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Chapter 1: Introduction

On March 29, 1962, Argentine President Arturo Frondizi was overthrown in a
military coup. The coup d’etat was the first instance during the administration of United
States President John F. Kennedy in which a constitutionally elected government in the
Western hemisphere was overthrown. Since his election, Kennedy had called for the
strengthening of democracy throughout Latin America, and it became one of the central
goals of his Alliance for Progress in the region. Given that the coup clearly went against
this central ideological goal, it’s reasonable to think that Kennedy would have opposed
the coup, condemned it, or even taken measures to reverse it. Venezuelan President
Rdémulo Betancourt, who had one of the closest relationships with Kennedy of any leader
in the hemisphere, wrote a letter after Frondizi’s overthrow calling for the United States
to refuse to recognize the new government. He declared that he would not support
“governments that have not been legalized by popular vote,” and recommended that other
leaders follow suit.! However, after days of deliberation the Kennedy administration
decided to recognize Argentina’s new government and even approved a $150 million aid
package for it that had originally been meant for Frondizi’s government.

While a serious departure from his administration’s ideological support for
democracy in the Alliance for Progress, Kennedy’s decision fits into the context of U.S.
foreign policy during the Cold War generally and U.S.-Argentine relations over the

previous year specifically. Historians have written a great deal about Kennedy’s foreign

! Letter from President Romulo Betancourt of Venezuela to President Kennedy, Caracas, March 29, 1962,
in Papers of John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President’s Office Files, Countries, Venezuela: General,
1961-1962, https://www.jfklibrary.org/asset-viewer/archives/JFKPOF/128/JFKPOF-128-006, pp. 45-46.
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policy in Latin America and how it applied to the events in Argentina. A major point of
agreement among American scholars who have written about Kennedy’s foreign policy is
that in spite of Kennedy’s ideological support for the development of democracy, self-
determination, and social and economic progress, the politics of the Cold War led him at
times to turn his back on democratic leaders who did not follow U.S. positions and back
military regimes or dictators who would follow them more loyally. James N. Giglio
wrote that while Kennedy publicly stressed the importance of democracy and social
progress in the Third World, the president was somewhat more “conservative” than his
public rhetoric implied and “cold war exigencies sometimes conflicted with his desire to
defend the revolutionary aspirations of emerging nations.”? In Latin America
specifically, the Kennedy administration pressured nations to support its policies to
isolate Fidel Castro’s Cuba politically and economically and took aggressive measures to
prevent any possible spread of communism. The perceived threat of Castro had a
profound impact on the Kennedy administration’s policies toward Latin America, and led
it to take stronger measures against its ideological principles than it did anywhere else in
the world. Stephen G. Rabe wrote that while Kennedy “brought ideals and noble
purposes to his Latin American policy,” his “unwavering determination” to fight the Cold
War “led him and his administration ultimately to compromise and even mutilate those
grand goals for the Western hemisphere.”?

The U.S. reaction to the 1962 coup in Argentina fits within this context. While

Argentina under Frondizi mostly supported the Kennedy administration’s plans for the

2 James N. Giglio, The Presidency of John F. Kennedy: Second Edition, Revised (Lawrence, KN:
University of Kansas Press, 2006, first ed. published 1991), 238.

3 Stephen G. Rabe, The Most Dangerous Area in the World: John F. Kennedy Confronts Communist
Revolution in Latin America (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 199.



economic development of Latin America, his government did not fully support the U.S.
position on Cuba. Frondizi had a more conciliatory position towards Cuba and instructed
his delegation to abstain from a vote that would have called for the expulsion of Cuba
from the Organization of American States in January 1962. Rabe argued that this failure
to completely align with American interests doomed the Argentine president: while
Frondizi “seemingly offered the type of leadership and vision that was compatible with
the goals of the Alliance for Progress,” the Kennedy administration “demanded
unflagging allegiance to its Cold War policies.” Since Argentina under Frondizi had
failed to take as hard a line against Cuba as other governments had, Kennedy was less
inclined to support him during a crisis.* The policy of non-action towards the Argentine
coup contrasts starkly with the administration’s response to a coup that July in Peru; in
this instance, the Kennedy administration condemned the coup, broke off diplomatic
relations and threatened to withhold economic and military aid until new elections were
scheduled. Joseph S. Tulchin, writing about U.S-Argentina relations, concluded that
U.S. officials believed that “democratic regimes were important, but only if they were

> More recent works on the Kennedy administration’s

sound on the Cuban question.
foreign policy toward Latin America have largely agreed with these views. Jeffrey F.
Taffet wrote that concerning U.S. policy towards Argentina, “anti-Cuban sensibilities

trumped concerns about democracy, economic reform, or more general bilateral

4 Rabe, The Most Dangerous Area in the World, 56.
5 Joseph S. Tulchin, Argentina and the United States: A Conflicted Relationship (Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1990), 122.



cooperation.”® And David M.K. Sheinin wrote that the Kennedy administration saw
Frondizi as “suspect” because he “did not coincide exactly with U.S. policy.””

These arguments about U.S.-Argentine relations in 1961 and 1962 that focus on
the March 1962 coup fit in well with the general theme of the Kennedy administration’s
Cold War outlook and seemingly outline a clear split in how Frondizi’s embraced
Kennedy’s foreign policies. Frondizi evidently gave his government’s full support for
the economic, social and political ideals of the Alliance for Progress, but was unwilling to
go along with U.S. efforts to isolate Cuba from the rest of the hemisphere and American
officials consequently saw little reason to back him over a more anti-communist military
regime. However, the nature of U.S.-Argentine relations between March 1961 and
March 1962 was more complicated than this. Official meetings, direct correspondences
and diplomatic exchanges show that Frondizi and Kennedy did not agree on every aspect
of the Alliance for Progress, and they shared some common views about the “Cuban
question” of how to deal with Castro’s Cuba. A crucial element in the relationship
between the two nations during this period can be seen in two meetings of the
Organization of American States (OAS) in Punta del Este, Uruguay: one in August 1961
in which economic ministers met to discuss the official terms for the Alliance, and a
meeting of foreign ministers in January 1962 that tried to answer the “Cuban question” in
Latin America by removing Castro’s government from the international body. Kennedy
administration officials saw from the first conference that, in spite of his government’s

disagreements over parts of the Alliance, Frondizi had been willing to compromise to

6 Jeffrey F. Taffet, “Latin America,” in A Companion to John F. Kennedy, ed. Marc J. Selverstone (Malden,
MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2014), 314.

" David M.K. Sheinin, Argentina and the United States: An Alliance Contained (Athens, GA: University of
Georgia Press, 2006), 136.



help build a stronger consensus for it. Kennedy and his top foreign policy advisers saw
Argentina as “the key” to a successful vote in January and believed it could play a similar
role for the second conference.

Instead of demanding “unflagging allegiance,” Kennedy’s government worked
hard to compromise with the Argentines, doing what they could to gain their support for
the U.S. approach to the Cuban question. Kennedy and Frondizi had common interests
and goals on the Cuban question and going into the second Punta del Este conference.
Both governments shared the view that Castro’s government was incompatible with the
values of the republics of the hemisphere, often referred to as the inter-American system.
On the issue of Cuba’s exclusion from the OAS, both believed that a strong, unified
consensus at Punta del Este against Castro was necessary for the conference to be
successful and the two sides came close to coming to an agreement once again.
However, different ideals, separate foreign policy goals and the pull of domestic public
opinion kept the two sides just far enough apart that the Argentine delegation would
ultimately abstain from the final resolution to suspend Cuba’s membership in the OAS.
Scholars have written a great deal about Kennedy’s policies toward Latin America and
many have addressed the government’s relations with Argentina during his
administration. But few have covered the period between Kennedy’s announcement of
the Alliance in March 1961 and Frondizi’s overthrow in March 1962 in detail, most often
including this period in a broader narrative about U.S. policy in the region as a whole.
By looking at Kennedy administration documents, correspondences and diplomatic
exchanges, and at both OAS meetings in Punta del Este, | argue that the relationship

between Argentina and the United States was more complicated than the argument that



Argentina loyally followed U.S. efforts to implement the Alliance for Progress yet
opposed its Cuba policies. Instead, these two parts of U.S.-Argentine relations were
closely related: Frondizi and Kennedy disagreed about portions of both the Alliance and
the “Cuban question,” but their governments tried to compromise to reach a broader
consensus among nations of the Western Hemisphere. While this proved successful for
the first Punta del Este conference in August on the Alliance for Progress, it ultimately
failed the second time in spite of U.S. hopes that Argentina could support their position

on the “Cuban question.”



Chapter 2: The Alliance for Progress and the First Punta del Este Conference

On March 13, 1961, President Kennedy gave an address in the White House to
members of the U.S. Congress and from diplomatic corps of the Latin American
republics. He emphasized that the nations of the hemisphere were linked by “a common
history...a common struggle,” and “a common heritage, the quest for the dignity and the
freedom of man.” Because of these shared traits, the U.S. president emphasized that all
would need to work together for the entire hemisphere achieve its potential: “our
unfulfilled task is to demonstrate...that man’s unsatisfied aspiration for economic
progress and social justice can be best achieved by free men working within a framework
of democratic institutions.” Kennedy then outlined his grand plans for development of
Latin America:

I have called on all people of the hemisphere to join in a new Alliance for
Progress — Alianza para Progreso — a vast cooperative effort, unparalleled in
magnitude and nobility of purpose, to satisfy the basic needs of the American
people for homes, work and land, health and schools — techo, trabajo y tierra,
salud y escuela.

