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I want to thank the Latin American Studies
Association and Oxfam America for
honoring me with this award, for which I
am very grateful.  I am also mindful of the
fact that the person we are really here to
honor this afternoon is our friend and
colleague Martin Diskin.

This is an especially appropriate time to
talk about scholar activism. Those of us
whose scholarly work focuses on Cuba
have spent many hours during this
Congress in meetings talking about how we
can become more effective activists in the
struggle to secure visas for our Cuban
colleagues to attend future LASA meetings
in the United States.  This is an issue that
requires scholars to become activists in
order to preserve the integrity of our
scholarly work—work that is severely
compromised by our inability to meet with
colleagues from Cuba.

Most of my remarks this afternoon will
focus on activism by scholars who study
Latin America, with most of my examples
drawn from the history of U.S. relations
with the Hemisphere.  That is the area I
know best, but the principles underlying my
remarks can be generalized to other policy
contexts.

I first met Martin Diskin in the early 1980s,
when many Latin Americanists were
appalled by the policy toward Central
America adopted by President Ronald
Reagan.  Reagan’s approach seemed driven
by a globalist, cold war imperative that was
deaf to the social and political realities of
the region.  A number of scholars came

together to find ways to try to inject our
knowledge of Central America into the
policy process, so it would be less
uninformed.  We thought it would be in the
best interests of both Central America and
the United States for Washington to avoid
getting drawn into a regional war
policymakers didn’t fully understand.

Truth and Power

The occasion for that meeting is an
example of the first theme I want to discuss
today: How to make effective use of
scholarship to influence the policy process.
In short, how to speak truth to power.  This
familiar phrase is of 16th century Quaker
origin, and it calls upon Quakers to
proclaim the truth as an antidote to
misguided leadership—a mandate of
enduring relevance. 

Speaking truth to power is an especially apt
description of what scholar activists do.
The defining quality of scholar activists is
that, in struggles over public policy, the
resource we bring to the table is our
expertise.  By virtue of our studies, our
scholarship, we know something about the
issues.  Armed with this knowledge, we can
play a variety of roles in the policy process.

We can help frame issues so that the terms
of political debate are grounded in reality,
not fantasy.

Scholars can help frame issues through
outreach to various organized
constituencies.  During the debate over
Central America in the 1980s, scholars
across the United States gave hundreds of
speeches to religious groups, peace and
justice community groups, labor unions,
and student audiences.  People were eager
to better understand this region that had
suddenly been thrust into the headlines and

portrayed by the president as a new cold
war crisis.

Scholars can help inform public opinion
through the mass media—by doing
interviews, participating in briefings for
journalists, writing op-ed pieces, etc.  In the
1980s, for example, a non-governmental
organization called the Caribbean Basin
Information Project was formed to promote
to the media an alternative vision of
Central America and an alternative policy.
The project often called upon scholars to
meet with journalists and help them better
understand what was happening in the
region.

Scholars can influence the debate through
direct dialogue with policymakers or those
who influence policymaking—by testifying
before Congress, briefing Congressional
staff, meeting with individual members of
Congress or the Executive, and writing for
elite policy publications like Foreign Affairs
or Foreign Policy.

Not many scholars have the capacity to
engage in these sorts of activities on their
own.  But there are many NGOs that
scholars can work with, groups like the
Washington Office on Latin America and
the Center for International Policy, that
have the organizational infrastructure in
place to help scholars’ voices reach these
different audiences.

A second important contribution scholars
can make to the policy debate is to help
fashion workable alternative policies.

Criticism of existing policy may be
scathing, but you can’t beat something with
nothing.  Effective criticism of existing
policy always requires offering a  workable
alternative.  A very effective example of this
was the coalition of scholars that united in
Policy Alternatives for the Caribbean and
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Central America (PACCA).  The initiative
for PACCA came from Xabier Gorostiaga,
a Jesuit scholar activist who lived in
Nicaragua and also founded a network of
Central American scholars as a partner to
PACCA.  Hundreds of academics across the
United States joined PACCA and helped
produce several major policy documents
proposing alternatives to Ronald Reagan’s
policies.  Their work had an important
impact in Congress, where Democratic
opponents of Reagan were searching for
sensible alternatives.

