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INTRODUCTION

REDES
POLITICS AND  

AESTHETICS IN THE  
EXTRACTIVE ZONE

In the short film Land of Friends (2014) by Colombian American artist 
Carolina Caycedo, a fisherwoman and water rights activist repeatedly 
tosses out a fishing net while standing in the Suaza River (figure I.1). The 
film devotes more than a minute to this meditative gesture, represent-
ing the beginning of the artist’s long-standing fascination with “the cast 
fishing net as an affective object.”1 In the final scene of this sequence, the 
fisherwoman (Zoila Ninco) pulls in an empty net before walking away 
defeated, introducing the film’s focus on hydroelectric dams’ detrimental 
impacts on local ecologies.2 Caycedo has since incorporated the cast net 
into several projects about hydroelectric dams built for mining projects, 
including her impressive hanging sculptures that combine handmade 
nets and symbolic objects given to her by members of river communities. 
These cosmotarrayas—a neologism combining cosmos with atarraya, the 
Spanish term for “cast net”—imitate the conical shape of cast nets as they 
hang to dry from riverside trees.

Caycedo’s attention to the act of casting a net in Land of Friends recalls 
the opening scene of the renowned Mexican film Redes (1936), a col-
laboration between directors Fred Zinneman and Emilio Gómez Muriel 
with photographer Paul Strand. Redes begins with a medium shot of the 
protagonist, Miro, standing in the ocean and holding a net. After he casts 
the net, a low-angle shot captures it spread out across the sky before it falls 
onto the camera (figures I.2 and I.3). After Miro pulls in only one fish, the 
film then cuts to panning shots of wooden shacks, tattered clothes on a 
line, and drying drag nets hanging from poles. These images introduce 
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the setting: a fishing village in Veracruz. The village is controlled by a 
local businessman who, allied with a politician and holding a monopoly 
on the region’s commercial fishing industry, underpays the local fisher-
men. The film’s title, Redes, references the fishing nets owned by the busi-
nessman, but an alternative translation of redes refers to “networks.” The 
film meditates on the affective connections necessary for the fishermen to 
take control of the means of production to free themselves from poverty. 
Like the film Redes, to which I will return, Caycedo’s cosmotarrayas con-
tain a parallel double meaning, referring both to fishing nets and to the 
“networks of solidarity and resistance in the fight for . . . ​social justice” 
where “the everyday gesture of casting a net is a political act that affirms 
the river as a common good.”3

Caycedo is one of many artists in recent years whose work critiques 
mining and other extractive industries. This body of work has emerged 
alongside a surge in environmental social justice movements in Latin 
America and around the globe. These struggles carry ties across space and 
time, and they draw on longer histories of political organizing. A Wide Net 
of Solidarity: Antiracism and Anti-Imperialism from the Americas to the Globe 
situates these trends in contemporary activism within a longer history of 
struggle in the American continent and beyond by unearthing networks 
of activists and artists in the 1920s–30s and examining the insights of their 
vision for a “rebellious humanity” today.4

I.1 ​ Film still, Land of Friends (2014).



I.2 ​ Film still, Redes (1936).

I.3 ​ Film still, Redes (1936).
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While this book touches on a broad set of organizations, individuals, 
and cultural production, at its core is the highly influential, but under-
theorized, movement called the Anti-Imperialist League of the Americas 
(Liga Antimperialista de las Américas, ladla). ladla was founded in 
January 1925 in Mexico City but quickly grew to include fourteen national 
sections throughout the continent, and these national sections often over-
saw additional subsections in local cities (including Spanish-speaking 
sections within the continental United States).5 It joined urban trade 
unions, agrarian organizations, and cultural and artistic groups to combat 
US and European commercial and military expansion and eventually the 
rise of Depression-era nationalism. It directly linked its position of anti-
imperialism to a critique of extractive and monocrop plantation econo-
mies and to the related land dispossession and exploitation of Black, In-
digenous, and immigrant populations. Through unifying the communities 
most affected by extractive projects into a transnational and multiracial 
political community, ladla sought to forge an alternative relation among 
peoples across national, linguistic, and racial borders and to denaturalize 
the commodification of territories and resources.

Within two years of ladla’s founding, at the 1927 Congress Against 
Colonial Oppression and Imperialism and for National Independence 
in Brussels, ladla members joined with 174 delegates from thirty-seven 
countries to form the global League Against Imperialism (lai). In Brus-
sels, the lai would officially name ladla as its Americas section.6 There, 
ladla activists interacted with Black activists from the United States and 
anticolonial leaders from Africa and Asia, like India’s Jawaharlal Nehru 
and Senegal’s Lamine Senghor. A Wide Net of Solidarity provides the first 
account of how these exchanges impacted debates in radical circles in the 
Americas, specifically regarding the subjects of Black and Indigenous leader
ship in political organizing, immigrant rights, racial policing, and links be-
tween foreign intervention and internal forms of fascist governance. By 
connecting to issues in Africa, Asia, and the United States, ladla devised 
a comparative approach to policing and racialized violence, particularly in 
extractive economies. With this lens, it theorized a relationship between 
labor exploitation, anti-blackness, and anti-immigrant sentiment in Latin 
American countries with high levels of Haitian and West Indian migrant 
labor, and it attempted to combat the rise of nativism in these contexts.

This book aims to situate ladla in its rightful place among the most 
significant solidarity movements in the history of the American continent. 
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ladla activists conceived of this movement in terms both practical and 
aesthetic, and several activist-artists shaped its core vision. If Caycedo, for 
example, seems to reference the cinematography of Paul Strand’s Redes in 
her film, Strand himself drew inspiration from Tina Modotti, the Italian-
born photographer based in Mexico City and one of ladla’s most active 
members. Modotti’s 1929 photographs of drying drag nets, featured on the 
cover of this book, clearly reverberate in Redes. More importantly, Mo-
dotti’s broader body of work, as I detail in the first chapter, attempted to 
capture aesthetically ladla’s worldview, visualizing an alternative social 
relation to extractive economies.

Beyond Modotti, several well-known artists, activists, and intellectuals 
counted among ladla’s core leadership in Mexico City. These included 
Mexican organizers Úrsulo Galván and Rafael Carrillo; Mexican visual 
artists Diego Rivera, Xavier Guerrero, and David Siqueiros; leaders of the 
Cuban anti-Machado resistance movement exiled in Mexico City, like 
Julio Antonio Mella and Sandalio Junco; Venezuelan activists Salvador 
de la Plaza and Gustavo Machado; and members of the so-called slackers 
from the United States who joined the Mexican Left when they evaded 
military conscription, like Manuel Gomez (aka Charles Francis Phillips) 
and Bertram and Ella Wolfe. Once ladla joined the lai in 1927, Swiss 
communist Fritz Sulzbachner (aka Federico Bach) became the lai’s rep-
resentative in Mexico City. Bach was replaced in 1929 by the German 
economics professor Alfons Goldschmidt, who worked at the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico.7 Although the members of ladla’s 
fourteen national sections would be too many to name here, they also in-
cluded several poets and novelists, including Costa Rican author Carmen 
Lyra and Cuban writers Alejo Carpentier, Rubén Martínez Villena, Regino 
Pedroso, and Luis Felipe Rodríguez.

While it was partially funded by organizations with affiliations to the 
Communist International (1919–43), ladla maintained an ideologically 
fluid vision based on the Comintern’s “united-front” approach of the 1920s, 
joining a broad range of social classes and leftist ideologies behind a position 
of anti-imperialism.8 Many of ladla’s central leaders belonged to commu-
nist parties and were heavily influenced by Marxism-Leninism, but they 
actively resisted labeling ladla as a communist organization and inten-
tionally propagated a flexible political platform. ladla operated as a node 
in a broader network of leftist organizing and aimed to cast a wide net, bring-
ing together varying perspectives, including those from anarcho-syndicalism 
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and local traditions of anticolonial struggle.9 ladla’s history challenges the 
proliferation of scholarship on Latin American communism, particularly 
Cuban and Mexican communism, by providing an alternative and more 
ideologically flexible perspective that gets buried in the predominant ten-
dency to focus on the region’s more orthodox communist parties.10

The networks studied in this book traverse a wide-ranging geography 
from Mexico City to Berlin, Brussels, Buenos Aires, Havana, Managua, 
Montevideo, Moscow, Santo Domingo, San Juan, and New York City. Its 
central actors include people born in Cuba, Costa Rica, the Dominican 
Republic, Italy, Mexico, Peru, the United States, and Venezuela. Tracing 
such a multinational constellation of individuals, held together around the 
shape of their shared political ideals, constitutes a core aim of this book. 
Some of the figures studied (like Afro-Cuban union organizer Sandalio 
Junco or African American miner Isaiah Hawkins) are little known. De-
spite the transnational sites of exchange in which these actors came into 
contact, their work is often kept separate in the scholarly record due to the 
linguistic and regional patterns through which we tend to organize scholar
ship. To tell the story of ladla is to tell the story of these weavings—of 
ties at once political and artistic, and often romantic, erotic, or adversarial.

