
ronment. The events of that Saturday night soon disappeared from the pages of 
the newspapers, but they reflected a much larger clash, as the socialist economist 
Manuel Agustín Aguirre would put it later that year, between two worlds and 
two different types of economies. On one hand was the current liberal, capi-
talist, laisse faire economy with all of its problems, and on the other hand the 
promises of a centrally planned socialist one. Capitalism had abandoned people 
to the blind forces of the market, whereas socialism promised to introduce a ra-
tional economic system that would lead to the liberation of humanity. “Slavery 
and freedom: two opposed and opposite worlds,” Aguirre concluded. “It does 
not seem difficult to choose between them.” The conflict would lead to a con-
frontation between two different worldviews, but Aguirre was optimistic that 
ultimately the future was bright.3

That the United States government would intervene in the internal affairs of 
a Latin American country to undermine the realization of such lofty goals comes 
as no surprise to scholars and even casual observers of the region. In 1950, the 
State Department readily admitted that it sought “to combat this Communist 
threat” in the region. It did so even as it claimed that the United States govern-
ment adhered to a policy of nonintervention in the internal affairs of other coun-
tries.4 Such high-minded declarations were obviously rhetorical and self-serving, 
as the long history of United States involvement in Latin America immediately 
makes apparent. Only four years later, Dwight Eisenhower’s administration sup-
ported a military coup in Guatemala to overthrow the popularly elected Jacobo 
Arbenz government, followed by attempts to assassinate Rafael Trujillo in the 
Dominican Republic and Fidel Castro in Cuba.5

The goal of this book is not to document or analyze these interventions, nor 
to parse out the semantic differences between what an advocate might present 
as international solidarity versus what an opponent would denounce as imperial 
endeavors. Rather, as with my previous book on the Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation (FBI) in Latin America during the Second World War, my intent is 
to use information that the CIA and other United States agencies gathered in 
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the postwar period to document progressive movements for social change in a 
context where few other sources exist.6 Even with all of the inherent limitations 
of foreign agencies, their extensive surveillance networks provided effective cov-
erage of internal developments in Latin America. While one might question the 
wisdom or rationale behind those investigations, they do leave historians with 
a remarkable documentary record through which scholars can reconstruct the 
history of the left.

Surveillance

The postwar left in Latin America has been the subject of relatively little aca-
demic study. In comparison to the size of protest movements in the 1940s and 
1960s, leftist mobilizations during the 1950s can appear small and insignificant. 
Even participants largely ignore those years in their memoirs, preferring to skip 
from the excitement of the mid-1940s antidictatorial battles to the intensity of 
the 1960s guerrilla insurrections.7 Organizational capacity declined during these 
years, particularly from its height during a postwar democratic spring. This was 
due to a variety of factors, including cold war paranoia of communist subversion 
that led to a suppression of popular organizing efforts. The external ideological 
and economic interests of United States capitalists intermingled with those of 
the domestic ruling class in Latin America and reinforced a common agenda of 
repressing leftist aspirations. Furthermore, the emphasis that orthodox commu-
nist parties placed on peaceful paths to power contributed to the disappearance 
of 1950s activism from scholarly treatments and hence from popular memory as 
well. A result, as the scholar of social movements Hernán Ibarra observes, is a 
decade that has received little academic or popular attention.8

Despite this lack of study, making sense of organizational developments be-
tween the Second World War and the Cuban Revolution (what I term here as 
“the 1950s”) is critical to gaining a better appreciation for the heightened level 
of militant mobilizations in the 1960s. The sociologist Floresmilo Simbaña has 
called the 1970s and 1980s the “worst” studied decades in Ecuador, not in the 
sense of a lack of studies but because the investigations that scholars have under-
taken do not adequately account for the degree of social movement organizing 
during those years that influenced subsequent and much more visible political 
developments in the 1990s. His argument is that to understand contemporary 
Indigenous mobilizations properly, we need a better comprehension of the or-
ganizing activities that laid the groundwork for them.9 Indigenous activists 
celebrate the 1990s as a “gained decade” in terms of large protests, but those 
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participants could not have realized those achievements were it not for advances 
in grassroots organizing efforts during the 1980s, even though those years are 
remembered as a “lost decade.”10 Similarly, political activism in the 1960s can 
only be properly understood if we have a clear analysis of what preceded it during 
the 1950s. Intense and continual organizing efforts in the years after the Second 
World War laid the groundwork for subsequent militant mobilizations that 
would not have happened were it not for those earlier, less visible actions. Po-
litical strength does not emerge out of a vacuum, but is built on much longer 
organizational trajectories.11

