
 

 

From Bolívar to UNASUR - 200 Years of Latin American Political Integration 

:: Workshop-Diary by Lasse Bjoern Lassen :: 

 

Saturday, June 29th 

"Attention, there comes another one!" A quick sideways jump and the ICE already flashes past the far 
too narrow platform of Porta Westfalica train station at almost 200 km/h. Santiago Pérez quickly pulls 
out his smartphone, filming. The wagons that travel Cuban railways between the capital Havana and 
Santiago in the southeast are hardly this rapid. Since malfunctions occur frequently and freight traffic 
generally has a higher priority, intercity buses (Cuban Spanish: guaguas) are usually the first choice to 
get from one point to another on the island. The temperatures on this July weekend are however quite 
comparable to the Caribbean climate. Therefore, the Cuban visiting fellow is elated when the shuttle 
bus to the Kaiser Wilhelm Monument is air-conditioned. The same goes for the museum below the 
statue. "So, this must be the Sierra Maestra of Germany," the habanero comments with slight irony, 
while examining the chronology that traces the history of the area from the Roman conquests to the 
Allied occupation. From the Sierra Maestra mountains, Fidel Castro’s guerilleros had defeated the 
regular troops of the US-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista.  

Santiago Pérez, who has already taught as visiting fellow at Harvard and Lomnosov Universities, is, like 
many Cuban academics, a true cosmopolitan and "hombre universal". Pulling out his notebook, he 
takes down the most important dates and facts: Napoleonic Wars, Prussia and the German Empire, 
National Socialism, West German alliances during the Cold War. Pérez, who has been vice director of 
the Cuban think tank Centro de Investigaciones de la Política Internacional (CIPI) since 2005, advises 
the Cuban foreign ministry and hosts the weekly information programme "Mundo 2020" on Cubavisión 
Internacional, one of the country's five state television stations. Together with experts, he explains 
global connections and foreign policy developments. Outside on the surrounding terrace of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Monument a fresh breeze is blowing against the blazing heat, and Santiago Pérez once again 
goes through his notes "Hegemony, Zollverein, Alliances". Terms that will also play an important role 
in the seminar he will soon to be moderating. 

 

Monday 1 July 

University of Bielefeld, two days later. Together with two BGHS PhD students, Gladys Vásquez and 
myself, Santiago Pérez is now presenting a workshop on Latin American unification processes entitled 
"From Bolívar to UNASUR - 200 Years of Latin American Political Integration". Gladys already spoke in 
the morning about various aspects of her doctoral thesis: The emergence of statehood, the formation 
of national identities and the failure of alliance systems within Latin America after the collapse of the 



Spanish colonial empire. Now it is Santiago Pérez's turn to explain the reaction of Latin American 
intellectuals to the "pan-American" alliance policy of the United States in the late 19th century. 
"Powerpoint is not necessary - people look too much at the colorful pictures on the wall, but listen too 
little," I had to learn from him the day before. So, it is again only his notebook from which Santiago 
Pérez embarks on his tour de force through the American continent of the post US Civil War era. He 
explains the economic strength and the industrial power of the United States in the Reconstruction 
era, vis-à-vis the inner conflicts of Latin American countries, troubled by civil wars, continuing colonial 
conflicts, as well as contrasts of center and periphery. Thereby he illustrates the skepticism of Latin 
American delegates, above all the Cuban intellectual and national hero José Martí, towards US 
American proposals at the first Pan-American Conference in Washington in 1889. Although the seminar 
was supposed to be held in English, we have by this time switched to Spanish, as the participants come 
exclusively from Latin America or are at least Spanish-speaking. "So now we have gathered here a Latin 
American summit in Bielefeld," Santiago Pérez happily concludes at the end of the first day. 

Tuesday, July 2nd 

One day later I had to present the topic of my doctoral thesis. The first panel of the day dealt with Latin 
America in the constellation of the Cold War: the economic and military integration projects of the 
United States, above all the Non-Aggression Pact of Rio de Janeiro, the Organization of American States 
and Kennedy's "Alliance for Progress" as well as the reaction of Latin American states. From Juan 
Perón's "Third Way" for Argentina, Venezuela's Betancourt Doctrine on cooperation with the United 
States and other liberal-democratic governments to Cuba's complete break with US hegemony and 
Salvador Allende's path to a socialist Chile by democratic means. Santiago Pérez then concluded the 
seminar with his remarks on the integration projects of the 2000s such as Mercosur, UNASUR, CELAC 
and ALBA. He also explained the symptoms of crisis these projects face through the rise of the political 
right in Latin America and the increased withdrawal of individual states from political and economic 
alliances. Time and again, students ask specific questions and interject the text discussions, which 
include, for example, Fidel Castro's Havana Declarations and the ALBA initiative programme. Of great 
interest are the different local views of Latin Americans on events and processes, which show how 
much geographical and regional aspects intertwine. Strangely enough, this even continues at lunch in 
the Mensa, when we are surprised to find how the students reproduce the geographical order of the 
double continent according to nationality in the seating order. Mexicans and Cubans as well as 
Argentinians and Chileans can be found at opposing ends of the table.  

 

Wednesday 3 July 

The very next day, the journey continues directly to Kassel, where the "Semana Latina" would take 
place at the Latin America Institute CELA, titled "The Right Rises, the Left Languishes". "Well, well…", 
Santiago Pérez comments laconically on the title of the program whilst we, the three seminar 
organizers, sit in the train from Bielefeld to Kassel at 9 o'clock in the morning. "How long are we actually 
going," asks the Cuban visiting fellow. "About three hours.” "Kassel is very far away from Bielefeld, isn't 
it?" "Not really. But this is only a regional train." "Un tren lechero", comments the Cuban - a train that 
stops at every milk can. As we see, German mobility actually hasn’t come that far. Just an hour after 
checking in at the Kassel hotel, Santiago Pérez speaks at the "Semana Latina" and explains why he 
considers the title of the programme to be misleading. "There has always been progress and 
regression, but the Latin American Left is still strong. Not only in Cuba or Venezuela. It is still in power 



in Bolivia and Uruguay. And in Mexico, an immensely important country, a reformist president has 
come to power for the first time in decades." For the Cuban researcher, reformism in Latin America is 
far from outdated. In the course of the discussion, but also during the evening get-together, there 
would be interesting exchanges of views with academics from Argentina and Brazil, who currently find 
themselves directly confronted with the neoliberal course of Mauricio Macri or the right-wing 
populism of Jair Bolsonaro. 

 

Thursday, 4 July 

After a total of seven days in Germany, Santiago Pérez returns home with many new impressions. 
Before his departure, he gave me an interview at Kassel Central Station for the "Latin America News", 
which reports monthly on the politics, economy and culture of the double continent. "I would advise 
Europe's intellectuals not to be led astray," he repeated his statement from the previous day. "Many 
things are in a sad state on the American continent at the moment, but that doesn't mean it has to 
stay that way forever. We had a similar shift to the right in the 1990s, but we had to realize that 
neoliberalism did not offer us any real solutions.” Even in view of the current situation in Cuba - 
increased US sanctions, the wavering of Venezuela, Cuba’s most important economic partner, supply 
shortages - he sees no reason for concern. "We Cubans have a saying: another stripe for the tiger, so 
nothing happens. We've been used to the US blocking us for 50 years now. In the meantime, we are 
much better positioned than after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Cuba has many friends: China, 
Russia, many countries in Africa and the Middle East. And Europe now sees us with different eyes, 
too," finishes Santiago Pérez as he gets on the last train to Düsseldorf Airport just a few minutes later.  
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