If ladla’s political project linked actors across national, linguistic, and 
racial borders, its artists’ aesthetics also forged an entwined imagination. 
This study combines the analysis of personal papers, government records, 
speeches and resolutions, and trade union, Comintern, and anti-imperialist 
periodicals with related poetry, photography, illustrations, novels, and 
ephemera in both Spanish and English. The analysis of archival materials 
and rare newspapers alongside literary and artistic works reflects an un-
derstanding of cultural and artistic texts not as mere expressions of their 
historical reality but as works that help shape that reality. My training and 
experience in cultural studies and archival methods means an approach 
to archives that takes seriously the content of a political activist’s letter 
and also the illustration on the letterhead and the poem enclosed within. 
Although the artists and activists discussed in these pages are frequently 
studied apart from one another, these individuals did not view their artis-
tic and political realms as separate. This book, in turn, follows their lead.

A Wide Net of Solidarity ultimately argues that ladla made three last-
ing contributions that are useful to social movements today. First, ladla 
provides an early twentieth-century example of transnational political 
organizing across extractive economies, which it used to theorize the rela-
tionship between differing oppressions and to imagine a new global political 
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community. Second, ladla analyzed the relation (but not conflation) of 
differentiated experiences of capitalist exploitation suffered by Indigenous, 
Black, and immigrant communities. In doing so, it advanced a multiracial 
and hemispheric analysis of racialized capital accumulation. And third, 
ladla serves as an important case study for thinking through the prom-
ises and limitations of transnational and multiracial solidarity movements.

LADLA FROM THE AMERICAS TO THE GLOBE

A Wide Net of Solidarity is the first book-length study of ladla published 
in English. Because it uniquely brings together personal papers from lad-
la’s Latin American and US sections with lai archives, it adds signifi-
cantly to the historiography of ladla and the lai. The book moves in 
new directions by tracing ladla’s theoretical contributions, the broader 
debates that its members engaged, and the impact of its networks in inter-
war radical cultural production. The existing scholarship on ladla, with 
which this study is closely engaged, has mostly framed it as a regional, Latin 
American organization with connections to the lai and Comintern.11 This 
includes the only prior book-length study of ladla, Daniel Kersffeld’s 
Contra el imperio: Historia de la Liga Antimperialista de las Américas (2013), 
which has been foundational to my understanding of the organization’s 
inner workings and its place within Latin American leftist politics. The 
present study is indebted to Kersffeld’s thorough and insightful work, to 
Ricardo Melgar Bao’s painstaking digitization of ladla’s periodical, El 
Libertador, and to prior articles on ladla’s Continental Committee and 
individual national sections written by historians Barry Carr, Lazar Jeif-
ets and Víctor Jeifets, Melgar Bao, Sandra Pujals, and Tony Wood.12 I am 
also in conversation with studies of the internationalism of the Mexican 
Revolution, anti-imperialism in Mexico City, and interwar communism in 
Mexico and the Caribbean.13

Despite the regionalist framework through which ladla has been un-
derstood, it was not a regional, Latin American organization. Rather, it had 
an explicitly hemispheric vision from the outset, maintaining an active sec-
tion (and several subsections) in the United States and collaborating with 
US citizens, especially Jewish and Black activists. Through joining the lai, 
ladla’s initially hemispheric vision would become more global in scope. 
By drawing on my research in special collections in Havana, Los Ange-
les, Mexico City, New York, and Palo Alto and in digital archives held 
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in Amsterdam and Moscow, this study brings the personal papers of US 
activists into better conversation with Latin American and lai archives.

ladla was originally called the Pan-American Anti-Imperialist League 
but changed its name, within a few months of its founding, because of the 
association between US dominance and the project of “pan-Americanism.” 
The symbolic importance of this name change is emblematized in the 
March 1926 letter from ladla Continental Committee member Salvador 
de la Plaza to the head of the Puerto Rican section, in which Salvador de 
la Plaza scratched out the word “pan-Americana” and replaced it with the 
more appropriate phrase “de las Américas” (of the Americas) (figure I.4).14 
Whereas ladla-US consistently translated the organization’s name as the 
All-America Anti-Imperialist League (aaail), I use the more direct trans-
lation Anti-Imperialist League of the Americas, since it better captures the 
movement’s hemispheric imagination.15

Emphasizing ladla’s transnational and hemispheric nature, this book 
joins a growing body of hemispheric Américas scholarship that approaches 
hemispheric studies from the perspectives of Caribbean and Latin Ameri-
can thinkers, practicing what Josefina Saldaña-Portillo calls “a hemispheric 
studies from below.”16 ladla was founded in Mexico City and then ex-
panded both northward and southward. Although ladla is not yet a 
reference point for scholarship produced within the framework of hemi-
spheric studies or transnational American studies, it modeled a hemispheric 
analysis and vision of political community that took Latin America and the 
Caribbean as its point of departure. ladla activists would eventually ex-
pand their initially hemispheric connections with worker and minority 
struggles in the United States to embrace an interdependency and solidar-
ity with anticolonial, anti-imperialist, and antiracist movements around 
the world. In this sense, recovering ladla’s vision offers a historiographi-
cal basis for interdisciplinary connections between hemispheric Américas 

I.4 ​ Salvador de la Plaza to Jaime N. Sager, March 10, 1926, box 1, bdw Papers.
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scholarship and global comparatist models, like postcolonial studies and 
Global South studies.17

A closer look at ladla’s history challenges the Afro-Asian (and pre-
dominantly anglophone and francophone) lens through which global 
twentieth-century anticolonial politics are often understood.18 Anticolo-
nial history frames the 1966 Tricontinental Conference in Havana, Cuba, 
which founded the Organization of Solidarity with the Peoples of Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America (ospaaal), as the first time that Latin American 
activists entered into a global movement with a longer history in Afro-
Asian anticolonialisms.19 The prevailing narrative has positioned the 1955 
Asian-African Bandung Conference as an origin point for the Afro-Asian 
People’s Solidarity Organization (aapso), which Cuba later joined to form 
ospaaal, uniting Latin American anti-imperialist movements with prior 
Afro-Asian formations.20 While this accounting from 1955 to 1966 is accu-
rate, beginning this anticolonial history with the 1955 Bandung Conference 
elides the much longer history of Latin American engagement with Afro-
Asian anticolonialisms through the lai in the interwar years. In this sense, 
ladla set an important precedent for the cold war networks studied in 
my previous book, From the Tricontinental to the Global South: Race, Radi-
calism, and Transnational Solidarity (Duke University Press, 2018).21

Although the 1927 Brussels Congress, which founded the lai, is widely 
viewed as a precursor to the Bandung Conference, scholarship on the lai 
tends to neglect ladla’s presence and contributions.22 The scholarship of 
Michael Goebel, Daniel Kersffeld, and Thomas Lindner, each of whom has 
focused on Latin Americans’ participation at the Brussels Congress, rep-
resents an important exception to this tendency.23 Even so, scholarship on 
the lai often either ignores ladla entirely or presumes that the lai cre-
ated an anti-imperialist platform and network that eventually extended to 
the Americas.24 In fact, the opposite is true since ladla preceded the lai 
by two years. When the lai named ladla as its Americas section, lad-
la’s already established sections became the lai’s connection to the Amer-
ican continent. That is, the lai simply absorbed networks and political 
frameworks already created by ladla.25 Since existing scholarship on the 
lai has focused on the history of Afro-Asian-European networks, it has 
reified the false impression that the 1966 Tricontinental Conference rep-
resented the first entry of Latin American movements onto a global stage.