Even though the 1950s represents a void in studies of Ecuador’s social mo-
bilizations, it is not objectively speaking a decade during which nothing hap-
pened. Militant leftists remained actively involved in a wide range of political 
movements and engaged in intense debates over how to transform their society. 
Much as the neoliberal 1980s provide an important context for understanding 
heightened levels of Indigenous protest in the 1990s and the advances of the pink 
tide in the 2000s, the conservative 1950s are key for a proper interpretation of 
the radical and turbulent 1960s. Without an appreciation for the context that a 
longer trajectory of social movement organizing provides, subsequent militant 
actions can appear to be an aberration rather than the result of sustained politi-
cal engagement.

One explanation for a lack of adequate studies of the 1950s is a paucity of 
sources that chronicle social movement activities. As a reflection of this absence, 
Ibarra only includes one document from the 1950s in his impressive anthology 
on the communist left from 1928 to 1961.12 This lack of written material is part 
of a broader phenomenon among progressive activists. Brad Duncan sought to 
chronicle the printed legacy of the US radical left in the 1970s in his book Finally 
Got the News. In an interview, Duncan comments:

Most participants never kept any of those flyers, because ultimately they 
were organizing tools meant to mobilize people for specific events. So 
they’re by definition ephemeral, which is why almost no one keeps them, 
which makes studying the history of radical movements more difficult. We 
know that our enemies want to erase this history. So do your part for peo-
ple’s history and don’t throw away a damn thing.13

As I note in my previous book on the FBI, activists rarely took the time, or had 
the inclination, to record their actions. This is particularly the case when repres-
sive governments could use that information to prosecute them. Militants some-
times destroyed their own archival records rather than being caught red-handed 
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with incriminating evidence. Military regimes, furthermore, routinely burned 
subversive material because they feared its contents. As a result, little communist 
party material from the 1950s survived in Ecuador.

In the absence of other sources of information, police surveillance can provide 
an important opportunity to reconstruct the history of popular movements. 
They allow scholars to see and understand aspects of this history that govern-
ment agencies were not looking for or did not find particularly important or 
interesting. As such, these records have remained underutilized and underthe-
orized as a window through which to critique social movement challenges to 
exclusionary government structures.14 In my previous book, I drew on FBI coun-
terintelligence documents that I serendipitously discovered among State Depart-
ment records to write a history of the political left in Ecuador during the 1940s. 
Long before the cold war, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover famously maintained a 
paranoid and irrational fear of communism and that fixation carried over when 
Franklin D. Roosevelt extended the bureau’s mandate to include Latin America. 
With the signing of the National Security Act of 1947, those surveillance opera-
tions moved from the purview of the FBI to the newly created CIA. Unsurpris-
ingly, intelligence gathering continued without a break under the new agency, 
seemingly utilizing the same tactics, drawing on the same sources, and perhaps 
even employing the same agents. The CIA perpetuated Hoover’s anticommunist 
agenda without pause, even though, as with the FBI, its officers reported on the 
presence of weak and small parties that provided little threat to United States 
security concerns.15

While governments typically establish agencies such as the CIA for the col-
lection and analysis of intelligence, they tend to drift into covert operations in-
stead.16 Much has been written about the CIA’s attempts to subvert democracy 
in pursuit of the US government’s imperial agenda, and little need exists to re-
visit that history here.17 Nor is that the purpose of this study. Rather, another 
aspect of the agency’s work provides scholars with a rich fount of information 
on the social and political history of other countries. Whereas anticommunist 
operatives might plant fraudulent documents and advance derogatory narratives 
to undermine their opponents, if functioning properly those who gathered intel-
ligence would seek to create an accurate and unfiltered record of political events, 
especially since these documents would be only for internal use rather than pub-
lic dissemination as propaganda tools.18 A review of CIA documentation before 
it drifted into covert regime change operations reveals a preponderance of items 
about Latin American from the late 1940s and early 1950s that contain a wealth 
of information on domestic developments. This book mines the massive archive 
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that the CIA and other agencies created, not for what it can tell us about those 
agencies or United States policy objectives and decisions, but rather what we can 
learn from the activities that government officials investigated.