He called for the nations to “begin on a vast new Ten Year Plan for the Americas, a plan
to transform the 1960’s into a historic decade of democratic progress.”® With his speech,
Kennedy called for a remaking of the economies and societies of the Latin American
republics, arguing that they could be transformed into modern, stable democracies.
Kennedy’s words would quickly be put into action: an initial request to Congress

for $500 million in aid would be the first of a planned $20 billion over ten years in aid

8 John F. Kennedy, “Address at a White House Reception for Members of Congress and for the Diplomatic
Corps of the Latin American Republics,” March 31, 1963, found at John F. Kennedy Presidential Library,
other resources, https://www.jfklibrary.org/archives/other-resources/john-f-kennedy-speeches/latin-
american-diplomats-washington-dc-19610313.
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and private investment to participating countries in Latin America, the most ambitious
U.S.-led aid program since the Marshall Plan in Europe after World War Il. The Charter
of Punta del Este, established by 20 nations of the Western Hemisphere in August 1961,
set lofty goals for progress in economic and social development, education, health, and
the development of stable democracies under the Alliance for Progress. Nations were
expected to sustain a 2.5 percent rate of economic growth per year while working toward
an equitable distribution of national income. Aid would be used to combat illiteracy,
infant mortality, and other key social problems, facilitate the construction of schools and
hospitals, and improve education systems. The charter specifically called for a
“minimum of five” years’ increase in life expectancy through improved public health.
With help from U.S. technical advisers, countries were expected to increase their
agricultural output and develop new industries with the goal that their economies could
become self-sufficient and competitive with more developed parts of the world.
Countries were responsible for coming up with their own programs for economic and
social development, allowing for each to focus on unique circumstances and problems
inside its borders. The charter declared it the “inescapable task™ for democratic nations
in the Alliance to “demonstrate to the poor and forsaken of our countries...that the
creative powers of free men hold the key to their progress and to the progress of future
generations.””®

Kennedy’s speech and the Punta del Este Charter overflowed with idealistic

language, and to an extent the Alliance for Progress was a product of the idealism that

° Department of State Bulletin Vol. 45, No. 1159, September 11, 1961 (Washington: Government Printing
Office), found at https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=umn.319510012284605&view=1up&seq=435, pp.
463-65.
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defined both him and his close advisers. Jeffrey F. Taffet wrote that Kennedy saw the
Alliance as a potential “model for U.S. value,” a “program to build alliances and spread
the positive vision at the heart of U.S. democracy.” If successful, it “would demonstrate
that U.S. ideas about political organization were universally applicable and would
naturally lead to economic growth.”'® The Alliance for Progress was crafted by
proponents of modernization theory, which argued that societies naturally progressed
from a lesser-developed to a more developed state. On these lines, nations could become
prosperous, stable democracies by following American forms of government and a free-
market economic liberalism. One such figure was Walt Whitman Rostow, a professor at
MIT who would later take on several high-ranking positions in the Kennedy
administration. Rostow argued that underdeveloped nations could achieve an economic
“take-off” with foreign aid and investment, achieving economic development in the
process He believed that it was up to the United States to help apply its ideals to less
developed states: “We must demonstrate that the underdeveloped nations...can move
successfully through the preconditions into a well-established take-off within the orbit of
the democratic world.”*! Writing about Rostow’s plan, Kimber Charles Pearce pointed
out the “quixotic optimism” of Rostow’s rhetoric that nations progress in a linear fashion
and that they would do so by following the lead of the United States.'? This idealistic
belief that the United States could remake underdeveloped parts of the world in its image

was central to the Alliance for Progress.

10 Jeffrey F. Taffet, Foreign Aid as Foreign Policy: The Alliance for Progress in Latin America (New
York: Routledge, 2007), 6.

1 Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, 3™ edition (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 134, found in Pearce, Rostow, Kennedy, and the Rhetoric of Foreign
Aid, 85.

12 Kimber Charles Pearce, Rostow, Kennedy, and the Rhetoric of Foreign Aid (East Lansing, MI: Michigan
State University Press, 2001), 85.



However, the scale of the Alliance for Progress and the vast amount of resources
dedicated to the development of countries in the hemisphere could not have been possible
had it not been a measure of Cold War anti-communism. Since Fidel Castro’s rise to
power in the Cuban Revolution in January 1959, relations between Cuba and the United
States steadily worsened. Castro’s government had made sweeping land and economic
reforms and nationalized major American-owned properties on the island. At the same
time, Castro moved towards closer economic and political ties with the Soviet Union and
many in the United States began to associate Castro’s regime with communism. On
January 3, just weeks before Kennedy’s inauguration, the Eisenhower administration
officially severed diplomatic ties with Cuba. Given these circumstances, the Alliance for
Progress to a large extent was an exercise in containment, trying to stop future Castro-
style revolutions by removing conditions such as poverty, inequality, and
underdevelopment. Diane Kunz argued that the Alliance for Progress was “born out the
fear of communism” from Cuba, like the Marshall Plan had been concerning the Soviet
Union.®* Kennedy’s preoccupation with the communist threat in Latin America was
special: he remarked to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in 1963 that Latin
America was “the most dangerous area in the world.”** Rabe wrote that the Alliance for
Progress, as a result, was at its core “a blueprint for building sturdy, self-reliant, anti-

Communist societies” in Latin America that could reduce this potential for danger.®

13 Diane B. Kunz, Butter and Guns: America’s Cold War Economic Diplomacy (New York: The Free
Press, 1997), 127.

14 Memorandum of Conversation, “British Guiana,” Birch Grove, England, June 30, 1963, in Foreign
Relations of the United States, 1961-1963, Volume XI1I, American Republics, eds. Edward C. Keefer,
Harriet Dashiell Schwar, and W. Taylor Fain 111 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1996),
https://history.state.gov/ historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v12 (hereafter FRUS, American Republics), Doc.
295, p. 608.

15 Rabe, Most Dangerous Area in the World, 32.
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Officials’ confidence in the applicability of American values and their Cold War
security concerns were closely interrelated in the creation of the Alliance for Progress.
Michael E. Latham wrote that during Kennedy’s presidency, “the promotion of liberal
democracy and the acceleration of economic development were mutually reinforcing
parts of an ideology that contributed to the definition of strategic goals and projected a
national identity suited to the Cold War context.”*® Concerning the Alliance for
Progress, this meant that the Kennedy administration believed that the development of
American-style representative democracy and free-market capitalism, with help from the
United States, would lead nations of Latin America to become prosperous and remove
economic and social preconditions that could lead to a communist revolution. A policy
guidelines paper in the State Department in July 1961 highlighted this linkage between
economic development and anticommunism. It outlined the problems in Latin America
such as underdevelopment, income inequality, poor living conditions, and illiteracy, and
warned that “international communism” was “trying to take advantage of this explosive
situation.” By working to establish secure democracies and improve economic and social
conditions, the Alliance could block the spread of Cuban influence and “international
communism.”*’

Latin American leaders reacted positively to the promise of aid, economic growth,
and social progress, and Arturo Frondizi was no exception. Since his election in 1958,

Frondizi had followed a policy of desarrollismo, or developmentalism. It called for the

quick expansion of Argentina’s capacity to produce its own industrial goods and products

16 Michael E. Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and “Nation Building” in the
Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 18.

17 Summary Guidelines Paper, “United States Policy Toward Latin America,” Washington, July 3, 1961, in
FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 15, pp. 33-34.
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used for export, which would be financed by foreign investment. The resulting economic
development would then be used to help the Argentine people by resolving social and
economic inequalities. This was a different strategy from previous Argentine
governments, and in particular from Argentina under Juan Domingo Perédn, who led the
country from 1946 to 1955. Peron had enacted nationalistic economic policies: he
nationalized key industries and limited foreign investment inside Argentina. His policies
were not well received in the United States, and Peron’s generally combative stance
toward the U.S. and independent foreign policy positions kept relations between the two
nations relatively tense. Per6n’s views were not completely unique: Celia Szusterman
wrote that before Frondizi’s election, the economic beliefs of many Argentines, including
those in Frondizi’s own party, had been “grounded on a staunch rejection of foreign
investment.”*® Frondizi himself had been an economic nationalist before taking office,
but he changed course once he became president. During his inaugural address, Frondizi
said his government would “not seek new nationalizations,” would “guarantee free
competition in order to facilitate the creativity of private enterprise,” and would allow
foreign investment to “operate as an acceleration factor” for key industries.*®

In some ways Frondizi’s economic policies were similar to those of Peron and
connected back to his earlier economic nationalism. Desarrollismo called for import
substitution, the development of domestic industries to produce goods that had

historically been imported. Frondizi and members of his government also opposed

measures that they saw as unfair to Argentina’s economy or that would interfere with its

18 Celia Szusterman, Frondizi and the Politics of Developmentalism in Argentina, 1955-62 (Pittshurgh, PA:
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993), 99.

9 Arturo Frondizi, Mensajes Presidenciales, vol. 1 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones CEN, 1978), p. 50, found in
Szusterman, Frondizi and the Politics of Developmentalism, 112-113.
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national sovereignty, sentiments that became fully clear before and during the first Punta
del Este conference. However, Frondizi’s openness to foreign investment and more
business-friendly approach was a step in a different direction and helped improve
relations with the United States. Both the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations
invested heavily in the country, and by mid-1961 loans to Argentina through the Export-
Import Bank totaled $486 million.?° Frondizi had even agreed to requests by the IMF to
implement austerity measures that devalued Argentina’s currency and cut public
spending, enacting a “stabilization plan” in 1959. This led to a jump in unemployment, a
general decrease in living standards, and hurt Frondizi’s standing among working-class
Argentines, but the IMF saw it as necessary to control Argentina’s inflation and debt
problems and to transition it to a free-market economy. Dustin Walcher wrote that
Frondizi’s stabilization program and his general economic policies designed to be
“friendly to transnational business” helped “secure the confidence” of officials in the
United States, who now believed he was committed to their version of liberal
capitalism.?* The aid and investment promised in the Alliance for Progress fit into
Frondizi’s strategy of desarrollismo, and he hoped it would allow Argentina’s economy
to develop and recover from the austerity measures of 1959-60.

By the beginning of 1961, Frondizi had built a strong relationship with the United
States and opened his nation’s economy to significant investments. A White House
briefing paper in May 1961 declared relations to be the “friendliest in many years” due to

the support the United States government, American businesses, and agencies such as the

20 Total amount cited in Sheinin, Argentina and the United States, 115.
2L Dustin Walcher, “Missionaries of Modernization: The United States, Argentina, and the Liberal
International Order, 1958-1963,” PhD dissertation, Ohio State University, 2007, 69.
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World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) had provided since Frondizi’s
election. U.S. corporations had around $200 million in proposed investments in
Argentina, and the paper noted the “outstanding achievement” in Argentina’s expansion
in its petroleum industry, “in which U.S. companies have played a leading role.”?? In
addition, the Kennedy administration showed appreciation for the austerity measures
Frondizi had implemented during his “stabilization” program over the previous year and
a half. A report in 1961 from the U.S. State Department Bureau of Inter-American
Affairs called Frondizi “courageous” for risking his government’s political support to
enact what they saw as necessary reforms. It saw this as a sign that Argentina had
“proved” its alignment with the West and was committed to “rise above nationalism,
neutrality...and fancied rivalry with the United States for hemispheric leadership.”?
This last part turned out not to be completely accurate since Frondizi still retained a sense
of economic nationalism and, as his government’s approach to the “Cuban question”
would show, still hoped Argentina could play a leading role in the hemisphere. But his
government had proved itself to be more cooperative with U.S. foreign policy goals in
Latin America, and Frondizi’s embrace of the Alliance for Progress had proved this.

In a personal letter to Kennedy on April 3, Frondizi wrote that Kennedy’s planned
Alliance would open “a new historical perspective to the common ground of the
American republics.” He pledged Argentina’s full support and cooperation and argued

that vast resources would be needed in the hemisphere to prevent the spread of

22 Briefing Paper for Meeting with Argentine Economic Minister Roberto Alemann and Ambassador to the
United States Emilio Donato del Carril, May 23, 1961, Papers of John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers,
President's Office Files, Countries, Argentina: General, 1961 (online), https://www:.jfklibrary.org/asset-
viewer/archives/JFKPOF/111/JFKPOF-111-011, pp. 24-28.