A Wide Net of Solidarity is invested in recovering understudied histories 
of twentieth-century anticolonial and anti-imperialist internationalisms 
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and in underscoring the often forgotten role of Latin American think-
ers in these histories. Centering Latin American thinkers is important 
because two of the most well-trodden models of comparative analysis—
postcolonial theory and world-systems analysis—emerged alongside each 
other in the 1970s in response to midcentury decolonization in Africa and 
Asia. These bodies of theory aimed to better understand global patterns of 
inequity through drawing parallels between the economic, political, and 
social circumstances of formerly colonized nations. Whereas Immanuel 
Wallerstein’s world-systems analysis was concerned primarily with the 
economic continuities from the colony to the post-colony, postcolonial 
theory sought to address the enduring cultural and social legacies of co-
lonialism after decolonization.26 Both these comparative models focused 
mostly on the experience of European colonization in Africa and Asia, 
largely overlooking the Latin American context. The marginal position of 
Latin America within this scholarship has generated much debate about its 
relevance for addressing sociocultural relations following the nineteenth-
century decolonization of Latin America as well as for addressing the role 
of twentieth-century US expansionism in the region.27 These concerns 
led to the development of Latin American “decoloniality” theory in the 
1990s.28 Many have traced the roots of the comparative analysis found in 
world-systems and postcolonial theory to key moments of Afro-Asian an-
ticolonial history, such as the 1927 Brussels Congress and 1955 Bandung 
Conference, even as scholars like Aijaz Ahmad have argued that academic 
assimilations of anticolonial politics share little ideologically with the 
movements that inspired them.29 The role of intellectuals from the Amer
icas, and especially from hispanophone and lusophone Latin America, is 
mostly sidelined in studies of the historical moments and movements that 
serve as the basis for these comparative analytics. In this sense, centering 
ladla’s involvement in the lai helps reframe global twentieth-century 
anticolonial history, and thus the roots of these comparative frameworks, 
moving away from a focus on the enduring legacies of European colonial-
ism in Africa and Asia.

Beyond shifting our understanding of the lai and anticolonial move-
ment history more broadly, A Wide Net of Solidarity intervenes in the re-
cent proliferation of scholarship on global twentieth-century anticolonial 
writings and aesthetics that developed alongside anticolonial movements 
in the interwar and cold war periods.30 As much of this scholarship on 
comparative anticolonial aesthetics (and closely related scholarship on the 
aesthetics of communist internationalism) elides Latin American writers 
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and artists, this book represents my persistent insistence that the region 
has been at the heart of not only global twentieth-century anticolonial and 
anti-imperialist political movements but also their intersecting aesthetic 
forms.31 Latin American–led anti-imperialist movements, like ladla and 
ospaaal, do not simply illustrate the extension into the American conti-
nent of ideas that originated elsewhere. Rather, these movements repre-
sent sites of theoretical and cultural production that have had profound 
influence on political movements and aesthetics worldwide. A Wide Net of 
Solidarity helps reframe the history of twentieth-century Afro-Asian anti-
colonialisms to call attention to the contributions of intellectuals from the 
Americas, to understand how intellectuals from the Americas were influ-
enced by anticolonial thinkers from elsewhere, and to suggest a rethinking 
of comparative models of analysis from the perspective of such histories.

If studies of twentieth-century anticolonial movements often over-
look ladla and Latin America more broadly, scholarship on twentieth-
century Latin American radicalism tends to have a regional focus that does 
not situate these activists in the global, anticolonial milieus they inhabited. 
The scholarship on Latin Americans’ engagement with the Comintern is 
an important exception, but this work is consistently framed within a nar-
rative of global communism rather than the more ideologically fluid anti-
colonial politics found in Latin Americans’ involvement from the lai to 
ospaaal.32 The tendency to apply a regionalist lens to Latin American 
radical politics is especially the case for the interwar period, which was 
characterized by the emergence of Latin America’s regionalist ideologies. 
In response to post–World War I disillusionment with Western Europe 
and increasing US dominance, interwar Latin American writers and 
political figures defined the region through ideologies like hispanoamerica-
nismo, indoamericanismo, mestizaje, and indigenismo. Many interwar Latin 
American intellectuals spent time in Western Europe, and these experi-
ences influenced the distinctions they drew between European and Latin 
American contexts. Although there has long been a recognition of interwar 
Latin American cosmopolitanism in Europe, their anticolonial networks 
reaching Africa and Asia remain undertheorized and underexamined.

A closer look at ladla shifts our understanding of interwar Latin Amer-
ican intellectual history. Contrary to the regionalist lens through which 
interwar Latin American political thought has been understood, ladla 
members rejected interwar regionalisms for what I call a hemispheric glo-
balism, wherein ladla expanded on its initially hemispheric connections 
with worker and minority struggles in the United States to embrace an 
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interdependency and solidarity with anticolonial, anti-imperialist, and an-
tiracist movements around the world. While ladla did not employ this 
term, I use hemispheric globalism to describe, first, an ideological tenet that 
self-determination for “oppressed, colonial, and semicolonial peoples” 
in Latin America could be achieved only through transnational alliances 
with similar struggles in the American continent and beyond, and, sec-
ond, a practical strategy to foment systems of mutual support by facili-
tating communication between resistant movements across the American 
hemisphere and expanding those connections, through the lai, to global 
horizons.33

There is a substantial body of scholarship on the relationship between 
aesthetics and politics in interwar Latin American literary and cultural pro-
duction, and I am in close dialogue with that work.34 Within Latin Amer-
ican literary studies the interwar period tends to be associated with re-
gionalist literary genres, like the “identity essay,” which described national 
culture and heritage. During this period appeared the “Spanish American 
regional novel,” also called novela de la tierra (novel of the land).35 These 
experimental socialist realist novels set in rural settings captured the re-
gion’s unique essence and “autochthonous literary expression.”36 However, 
the proliferation of 1930s-40s Latin American proletarian novels that form 
the novela de la tierra genre directly engage the global questions central 
to ladla, the lai, and related organizations, like the Caribbean Bureau. 
Such novels are not the only example of links between ladla’s political 
project and literary aesthetics. For instance, the Afro-Chinese-Cuban 
poet Regino Pedroso is rarely read outside of Cuban studies, even though 
ladla published his first book of poems, Nosotros (Us, 1933). Nosotros 
treats the very global subjects of anti-Blackness and immigrant labor that 
were central to the 1927 Brussels Congress and to the lai. This book offers 
new readings of these and other texts within the transregional and multi-
lingual political context in which they were produced.

CHAPTER SUMMARIES

A Wide Net of Solidarity is organized in two parts made up of a total of seven 
chapters, each of which emphasizes an individual, conference, or political 
organization as a site of hemispheric and global encounter. Across the 
book’s arc, I trace transnational debates about Indigenous dispossession, 
Black and Indigenous labor, immigrant rights, racial policing, extractive 
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capitalism, and solidarity politics during the interwar period. Although 
ladla had sections throughout the American hemisphere, I zoom in on 
the region that ladla framed as the Greater Caribbean since this is where 
ladla was most active.

Rather than arranging the book chronologically, I have arranged it in 
two thematic parts, each of which follows a loose chronological order. The 
first part (chapters 1–4), “Weaving a Wide Net: Relational Solidarities and 
Hemispheric Globalism,” maps ladla’s contributions and traces its evolv-
ing thinking on racial capitalism and political community, focused first 
on Indigenous communities and later expanded to Black and immigrant 
populations. The second part (chapters 5–7), “Knots in the Net: ladla’s 
Limits and Entanglements,” turns to the limitations of ladla’s project and 
the lessons that these problems can teach us about transnational and mul-
tiracial solidarity politics today.

The first chapter, “A Photography of Relation: ladla, Indigeneity, 
and Tina Modotti’s Visual Language of Liberation,” positions Modotti 
as a key node connecting the international community of activists that 
founded ladla. Using Modotti’s life and work in Mexico City as an an-
chor, this chapter tells the story of ladla’s multinational origins, espe-
cially focusing on the early influence of Indian anticolonialist Manabendra 
Nath Roy during his exile in Mexico City. It expands on this history by 
addressing how Modotti’s work would engage ladla’s organizing across 
extractive economies and depict its focus on Indigenous communities. 
Using her photography, personal papers related to Modotti and other 
ladla activists, ladla’s newspaper, El Libertador, and illustrations by 
Diego Rivera and Xavier Guerrero (Nahua artist-activist and Modotti’s 
partner), “A Photography of Relation” studies how ladla understood 
Indigenous communities’ disproportionate experience of the most neg-
ative consequences of extractive capitalism. As I show, Modotti’s work is 
overwhelmingly focused on the connections between subjects, and this 
chapter reinterprets her images of extractive and agricultural economies 
and of Indigenous agricultural workers, alongside ladla’s ideology, to 
argue that Modotti’s “relational aesthetics” serve as an artistic expression 
of her political vision. Modotti’s photography wrestles with the visual lan-
guage needed for ladla’s effort and contains many of the same tensions 
and contradictions found within ladla itself.