In 2000, the CIA released some of their declassified intelligence documents 
in redacted form in the CIA Records Search Tool (CREST) database at the US 
National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) at College Park, Mary-
land. Although advertised as a publicly accessible repository of CIA records, in 
reality the material was available only on a limited basis on a stand-alone work-
station that was not always operational. In January 2017, the CIA published 
the records of the CREST collection online in their Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) Electronic Reading Room that provides for their easier and wider 
dissemination. The release of these and other CIA surveillance documents fill 
in gaps in a context where few other sources exist, and as such offer scholars an 
excellent opportunity to explore the history of the Latin American left in more 
depth than was previously possible. This study turns to these artifacts to chart 
social movement organizing efforts during a “lost decade” of political activism 
during the 1950s.19

My training is as a social historian, and this book does not purport to be a 
diplomatic study, nor is it particularly concerned with national security issues, 
United States policies, or the intricacies of intelligence gathering (although, of 
course, by necessity it is framed by those investigations).20 The diplomatic his-
torian Alan McPherson has quipped, “The more historians find out about the 
Cold War in the hemisphere, the more that Cold War itself fades to the back-
ground.”21 That paradox holds true for this work. It is not specifically about the 
cold war per se, except that chronologically the period it covers corresponds with 
the first decade of what historians have traditionally understood to be the cold 
war. My concern is not US-USSR relations, but instead how activists in Latin 
America advanced an alternative vision of how to organize the world. It shares 
with the historian Greg Grandin an understanding of this epoch as a sociologi-
cal process and historical experience that is best interpreted through the lens of 
intellectual history and bottom-up mobilizations.22 And, in that fashion, it does 
directly engage issues of a capitalist versus socialist mode of production that was 
at the heart of the cold war. The cold war was peripheral to the events chroni-
cled in this book even as that larger political context profoundly informed and 
prescribed the world in which militants operated.
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Toward a Deeper Study

CIA documentation provides an especially important opportunity to explore 
a variety of issues that communists as well as the broader left faced in the early 
postwar period, with ramifications that extend well beyond both that time 
frame and the borders of Latin America. While both United States and Latin 
American government officials could be blinded by their own anticommunist 
assumptions and attitudes, the information that they assembled offers a unique 
opportunity to delve deeply into the internal workings of communist parties. 
While the communist party in Ecuador was never particularly large or strong, 
its members struggled with universal issues of organization, strategy, and tactics 
as they sought to advance their political agenda. In the process these militants 
created the conditions for heightened levels of political activism in the 1960s. 
Advances during the 1950s were very much part of a longer trajectory of active 
engagement that has either been lost or largely forgotten. Although politically 
antagonistic to communism and the left in general, CIA surveillance provides 
convincing documentation of the persistence of social movement organizing 
during that decade. The data that CIA officers generated allows us to push at 
the edges of our knowledge and understanding of how communists operated, in 
Ecuador and elsewhere.

The opening of the Third or Communist International (Comintern) archives 
in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union contributed to an explosion 
of studies of local communist parties. As the historian Barry Carr aptly notes, 
most of these studies examine the period from the creation of the Comintern 
in 1919 to its formal closing in 1943. Access to available sources inform and con-
strain many of these studies, particularly with an abundance of material in the 
Comintern archive from the 1920s through the first half of the 1930s, after which 
the volume drops off noticeably. Carr observes, “As a result of this imbalance 
we know much more about the development of Latin American communism 
during its first two decades than over the last four or five decades of its evo-
lution.” He calls for studies that explore local parties in the aftermath of the 
closure of the Comintern, particularly during the onset of the cold war.23