23].G. Day, “Argentine Relations with the United States and the West,” September 26, 1961, 1961, Bureau
of Inter-American Affairs, Argentina, 1956-64, box 3, entry 3167, Lot Files, RG 59, NARA, found in
Sheinin, Argentina and the United States, 120-21.
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“communist totalitarianism.” Reaching back to his background as an economic
nationalist, he referred to any effort under the Alliance would be a “joint venture”
between the U.S. and Argentina, with equal participation between the two nations.
However, Frondizi’s letter showed that there were key differences between his view of
how the Alliance would work relative to how Kennedy saw it. He repeatedly cited
“underdevelopment,” an over-reliance on agricultural exports and a lack of domestic
industrial production, as the main cause for instability in Latin America. This, he felt,
could be solved by capital investment in key industries; social problems such as illiteracy
and income inequality would then improve as the economy developed.?* In a response,
Kennedy wrote to Frondizi that he was “heartened to be assured of your support” and
praised his understanding of the consequences of underdevelopment, he warned that
capital investment “is only one of the conditions of economic growth” and “by itself is
not enough to do the job.” He wrote that social progress was “indispensable” and that
economic and social development “are essential partners in the task of modernization.”?
This exchange showed that, despite a general agreement between the two leaders over the
benefits of the Alliance, they disagreed over how it should be carried out.

Argentine officials also had several points of contention with the general
economic relationship between their country and the United States, especially concerning

balance of trade. The May 1961 White House briefing paper estimated that Argentina

had a $221 million trade deficit with the United States, a major “sore point” for the

24 |etter from President Arturo Frondizi to President John F. Kennedy, Buenos Aires, April 3, 1961, in
Papers of John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President's Office Files, Countries, Argentina: General,
1961 (online), pp. 10-17.

%5 |etter from President John F. Kennedy to President Arturo Frondizi, Washington, April 27, 1961, in
Papers of John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President's Office Files, Countries, Argentina: General,
1961 (online), pp. 18-19.
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government. In addition, Frondizi’s government was “seriously disturbed” by a
longstanding U.S. ban on imported cured meats, a major export for Argentina, and by
what its officials saw as hurtful measures toward Argentina’s domestic agriculture.?®
These connect back to elements of the more traditional economic nationalism in
Argentina, as Frondizi’s government protested what they saw as unfair treatment. To
them, the trade deficit was a by-product of an inability to export its products to the United
States. Members of Frondizi’s government made these feelings about the trade situation
clear in Punta del Este and in conversations with Kennedy administration officials before
and after the conference.

In the month leading up to the first OAS meeting in Punta del Este, Argentine
officials had voiced their concern over several aspects of the Alliance. Original plans
called for a committee of experts that would oversee the implementation of its programs.
To the Argentines, this would have been overly intrusive and would have conflicted with
the individual plans each country would make. In a conversation with Harry Conover,
Counselor for Economic Affairs in the U.S. embassy in Buenos Aires, Finance Minister
Roberto Alemann argued that the committee would “impinge upon the sovereignty of
Argentina or other participating countries.” For discussions about loans, credit, and trade
policies, Alemann proclaimed that Argentina was not willing to “yield its sovereignty.”?’
During the conference, the Argentine delegation made these points of contention clear.

In a telegram to Washington, Secretary of the Treasury and head of the U.S. delegation

26 Briefing Paper for Meeting with Argentine Economic Minister Roberto Alemann and Ambassador to the
United States Emilio Donato del Carril, May 23, 1961, Papers of John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers,
President's Office Files, Countries, Argentina: General, 1961 (online), pp. 24-28.

27 U.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires (Conover), Telegram A-17, July 21, 1961, State Department Central
Decimal Files 371.8/7-2161, Box 594, Record Group 59, National Archives and Records Administration
(NARA), College Park, MD.
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C. Douglas Dillon wrote that officials from Argentina were “annoyed at lack of mention
of programs for Argentine meat and wheat.”?® Days later, he reported that the Argentine
delegation “attacked [the] original group of experts as U.S. attempt to infringe [on the]
sovereignty of Latin Americans.” This led to a borderline “revolt” by small countries,
who felt that the Argentines were trying to exert too much influence over the conference,
and the delegation backed down under pressure.?®

In spite of these objections, the Argentine delegation ultimately played a helpful
role during the course of the Punta del Este conference. Dillon even traveled to Buenos
Aires with several members of the U.S. delegation to meet with Frondizi between
conference sessions on August 11. Frondizi, responding to criticism from smaller
countries in the hemisphere that larger and more developed nations such as Argentina and
Brazil were dominating the proceedings at the conference, suggested that a fund be
created to approve short-term projects from which Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico would
be excluded.®® When Dillon contacted Washington at the conclusion of the conference,
he wrote that the Americans’ relations with the Argentine delegation was “fine and
helpful,” and complimented Alemann for his “outstanding” work in “helping direct [the]
course of [the] conference.”®! Dillon’s final summary of Argentina’s role would be
highly important in shaping U.S. officials’ expectations for the second Punta del Este

conference in 1962. Argentina had disagreed with components of the U.S. plan, but
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Frondizi had offered a compromise measure to help the U.S. reach a broad consensus of
support for the charter that produced the Alliance. While no U.S. documents explicitly
link Dillon’s impression of the Argentines from the first Punta del Este conference to
what the Kennedy administration hoped might happen in the second, it’s not a stretch to
suggest that officials hoped that Argentina could again compromise and help build a
strong consensus in the effort to isolate Cuba.

The Argentine points of contention with the Alliance for Progress and the
country’s economic relationship with the United States were not fully resolved with the
conclusion of the Punta del Este conference, but the two nations generally worked
together within the framework of the Alliance and Frondizi’s government sought to reap
the benefits of U.S. aid. The Argentines eagerly requested aid for several major projects,
sometimes to the point that the U.S. officials receiving the requests became annoyed.
Secretary of State Dean Rusk, in a memorandum he wrote before Kennedy was to meet
with Frondizi in New York on September 26, mentioned that Argentina had requested
over $1 billion in U.S. loans for a hydroelectric plant and for the development of various
domestic industries. Few of the requests had been mentioned and most seemed to “have
been hastily conceived and haphazardly presented.” Rusk suggested that Kennedy
inform Frondizi that “the unexpected nature of the requests” made it impossible to
commit to any of them on short notice.®? The joint communique issued from the meeting,
however, promoted a spirit of cooperation between the two leaders on the Alliance for
Progress. Frondizi pledged “full adherence of Argentina to the untiring efforts” of the

U.S, while Kennedy made a “firm decision to cooperate with President Frondizi” to

32 Memorandum for President Kennedy, New York, September 26, 1961, in Papers of John F. Kennedy,
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strengthen Argentina’s economy and democratic institutions.*® And in February, with the
Argentine economy still struggling to rebound from the austerity measures, Frondizi
requested an additional $50 million credit from the U.S. Treasury to go along with a
previously-planned $100 million credit from the IMF to handle “transitory” economic
difficulties.®* Kennedy approved the request and emphasized to Frondizi that the U.S.
appreciated Frondizi’s “courageous program of economic development.” Frondizi, in
spite of some reservations his government had with the Alliance, had proven that he was

willing to cooperate with the United States.
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Chapter 3: Frondizi, Kennedy and the “Cuban Question”

While Frondizi’s government had largely supported American efforts to
implement the Alliance for Progress due to the economic and social gains that would
follow, it initially appeared that it would be a less reliable ally to the Kennedy
administration’s policies towards Fidel Castro’s Cuba. Even as the OAS triumphantly
approved the Alliance for Progress, the Cuban alternative and, as U.S. officials saw it,
threat to its success loomed over the Punta del Este conference with the presence of
Cuban Finance Minister Ernesto “Che” Guevara. Arguably the most ideologically
communist member of Castro’s inner circle, Guevara made use of his speaking
opportunities at Punta del Este to repudiate the Alliance. In a speech on August 9,
Guevara pushed the idea that the Cuban example of lower-class revolution would win
over U.S.-led, top-down reform. He stated that while he hoped for economic growth, he
felt that ““if there were not urgent measures to meet the demands of the people, the
example of Cuba can take root in the countries of Latin America.”®® Dillon, while
admitting that his speech was “a masterful presentation of [the] Communist point of
view” on the Alliance, wrote to Washington that Guevara had “made little substantive
impression on [the] delegates.”®” Dillon’s assessment proved correct, as Guevara cast the
only dissenting vote against the Alliance for Progress at Punta del Este.

Despite this unified stand against Cuba, the Kennedy administration and several

Latin American governments wanted to take action that would more formally isolate

3% Ernesto “Che” Guevara, Cuba en Punta del Este (Havana, 1961), found in Taffet, Foreign Aid as
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Castro’s government from the rest of the hemisphere. Colombian President Alberto
Lleras Camargo began the initiative in May 1961 and called for a meeting of foreign
ministers of the OAS to take action against Cuba. Through the U.S. embassy in Bogota,
Lleras Camargo iterated that such a meeting could “examine evident threats to peace”
and to “indicate measures which should be taken in [the] face [of] specified foreseeable
acts [of] aggression by Cuba or through her intervention against [the] integrity and
autonomy [of the] American States.”*® The Colombian plan, outlined in a State
Department communication with each embassy in Latin America in June, would be to
highlight the values of the inter-American system, show that the Cuban government had
violated them, and call for it to abandon its ties to the “Sino-Soviet bloc” or face
“automatic intervention” from the rest of the OAS.*® After Castro formally declared
himself for the first time to be a Marxist-Leninist on December 1, U.S. officials called for
“strengthening” of the Colombian proposals.*’ The joint U.S.-Colombian position by the
end of December, which gained the support of the majority of the nations in Latin
America, called for a collective break by OAS nations in diplomatic and economic
relations with Cuba if two-thirds (14) of the delegations voted in favor of sanctions. The
proposed meeting would take place in Punta del Este in January, 1962, and would address
the “Cuban question” along these lines.

The Kennedy administration’s effort to isolate Cuba was part of its larger strategy

to remove Castro from power, and was largely a product of its failure to remove him
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months earlier. On April 17, 1961, 1,500 CIA-trained Cuban exiles landed at the Bay of
Pigs and, with American help, set out to take advantage of Cubans’ discontent with
Castro and overthrow him. The landing turned out to be a complete disaster, with the
entire force either killed or captured. The Bay of Pigs was a humiliating failure for
Kennedy, and it helped both strengthen Fidel Castro’s hold on power in Cuba and push
his government towards a closer relationship with the Soviet Union. Kennedy emerged
even more determined to remove the Cuban leader: Rabe wrote that Kennedy “seemed
obsessed with Fidel Castro’s Cuba,” and this feeling intensified following the Bay of
Pigs.** Ata May 5 meeting of the National Security Council, Kennedy directed that the
U.S. policy would continue “to aim at the downfall of Castro.”*? The Kennedy
administration began working on different strategies to topple Castro: it authorized
dozens of assassination attempts on the Cuban leader, imposed an economic embargo
against Cuba, the CIA tried to coordinate with resistance movements to lead a revolution
on the island, and military officers drew up attack plans in the case of a possible invasion.
Cutting off Cuba from trade with the entire hemisphere would serve as another way to
put pressure on Castro, potentially leading to the collapse of his government.

