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Fidel Castro and Hugo Chávez arguably originate from similar bodies of ideology.  It is perhaps for this reason, in part, that both have inspired the ire of generations of United States government officials.  The United States’ contempt for Fidel Castro and his ideology has played into government policy ever since he came to power in 1959.  The United States has actively tried to overthrow Castro and failed.  As time has progressed, U.S. attempts to overthrow Castro have become less overt and more complex, with the same underlying goal.  Castro has remained in power in spite of those efforts.


Hugo Chávez is a more recent phenomenon but has similarly been the object of substantial U.S. hatred.  Like Castro, Chávez’s name has continually made its way into the rhetoric of government officials.  The U.S., some say, has actively supported an overt effort to overthrow Chávez.  Since then, more subtle attempts by the U.S. have continued with the same underlying goal guiding such policy.


Why has each leader been an influence in Latin America and beyond and what has been the scope of this influence?  Both Fidel Castro and Hugo Chávez have come to represent ideological trends in Latin America and beyond.  Castro has represented a strand of socialism from the days of the Soviet Union.  His movement, through the efforts of Che Guevara, attempted to spread to other regions of the world [Africa] and a limited number of other Latin American nations.  Chávez has been at the forefront of the more recent Latin American trend toward the political left.  Chávez has also actively aligned himself with other nations that are at odds with United States foreign policy.  Does Chávez still have regional influence given the recent elections in Peru and Mexico in which Chávez’s preferred candidates have lost?  One of the purposes of this paper will be to provide further insight into this debate informed by analysis of Castro’s trajectory of influence.

Why has each leader represented a threat to and demanded the attention of the United States?  The United States, since the Monroe doctrine, has attempted to exercise a policy of hemispheric influence over Latin America that has resulted in much of the region’s conformity with neoliberal economics—liberalizing economies and opening to foreign investment.  Both Venezuela and Cuba have represented important economic interests for the United States.  Venezuela has the fifth largest reserves of oil in the world and it has been a major source of oil to the United States.  Cuba, before Castro, was a popular vacation spot for wealthy Americans.  The island also supplied a large portion of the United States’ sugar.  That economic interaction has ended.


In my research project, I plan to answer the preceding questions for each leader and compare my findings between Castro and Chávez.  I plan to approach this topic from a historical angle and analyze the reign of both Chávez and Castro in their respective nations.  Upon further examination, I plan to identify a central claim that will form the crux of my research paper.  The central claim will deal extensively with the influence each leader has had in the world especially considering the ire each has inspired within the United States government.


My research paper will identify a variety of control variables that explain why I have chosen to study both of these leaders.  The control variables are loosely defined above.  A portion of the research paper will be devoted to explaining the similarities between Chávez and Castro that influenced my selection of these two cases for comparison.


The following is a list of control variables (as alluded to by Collier) that could expand further as my research progresses:  economic importance to United States, bodies of ideology, active influence in regional politics, relationships with world leaders not aligned with the United States.


The types of literature that will help will be academic analyses of both leaders, their systems of government and their modes of maintaining and applying their power.  There also exists a vast body of testimonial literature in the study of Latin America.  In my preliminary bibliography, I have identified three books of interviews that treat Castro and Chávez.  Newspaper articles will also be pertinent given the ongoing implications of the study of this topic.
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