A third way that scholars can bring
knowledge to the policy process is by
helping to give voice to people in Latin
America whose lives are affected by U.S.
policy decisions.

Scholars who have worked with colleagues
in the region, as well as with NGOs and
popular organizations, are well-positioned
to help Latin Americans express and defend
their own interests in Washington’s policy
wars.  The Washington Office on Latin
America (WOLA) has a long and venerable
history of carrying out this mission.  Over
the years, it has hosted hundreds of Latin
Americans on visits to the United States,
putting them in touch with the media and
with decision-makers.  WOLA has also
taken hundreds of delegations from the
United States to Latin America, putting
policymakers in direct touch with Latin
Americans unlikely to ever make their way
to Washington.  Scholars are often included
on such delegations, in order to provide the
policymakers with a broader context and
understanding for what they are witnessing
first hand.

A fourth way that scholars can use their
knowledge to influence the policy process is
by analyzing the process itself to identify
points of political leverage.

For Latin Americanists, this is a different
exercise than we are used to.  It
presupposes a degree of expertise on how
U.S. policy is made, rather than knowledge
about Latin America.  Many Latin
Americanists find U.S. politics just as
opaque as ordinary citizens find it.  It is
even more opaque to many Latin
Americans.  I recall meeting a Salvadoran
guerrilla commander in the late 1980s who
admitted that when he first began fighting,
he knew nothing about Washington.  The
first time he heard the term, “think tank,”
he thought it was a robotic armored vehicle
powered by artificial intelligence! There’s a
joke in there about the robotic, artificial
character of intelligence in a lot of
Washington think tanks.

Scholar activists need to understand the
policy process to be effective in their own
efforts to influence it, and they can be
valuable interpreters of the arcane minutia
of Washington politics for political
movements in both the United States and
Latin America.

What do we know?

As we think about how we can bring our
expertise to bear in the policy process, it is
worth being reflective about the nature of
our expertise.  No knowledge is absolute,
of course, and knowledge of complex social
phenomena is always partial and mediated
by point of view.  But neither is knowledge
entirely relative, as some recently popular
epistemologies in the social sciences would
have us believe.  Truth is not just a point of
view.  Nor is truth just a matter of what
people in power decide it is.  If it were,
speaking truth to power would be a waste
of time.  The powerful would have their
own truth and no need to listen to anyone
else’s, let alone that purveyed by scholars.

To be sure, the powerful have many
resources at their disposal for spinning the
truth.  But the blue smoke and mirrors only
obscure the underlying reality.  They don’t
change it.  As a Democratic member of
Congress once said of Ronald Reagan’s
Central America policy: “It’s like a pig in a
tuxedo; you can dress it up, but it’s still a
pig.”

If spin were reality, the war in Iraq would
be over: Mission Accomplished.  In fact,
many experts on Iraq warned the Bush
administration before the invasion that it
was underestimating the danger of sectarian
violence and the danger that U.S. troops
would be seen as occupying crusaders
rather than liberators.  Power should have
listened to that truth.

Having expertise—having a better
understanding of policy issues than most
people do—is the scholar’s admission ticket
to the policy process.  If a scholar’s
knowledge is no more grounded in reality
than the policymaker’s ideological biases, if
all we have is dueling narratives, then
scholars have nothing distinctive to
contribute to the debate.  This is true
whether audience for the scholar activist is
an elite audience of policymakers we hope
to convince, or a mass audience whose
opinion we hope to sway to facilitate social
movement mobilization.

Finally, we must respect the integrity of
facts.  It is too easy to be drawn into the
black and white caricatures typical of
heated policy debates.  The media instigates
such caricatures because it likes to define
good guys and bad guys in its story frames.
The food fight politics of cable TV have
taken this to the extreme.  The powerful
will play on this Manichaean view by
demonizing their adversaries both at home
and abroad.  Recall Ronald Reagan
praising the Nicaraguan Contras as
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“freedom fighters” who were the “moral
equivalent of our founding fathers,” and
denouncing the Sandinistas as totalitarians
“smuggling drugs to poison our children.”

In the heat of a policy debate, when the
stakes are high, it is hard not to succumb to
the temptation to gloss over inconvenient
facts.  But our integrity as scholars depends
on our respect for the facts as we find
them, and our effectiveness as activists
depends upon the reliability of our
information, and hence upon the integrity
of our scholarship.