Isolating Castro from the other nations of the hemisphere could also have
achieved several major objectives related to the Alliance for Progress and relations with
Latin American nations in general. U.S. officials were concerned that Cuba, given that

Castro had called for the example of the Cuban Revolution to spread through Latin
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America, could take advantage of its diplomatic ties with nations and work to subvert
democratic governments from the inside. Should these diplomatic relations be severed, it
would reduce the possibility for Cuban subversion. A State Department policy paper in
1962 declared a major goal to help the region “resist Communist subversion” and “isolate
and promote the downfall of the Communist beachhead in Cuba.”*® In addition, the
Kennedy administration had received criticism for its unilateral action with the Bay of
Pigs invasion and the Colombian proposal called for a collective measure against Cuba
that potentially could be more effective. In their original proposal for a meeting of
foreign ministers, the Colombian government deemed it “indispensable [to] modify [the]
impression produced...by [the] abortive Cuban invasion.” It argued that if the inter-
American system kept its “unity preserved and efficacy stimulated, [the] American States
can avert risks [of the] Cold War and prevent Communism’s advance, penetration, and
infiltration [the] in rest of [the] hemisphere.”** Finally, a unified measure against Cuba
would be a significant public blow to Castro’s image in the hemisphere and a vote of
confidence for the Alliance for Progress. For this reason, officials both before and during
the Punta del Este conference worked to build a consensus beyond a two-third majority
for sanctions against Cuba.

In addition, U.S. public opinion had a significant impact on the Kennedy’s push to
isolate Cuba from the hemisphere. Members of Congress and much of the American
public favored strong action against Cuba going into the second Punta del Este

conference. Democratic Rep. Dante B. Fascell wrote a letter to Kennedy and called for
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“the moral censure, the mandatory break in diplomatic relations, and economic sanctions
against Cuba,” even if some countries did not support it. He emphasized that it was “the
time for our Latin friends to stand up and be counted in the cause of freedom to which the
Alliance for Progress is dedicated.”®® An article in the Republican-leaning New York
Herald Tribune shared Fascell’s view and called for the Latin American republics to
follow the U.S. position: “the cold facts of Castro’s aggressive communism can only be
ignored by any American country at grave peril to all.”*® At the conference, Rusk made
it abundantly clear that the influence of U.S. public opinion on Cuba made it necessary
for the OAS to take strong action against Cuba. Should the meeting fail to produce a
decisive measure to exclude Castro’s government, both Congress and the U.S. public
would lose support for collective measures through the OAS and the Alliance for
Progress. Rusk warned the foreign ministers of Argentina, Brazil, and Chile in one
meeting of the “domestic problem” in the U.S., and that “lack of concern on the part of
the OAS with regard to Cuba” could affect U.S. relations with Latin America
negatively.*” In another conversation two days later with members of the Argentine
delegation, Rusk iterated that “there was a crisis in American public opinion concerning

the OAS,” and as such it was “vital” that the conference produced strong action against

Cuba.*®
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By contrast, Frondizi had a more moderate view about Cuba’s relations with the
hemisphere and did not favor strong measures to isolate Castro’s government in 1961.
As relations between the Eisenhower administration and Cuba worsened in 1959 and
1960, Frondizi had tried multiple times to help mediate between the two countries. In
March 1961, Frondizi’s government made another attempt to do so with the Kennedy
administration. In its official offer to Rusk, Foreign Minister Didgenes Taboada wrote
that Argentina was “prepared to use its good offices” to repair the relationship between
the U.S. and Cuba as part of its “unvarying determination to promote the best relations
between states.”*® And at Punta del Este just after the final vote, the Argentine
delegation, with help from the Brazilians, helped arrange a private meeting between
Kennedy adviser Richard Goodwin and Che Guevara. Promising to keep the
conversation confidential, Guevara proposed that in exchange for a rapprochement with
the United States and a resumption of trade, the Cuban government would pay for
American properties that had been nationalized and would not make any political
alliances with Communist nations in the Soviet bloc.>® Neither the early attempt at
mediation nor the meeting between Goodwin and Guevara resonated with Kennedy and
his top foreign policy advisers, and failed to close the growing rift between the United
States and Cuba.

Frondizi had several ideological traits to his foreign policy that led him toward a

more moderate stance toward Castro than Kennedy. He was not sympathetic about
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Castro or his ideology: Sheinin wrote that Frondizi “was no supporter of Castro.”®* In

contacts with U.S. officials, his government frequently made clear their opposition to
international communism. But the Argentine president generally believed that it would
be counterproductive to take drastic action against Cuba and instead felt that economic
development through the Alliance for Progress would be the best defense against
communism. Juan José Cresto wrote that Frondizi believed “the fall of Castro would not
mean anything” on its own, and that an increase in living standards from economic
development would remove the pre-conditions that allowed a leader such as Castro to
come to power.%? Such a view aligned with his domestic goal for desarrollismo and
showed that his foreign and domestic policy outlooks were connected. Frondizi
personally opposed measures that would violate the independence of an individual nation
in the hemisphere. Maria de Montserrat Llairé and Raimundo Siepe, looking at the most
prevalent aspects of Frondizi’s foreign policy, identified “the principle of non-
intervention and self-determination” as a defining trait.>® In the case of the Cuban
question, this meant his government would oppose any measure that forced another
country into taking an action against its will. Frondizi had also worked to improve
relations with Brazil: Montserrat Llairé and Siepe wrote that he strove to find a “common
front” for the development of both countries.>* This made him more conscious of
Brazil’s domestic political situation, and since the country had a large support base for

left-wing politics that would oppose a strong move against Castro he believed that it
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would be wrong to force Brazil into supporting such a move. As a result of these views,
Frondizi opposed confrontation in the Cold War and instead called for nations to work
together toward development. He would later write that “the Cold War can end in two
ways: through a nuclear war or through a peaceful coexistence” of nations and “effective
collaboration between the great powers to promote social and cultural development.”>®

To some degree, Frondizi’s moderate position on the “Cuban question” fit into a
larger theme of Argentine exceptionalism in South American affairs. Tulchin argued that
Argentina has historically believed it has a significant position in Latin American affairs
and “deserves a prominent place in the family of nations.”®® Argentina under Perén had a
contentious relationship with the United States and often tried to assert its independence
in foreign policy. Frondizi’s policy towards Cuba and the United States followed along
these lines: Tulchin argued that Frondizi hoped a more conciliatory approach “would
demonstrate Argentina’s independence of action and its influence in world affairs.”’
Kennedy administration officials were aware of the exceptionalism in Argentine foreign
policy and the implications on the “Cuban question.” In response to Argentina’s offer to
mediate between Cuba and the United States in March 1961, U.S. ambassador to
Argentina Roy R. Rubottom wrote that it was likely an “attempt by Argentina [to] retain
[a] position [of] leadership [in] Latin America.” Furthermore, Rubottom posited that

Frondizi planned to use this strategy to help his standing among the Argentine public,

believing it showed Frondizi’s “belief he can now use [the] Cuban situation to political
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advantage.”® U.S. officials would try to capitalize on this exceptionalism in January
1962 when trying to reach a common position with the Argentines, frequently expressing
the significance of Argentina’s position among OAS nations and the importance of its
vote at Punta del Este.

Rubottom’s analysis proved to be accurate in a way, as the most consequential
element of Frondizi’s ambivalent stance on the Cuban question was the influence of
domestic political opinion in Argentina. Frondizi by 1961 faced significant pressure
from both Peronist working-class voters and from his own military officers. He had won
the 1958 election in Argentina in part due to a secret agreement he had made with Perén
beforehand: Peron would secure the support of his supporters for Frondizi, and Frondizi
would end the political proscription of Peronists and allow their candidates to run in
future elections. The austerity measures his government had enacted in 1959 had
worsened living conditions for many working-class Argentines, and as a result Frondizi
effectively lost the support of most Peronists. Luis Alberto Romero wrote that Frondizi’s
“stabilization” program had “put an end to the precarious coexistence of the government”
and labor unions, largely controlled by Peronists.>® The domestic backlash to his
economic policies put serious pressure on Frondizi, and his moderate approach to the
“Cuban question” was partly a way to win back the support of working-class Argentines.

Unlike in other Latin American nations such as Brazil, Argentina did not have a
sizeable base of Communists, socialists, or other traditional left-wing political groups.

However, many Argentines would have resisted full support of the U.S.-Colombian

%8 Telegram from the Embassy in Argentina to the Department of State, Buenos Aires, March 4, 1961, in
FRUS, Cuba, Doc. 52, p. 114.

%9 Luis Alberto Romero, A History of Argentina in the Twentieth Century: Updated and Revised Edition,
trans. James P. Brennan (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 142.

28



position on Cuba. Romero wrote that the Cuban Revolution “had been celebrated” by
many people in Argentina across the political spectrum, though his “move toward the
socialist bloc” caused sentiment to become more divided.®® Peronists and other
nationalist groups did not want Frondizi to take a position too closely aligned to that of
the United States or one that would seemingly restrict Argentina’s national sovereignty.
Szusterman wrote that to many Argentines, the “Cuban question” was viewed not in
terms of “democracy versus communism,” but as “yankee imperialism versus fidelismo.”
Few Argentines supported the latter option, but many also would have opposed a total
pro-U.S. position that seemed like the former option. This idea extended to the Alliance
for Progress, as Frondizi had to be careful not to accept so much aid from the U.S. that he
appeared to be encouraging American imperialism.5! Tulchin argued that this was a
direct result of Peron’s rule in Argentina: a major part of his appeal was his resistance to
“Yankee imperialism” and his “rhetorical nationalism” in resistance to U.S. domination
of Latin America. As a result, it was “difficult for any regime” afterward to “cooperate
with the United States in any manner without exciting rabid opposition” from Peronists.5?
On the other hand, the Argentine military was staunchly anti-communist and
favored strong measures against Castro’s government. Military pressure on Frondizi was
a major factor in his presidency from the beginning. This was not unique in Argentine
politics: there were military coups in 1930 and 1943, and Perdn had been deposed by

military officers in the 1955 “Liberating Revolution.” Following Peron’s ouster, officers

prioritized political stability and generally opposed Peronism after 1955. Romero wrote
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that the Argentine military “was divided about how much constitutional institutions
should be respected” and how much it should intervene in the decision-making process of
the civilian government.®® After Perdn publicly revealed the pre-election agreement he
had made with Frondizi in 1959, the officers viewed Frondizi with suspicion. Sheinin
wrote that the military was “wary” of Frondizi because of this and nearly overthrew
Frondizi, only backing down when he agreed to appoint a more conservative economic
minister and give the military more “firm control” over economic policy.®* The
Argentine military generally favored the U.S. position on Castro and the Cuban
Revolution and throughout 1961 and early 1962 would apply more pressure on Frondizi
to take strong action against Cuba.