Building on ladla’s foundations in Mexico City, the second chap-
ter, “Against Latin American Regionalisms: The 1927 Brussels Congress 
and ladla’s Hemispheric Globalism,” examines the encounter between 
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ladla organizers and African American, African, and Asian anticolonial 
intellectuals at the 1927 Brussels Congress. It argues that a closer look at 
ladla’s participation in the lai shifts the traditional understanding of in-
terwar Latin American regionalist ideologies, showing how ladla mem-
bers rejected these ideologies for a hemispheric globalism. If the Brussels 
Congress offered ladla organizers the chance to see more clearly the con-
nections between their struggles and those of colonial contexts in Africa 
and Asia, it also helped them draw deeper connections with non-Spanish-
speaking communities that were closer geographically, like US Black activ-
ists and organizations from the francophone and anglophone Caribbeans. 
ladla’s global-mindedness enhanced its hemispheric connections and 
vice versa. The encounter with Black activists from francophone and an-
glophone contexts in Brussels influenced ladla to eventually expand its 
initial focus on Indigenous movements to think more critically about Black 
and immigrant struggles in the Americas. It would also influence ladla 
to theorize white supremacist and fascist ideologies as an integral part of 
imperialist domination.

The expansion of ladla’s vision at the Brussels Congress impacted the 
later positions held by Afro-Cuban ladla secretary Sandalio Junco. The 
third chapter, “ ‘Por la igualdad de todos los seres’: Sandalio Junco’s Afro–
Latin American Perspective on Black, Immigrant, and Indigenous Strug
gles,” follows Junco from Havana to the Soviet Union to Mexico City, po-
sitioning him as a pivotal, yet understudied, figure of Black radical thought. 
Although Junco was not present at the 1927 Brussels Congress, he would 
subsequently call into question a core assumption of its “Common Resolu-
tion on the Negro Question” regarding the supposed absence of anti-Black 
racism in many parts of Latin America. His arguments on this issue would 
become key for advancing anti-imperialist thought in Latin America, es-
pecially regarding the position of Black Latin American communities and 
Black immigrant labor.

From ladla headquarters in Mexico City, Junco traveled in 1929 to 
two conferences in Buenos Aires and Montevideo where he exchanged 
ideas with African American organizer Isaiah Hawkins and renowned Pe-
ruvian intellectual José Carlos Mariátegui. The limited available scholar-
ship on these conferences tends to recognize them for their contributions 
to an examination of Indigenous organizing through the interventions of 
Mariátegui.37 However, it was in this same context that Junco presented a 
little-known yet foundational text of Black internationalism that analyzed 
the conditions faced by Black workers in the Americas. In his speech “The 
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Negro Question and the Proletarian Movement” and subsequent com-
ments, Junco challenged Mariátegui’s strict differentiation between Black 
and Indigenous experiences and rejected some of the conference partic-
ipants’ dismissal of the presence of anti-Black racism both among Latin 
American working classes and in Latin American societies more broadly. 
In contrast to these positions, Junco drew comparisons (but not equiva-
lences) between Black Latin Americans’ experiences of racialization and 
those of other racialized populations throughout the hemisphere, such 
as Indigenous peoples, US African Americans, and Haitian, West Indian, 
and Chinese migrant workers. Through these comparisons, he theorized 
the overlap between anti-Blackness and anti-immigrant sentiment faced 
by Black immigrant workers in Latin American contexts. Most important, 
Junco articulated an argument, from an Afro-Latin American position, for 
a Black internationalist politics situated between a race-based and a class-
based subjectivity.

The fourth chapter, “Relational Poetics: ladla-Cuba and Regino Pe-
droso’s Afro-Chinese-Cuban Writings,” examines ladla’s Cuban section 
and Junco’s ongoing impact in Cuban anti-imperialist writings. It focuses 
on the work of Afro-Chinese-Cuban poet Regino Pedroso Aldama, who 
was an active member of ladla’s Cuban section. Pedroso would take up 
Junco’s analysis of multiple oppressions and his pro-immigrant politics 
and significantly expand them. Similar to Junco’s 1929 statements, Pedro-
so’s poetry positions Black workers as exploited through an integrative 
relationship between race and class and is especially attentive to the expe-
riences of immigrants, including Chinese immigrants. Beyond outlining 
the history of ladla-Cuba, this chapter uses Pedroso’s poetry as a case 
study for the nuanced visions of multiracial solidarities that emerged out 
of ladla. Similar to the treatment of Modotti’s photography, it takes se-
riously Pedroso’s poetry as political discourse, especially considering that 
his poems often appeared in the pages of Masas, ladla-Cuba’s magazine.

The second part of this book considers the limitations of ladla’s proj
ect, providing a counterpoint to the emphasis thus far on its contributions. 
The fifth chapter, “Ethnic Impersonation and Masculine Erotics: James 
Sager / Jaime Nevares and ladla–Puerto Rico,” examines problems that 
can arise within a political project focused on bridging differences. It stud-
ies how solidarity discourses can obscure disparities and frame disparate 
experiences of oppression as interchangeable. This chapter tracks the his-
tory of ladla’s Puerto Rican section, relying on the personal papers of its 
founder, a Boston-born Jewish activist named James Sager. In his efforts to 
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attract members of the Puerto Rican Nationalist Party to ladla–Puerto 
Rico, Sager assumed the false identity of a man of Puerto Rican descent 
named Jaime Nevares. Many ladla activists used aliases to avoid political 
persecution, but ethnic impersonation within the movement was unique 
to Sager and to Charles Francis Phillips, another US Jewish activist. Phil-
lips, who sought exile in Mexico City to avoid conscription during World 
War I, became one of ladla’s founding members. On returning to the 
United States, where he directed ladla-US, Phillips took the name Man-
uel Gomez (he dropped the accent in Gómez) to avoid detection by US 
authorities. While Phillips was claiming to be a Mexican American man in 
the United States, his ladla colleagues in Mexico expressed frustration 
about the US section’s limited financial contributions and Phillips’s pater-
nalistic meddling in which his communications falsely claimed to direct 
ladla as a whole rather than just the US section.38 ladla’s Continental 
Committee would eventually accuse Phillips of embezzling money, lead-
ing to his removal from his position.39 The cases of ethnic impersonation 
by US activists studied in this chapter evince the disproportionate mobil-
ity of Sager and Phillips in comparison to their Latin American counter
parts and suggest they made false equivalences between the conditions 
of Jewish minorities in the United States and those faced by their Latin 
American and US Latinx colleagues. These cases indicate the potential for 
ladla’s networked solidarities across difference to become entangled in 
overidentification and enmeshment.

Letters to James Sager reveal that he was, according to many, a strik-
ingly handsome man, and this chapter includes an analysis of love letters 
sent to him by a Puerto Rican girlfriend. Sager’s appearance is consistent 
with ladla’s leadership, dominated by young, often attractive, able-bodied 
individuals. While this movement consisted of a nationally and ethnically 
diverse group of people and focused on Indigenous, Black, and immigrant 
organizing, several of its core leaders’ ease of travel through international 
borders was enabled through white, mestizo, and light-skin privilege. More-
over, as the individuals involved in ladla circulated at political conferences 
and worked in close proximity, they often formed romantic and sexual rela-
tionships that were asymmetrical in terms of the individuals’ level of access. 
This chapter sheds light on the history of the masculine erotics of the radi-
cal Left in the American hemisphere, considers how the affective politics of 
solidarity can veil rather than clarify differences in the way we experience 
the world, and highlights how solidarity movements have often been built 
through the mobility and connections afforded to a few key players.
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While ladla steadily grew across the American continent from 1925 to 
1927, its growth exploded after January 1928 when it created its Manos Fuera 
de Nicaragua (mafuenic, Hands Off Nicaragua) campaign to support the 
insurgency of Augusto César Sandino. The sixth chapter, “Hands Off Nica-
ragua and the Sandino Fantasy: Navigating Nationalism, Internationalism, 
and Anti-fascism,” studies how ladla used this financial and propaganda 
campaign to tie together a range of different struggles under the banner 
of sandinismo. The Nicaraguan case helped ladla solidify links between 
anti-imperialism, the fight against authoritarian dictatorships, and antifas-
cism. It had particular success in unifying a Greater Caribbean movement 
(which included Central America and the coasts of Mexico, Colombia, 
and Venezuela) around the Sandinista cause. In this Greater Caribbean, 
ladla used the Nicaraguan struggle to underline connections between 
the United Fruit Company’s transnational holdings, the US government’s 
actions in the Panama Canal zone, and the racial policing of labor by local 
authoritarian and fascist governments. These links were pivotal to ladla’s 
“united front” approach, which joined a broad coalition of social classes, 
and which ladla maintained long after the Comintern shifted to its sec-
tarian “class against class” platform.