Historically, we can point to many
instances when scholarly expertise has
proven to be a powerful, even decisive,
political resource.  The Supreme Court’s
Brown v Board of Education decision that
required racial integration of public schools
was based in part on social science research
that clearly demonstrated separate was not
equal.

More recently, and closer to home, three
former Salvadoran generals living in the
United States—José Guillermo García,
Eugenio Vides-Casanova, and Nicolas
Carranza—have recently been found liable
in civil trials for human rights abuses in El
Salvador during the war.  Expert testimony
by LASA member Terry Karl and former
U.S. ambassador Robert White played a
critical role in achieving those verdicts.

Policy and Politics

Scholarly expertise can be a valuable
political resource and can even sometimes
be a decisive factor in a policy struggle.
But anyone who has studied or participated
in the policy process knows that expertise is
not enough.  There’s a difference between
policy and politics.  To win policy battles,
it’s not enough to be right, you have to

have the political muscle to carry the day as
well.  There are lots of examples of bad
policy adopted because the winning side
had more political power. The field of U.S.
relations of Latin America has more than
its fair share.  For instance:

The drug war. This is a policy whose
focus on interdiction and eradication
manifestly doesn’t work, but we keep doing
it.  In the decades since Richard Nixon
declared a war on drugs, we have spent
over $45 billion fighting it, and the street
price of illegal drugs has gotten lower and
lower, proving that the available supply in
increasing rather than decreasing.

The economic embargo against Cuba: A
policy of economic denial aimed at
subverting the Cuban regime has been in
place for 45 years, and still hasn’t worked.
But we keep doing it.

And my favorite example, TV Martí:
Television broadcasts to Cuba that started
in 1990, and cost millions of dollars
annually.  No one in Cuba has ever seen
TV Martí because the Cuban government
has jammed it since the first day of
broadcasting.

This basic fact—that political struggles are
resolved by who has the most power, not
by who has the best policy—can lead to
cynicism among policy experts and scholar
activists.  After all, we scholars have chosen
professions based on reason.  It’s hard to
accept that reason alone is not enough to
carry the day.  Why spend time crafting
good policies when opponents have
superior power as a result of campaign
contributions, political favors, or good old
fashioned Jack Abramoff-style bribery?  In
this milieu, expertise looks irrelevant.  And
in fact, scholarly studies of why members of
Congress vote the way they do have
considered many different factors, from

partisanship and ideology to campaign
contributions.  Being well informed about
an issue is never high on the list of
significant explanatory variables.

One notorious example is former
Congressman Bob Torricelli, who in late
1980s was a staunch advocate for
normalizing relations with Cuba.  But
Torricelli had Senate aspirations in New
Jersey, a state with the second largest
concentration of Cuban Americans in the
United States.  He received generous
campaign contributions from the Cuban
American National Foundation (CANF).
And almost overnight, he became one of
the most hardline anti-Castro members of
Congress, second only to Senator Jesse
Helms.

It’s not enough to speak truth to power.
You need to marry truth to countervailing
power.  The scholar activist needs to be a
part of broader political movement that can
bring to bear other sources of political
power in addition to expertise.  Last year’s
Diskin lecture by Jonathan Fox explored
the partnership between scholar activists
and social movements in detail, looking at
both the benefits and tensions inherent in
such partnerships.  I recommend it to you.

The absence of a countervailing political
movement is the key to understanding the
persistence of Washington’s failed policy
toward Cuba.  Even when the cold war
came to an end and Cuba could no longer
be regarded as a threat to U.S. security,
policy did not change.  Why?  Because
there was a strong, well organized, well
funded political movement of conservative
Cuban Americans adamantly opposed to
changing U.S. policy, and there was no
movement in favor of change.  For a
president to improve relations with Cuba
would entail immediate political costs and
no discernable political benefits, at least in

lasaforum S U M M E R 2006 :  VO L U M E X X X V11 :  I S S U E 3 

8

LEOGRANDE continued…



the short run.  So while rational policy
analysis might dictate that we should
change our failed Cuba policy, the political
logic has been against it.  Only in the late
1990s did we began to see the development
of a countervailing coalition built around
moderate Cuban Americans and people in
the business community hoping to open
commercial ties with Cuba as Havana
opened its economy to global markets.
Only then did the Congress legalize the sale
of food and medicine to Cuba, and try to
end the travel ban, albeit without success.