This pressure from both sides pushed Frondizi into a difficult position, as he
couldn’t decisively come out in favor of or against the U.S. position on Cuba without
angering one. Walcher wrote that Frondizi, with these different groups putting pressure
on him from each side, “was forced to walk a political tightrope” on both economic and
political matters.®> As a result, he was pushed into taking a more moderate position on
the Cuban question that hopefully would placate both sides. William Michael Schmidli
argued that Frondizi’s attempts to mediate between the United States and Cuba were a
product of his precarious domestic political situation. Frondizi hoped that successful
mediation “would simultaneously confirm his anticommunist credentials in the eyes of

Argentine military officers and belie accusations from across the Argentine political
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spectrum of kowtowing to the United States.”®® However, any hopes Frondizi had to
mediate between the United States and Cuba were dashed after the first Punta del Este
conference. Frondizi controversially arranged for Che Guevara to fly to Buenos Aires to
meet him personally in secret just days after the conference as part of his mediation
strategy. While the meeting with Guevara did not elicit significant criticism from the
Kennedy administration, it garnered significant opposition from anti-communist portions
of the Argentine public. The newspaper La Prensa responded to it by declaring that
Frondizi had “esoteric links with the leaders of international communism.”®’
Furthermore, leaders of the Argentine military were furious that Frondizi had spoken to
Guevara and confronted the president. Frondizi tried to plead his case, declaring that
Argentina “was not a satellite of anyone,” had to exercise “political independence, and
that hosting Che was a sign of Argentina’s “leadership of Latin America.”® The officers
were unmoved by this, and the matter was only settled when Frondizi agreed to remove
his foreign minister, Adolfo Mugica, and replace him with the more conservative Miguel
Angel Carcano. For the rest of his presidency, there would be significant pressure on
Frondizi from the military to take a stronger position on Cuba more in line with that of
the United States.

Frondizi’s ideology, his embrace of Argentine exceptionalism, and his precarious
political position all contributed to his government’s position on the “Cuban question”

going into the second Punta del Este conference. Frondizi would argue that any
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resolution should focus on the Alliance for Progress and the development of the values it
stood for: economic development, social progress, and democracy. Argentine officials
opposed resolutions that imposed obligatory sanctions on Cuba, such as breaking
economic and diplomatic relations, for each member of the OAS. And most importantly,
Frondizi and his subordinates made clear that any decision made at Punta del Este needed
unanimous or near-unanimous support from the Latin American delegations. A united
decision at Punta del Este would be a vote of confidence for the Alliance for Progress and
desarrollismo. In this way, the Argentine position was similar to the U.S. position on the
“Cuban question,” although the U.S. wanted a broad consensus and hoped to come away
with sanctions against Cuba whereas the Argentines valued a broad consensus over
strong sanctions. In addition, reaching a nearly unanimous decision would allow
Frondizi to placate both sides of the split in domestic opinion. It would allow him to side
with the United States on a major Cold War issue and also would shield him from any
claim that he had given in to U.S. “imperialism.”

Officials in the Kennedy administration were well aware of the importance of
Argentina in its larger policy on the Cuban question. As one of the larger, more
developed and more influential nations in South America, Argentina’s support for any
initiative on the “Cuban question” could cause other wavering nations to follow its lead.
A memorandum in May 1961 to presidential adviser Ralph Dungan stated: “our relations
with Argentina are of particular significance because of that country’s influence in Latin

America, as is currently being demonstrated in connection with the Cuban situation.”®
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During his September meeting with Frondizi, Kennedy said that Argentina, along with
Brazil and Mexico, was one of the “key countries” in any effort to isolate Cuba from the
rest of the hemisphere, and “nothing could be done” without its support.”® And in a later
conversation with the Colombian foreign minister, Kennedy once again referred to
Argentina as “the key” to the “problem” of getting nearly every country in Latin America
to support isolating Castro’s government.’* As a result, the Kennedy administration
worked to persuade Frondizi to agree with the U.S.-Colombian plan to isolate Castro’s
government.

Initially, it seemed clear that Frondizi’s government would not be easily
convinced to go along. Goodwin, shortly after his meeting with Guevara, wrote to
Kennedy that “any hope for OAS action — along the lines of the Colombian initiative — is
dead” since “big countries,” which would have likely included Argentina, would not have
been willing to risk domestic political fallout from taking a strong measure against
Castro’s government.’> While in New York in September, Frondizi told U.S.
Ambassador to the United Nations Adlai Stevenson that he and new Brazilian president
Jodo Goulart had mutually agreed that “no OAS action against Cuba was feasible” until
tangible economic results of the Alliance for Progress could be clearly felt inside their
countries.” He repeated this sentiment in his subsequent meeting with Kennedy. Both

Frondizi and the rest of the Argentine delegation were unmoved when shown documents,

0 Memorandum of Conversation Between President Kennedy and President Frondizi, New York,
September 26, 1961, in FRUS, Cuba, Doc. 264, p. 658.

"I Memorandum of Conversation, “Secretary’s Delegation to the Sixteenth Session of the United Nations
General Assembly,” New York, September 25, 1961, in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 115, pp. 258-59.
2 Memorandum from the President’s Assistant Special Counsel (Goodwin) to President Kennedy,
Washington, August 22, 1961, in FRUS, Cuba, Doc. 256, p. 640.

8 Memorandum of Conversation, “Aid to Argentina,” New York, September 24, 1961, in Papers of John F.
Kennedy, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963 (online), p. 6.
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allegedly from the Cuban embassy in Buenos Aires detailing subversive activities in
Argentina, and even questioned their authenticity.’* Frondizi had made it clear that he
would only be willing to push Castro out of the inter-American system once the Alliance
for Progress had achieved some of its goals.

On December 24, Frondizi, Carcano and other top foreign policy officials met
with Kennedy in Palm Beach, Florida to discuss the upcoming meeting for foreign
ministers. The fact that the leaders met for a face-to-face meeting on Christmas Eve by
itself underscored just how important Argentina was in the U.S. effort to isolate Cuba.
Frondizi took a similar position to the one he had in September. He was unreceptive to
applying sanctions to Cuba due to “political difficulties” in Brazil, Chile, and Mexico that
could lead to their refusal to go along with strong measures. He repeatedly called for the
two countries to work together to maintain the solidarity of the inter-American system.
Cércano warned that too harsh a resolution could push Cuba into closer ties with the
Soviet bloc.” Having apparently given up no ground from his original position on the
Cuban question, Frondizi also frustrated Kennedy by proposing that Argentina could
possibly sell meat, wool and grains to the People’s Republic of China, remarking that he
“did not consider Red China a threat” because it faced significant internal problems.
Kennedy responded that China “constitutes such a great and unpredictable threat” to the

West and “it would be very unfortunate if anything were done” to help it.”® Kennedy did,

4 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, Washington, September 27, 1961,
in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 173, pp. 358-59.

> Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, Washington, December 26, 1961,
in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 127, pp. 278-79.

6 Memorandum of Conversation, “Summary of a Conversation between President Kennedy and President
Frondizi at Palm Beach, December 24, 1961, on subjects other than the Prospective Meeting of
Consultation of Ministers of Foreign Affairs Scheduled for January 22, 1962, Palm Beach, Florida,
December 24, 1961, in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 174, pp. 361-362.
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however, agree with his counterpart’s view about the importance of keeping the
hemisphere unified, and agreed to read over an Argentine draft resolution for the meeting
if they wished to make one.”” In spite of the differences between the Argentine and U.S.
positions, Kennedy’s willingness to let Frondizi’s government propose a specific plan of
action for Punta del Este suggested that he was willing to work with the Argentines to

reach a common position.

" Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, Washington, December 26, 1961,
in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 127, p. 279.
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Chapter 4: The Second Punta del Este Conference

Frondizi sent three Argentine draft resolutions to the United States through the
embassy in Buenos Aires on January 2, along with a personal letter to Kennedy. In this
letter, he cautioned against “neglecting questions that are the highest priority to the
Americas” because “we are so preoccupied with the problem of Cuba.” The Argentine
resolutions, he argued, had combined previous Argentine positions with parts of the
original Colombian proposals. Frondizi again warned that an immediate break in
relations with Cuba would “create internal difficulties” and *“jeopardize the stability” of
countries in Latin America. His government’s resolutions, Frondizi claimed, would
“ensure a unanimous Hemispheric declaration” and put pressure on the Cuban
government “whether or not it is going to participate in the inter-American system” rather
than ban it outright. Only through “unity and cohesion” of the member nations of the
OAS could a proper message be sent to Castro, and as a result the “central purpose” of
the upcoming meeting had to be “the strengthening of continental solidarity.”’®

The Argentine draft resolutions mostly followed the rhetoric of Frondizi’s letter.
The first two resolutions defined the inter-American system through shared ideals. These
included representative democracy, protection of human rights, economic and social
development under the Alliance for Progress, and the principles of self-determination and

non-intervention. The first resolution also made clear that a nation in the system could

not “enter into military understandings with “extracontinental powers” that would

78 |_etter from President Frondizi to President Kennedy, Buenos Aires, January 2, 1962, in Papers of John F.
Kennedy, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963 (online), pp. 27-37.
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threaten other states in the hemisphere or try to subvert democratic governments.”® The
Argentine position in the first two resolutions generally followed the U.S.-Colombian
position, outlining common ideals and how Castro’s government had violated them. The
third resolution, however, veered away from what the Kennedy administration wanted
from the meeting. It called for Cuba to “adhere rigorously” to the rules of the inter-
American system and break its ties to the Soviet Union. The Council of the OAS would
be responsible for monitoring any future Cuban violations and would recommend to
individual countries how they should respond to them. The resolution did not call for the
application of sanctions or even detail any specific measures the Council could take to
monitor Cuba’s compliance, and there was no mention of an obligatory break in
economic and diplomatic relations with Cuba.®’ In sum, the Argentine draft resolutions
showed an agreement with the U.S. position over inter-American ideals and that Cuba
under Castro had strayed from them, but called for a much softer approach to the “Cuban
question,” which Frondizi likely hoped would cause fewer problems with public opinion
in Argentina and would attract a broader consensus among nations of the OAS.

Kennedy administration officials were not impressed by the more moderate
position of this third resolution. In a memorandum to Kennedy, presidential adviser
Arthur M. Schlesinger summarized the Argentine argument from the documents as that
the U.S. was “obsessed with Cuba at the expense of the long-run needs of the

hemisphere” and that “primary stress” should be on fulfilling the Alliance for Progress.