Maintaining such unity represented a complicated effort that required 
merging ladla’s internationalist commitments with nationalist struggles. 
This commingling had significant implications for the region as leaders of 
its Nicaragua campaign would later attempt failed copycat revolts in Cuba 
and Venezuela. This chapter thus uses mafuenic to outline how ladla 
understood the connections between anti-imperialist internationalism and 
nationalist struggles against authoritarian and fascist dictatorships as well 
as the complications it faced in balancing those commitments. It builds on 
existing historical scholarship on mafuenic, including its relationship to 
the 1929 Second lai Congress in Frankfurt, but moves in new directions 
by focusing on the campaign’s discursive and aesthetic aspects. Although 
ladla presented an image of Sandino that perfectly harmonized all its 
positions, the real Sandino was more complicated. Such fantasy and pro-
jection around Sandino undergirded mafuenic and represented both the 
reason for its widespread expansion and its most severe shortcoming. ma-
fuenic ultimately relied too heavily on the individual figure of Sandino, 
whose nationalist commitments did not align neatly with ladla’s fierce 
opposition to nativism and authoritarianism. The campaign contained a 
fundamental contradiction between a relational, transnational movement 
and a nationalist project centered around an individual male hero. While 
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mafuenic led to ladla’s rapid expansion, ladla eventually collapsed 
due to the Mexican government’s intense repression of ladla organizers 
in the early 1930s. Nevertheless, the conflictual ideologies balanced in the 
campaign continue to play a central role in Latin American social move-
ments to this day.

Due to a crackdown against radical elements in Mexico, much of lad-
la’s central leadership was deported or jailed. This led to the dissolution 
of its Continental Committee in Mexico City. However, some of ladla’s 
key leaders reconvened in the Comintern’s Caribbean Bureau (Buró del 
Caribe, bc), established in 1931 in New York City. Because of the Com-
intern’s “class against class” approach, which abandoned the broad alli-
ances on which ladla was based, the communist-controlled bc began 
to eclipse ladla in influence in the early 1930s. During this sectarian pe-
riod, which began in 1928, several of ladla’s core leaders, like Sandalio 
Junco and Diego Rivera, were ousted from their local communist parties 
for their non-orthodox positions. Despite these changes, the bc would 
continue much of ladla’s ideological project, especially by uniting move-
ments across the Greater Caribbean through drawing parallels between 
extractive economies. In uniting these movements, the bc relied on net-
works initially forged through ladla’s mafuenic campaign.

Thus, the final chapter, “Remembering ladla: The Caribbean Bureau 
and the Rise of Latin American Extractive Fictions,” studies the bc’s activ-
ities alongside the emergence of a set of 1930s–40s novels and short stories 
that take place in Latin American and Caribbean extractive economies, 
such as banana, sugar, tobacco, and rubber plantations, as well as oil fields. 
I refer to these works as Latin American extractive fictions. Unsurprisingly, 
Latin American extractive fictions were mostly written by writers with left-
ist politics, some with direct connections to ladla. For example, Carmen 
Lyra, author of Bananos y hombres (Bananas and Men), became a member 
of ladla–Costa Rica and led its mafuenic campaign.40 Lyra published 
Bananos y hombres in 1931, the same year that she and other members of 
ladla–Costa Rica founded the Costa Rican Communist Party, which 
fell under the bc’s direction.41 Using the case studies of Lyra’s Bananas y 
hombres, the famed Mamita Yunai (1941) by Carlos Luis Fallas Sibaja (a 
prominent Costa Rican communist), Marcos Antilla: Relatos de cañaveral 
(Marcos Antilla: Tales from the canefield) (1932) by ladla-Cuba mem-
ber Luis Felipe Rodríguez, and especially focusing on the sugarcane novel 
Over (1939) by Dominican writer Ramón Marrero Aristy, this chapter con-
siders how some interwar Latin American extractive fictions can be under-
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stood as meditations on ladla’s project and on the difficulties of forging 
transnational and transracial political collectivities. It sheds light on how 
the region’s writers would come to understand, remember, and narrate 
ladla’s vision. Ultimately, it argues that these Latin American extractive 
fictions would draw on key elements of ladla’s worldview but obviate its 
furthest-reaching antiracist politics.

The bc ceased all activities by 1936 in the lead-up to the US-Soviet al-
liance in the Second World War. All national sections of ladla closed 
around the same time, and the global lai dissolved in 1937. Although 
many interwar Latin American extractive fictions are not widely read 
outside their immediate national and regional contexts, these works influ-
enced the literary production of some of Latin America’s most well-known 
writers. Works by Nobel Prize winners—like Pablo Neruda’s “La United 
Fruit Co.” (1950), the novels in Miguel Ángel Asturias’s Banana Trilogy 
(1950–60), or the depiction of the 1928 United Fruit massacre of Colom-
bian banana workers in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Sol-
itude (1967)—clearly demonstrate the prolonged influence of these works 
on the writings of subsequent generations. These literary works provide 
perspective on how ladla’s history has been represented for broader con-
sumption, what elements of its history have been remembered, and which 
of its key contributions have been forgotten along the way. Finally, the ep-
ilogue, “Twenty-First-Century Redes,” explores how recent social move-
ments against extractivism in the Americas rely heavily, if subconsciously, 
on ladla’s political vision for the hemisphere.

LADLA AND EXTRACTIVISM

The American continent today remains a hotbed of political thinking on 
extractivism, and ladla’s attempts to organize across extractive econo-
mies were ahead of its time. ladla focused much of its critique on what 
it referred to as industrias extractivas (extractive industries), a phrase that 
dates in Latin America to the early twentieth century. In the first issue of 
El Libertador (March 1925), ladla described the organization as an effort 
“to organize all the anti-imperialist forces of Latin America, to unify them 
in a continental unity, to ally them with natural allies that exist in Europe, 
in Asia, in Africa and within the united states itself; to awaken 
the sleeping masses of workers and farmers, of Indigenous, mestizos, and 
whites that groan under the yoke of imperialism (since the master of our 



20  Introduction

industries is the same Yankee capitalism, and a strike in the plantation or in 
the mines, in the refinery or the mill, in the salt or oil fields, is always a strike 
against the foreign master).”42 Here, ladla conceived of imperialism as 
a mechanism tied to extractive industries: plantations, mines, refineries, 
mills, salt production, and oil fields. What united ladla’s community of 
workers and farmers was their connection to this shared extractive geog-
raphy. Fighting for one’s labor rights within these industries represented a 
fight against their common “foreign master.”

ladla’s reference to “extractive industries” was arguably a misnomer 
since the extraction of natural resources does not involve an industrial 
process of production.43 “Extractivism,” a term of more recent coinage, 
refers to the removal of large quantities of raw materials primarily for the 
purpose of export. Extractivism is not synonymous with the act of remov-
ing raw materials, but according to Eduardo Gudynas, it has three core 
characteristics: the removal of an extremely high volume of material, ex-
portation of 50 percent or more of that material, and lack of accompany-
ing industries to process it.44 Maristella Svampa’s definition includes these 
characteristics but adds an emphasis on the “vertiginous expansion of the 
borders of exploitation to new territories, which were previously consid-
ered unproductive or not valued by capital.”45 Extractivism ranges from 
open-pit mining and oil and energy industries to the construction of hy-
droelectric dams and overexploitation of fisheries and forests. It also in-
cludes large-scale monoculture agriculture, which is similarly high-volume 
and exported with little to no processing.