Not only do we need better examinations of the postwar period, but we also 
need to understand variations both between parties in different countries and 
among disparate political tendencies within a single country. Despite being or-
ganized as national parties of a centralized movement, communists never func-
tioned in a univocal fashion. Carr states, “We have to distinguish between the 
policies and prescriptions elaborated by the directorates of political parties (‘the 
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policy of the Central Committee’) and the actions of the members and cadres in 
the local cells and committees.” Carr urges us to think of communisms—in the 
plural—to understand better how these ideologies and strategies were debated, 
and the influences that peripheral actors had on the formation of centralized 
policies. This approach also acknowledges and incorporates expressions that 
were not part of the pro-Soviet communist party, including other leftist ten-
dencies such as anarchist, socialist, Trotskyist, Maoist, social democratic, and 
left-liberal parties.24

My work takes up Carr’s call by delving into crucial events in Ecuador. Both 
politically and historiographically this country existed on the periphery of CIA 
operations and US-Latin American relations and the cold war itself. Even so, 
significant and broader issues of political strategies and strategic alliances that 
have long plagued the left played out during the postwar period in Ecuador, and 
are worthy of a deep and penetrating study.

By no means is the CIA documentation perfect. CIA history staff member 
Woodrow Kuhns excuses the intelligence agency’s failures. “Dramatic, sweeping 
events, such as wars and revolutions, are far too complex to predict or analyze 
perfectly,” he states.25 A more fundamental problem is the underlying politi-
cal agenda that drove its intelligence collection efforts and colored its perspec-
tives and analyses. A large part of the dissident CIA officer Ralph McGehee’s 
complaint about the agency with which he worked for a quarter century was 
the disinformation campaigns that attempted to mold public opinion, and the 
manufacture of false intelligence to justify policies and advance institutional 
or personal interests.26 These shortcomings, however, are the limitations of any 
historical documentation. Even with all of their inherent deficiencies, these sur-
veillance records present scholars with penetrating insights into the struggles 
and difficulties that the Latin American left confronted in the postwar period. 
Inadvertently, they highlight how activists responded to the challenges and op-
portunities that they encountered. More sources are better than no sources, and 
as historians we work with the sources we have rather than the ones we wish we 
had. It is in this context that the opening of long-closed archives and the release 
of declassified documentation have led to calls to reexamine the cold war, as 
“not only a possibility but a necessity.”27 This book contributes to that larger 
historiographic project.
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FBI	 Federal Bureau of Investigation
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includes:   
RG59 	 Central Decimal Files (CDF) of Record Group 59  
RG84 	 Record Group 84

OIR	 Office of Intelligence Research at the Department of State
PCE	 Partido Comunista del Ecuador
PSE	 Partido Socialista Ecuatoriano
TNA	 The National Archives, London

Introduction

1. For contemporary newspaper reports of the broadcast of “The War of the Worlds,” 
see “Pueblo enardecido incendia El Comercio,” La Tierra, February 13, 1949, 1; “Diligen-
cias hachas sobre sucesos del 12,” El Comercio-El Día, February 15, 1949, 1; “Redención 
por la cultura,” El Comercio-El Día, February 16, 1949, 1; “El Comercio aparecerá 
mañana,” El Comercio-El Día, February 18, 1949, 1; “‘Mars Raiders’ Cause Quito Panic,” 
New York Times, February 14, 1949, 1; “20 Dead in the Quito Riot,” New York Times, 
February 15, 1949, 5; “Wrecked Quito Paper to Resume,” New York Times, February 21, 
1949, 4. Also see Gosling, Waging The War of the Worlds, 103–13.
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2. CIA, “Investigation of Terrorist Radio Program in Quito,” March 16, 1949, https://
www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp82-00457r002500190008-0; 
Memo, American Embassy, February 17, 1949, RG84, Entry #2396, Box 51, NARA.

3. Aguirre, Economía de laisser faire, 71.
4. Department of State, “Policy Statement Ecuador,” October 2, 1950, RG59, 611.22/ 

10-250, NARA.
5. A large literature exists on United States interventions in Latin America. For an 

accessible introduction, see McPherson, A Short History of U.S. Interventions in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, as well as his other works including The Invaded. Also see 
Grandin, Empire’s Workshop.