8 Argentine Draft Resolution No. 1 for the Upcoming OAS Meeting for Foreign Ministers, Buenos Aires,
January 2, 1962, in Papers of John F. Kennedy, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security,
1961-1963 (online), pp. 45-51.

8 Argentine Draft Resolution No. 3 for the Upcoming OAS Meeting for Foreign Ministers, Buenos Aires
January 2, 1962, in Papers of John F. Kennedy, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security,
1961-1963 (online), pp. 54-55.
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He sarcastically referred to the third resolution as “a mild exhortation to Cuba to break its
extracontinental ties and be a good boy.” Finding his letter “irritating,” Schlesinger
iterated that while the Alliance was a “long-run cure for the conditions which breed
Castroism,” it was clear that “something more was needed in the short-term.” Rather
than adopt a more moderate position in the hopes of getting a unanimous vote in favor of
it, he recommended “the strongest consensus of a substantial majority” that would apply
sanctions on Cuba and called for significant revisions to the Argentine resolutions.®* On
January 11, officials sent revised versions of the Argentine resolutions back to Buenos
Aires along. The character of the first two resolutions stayed mostly intact and most of
the American edits were changes in wording. U.S. officials also added more explicit
Cold War context, such as including “Sino-Soviet bloc” to the section on
“extracontinental powers” and mentioning “international communism” as a value
incompatible with the inter-American system. The third resolution was essentially a
complete re-write of the Argentine version. It called Cuba “an accomplice of the Sino-
Soviet bloc” and gave the Council of the OAS the power to recommend that all OAS
members break relations with it should it not cut its ties to Communist states.®? The
resolutions were sent along with a reply letter from Kennedy to Frondizi. In it, Kennedy
emphasized threat of Cuba, “an accomplice” to the Soviet bloc, and the possibility that

the spread of communism could lead to “the denial of every value for which the Alliance

81 Memorandum for the President, “Argentine Resolutions for the Meeting of Foreign Ministers,”
Washington, January 8, 1962, in Papers of John F. Kennedy, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina:
Security, 1961-1963 (online), 22-23.

82 Memorandum for the President, “Reply to President Frondizi and Suggested Revisions in Proposed Draft
Resolutions,” Washington, January 10, 1962, in Papers of John F. Kennedy, President’s Office Files,
Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963 (online), 70-81.
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for Progress stands.” As such, it was clear that the OAS needed to take stronger action
than what was detailed in the Argentine resolutions.

However, Kennedy also tried to convince Frondizi that the two shared the same
view on key issues going into the meeting and were not far from an agreement. He wrote
that he saw the “solidarity of the hemisphere” as highly important, that it was necessary
to focus on achievements in “economic and social development” in Latin America, and
that he wanted “unanimity, or virtual unanimity” during the final vote. Kennedy then
gave a powerfully-worded message on the implications of a successful meeting at Punta
del Este:

If we achieve a satisfactory decision at Punta del Este and...maintain the

essential unity of the hemisphere, you will have made a highly significant

contribution to that result. This fruitful collaboration between our two countries

will, I am confident, be extended and strengthened in all fields of hemispheric

political and economic activity. The important role which Argentina is playing

in Latin America will be one of the most important forces in bringing us closer to

our mutual goals for the freedom and prosperity of the Americas.®
Kennedy assured Frondizi that only “changes of language,” not “changes of principle,”
would be needed from Argentina for the two governments to reach a common position on
the Cuban question.?* Kennedy’s reply to Frondizi demonstrated how the U.S. was
willing to work with Argentina to find a common position at Punta del Este. Should this
happen, Kennedy was willing to give Argentina credit for a successful conference,
hemispheric unity in general, and the success of the Alliance for Progress. This language

played to Frondizi’s belief in Argentine exceptionalism and the prominent role it could

play in the hemisphere, and one can imagine Kennedy had this in mind when he wrote

8 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, Washington, January 11, 1962, in
FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 133, 288-90.
8 Ibid., 289.
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the letter. While Kennedy and officials in his administration disagreed with the
Argentine plan for the Punta del Este conference, Kennedy in his letter showed his
appreciation for parts of Frondizi’s position, pointed out areas on which the two leaders
agreed, and actively tried to convince Frondizi that the two countries could reach an
understanding at Punta del Este.

On January 9, Rusk cabled all U.S. ambassadors in Latin America to clarify U.S.
priorities for the upcoming meeting of foreign ministers. He identified Argentina as the
“leader” of the group opposed to breaking relations with Cuba, but also as capable of
being persuaded to take “non-mandatory” action. Rusk called for the “most conclusive
possible...OAS position against Castro’s regime” as the main U.S. goal.® Prior to the
conference, this meant the removal of Cuba from the inter-American system, with
obligatory diplomatic and economic sanctions by each nation. However, the Kennedy
administration changed this at the meeting of foreign ministers at Punta del Este, and
during the conference pushed for the delegations to instead expel Cuba from the OAS.
Writing later in his account of the Kennedy presidency, Schlesinger acknowledged that
while Argentina was among the countries “passionately opposed to the sanctions”
proposed by the U.S. and Colombia, the idea to exclude Cuba from the OAS “had been
informally advanced” by Argentine officials as an alternative to sanctions.® Schlesinger
ostensibly referred to a January 18 meeting in Washington between Rusk and Under
Secretary for Foreign Affairs Oscar H. Camilién, just days before both would head to

Punta del Este for the meeting of foreign ministers. Camilion opined that rather than

8 Circular Telegram from the Department of State to All Posts in the American Republics, Washington,
January 9, 1962, in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 132, p. 287.

8 Arthur M. Schlesinger, A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White House, First Mariner Books
edition (New York: Mariner Books, 2002), orig. published 1965, pp. 781-82.
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obligatory sanctions it would be better to “find a way to suspend Cuba’s participation
within the inter-American system.” Rusk responded that suspension of Cuba from the
OAS along these lines could be a possible “substitute” for sanctions and was worth
consideration.®’

When the Punta del Este meeting of Foreign Ministers began, Rusk, leading the
U.S. delegation, discussed the option to exclude Cuba from the OAS with Carcano, who
led the Argentine delegation. He stated that the Argentine idea of “exclusion [of Cuba
from the OAS]” was “worth consideration.”® By the following day, the idea seemed to
have grown on Rusk: he cabled to Washington after the second day of the conference that
exclusion of the Cuban government from the OAS could actually be “more drastic” than
all countries severing relations with it.2® Pushing for exclusion, an idea that had to an
extent been proposed by the Argentines, was a major indicator that the Kennedy
administration was willing to be flexible in its approach if it meant gaining Argentina’s
support.

The first meeting between Rusk and Carcano at Punta del Este reaffirmed key
disagreements between their countries over the Cuban question, but also more signs that
they could find some kind of acceptable middle ground. Rusk stressed the importance for
the delegations to take decisive measures even if it meant some did not vote in favor of
them, with an immediate decision on Cuba’s fate. By contrast, Carcano said it was better

to follow a “slower and safer path” if it meant getting a near-unanimous vote, suggesting

87 Memorandum of Conversation, “Redrafts of Argentine Resolutions for 8" MFM,” Washington, January
18, 1962, in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 135, pp. 293-94.

8U.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/12, “Secretary’s Meeting
with Argentine Foreign Minister Carcano,” Punta del Este, Uruguay, January 22, 1962, CDF 371.04/1-
2262, Box 583, RG 59, NARA.

8 Telegram from Secretary of State Rusk to the Department of State, Punta del Este, Uruguay, January 23,
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that the OAS amend its charter to permit future expulsion of the Cuban government.
However, the Argentine foreign minister promised that the U.S. only needed to offer
“small concessions” to gain the support of several wavering votes. The two also
disagreed over how many votes would constitute “unity” of the member states: Rusk
believed that sixteen votes would be sufficient, while Carcano wanted one with 18 or 19
votes in favor. This did, however, represent a step in the right direction given that the
Argentines had previously insisted on a resolution with unanimous support. Most
notably, Rusk asked Carcano point blank if Argentina was committed to vote with Brazil
at the conference and Carcano answered “no” in an apparent departure from Frondizi’s
position in September.®® This crucial early meeting left Rusk somewhat optimistic, and
he cabled Washington the following day to report that Argentina and the other countries
against obligatory sanctions were “moving significantly” in the right direction.%

Over the next several days, Argentine officials continued to reaffirm their
opposition to Castro’s government while expressing their reluctance to vote for strong,
obligatory measures. On January 24, Rusk met with Carcano and with other foreign
ministers of a bloc that U.S. officials referred to as the “group of seven” countries
favoring a moderate resolution: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Bolivia, Mexico, Ecuador, and
Haiti. Each of these countries’ delegations generally supported the original portions
condemning communism, reaffirming democracy and non-intervention, and stating that

the Cuban government had violated the principles of the inter-American system.

% U.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/12, “Secretary’s Meeting
with Argentine Foreign Minister Carcano,” Punta del Este, Uruguay, January 22, 1962, CDF 371.04/1-
2262, Box 583, RG 59, NARA.

9 Telegram from Secretary of State Rusk to the Department of State, Punta del Este, January 23, 1962, in
FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 137, p. 297.
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However, they would only agree to change the OAS charter to allow the suspension of a
member and would not vote for any immediate sanctions against Cuba. Rusk responded
that while the “positions” between the two emerging groups “were getting closer,” the
U.S. could not approve any measure without a “strong effort toward suspending or
excluding the Cuban Government” immediately.®> On January 25, Carcano gave a
speech in front of the entire conference. He proclaimed that “a Communist state is
incompatible with the principles and foundations of the inter-Ameican system,” and that
it was necessary for the nations to come together to “defend and ensure harmonious
relations” and “the values of our culture.”® Rusk was very impressed by the speech,
later calling it “excellent” in “describing the Communist nature [of] Castro regime and its
incompatibility with inter-American system.” However, Rusk was frustrated that the
Argentine foreign minister “refrained from specifying measures.”%

Over the final days of the conference, this question of “specific measures” would
prove too divisive for the U.S. and Argentine delegations to reach an agreement. By
January 25, Rusk found the U.S. position to be “almost unreconcilable” with that of
Brazil due to domestic support for Castro and an unwillingness of the Brazilian

delegation to support sanctions.®® For the rest of the conference, Rusk tried to convince

Cércano and the Argentine delegation to vote in favor of a resolution regardless of
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Brazil’s likely abstention, hoping its support would swing other members of the “group
of seven” to the U.S. side. The Argentines remained committed to the idea of
hemispheric unity and could not commit to supporting the U.S. position, but it became
evident by mid-conference that a soft resolution on the “Cuban question” would not
guarantee a unanimous vote. On January 27, Rusk and Céarcano attended a meeting with
Foreign Ministers San Tiago Dantas of Brazil and José Joaquin Caicedo of Colombia that
featured several contentious exchanges. Caicedo accused the Argentines of weakening
their original proposals and declared that his government “would not accept a weak or
watered down resolution,” while Carcano stressed Brazil’s domestic situation and
accused Colombia and the smaller nations of Central America of trying to “impose their
will” on the wavering South American states. It was now Rusk’s turn to call for unity: he
emphasized the need to “avoid any damage in hemispheric relations” and that the
delegations had “to avoid a split at all costs.” Carcano, in agreement, noted that all of the
“group of seven” seven countries seemingly agreed that Cuba should be expelled from
the OAS, but disagreed over how it should be done.®®

Later that day, in a smaller meeting that only included the Argentine and
American delegations, Carcano promised that Argentina was willing to contribute to a
resolution that would make “a very clear statement on exclusion.” Rusk responded that
this would be decisive: “the meeting would be over” if the U.S. and Argentina could
reach an agreement over how to exclude Cuba from the OAS. Carcano conceded that at

the very least Chile would probably join Argentina if his delegation supported a U.S.