Critiques of extractive industries within Latin American political 
thought are generally associated with 1960s–70s dependency theory. 
ladla anticipated these interventions by several decades, arguing that 
“extractive industries” and “the exploitation of the land” had profoundly 
negative consequences for Latin American societies.46 ladla claimed that 
reliance on an economic model based in resource extraction prevented the 
region from developing manufacturing, resulted in the poverty of com-
munities forced to work in extractive industries and purchase imported 
products, threatened the national sovereignty of countries “that have the 
misfortune of possessing natural riches” and that are inundated by foreign 
investment capital, and required the cooperation of local “autocratic gov-
ernments” friendly to foreign corporations.47 Dependency theorists later 
referred to this condition as “subordinate dependence” on foreign capi-
tal and foreign manufacturing, leading to the perpetual “development of 
underdevelopment” in Latin America.48
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These long-standing critiques of extractive industries in the region 
would undergird the pink tide Latin American governments that emerged 
at the turn of the twenty-first century and that arose alongside a boom in 
the prices of raw materials. Pink tide governments distanced themselves 
from the Washington Consensus, or the neoliberal model of austerity, pri-
vatization, and trade and finance liberalization that had dominated Latin 
American economics since the 1970s.49 Instead, they practiced a “radical 
resource nationalism” (Riofrancos) or “progressive neo-extractivism” 
(Svampa), seeking to overcome long-standing relations of economic 
dependency through strategies like the nationalization and collective 
ownership of natural resources, use of extractive revenues to fund social 
welfare programs, and development of Latin American regional economic 
cooperation.50 Even in conservative states, Latin America witnessed “the 
passage of the Washington Consensus, characterized by structural adjust-
ment and the predominance of financial capital, to the commodities consen-
sus, based on the large-scale export of primary goods, economic growth, 
and the expansion of consumption.”51 Since the commodities consensus 
left intact Latin America’s subordinate position within the global division 
of labor, progressive governments sought to address poverty by capturing 
and redistributing profits generated by the export of raw materials.

The “progressive neo-extractivism” practiced by pink tide governments 
fostered a complex relationship with socio-environmental and Indige-
nous movements. Argentine sociologist Maristella Svampa has described 
this relationship as occurring in different phases. In the first phase, prior 
to 2008 and at the height of the commodity boom, the pink tide agenda 
largely aligned with Indigenous and ecological platforms. This was espe-
cially the case in Bolivia and Ecuador, which modeled “strong participa-
tory processes . . . ​the construction of a plurinational state, indigenous 
autonomies, and the orientation to Buen Vivir” and recognition of the 
Rights of Nature.52 The second phase, however, was characterized by ex-
tractive expansion through the creation of large-scale projects, like the 
Growth Acceleration Plan in Brazil, the Great Industrial Leap in Bolivia, 
or the beginning of open-pit mega-mining in Ecuador. This post-2008 ex-
pansion only intensified with the fall in raw materials’ prices, prompting 
Latin American governments to increase extractive projects after 2013. The 
fall of raw materials’ prices exposed inherent problems with funding so-
cial welfare programs through extractive economic growth models, which 
can exacerbate social inequities as these funds radically fluctuate with the 
commodities market.
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The expansion of extractive projects led to an explosion of socio-
environmental and territorial conflicts, especially involving campesino 
(farmer) and Indigenous groups since many of these projects are located 
in rural and Indigenous territories. Organizations like the Latin American 
Observatory of Environmental Conflicts and the Observatory of Mining 
Conflicts of Latin America (ocmal) have documented these conflicts. As 
of August 2023, ocmal documented 284 active mining conflicts affecting 
almost every country in the region.53 Currently, Latin America is the most 
dangerous place in the world for environmental activists. In 2020, for in-
stance, three-quarters of the 227 murders worldwide of these activists oc-
curred within the region.54

Although progressive governments in Latin America waned amid a 
conservative backlash in the mid-2010s, they have become resurgent in the 
early 2020s. Experience of recent decades demonstrates that in the name 
of extractive revenues, both the region’s progressive and neoliberal govern-
ments have attempted to roll back Indigenous rights of informed consul-
tation and communal property and responded to territorial conflicts with 
violence. This has led many grassroots movements to critique progressive 
governments for corruption, authoritarianism, and failure to deliver on the 
demands of the very movements that put them in power. This has also con-
tributed to the criminalization of environmental activism and to danger-
ous conditions faced by the region’s defensores de la tierra (land defenders).

Alongside these critiques, a position of staunch “anti-extractivism” has 
emerged, which “rejects extraction entirely and envisions a post-extractive 
society” based on more harmonious relations between humans and na-
ture.55 The position of anti-extractivism is rooted in a “relational paradigm 
based on reciprocity, complementarity, and care” and draws from anti-
capitalist, Indigenous, ecofeminist, antiracist, and environmental justice 
movements.56 From the Colombian anti-dam activism featured in Cayce-
do’s Land of Friends or the defense of the Rights of Nature by the Confed-
eration of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador to protests at the Standing 
Rock Indian Reservation in the United States, recent socio-environmental 
movements throughout the American continent are predominantly led by 
Indigenous activists. Indigenous communities are not univocal, and some 
accept economic compensation for extractive projects or associate such 
projects with positive notions of development. However, overwhelmingly, 
it has been Indigenous activists who have put forth alternative visions 
to extractive capitalism, captured in terms like sumak kawsay in Quec-
hua, suma qamaña in Aymara, penker pujustin in Shuar, or ñande reko in 
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Guaraní.57 In Spanish, these concepts are often referred to in shorthand as 
buen vivir (good living), which envisions a socio-ecological relation based 
on “reciprocity, solidarity, concordance, interconnectedness, drawn from 
the Andean and Amazonian traditions.”58

A parallel body of anti-extractivist scholarship has arisen, and research-
ers like Alberto Acosta, Gudynas, Svampa, and others directly oppose pro-
gressive governments’ practice of the so-called extractive model and its 
accompanying environmental pollution, dependence on foreign capital, 
and destructive impacts on rural, Black, and Indigenous communities.59 
Critics of anti-extractivism characterize it as an unrealistic position of anti-
development, pointing out that Latin America’s progressive governments 
face a “cruel paradox” in needing to exploit natural resources to address 
historical inequities and improve the lives of poor and marginalized cit-
izens.60 While both sides of this debate agree that alternative forms of 
development would better serve marginalized communities in the long 
run, several attempts to advance such alternatives have been curtailed by 
external factors.61 Marxists like Argentine sociologist Atilio Borón or for-
mer Bolivian Vice President Álvaro García-Linera have criticized some 
anti-extractivists for practicing an environmentalism void of anticapitalist 
critique. It is the capitalist mode of production that has caused our present 
ecological crisis, they argue, and “a sumak kawsay worthy of that name can 
only be so inasmuch as it is radically anti-capitalist.”62

ladla’s critique of extractive industries anticipated key elements of 
both these progressive neo-extractivist and anti-extractivist positions. Al-
though ladla’s critique of imperialism went beyond extractive capital-
ism and it did not view these two systems as synonymous, ladla was an 
anti-imperialist organization that focused on organizing within, and theo-
rizing the relationship between, extractive economies. ladla necessarily 
directed its critique at foreign-owned corporations that dominated Latin 
American landholdings in the early twentieth century, and it would have 
differentiated between those corporations and national governments’ use 
of resource extraction for self-determination. But even as it shared some 
commonalities with the progressive, neo-extractive position, ladla was 
not a statist movement, and it linked its critique of extractive corporations 
to a rejection of populist nationalism and local, authoritarian governments.

Contemporary anti-extractivism has been characterized as distinct 
from prior “emancipatory visions in Latin America . . . ​which fused class 
analysis to a horizon of anti-imperial liberation” since, as Thea Riofran-
cos argues, it “centers the territories and communities directly affected 
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by extractive projects.”63 Whereas Riofrancos frames contemporary anti-
extractivism as quite different from earlier anti-imperialist projects, this 
framing in many ways aptly describes ladla’s vision. ladla did not artic-
ulate its critique in environmental terms, but it did focus on the communi-
ties directly affected by extractivism, maintained that extractive industries 
led to an overreliance on foreign capital that perpetuated inequities, and 
looked to Indigenous organizing as key to a future ecosocial relation al-
ternative to extractive capitalism. Thus, it provides an important historical 
backdrop to contemporary anti-extractive struggles.