6. Becker, The FBI in Latin America.
7. This tendency to skip the 1950s is apparent in works such as Paredes Ruiz, Ricardo 

Paredes y la antorcha revolucionaria and Martínez Espinosa, Yo siempre he sido Nela 
Martínez Espinosa.

8. Ibarra, “Conflictos rurales,” 411.
9. Personal communication. “Indigenous” and its variations (“Indian,” “native,” “ab-

original,” “autochthonous,” etc.) are part of an inherently complicated and contested colo-
nial nomenclature that gloss over significant ethnographic diversity. The terms tradition-
ally have communicated negative connotations of referencing savage, primitive people 
who lack intelligence or reason, and often imply an essentialized and racialized notion of 
a primordial, unchanging existence. Some countries have resorted to synonyms to avoid 
these inherent problems, including “original peoples” in Bolivia and “first nations” in 
Canada. One of the most disastrous attempts was that of General Juan Velasco Alvarado 
who in a 1969 agrarian reform law in Peru announced that he was elevating Indians to 
the status of campesinos (roughly “peasants,” or literally people from the countryside). 
His attempt to abolish the negative term indio led to charges of ethnocide, that he sought 
to eradicate and homogenize unique ethnic identities. In response, militant activists in 
neighboring Bolivia reclaimed the term “Indian,” and in a queering of the language pro-
claimed that since they were colonized as indios they would liberate themselves as indios. 
This study recognizes all of those complications, and employs the term “Indigenous” 
carefully, deliberately, and intentionally even as it attempts to reflect and respect self-ref-
erential terms in common usage at the time. The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th ed., 8.38, 
calls for the names of ethnic and national groups to be capitalized, including adjectives 
associated with those names. Pursuant to that provision, “Indigenous” is capitalized in 
this book because descendants of the first inhabitants of the Americas have embraced it 
as an ethnic and national identifier, and doing so accords it with the dignity and recog-
nition that it deserves. This convention is also based on, and followed in respect for, the 
explicitly stated preference of the board of directors of the South and Meso American 
Indian Rights Center (SAIIC) as an affirmation of their ethnic and national identities.

10. Ramón, Actores de una década ganada.
11. We see evidence of these trajectories in recent treatments of the Cuban Revolution 

that argue that it emerged triumphant only thanks to a much longer history of labor 
organizing. See, for example, Cushion, A Hidden History of the Cuban Revolution.
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12. See “Lineamientos programáticos del Partido Comunista del Ecuador” (1957), in 
Ibarra, El pensamiento de la izquierda comunista, 275–302.

13. Duncan, “The 1970s,” 29; see Duncan, Finally Got the News.
14. Other scholars have made similar observations about the utility of police archives 

for writing the history of social movements. For example, the historian Teishan Latner 
calls the FBI an inadvertent “clandestine biographer” and “unauthorized archivist” as 
the bureau engaged in surveillance of the Venceremos Brigade with the goal of criminal-
izing its sponsorship of solidarity travel to Cuba. In the process, it assembled the largest 
cache of material on the group. See “‘Agrarians or Anarchists?’” 132; and Latner, Cuban 
Revolution in America.

15. For a solid analysis of the relationship between anthropology and the cold war and 
how to employ intelligence sources to interrogate that relationship, see Price’s trilogy 
Threatening Anthropology; Anthropological Intelligence; and Cold War Anthropology.

16. Marchetti and Marks, The CIA and the Cult of Intelligence, 44.
17. For critical studies on the CIA, see Prados’s many books, most recently The Ghosts 

of Langley; Weiner, Legacy of Ashes; and Jeffreys-Jones, The CIA and American Democ-
racy. Most critical studies as well as memoirs of dissident case officers who left the agency 
generally do not question United States policy objectives but argue instead for a more 
effective intelligence agency that would enhance an imperial project. An exception is 
William Blum who provides a popular condemnation of the CIA in Killing Hope.