% U.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/33, “Secretary’s Meeting
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resolution in favor of exclusion. The two delegations, however, disagreed over exactly
how the exclusion process would work. The Argentine proposal called for a later
meeting of the Council of the OAS, which could then vote to amend the OAS charter to
allow a member state to be removed. Rusk voiced his displeasure with this plan since, in
his view, there was no way it “could take less than one year,” and it would not satisfy
U.S. public opinion. He called for a resolution that would immediately remove Cuba
from the OAS. Carlos Ortiz de Rosas, one of Carcano’s subordinates, replied that the
U.S. had to consider “countries which are more juridically minded,” and insisted that the
charter would need to be changed before any major decision on the “Cuban question.”®’
The Argentine delegation cited its concern over legal procedures of the OAS to argue that
the process of excluding Cuba should be done more slowly.

There may have been an ulterior motive to this focus on juridical concerns. U.S.
chargé d’affaires to Harry Hoyt, now the lead official at the embassy in Buenos Aires
(Rubottom had finished his service in October 1961 and his replacement had not arrived
yet), brought up a possible justification for the Argentine delegation’s position. Having
spoken to a former legal adviser for the Argentine Foreign Office, Hoyt wrote that he
believed the OAS “clearly has the authority” to suspend a country; Carcano’s arguments
against removing the Cuban government from it immediately, then, were “devoid of
juridical basis and reflect [the] desire” of the Argentine government to “postpone

indefinitely...any effective action” against Cuba.® Given Frondizi’s previously

7 U.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/34, “Secretary’s
Conversation with Argentine Foreign Minister,” Punta del Este, Uruguay, January 27, 1962, CDF 371.04/1-
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expressed opinions about the “Cuban question,” it’s clear why he had his delegation
adopt this particular strategy at Punta del Este. The Argentine president had wanted to
delay any strong action against Cuba until the economic and social effects of the Alliance
for Progress were clear, and drawing out the process of removing Cuba from the OAS
was a way to make this happen. As such, the Argentine and American delegations both
agreed that Cuba should be excluded, but disagreed over whether or not it should be done
immediately.

During the final days of the conference, Kennedy sent mixed directives to his
Secretary of State on how to proceed given the divide in opinion between those in favor
of immediate exclusion and those opposed to it. On January 28, Acting Secretary George
Ball cabled Rusk to convey Kennedy’s feelings. The president felt that the American
press would regard the conference “as a defeat for the United States if anything less than
full sanctions [were] approved.” Under the circumstances, “anything less than sweeping
sanctions may be interpreted as defeat.”®® From this, one gets the impression that
Kennedy wanted Cuba’s immediate expulsion from the OAS even if it meant several
nations would abstain. However, Ball provided Rusk with an article by Tad Szulc of the
New York Times with the title “Split on Cuba is a Blow to U.S.” as an example of this
negative press coverage. Szulc did not call for Cuba’s expulsion from the OAS at all
costs, but rather stressed the potential damage to U.S. goals in Latin America that could
come from a divided vote at Punta del Este. Szulc wrote that “impatient diplomacy” by

the U.S. and other nations in favor of expulsion threatened to “encourage the extreme

9 Telegram from the Department of State to the Delegation at the Meeting of Consultation of Ministers of
Foreign Affairs of the American Republics at Punta del Este, Washington, January 28, 1962, in FRUS,
American Republics, Doc. 141, p. 303.

46



Left opponents of the Alliance for Progress by stressing the political failure” of the
nations to reach a consensus. As a result, “both the Alliance and the system of inter-
American relations might be victimized” by the division at the conference.'®

Two days later, Kennedy seemingly called for a move in a direction more akin to
Szulc’s article, one that favored hemispheric unity over the strongest possible sanctions.
Kennedy, following a phone call with President Lleras Camargo of Colombia, now felt it
was best to reach a decision “which will have the broadest possible support.” He worried
about “victory for Castro and weakening of [the] inter-American system” if enough
countries did not support Cuba’s exclusion. In addition, the Alliance for Progress would
“be set back” if several countries opposed Cuba’s exclusion from the OAS.1% Kennedy
now seemingly called for a resolution that would win the support of Argentina and other
hesitant delegations at the conference, as only a unified vote would send a far stronger
message to Castro. Since this was a private message sent from the State Department to
the U.S. embassy in Colombia, it is possible that the exact same directive was not sent to
Rusk, but highly unlikely. During a White House staff meeting after the conference on
February 6, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy remarked that Kennedy had
wanted “nearly a unanimous outcome as possible” and that the US could have done better
than it ultimately did, to “squeak by with the minimum fourteen votes.”'% This shows

that Kennedy’s call for a unified vote at Punta del Este to Lleras Camargo indeed

reflected his hopes for how the conference would conclude. It’s likely that Kennedy
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wanted both a nearly unanimous vote and a resolution that led to Cuba’s immediate
expulsion from the OAS, and did not see them as mutually exclusive. However, it was
notable that Kennedy both still held out hope that Argentina and other wavering nations
could be won over, agreed with Frondizi’s persistent argument for inter-American unity,
and did not want to see a split vote over the “Cuban question.”

At Punta del Este, Rusk reached a point where he felt that the U.S. could not
achieve total hemispheric unity and pass a resolution that would immediately exclude
Cuba from the OAS. Discussions with Carcano over the final days of the conference
failed to change Argentina’s position, and Rusk decided to push for a final resolution that
would immediately expel Cuba even if it lost the support of the countries against strong
sanctions. He was able to secure a fourteenth vote in favor of the resolution, the number
needed for a two-thirds majority, by promising the Haitian foreign minister that the U.S.
would provide a loan to allow the country to build a new airport. For this, Rusk would
later be accused of having “bribed” Haiti for a favorable vote.1% On January 31, fourteen
nations of the OAS voted to expel Cuba’s government from the international body.
Argentina, along with Brazil, Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Mexico, voted in favor of the
two resolutions stating the principles of the inter-American system and that the Cuban
government had violated them (these resolutions each received a unanimous vote), but
abstained from the third one which called for Cuba’s immediate exclusion. In a final
conversation afterward with Carcano, Rusk remarked that it was “regrettable” that the
final resolution did not get a larger majority and the Argentine foreign minister agreed.

Céarcano then read aloud the contents of a letter from Frondizi that explained Argentina’s

103 Raymond L. Thurston Oral History, p. 21 John F. Kennedy Library, Boston, MA, found in Rabe, Most
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abstention: the resolution had gone against “Argentina’s long-standing devotion to
juridical standards,” and had caused the nations at the OAS to become “divided into two

parts.” Carcano did, however, praise Rusk for showing “patience and skill” in trying to

deal with both sides of the split in the OAS.1%
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Chapter 5: Aftermath and the March 1962 Argentine Coup

Following the final vote, Kennedy administration officials had mixed views about
how successful the Punta del Este conference had been. With Cuba now out of the OAS,
officials had gotten the outcome they desired, but the divided vote meant it would not
come with the benefit of united opinion in the hemisphere. Many viewed the Argentine
delegation with contempt for not reaching a common position with the U.S. Rusk
criticized the Argentines for giving the impression they would support exclusion and then
abstaining after cumbersome negotiations. In a final summary of the conference, he
wrote that the Argentines, along with the other five delegations that abstained, had “let us
down.” However, Rusk admitted that the abstaining delegations’ countries had internal
political problems that influenced their thinking at the conference, with one exception.
He wrote that “all countries except Argentina” were burdened by problems of domestic
political opinion that would have been aggravated by a vote to exclude Cuba from the
OAS.1% Rostow criticized the Argentine delegation for having “proposed a mealy-
mouthed anti-Communist compromise” that would not have been decisive enough,
forcing Rusk in a different direction. Unlike in Rusk’s final analysis, Rostow showed
some understanding of the Argentines’ thought process concerning public opinion: by
following a moderate line, Argentina could benefit “because they had opposed Uncle
Sam,” thus calming nationalist or “left-wing” opposition, and in some form “record a

gain” among its people. 1%
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American Republics, Doc. 145, pp. 308-09.
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Arthur Schlesinger also expressed disappointment with the conference, but for
different reasons. Schlesinger had been in Punta del Este as part of the U.S. delegation
for the first several days, but had left midway through it. The recollection in his work on
the Kennedy presidency seems to align with the views of Rusk, Bundy, and Rostow: the
Argentine delegation had floated the option of excluding Cuba from the OAS and then
“mysteriously glided away” from their own idea. He wrote that the conference was “a
substantial success” in spite of this since it had resulted in Castro’s exclusion.'%’
However, he expressed a much different position to Kennedy in the aftermath of Punta
del Este. Schlesinger wrote that the conference had shown the “pluralism” of views in
the inter-American system, something he felt was “wholly compatible with...our own
system.” He went on to criticize the U.S. position at Punta del Este: instead of the “hard
resolution and a divided hemisphere” that came to be, perhaps it would have been better
if there had been “a milder resolution and a united hemisphere.” In particular,
Schlesinger thought “a strong case could have been made for making one more try with
the last Argentine proposal.” Speaking more broadly about U.S. international
relationships, he recommended that alliances be handled “flexibly rather than demanding
play-by-play agreement on everything.”%® Schlesinger’s assessment of Punta del Este,
like Kennedy’s somewhat mixed signals in the closing days of the conference, show that

U.S. officials appreciated the value of hemispheric unity. His analysis blamed Rusk and

the rest of the delegation for failing to reach a common position with the Argentines,

107 Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, 783-784.

108 Memorandum for the President, “Around the World in 42 Days,” Washington, March 5, 1962, in Papers
of John F. Kennedy. Presidential Papers. President's Office Files. Staff Memoranda. Schlesinger, Arthur
M., 1962: January-March (online), https://www:.jfklibrary.org/asset-
viewer/archives/JFKPOF/065a/JFKPOF-065a-001, p. 13.
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showing that Kennedy’s inner circle did not agree with the idea that Argentina had “let
down” the U.S. over the “Cuban question” at Punta del Este.