By contrast, the struggle over U.S. policy
toward Central America in the 1980s
produced a broad social movement against
Reagan’s policy.  The religious community
was at its core.  The assassination of
Archbishop Oscar Romero in 1980,
followed a few months later by the rape
and murder of the four U.S. churchwomen,
enraged Catholics in the United States and
moved the U.S. Catholic Conference of
Bishops to taken an openly critical stance
toward Reagan’s policy.  Most mainline
Protestant denominations opposed U.S.
policy as well, and worked together
through the Religious Task Force on
Central America.

The religious community was joined by
progressive labor groups, peace and justice
groups like the Coalition for a New Foreign
and Military Policy, and solidarity groups
like the Committee in Solidarity with the
People of El Salvador (CISPES), the
Nicaragua Network, and the Network in
Solidarity with Guatemala (NISGUA).  This
broad social movement was able to mount
massive antiwar demonstrations, civil
disobedience, letter writing campaigns to
Congress, lobbying, and direct support for
victims of the war in the region.  Scholars
had roles in all the different elements that
made up this broad social movement.

The religious community’s central role gave
it special power because of its moral
authority.  The Reagan Administration
worried deeply about the ability of religious
leaders to undermine the policy’s support in
Congress.  One measure of this fear was a
meeting between senior State Department
officials and religious leaders convened in
early 1981.  The Deputy Secretary of State,
the Acting Secretary of State for Latin
America, and a Special Envoy for Latin
America all turned out to spend more than
three hours trying to explain and justify
U.S. policy to Catholic, Protestant,
Evangelical, and Jewish leaders from across
the United States.

One of the most effective ways that
scholars can participate directly with social
and popular political movements is by
developing the skills necessary to translate
our expertise for popular consumption.
That means learning how to write an op-ed
piece that distills complex issues into no
more than 750 words.  It means learning
how to speak for the mass media, whether
you get five minutes or five seconds of air
time.  It means suppressing the tendency to
lapse into opaque jargon that is utterly
inaccessible to anyone without a Ph.D. and
only serves to alienate the public.  In short,
it involves developing skills we weren’t
taught in graduate school.

What do we owe our students?

I’m a graduate of the Maxwell School of
Public Affairs and Citizenship Education at
Syracuse University.  When I was at
Maxwell, I thought that the idea of
“citizenship education” was ridiculously
old fashioned.  After all, we were teaching
social science.  Now, I think the idea of
citizenship education is not so far off the
mark.

We should instill in our students, especially
our undergraduates, a sense of duty to use
their knowledge to improve the public
welfare.  Society supports scholars with the
expectation that the knowledge we produce
will, in time, improve our society’s quality
of life.  We therefore have a social
obligation to our fellow citizens.  Part of
that responsibility, I believe, lies in teaching
our students that they have an obligation to
be good citizens: to be well-informed, active
participants in the political process.  That is
just another way of saying that a scholar
who is a good citizen is a scholar activist.

But this obligation needs to be conveyed to
students in an ideologically neutral way.  It
is not legitimate for us to proselytize our
students, to give them half the story, or to
pretend that our interpretation of complex
reality is the only possible one.  It is not
legitimate to abuse the power we have in
the classroom to coerce our students, even
subtly, into compliance, into thinking in
ways we deem politically correct.

If you do abuse your authority in the
classroom, have no doubt, most students
will pretend to agree with you—just as
citizens in authoritarian regimes pretend to
support the dictatorship.  Students
understand the power dynamics, but their
compliance will not last past the final
exam.

Abuse of the classroom by some faculty
members provides grist for the mill of
people like David Horowitz, who would
conduct a political purge of academia by
installing political commissars to be sure no
one ever hears anything but the Right point
of view.  He would reconstitute academia
on the model of talk radio.  As many of
you are no doubt aware, Horowitz is
traversing the country, pushing state
legislatures to pass an “academic bill of
rights” which, in an Orwellian twist, would
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abolish academic freedom by imposing an
ideological litmus test on faculty hiring.