18. The diplomatic historian Piero Gleijeses relied heavily on the CIA’s finished intel-
ligence to fill in gaps where no other sources existed in his study of Cuba’s involvement in 
Africa. He notes the trustworthy and insightful nature of these reports, and states that 
he was “highly impressed” with their “superior quality and objectivity.” See Conflict-
ing Missions, 11. Dissident officers, on the other hand, paint a more skeptical picture of 
the quality of the information the agency generated. See, for example, McGarvey, CIA; 
Marchetti and Marks, The CIA and the Cult of Intelligence; Agee, Inside the Company; 
Stockwell, In Search of Enemies; and McGehee, Deadly Deceits. For a broader discussion 
on the utility of using the CIA to study the history of Latin America, see Becker, “The 
CIA on Latin America.”

19. Since the release of the CREST database at https://www.cia.gov/library/readin-
groom, a team of research assistants (starting with Kelsey Smugala who introduced me 
to the database, and continuing with Dusty Davis, Jared Favero, Colin Garrett, Baylee 
Hatter, Kaitlin Lewis, Austin Miller, Amatista Pearson, Tom Sebacher, Chloe Shoul-
ders, Taylor Tucker, Meghan Walker, and Artemis Winkeler) have entered these and 
other supporting newspaper articles and archival documents into a bibliographic data-
base to facilitate their organization and retrieval. I could not have completed this project 
without their collaboration, and I am deeply appreciative of their efforts. Cheryl Musch 
and Tim Block generously assisted with the collection of corroborating documentation 
from the National Archives. The American Philosophical Society awarded a Franklin 
Research Grant that provided funding for investigation in the National Archives. As 
always, Su Flickinger and Doris Bartel graciously extend hospitality during those re-
search trips.
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20. Much has been written about the cold war and the surveillance state, and little 
need exists to rehash that literature here. Suffice it to note that much of the leading work 
approaches the topic from a traditional, conservative, patriarchal, Euro-centric perspec-
tive. For example, see Gaddis, The Cold War and Leffler, For the Soul of Mankind. Even 
works that purport to present a global perspective, such as that of leading historian 
Westad in The Global Cold War and The Cold War, minimize Latin America. Brands, 
Latin America’s Cold War suffers from some of these same deficiencies, while newer 
works seek to address them. See, for example, Garrard-Burnett, Lawrence, and Moreno, 
Beyond the Eagle’s Shadow and Keller, Mexico’s Cold War. Also see Joseph and Spenser, 
In from the Cold and Grandin and Joseph, A Century of Revolution.

21. McPherson, “Afterword,” 307.
22. Grandin, “Living in Revolutionary Time,” 7.
23. Carr, “Escribiendo la historia de los comunismos en las américas,” 19.
24. Carr, “Escribiendo la historia de los comunismos en las américas,” 16–17.
25. Kuhns, “The Office of Reports and Estimates,” 40.
26. McGehee, Deadly Deceits, xi.
27. Garrard-Burnett, Lawrence, and Moreno, “Introduction,” 11.

Chapter 1

1. Bethell and Roxborough, Latin America between the Second World War and the  
Cold War.

2. Poppino, International Communism in Latin America, 34.
3. Alexander, Communism in Latin America, 27.
4. Poppino, International Communism in Latin America, 35–36.
5. Mayers, “Reply to Questionnaire Sent Out on PR 101/33/G,” May 22, 1953, 

2195/4/53, FO 1110/592, TNA. Thanks to Aaron Coy Moulton for graciously sharing 
copies of documents from this archive.

6. Henderson, Gabriel García Moreno and Conservative State Formation in the Andes.
7. Ayala Mora, Historia de la Revolución Liberal Ecuatoriana. Spanish names typically 

carry two surnames, both a patronymic (from the father’s first surname) and matro-
nymic (from the mother’s first surname, which in turn was her father’s first surname). 
Formal usage dictates a person’s full name, which typically includes a first and second 
forename and both surnames. In practice, how these names are rendered varies widely, 
with sometimes one or both forenames and surnames included (and less commonly only 
the first initial of one of the forenames or the second, matronymic, surname). Eloy Al-
faro, for example, is most commonly known only by his patronymic (“Alfaro”) whereas 
Gabriel García Moreno is almost always referenced with both his patronymic (“García”) 
and matronymic (“Moreno”) surnames. A variety of factors influence these conventions, 
including the social prestige of a surname and attempts to avoid confusion between 
people with similar names. This work follows the most common usage of how individ-
uals were known, which sometimes means including both surnames when a complete 