LADLA AND RACIAL CAPITALISM

ladla used phrases like “white terror” and “tropical fascism” to refer in 
shorthand to the ways that land dispossession, racism, and policing in-
hered in the logic of extractive capital. It reflected an understanding that 
extractivism has historically functioned in tandem with racial capitalism, 
which Jodi Melamed (following Ruth Wilson Gilmore) describes as a 
“technology of antirelationality” based on the “disjoining or deactivating of 
relations between human beings (and humans and nature) . . . ​needed for 
capitalist expropriation.”64 As ladla constructed its political community 
across extractive economies, it prioritized agrarian populations as core to 
the anti-imperialist movement since these populations live in extractive re-
gions and disproportionately experience its most negative consequences. 
In its early years, ladla focused on Indigenous movements, but after the 
1927 Brussels Congress, it expanded to address Black and immigrant strug
gles in the Americas. ladla’s initial focus on Indigenous communities 
is significant in that it anticipates contemporary critiques by Indigenous 
studies scholars of theories of racial capitalism for the way those theories 
center racial slavery and the process of proletarianization rather than the 
dispossession at the heart of settler colonialism.

ladla provides an early twentieth-century example of hemispheric 
and multiracial organizing against racial capitalism. Although the term “ra-
cial capitalism” has become associated with Cedric Robinson, the concept 
has roots in 1970s South Africa, especially in the work of anthropologist 
Bernard Makhosezwe Magubane, and many other scholars have eluci-
dated the relationship between racialization and capital accumulation.65 
Robinson reworked Marx’s notion of primitive accumulation, referring 
to the process by which the privatization of land (enclosure of the com-
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mons) eventually creates a class of workers forced to enter the labor mar-
ket (proletarianization), to better account for the role of racism in order-
ing internal relations among European peoples. Robinson argued that the 
violent process of primitive accumulation within Europe was facilitated 
by the racialization of some Europeans by others. As European capitalism 
expanded to other territories, it relied on racialization to legitimize dis-
possession and the superexploitation of enslaved labor. This interrelation 
between capital accumulation and racialization did not end with the abol-
ishment of slavery, and racism continued to be used to extract greater value 
from wage labor. Robinson’s work has served as a platform for a recent 
wave of innovative scholarship that both expands on and deviates from his 
theories.66 This scholarship overwhelmingly studies the US context and 
a US intellectual genealogy. In studying ladla, I aim to present earlier 
transnational thinking on racial capitalism, focusing especially on views 
that emerged from Spanish-speaking Latin America and in dialogue with 
African and Asian activists.

Although Robinson and Magubane’s ideas largely echoed each other, 
Robinson ultimately arrived at different conclusions by using his rework-
ing of primitive accumulation to argue for the insufficiency of Marxist class 
analysis for explaining racism. Since he believed that racism preceded capi-
talism, he contended that “racism is not extrinsic to capitalism; it does not 
merely exacerbate or justify class-based inequalities” and thus cannot be 
overthrown through anticapitalist struggle alone.67 This aspect of his work 
has been the subject of significant critique, particularly from proponents 
of Black Marxism who acknowledge that the roots of racism precede cap-
italism but argue that racism in its present-day form must be understood 
through capitalist relations of production.68 Similarly, some critics have 
argued that adding the modifier racial to capitalism is unnecessary since 
racial oppression results from “processes of class rule” within capitalism 
and thus is implied.69

Although ladla did not use this terminology, I use racial capitalism 
here because it draws our attention to the intimate link between racializa-
tion and capital accumulation. Multiracial anticapitalist movements have 
a long track record of not being attentive enough to the voices of racialized 
peoples and to the ways that capitalism produces racial oppression. Expe-
rience has shown that recognizing capitalism as the root cause of various 
kinds of oppression is not sufficient. We must also understand how those 
oppressions are produced and experienced differentially. “Racial capital-
ism” speaks to the urgent need for multiracial, anticapitalist organizing 
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that foregrounds issues facing racialized peoples, a kind of organizing that 
ladla exemplified.

ladla anticipated contemporary critiques by Indigenous studies 
scholars of the racial capitalism framework. For example, Glen Coulthard 
finds fault with Robinson’s reliance on the concept of primitive accumu-
lation because of how this concept frames violent dispossession as a mere 
stage in the development of capitalism rather than a process that remains 
ongoing for Indigenous peoples. Even if Marx later revised his more lim-
iting and Eurocentric positions regarding colonial and semicolonial con-
texts, the very notion of a Marxist proletarian revolution and creation of 
a socialist state is facilitated in those contexts by the violent displacement 
of Indigenous peoples through settler colonialism.70 Coulthard also ques-
tions the primacy of racial slavery and the category of labor in theories 
of racial capitalism since Indigenous struggles remain overwhelmingly fo-
cused on the question of land rather than labor rights.71 Shona N. Jackson 
launches a similar critique, writing that a focus “on modern labor (even 
the development of a language of resistance within it) ultimately reflects 
an investment in an idea of time as progress (read development)” and the 
relegation of Indigenous peoples and their struggles to a precapitalist past 
that becomes replaced by wage labor.72 Lisa Lowe writes, “Because ongo-
ing settler projects of seizure, removal, and elimination are neither analo-
gous to the history and afterlife of racial slavery, nor akin to the racialized 
exploitation of immigrant laborers, the discussion of settler colonialism 
cannot be simply folded into discussion of race without reckoning with 
its difference.”73 Lowe explains that it is more productive to think about 
“relation across differences rather than equivalence.”74 The dispossession 
of settler colonialism and the creation of a racialized labor force occur not 
in a sequential fashion but in a complex intertwined relation, or what Jodi 
Byrd has called a “cacophony” of colliding historical processes.75

Because of ladla’s efforts to bring together a broad range of social 
classes, it focused not only on industrial labor but also on agricultural 
communities, Indigenous farming collectives, and artist groups. ladla 
viewed Indigenous dispossession as an ongoing process, calling for “the 
restoration of stolen lands.”76 As it expanded its project to better consider 
issues facing Black and immigrant populations, it provided an early the-
orization of racial capitalism that addressed the racialization of labor and 
accounted for the ongoing process of violent dispossession faced by In-
digenous peoples. It framed Indigenous dispossession, anti-Black and 
anti-immigrant racism, and racial policing as core elements of extractive 
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capitalism, wherein police and military enforce dispossession of resource-
rich lands and racism is used to extract additional value from racialized 
labor. Importantly, these were posed not as processes that occur in a se-
quential fashion but as concomitant and interrelated processes that dif-
ferentially impact different communities. Although scholarship on racial 
capitalism has largely focused on the racial oppression of Black peoples 
within the United States, ladla provides a model for a multiracial analy
sis of racial capitalism within a hemispheric context. I find this energizing 
and useful, especially as ladla’s concerns remain relevant to political 
organizing today.

REDES AND RELATIONAL SOLIDARITIES

The history of extractivism in the Americas cannot be understood solely 
through mapping its geographies or changes to ecological life. Rather, as 
Macarena Gómez-Barris argues, the “extractive zone” also encapsulates 
a history of anti-Indigenous and anti-Black racial logics used to occupy 
resource-rich lands, dispossess communities, employ coerced and unsafe 
working conditions, and construct populations as barriers to capital flows. 
From monoculture plantations to mines, extractive capitalism is rooted in 
a value for the singular resource being extracted and in vertical perspec-
tives that place humans over nature, the wealthy over the poor, and capi-
tal over all else.77 Counterperspectives to the logic of extractive capital, as 
Gómez-Barris describes, seek to provide alternative visions to this singu-
larity and verticality by rendering a “relational field of multiplicity.”78 Such 
alternative perspectives are central to my understanding of the views of 
ladla’s activists and artists.