His argument is that progressives, liberals,
and Democrats outnumber Republicans and
conservatives in nation’s college classrooms.
They do, but not as a result of any
conspiracy.  By comparison, the officers
corps of the U.S. military is even more
overwhelmingly composed of conservative
Republicans.  It seems to me that’s more
dangerous.  They have guns.

As scholar activists in the classroom, our
aim should be to teach students to think
critically, to examine the unexamined
assumptions, both in their own arguments
and those of others.  We should teach them
the difference between a well-reasoned
argument based on evidence, and polemics
based on ad hominem attacks.  We should
teach them respect for the facts and for the
truth, however conditional and incomplete
our knowledge of them may be.  We should
teach them that not all opinions and points
of view are equally grounded in reality.
Most importantly, we should teach them,
by example, that we all have responsibilities
as citizens to contribute as best we can to
the public policy process in the hope of
improving the public welfare—in short, to
be good citizens.  Each of us should aspire
to that, and to thereby become as good a
citizen as Martin Diskin was.

“To Queer or not to Queer”: Coloniality,
Feminism and New Research Agendas

by JOSSIANNA ARROYO

Co-Chair, LASA Sexualities Section (2006-2007)
University of Texas, Austin
jarroyo@mail.utexas.edu

My earlier incursions into Feminist and
Queer Studies in the fields of Latin American
and Caribbean Studies were connected to a
critical questioning of the overpowering
presence of colonial relations in a world
defined (politically and theoretically) as
“postcolonial.”  The “body” and its social
intersectionalities and markers—race, gender
and sexuality—was a key element for
understanding the fictional “consensus” of
Latin American and Caribbean nation
building projects.  Framed within what we
called now Afro-Diaspora Studies, I studied
non-normative sexualities as I contextualized
processes of racialization, gender and sexual
exclusion in Latin America and the
Caribbean.  In other words, homosexuality
was analyzed along with racism and
racialization as oppositional themes for
questioning the “homogeneity” and fictive
“consensus” of national discourses in Latin
America and the Caribbean.  I analyzed these
constructions from a  theoretical model I
called “travestismo cultural”(Arroyo, 1998,
2003), which focused mainly on
anthropological views of black and mulatto
populations in Cuba and Brazil.
“Travestismo cultural” mapped the
conflictive textual representations of these
Afro-Diasporic populations as a form of
masquerade which defined a strategic,
performative view of culture and power.
This performative view built white Créole-
intellectual discourses of identity and culture
as changing processes which connected native
ethnographies and literary texts to socio-
political and cultural representation.
Theories such as “transculturation” and
“tropicalization” described how bodies (of

African populations) negotiate within/outside
realms of social power.  Between
Travestismos culturales and my second book
project, I expanded the uses of “travestismos
culturales” to “cultural drag,” a term
borrowed from Marcus Kuinland, a Puerto
Rican performer-artist who lives in Los
Angeles.  Nevertheless, “cultural drag”
focuses more on public agendas as means for
understanding power relations in social,
cultural, and political spaces for Latin
American and U.S. Latino populations
(Arroyo, 2002).  My readings in Latin
American, Caribbean and U.S. Latino
cultural criticism concentrate on exile and
mainly how immigrant populations
negotiated, preserved or changed their culture
in the United States.

While Latin American Studies has provided
an interesting historical framework to discuss
the role of intellectuals and state formation in
Puerto Rico, Cuba and Brazil, my best
research inquiries have come from the
interdisciplinary dialogues among Latin
American, Afro-Caribbean and U.S. Latino
Studies.  Within these specific disciplines, the
discussions framed by U.S. Latin@-Feminist,
Queer Latin@ and Afro-Diaspora global
racial formations have opened up an
important path to the creation of languages
of critical knowledge for understanding
processes of coloniality in our global-
contemporary world.  If before I was
interested in how intersectionality, that is, the
relation between race, gender, sexuality and
class defined these colonial power relations
“from above” (white Créole hegemonic
agendas), currently, I am exploring these
strategic responses or social “technologies”
“from below” in a world defined by global-
corporate capital and market strategies.  If
culture has always been, as Eduardo
Mendieta has argued, always a step ahead of
politics and social change, “queer” as a
critical metaphor could serve as a pivotal
turn to address these strategies “from
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