If Indigenous communities stand at the forefront of socio-environmental 
struggles in the Americas today, these movements are also largely organized 
by women and have gained visibility through the use of mass communi-
cations technologies and far-reaching solidarity networks across national 
and linguistic boundaries.79 From the marea verde (green tide) of feminist 
activism in Latin America to the Movement for Black Lives, the twenty-
first century has marked a new era in both transnational solidarity politics 
and feminist organizing. Linking diverse struggles across a wide-ranging 
geography has been key to the expansion of these movements. Regarding 
the success of the marea verde, for example, scholar-activist Verónica Gago 
explains that it was the way that abortion rights demands were “woven 
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together with other feminist struggles,” including “the murders of female 
environmental and Indigenous activists in rural areas,” that transformed 
a national, Argentine struggle for reproductive rights into a transnational 
feminist movement.80 As these movements link critiques of different forms 
of capitalist, patriarchal, and environmental violence, they also envision 
alternative human and human-nonhuman relations: valuing horizontal 
over vertical organizational structures, emphasizing reciprocal political 
community over individual charismatic leaders, and forging new ways of 
understanding our connection to one another and to the planet.81 These 
interwoven struggles draw on longer histories of political organizing, in-
cluding ladla.

ladla resisted extractive capitalism through the practice of a politics 
and aesthetics of redes (nets / networks), meaning it used the transnational 
extractive zone as the site for theorizing the relation between oppressions 
and for imagining a new global political community. Here, I allude to the 
connections drawn in the 1936 Mexican film mentioned previously, in 
which redes references an Indigenous fishing tool, a tool of resource ex-
traction used in large-scale commercial fishing, and the relations and af-
fective networks needed to subvert the logics of extractive capitalism. I 
also reference the work of anthropologist Arturo Escobar, who does not 
translate the term redes in his Territories of Difference: Place, Movements, 
Life, Redes (2008) since “the Spanish redes, more than the English term 
networks commonly used to translate it, conveys more powerfully the idea 
that life and movements are ineluctably produced in and through relations 
in a dynamic fashion (‘assemblages’ would be a better translation).”82

By approaching ladla through the framework of redes, strands inter-
woven and knotted, I emphasize the intimacies interlacing a diverse set of 
individuals across a geographically sprawling web of connections. ladla 
had a central Continental Committee based in Mexico City, but this com-
mittee remained in constant flux since it was mostly composed of activists 
living in political exile who moved frequently across national borders. The 
directorship of its periodical, El Libertador, changed hands five times over a 
four-year period. ladla’s membership was heterogenous and its decision-
making largely decentralized across the various national sections. This was 
so much the case that individual national sections continued to operate 
for several years after the 1929 dissolution of its Continental Committee.

It would not be a stretch to describe ladla’s organizational structure 
as similar to the “leaderless” (or “leader-full”) social movements of our 
contemporary era that reject the authoritarian leanings of previous move-
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ments organized around singular, charismatic individuals.83 In contrast to 
these contemporary “horizontalist” movements, ladla took a more open 
posture toward collaboration with state governments, but similar to these 
movements, it did not aim to take state power nor to create a political party. 
ladla described its para-institutional formation and networked structure 
as follows: “The League is no one—it belongs to everyone; veterans of 
the struggle and new fighters; organizations and individuals, unions and 
towns.”84 It characterized El Libertador similarly: “It is not the publication 
of any individual or intellectual, nor of all intellectuals together. Instead of 
a personal publication, it aims to be a movement’s publication. The seed, 
sowed by all those and many more, now begins to sprout, and its fruit is 
‘organization.’ ”85

Despite this vision of collective leadership, horizontalist social move-
ments (both then and now) do not lack power differentials. Although the 
primary strength of a weaving lies in the ties that bind together its fibers, 
some knots are thicker than others. In any network, there are nodes better 
connected to resources with stronger influence in deciding and applying 
the protocols for membership, as well as individuals with higher levels of 
mobility and access.86 This is certainly true of ladla. Despite the trans-
national and multiracial nature of the movement, the relative power of its 
individual activists had close links to the access afforded by each person’s 
citizenship, race, gender, class background, able-bodiedness, linguistic ex-
pertise, and education. Exploring the limits of a project built on forging 
relation across difference, and the inequities that can become veiled within 
such solidarity discourses, represents one of this book’s central concerns.

In seeking to understand how capitalism differentially impacted In-
digenous, Black, and immigrant communities, ladla modeled a form 
of relational solidarity. I use this concept, following prior theorizations of 
“relationality,” to capture a vision of solidarity based on the relations (but 
not conflations) of differing forms of capitalist exploitation.87 Although 
ladla was more intent on building political affinities across racial divi-
sions than it was concerned with gender or sexuality, it would be a mistake 
to attempt to describe ladla’s integrative thinking across differentiated 
experiences of oppression without the frameworks that Black and women-
of-color feminists have provided to social movements since the early nine-
teenth century. Within this body of thought, I have chosen not to rely on 
the ubiquitous “intersectionality” framework, because I hope to better 
reference Black Marxist feminist thought, such as “super-exploitation” 
(Claudia Jones), “triple oppression” ( Jones), “double jeopardy” (Frances 
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Beal), and “triple jeopardy” (Third World Women’s Alliance).88 As schol-
ars like Delia Aguilar, Martha Giménez, and Barbara Foley have explained, 
these Marxist feminist positions are distinct from intersectionality, which 
frames sexism and racism as different systems of oppression rather than 
differing effects of the capitalist system.89

ladla viewed capitalism as the root cause of diverse forms of exploita-
tion, including anti-Black racism and Indigenous dispossession. If ladla 
had given more thought to gender, and particularly to the experiences of 
women of color, it likely would have allied with the perspectives of Black 
Marxist feminists in maintaining that “superexploitation under capitalism 
lends content to racial and gender oppressions . . . ​and capitalism is con-
structed as the system that gives rise to the other two.”90 Alternatively, it is 
possible that ladla would have nuanced the argument that “oppression 
is multiple and intersecting but its causes are not” by analyzing the root 
causes of patriarchy and racism differently.91Although ladla activists par-
ticipated in conferences and adjacent organizations that demanded equal 
pay for equal work and that discussed women’s intensified labor exploita-
tion and marginalization from labor unions, ladla itself was resoundingly 
silent on the position of women within its movement. Despite this serious 
shortcoming, ladla provides an early example of a movement that ana-
lyzed differential and integrated experiences of oppression under capital-
ism, and this contribution should be highlighted.

Solidarity movements can be powerful agents of change, moving be-
yond empathy and creating complicity and collaboration. Yet they are 
also characterized by a core problematic wherein bridging the struggles 
of diverse groups can risk flattening differences between them, leading to 
misinterpretations, overidentification, and enmeshment. Such a problem 
is central to ladla’s history and will be at the heart of the analyses devel-
oped in subsequent chapters. Terms like relational solidarity, “coalitional 
solidarity,” and “thick solidarity” attempt to capture—as Roseann Liu and 
Savanna Shange have written—“a kind of solidarity” that recognizes a di-
versity of goals and that does not “gloss over difference, but rather pushes 
into the specificity, irreducibility, and incommensurability of racialized 
experiences.”92 On a similar note, Janet Jakobsen explains that the use of 
analogy to “show that one form of political oppression and or struggle is 
like another . . . ​may actually undercut, rather than enable, alliances among 
movements.”93 Analogies can simplistically frame “the relation between 
oppression to one of similarity,” exploiting those whose experiences are 
“invoked as the stable ground” of that comparison.94 Jakobsen calls instead 
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for a politics of “relation” over analogy, in which “both likeness and differ-
ence could be the basis for connection and collaboration.”95 ladla’s focus 
on the relation between oppressions rather than their conflation is key to 
understanding its contributions to contemporary solidarity politics.

ladla’s interrogation of the relation between oppressions—its poli-
tics of redes—represents one of the key footholds that its history provides 
for social movements today. In my attention to the interconnected redes 
of ladla’s political project, I draw inspiration from Lisa Lowe’s polyse-
mantic use of “intimacies” in her study of the contact between enslaved 
and indentured laborers in the nineteenth-century Americas.96 The inti-
macies that Lowe traces between four continents also represent historical 
intimacies, or connections between different historical moments of settler 
colonialism, slavery, and the introduction of indentured Chinese and In-
dian labor into the Americas. ladla was deeply interested in these his-
torical intimacies and sought to understand how prior colonial regimes 
overlapped with more recent imperialist forms.

ladla can be described as a movement of redes in terms political, in-
terpersonal, aesthetic, and historical. It formed political networks across 
a broad geography and over linguistic, ethnic, and racial borders. Those 
political networks were composed of webs of interpersonal relationships. 
Its aesthetics expressed a relational vision for a new global political com-
munity emerging out of extractive economies, and its ideology addressed 
historical links among different experiences of racial and capitalist oppres-
sion. The chapters that follow pull on these various threads. Ultimately, 
this book contends that future efforts to build transnational movements 
against extractive capitalism will require strong ties to the histories of sim-
ilar movements that have come before them and necessitate as much atten-
tiveness to those movements’ errors as to their triumphs.
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