It is interesting that Rusk included such a sentiment about Argentina’s domestic
political situation in his final summary. U.S. officials should have been well aware that
Frondizi faced significant domestic political ramifications whether or not his delegation
abstained at Punta del Este. Rusk’s attitude after the conference may have been
influenced by somewhat misleading analyses by the Argentines themselves. Frondizi and
other Argentine officials were careful to downplay their own difficult political situation
in contacts with the Americans, typically warning instead about the domestic problems
that could arise in other Latin American countries that did not support strong sanctions.
When Adlai Stevenson asked Frondizi in September 1961 if his domestic situation had
worsened since the first Punta del Este conference, the Argentine president denied it and
said that “nothing concrete had developed.”*®® And after speaking to Frondizi advisers
Arnaldo Musich and Rogelio Frigerio in early January, U.S. Ambassador to Brazil
Lincoln Gordon wrote that the Argentines gave the impression that their political position
was “strong enough to permit Argentina to do anything it wishes” on the Cuban
question.'® These statements clearly were not accurate reflections on the precarious
domestic situation that Frondizi’s government had to navigate after the first Punta del
Este conference, and may have given the Americans a sense that Frondizi was more

secure than he actually was.

109 Memorandum of Conversation, “Aid to Argentina,” New York, September 24, 1961, in Papers of John
F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963
(online), p. 8.

110 Telegram from the Embassy in Brazil to the Department of State, Rio de Janeiro, January 4, 1962, in
FRUS, Doc. 130, p. 283.
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Nevertheless, Frondizi’s government still conceded in several instances that
domestic political concerns would be a factor in any decision they made at the second
Punta del Este conference. According to a State Department summary of Frondizi’s Palm
Beach meeting with Kennedy in December 1961, the Argentine president warned of
“political difficulties” within his own country should sanctions be applied to Cuba.!!
Frondizi feared that taking a hard line against Cuba at the meeting of foreign ministers
would have angered Peronist and left-wing voters to the point that his party would lose
their support in the provincial elections in March 1962: “it would be decidedly
disadvantageous...if the voters were stirred up with publicity about the debate on
possible application of sanctions.”*'? On the other hand, the Argentine military loomed
as an apparent threat to Frondizi’s government were it to fail to take a hard line against
Cuba. Before the conference, Hoyt cabled that the military was planning to issue its own
resolution that would have pushed for Cuba’s suspension from the OAS. He reported
that the State Department “should be aware” that “there are forces within Argentina
favoring sanctions.”'*® And during the final exchange between Rusk and Carcano after
the vote on January 31, Frondizi’s letter mentioned that there was an “internal political
reason” to the abstention. Carcano added that parts of the Argentine public “would have

reacted strongly” had Argentina voted in favor of expelling Cuba.**

111 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, December 26, 1961, in FRUS,
American Republics, pp. 278-79.

112 Memorandum of Conversation, “Summary of Conversation Between President Kennedy and President
Frondizi at Palm Beach,” December 24, 1961, in FRUS, American Republics, p. 360.

113 U.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires (Hoyt), Telegram 1170, January 10, 1962 CDF 371.04/01-1062, Box 583,
RG 59, NARA.

114 U.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/51, “Secretary Meets with
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371.04/01-2262, Box 583, RG 59, NARA.
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As the conference was going on, U.S. officials became aware that there could be
serious consequences for Frondizi if military officers’ demands for strong sanctions were
not met. In the early stages of the conference, Hoyt was approached by Chief of the
Argentine Navy Admiral Jorge Julio Palma in Buenos Aires. Palma warned that while
the Argentine military did “not wish to overthrow [the] government,” it was likely that
Frondizi would be deposed should the delegation abstain or vote against the U.S.
position.!*> Palma then traveled to Punta del Este, met with Schlesinger and put forward
a similar warning. Schlesinger replied with a plea to uphold constitutional and
democratic processes over the long term, and he would write later that “we should not
encourage the Latin American military to talk of coups against their own government.”1®
Schlesinger did not mention this meeting in his later memorandum to Kennedy about the
conference, but it’s likely that his somewhat negative view of the U.S. “hard line” was
influenced by it: Frondizi’s delegation had abstained from the stronger resolution that
Rusk had pushed through and he would now face a response from his military officers.

Ultimately, Frondizi was not overthrown in the immediate aftermath of the vote at
Punta del Este. From Buenos Aires, Hoyt wrote to Washington that it was unlikely the
military would depose Frondizi because his delegation had voted favorably on the
resolution declaring that Cuba’s government was incompatible with the inter-American

b

system. He predicted, however, that the military could “exert additional pressure on him’

115 U.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires (Hoyt), Telegram 1259, January 26, 1962, CDF 371.04/01-2662, Box 583,
RG 59, NARA, this conversation happened before Palma went to Punta del Este and spoke to Schlesinger,
but the State Department’s filing system lists it as happening on a later date. The telegram may not have
been sent, or filed, until after Palma arrived in Punta del Este, or there may have been an error with the date
on the Schlesinger conversation.

116 y.S. Delegation to 8" MFM of OAS, Memorandum of Conversation USMC/36, “Discussion re
Possibility of Overthrow of Argentine Government,” Punta del Este, Uruguay, January 25, 1962, CDF
371.04, Box 583, RG 59, NARA.
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for abstaining from the final resolution. Hoyt suggested that the U.S. not release an
official statement criticizing Argentina, as this would allow the military to “utilize [the]
vote at Punta del Este to pressure [the] Frondizi government [to] take more pro-
democratic steps.”'!’ The use of the phrase “pro-democratic” is a bit odd given that the
Argentine delegation had helped with the resolutions on the values of the inter-American
system, one of which was democracy, but given the Cold War considerations of the
“Cuban question” one can assume Hoyt meant that military pressure could push Frondizi
to take a more pro-U.S. position in the future. In any case, the chief of mission in
Argentina advocated for a closer relationship with the moderate sector of the Argentine
military, hoping this could pressure Frondizi into a more pro-U.S. foreign policy.

The effects of military pressure on Frondizi became clearer when Argentina
severed diplomatic ties with Cuba days after the final vote. This abrupt change in
Argentina’s position toward the “Cuban question” encouraged U.S. officials, and given
what Hoyt had recommended after Punta del Este they hoped that sustained pressure on
Frondizi from the military could yield positive results in Argentine foreign policy.
However, perhaps thinking back to Admiral Palma’s warnings during the conference,
officials did not want the situation to escalate to the point that Frondizi would be
overthrown. In a message to newly-appointed Ambassador to Argentina Robert
McClintock, Rusk wrote that the United States would “welcome foreign policy changes
brought about by internal pressures.” However, Rusk also warned against “extreme
pressure” that could bring down Frondizi’s government and end constitutional democracy

in Argentina. This “would be contrary to US interests” and could lead to “subordination

117 U.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires (Hoyt), Telegram 1281, January 31, 1962, CDF 371.0-4/1-3162, Box 583,
RG 59, NARA.
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of [the] constitutional[ly] elected executive to [the] military.” Rusk authorized
McClintock to establish contacts with moderate members of the military and make clear
that the U.S. “would deplore overthrow of [the] constitutional government by [the]
military.”**® The Kennedy administration thus supported the change in Argentine foreign
policy brought on by pressures from the military, but worried about the possibility that
Frondizi’s government could fall, a major setback for the Alliance for Progress. The
administration maintained this position up to the March coup: in the days before Frondizi
ultimately was overthrown, McClintock spoke with military officers to offer a
“foreigner’s point of view,” arguing that Argentina’s international position would be
stronger if Frondizi remained in power.*°

A final exchange between Kennedy and Frondizi between the second Punta del
Este conference and the coup highlighted the new U.S. position toward Argentina and
underscored several major themes in U.S.-Argentine relations over the previous year. On
February 12, Frondizi wrote a letter to Kennedy on his delegation’s vote at Punta del Este
and the fallout it had caused in Argentina and beyond. He argued that the divisive final
vote had led to a “violent campaign” by “subversive” elements in his country. Frondizi
reflected upon his government’s position toward the United States: he had pursued
rapprochement with the United States despite the “hostility” and “suspicion” that many in
Argentina felt about it. His government was now under threat from “a kind of anti-

Communist hysteria,” one that he even accused “certain groups in the United States” of

118 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Argentina, Washington, February 10, 1962, in
FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 175, pp. 362-363.

119 Telegram, McClintock to Rusk, 25 March 1962, NSF, Box 6, Countries: Argentina, 3/1662-3/31/62,
JFKL; Telegram, McClintock to Rusk, 26 March 1962, NSF, Box 6, Countries: Argentina, 3/1662-3/31/62,
JFKL; Telegram, McClintock to Rusk, 27 March 1962, NSF, Box 6, Countries: Argentina, 3/1662-3/31/62,
JFKL; found in Walcher, “Missionaries of Modernization,” 176.
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supporting. He ended the letter with a plea to Kennedy to protect Argentine democracy:
“I wish to emphasize...the crucial significance to the future of Argentina and Latin
America” of “maintaining my nation’s constitutional system and the success of its
development program.”*?® Kennedy’s reply, though it denied any American interference
in Argentine democracy, assured that he was “earnestly hopeful that Argentina will
continue its forward advance” and that the U.S. would work to protect Frondizi’s
government.*?> The letter was brief and did not address Punta del Este, but Kennedy still
professed his support for Frondizi’s government and in the relationship that had
developed between Argentina and the U.S. over the previous year. Furthermore,
Kennedy sent this letter on the same day as the separate one that promised Argentina an
extra $50 million in credits under the Alliance, demonstrating that his administration still
greatly valued the economic partnership between the two nations. This final exchange
between the two leaders showed that, in spite of the Argentine abstention at Punta del
Este and while it hoped that pressure from the military could continue to influence
Argentina’s foreign policy, the Kennedy administration was committed to working with
Frondizi as it had over the previous year.

American efforts to protect Frondizi could only go so far, however, and the
Argentine president’s position soon became untenable. Keeping the promise that he had
made with Perdn in 1958, Frondizi allowed Peronist candidates to run in provincial

elections in March 1962. The president believed that if his party could defeat the

120 |_etter from President Frondizi to President Kennedy, Buenos Aires, February 12, 1962, in Papers of
John F. Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963
(online), pp. 132-137.

121 etter from President Kennedy to President Frondizi, Washington, March 2, 1962, in Papers of John F.
Kennedy, Presidential Papers, President’s Office Files, Countries, Argentina: Security, 1961-1963 (online),
pp. 128-129.
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Peronists nationally it would make his political position more stable. Szusterman wrote
that had his party won the elections, Frondizi believed he would be “almost guaranteed”
to win the next presidential election in 1964.122 However, Frondizi’s plan severely
backfired. Peronist candidates won ten of fourteen contested gubernatorial elections,
including one in the Buenos Aires province.!?® The Argentine military, worried that
Argentina would return to Peronism and having lost what little faith they’d previously
had in Frondizi, overthrew the president on March 29 and forced him into exile. Frondizi
had hoped that his moderate position on the Cuban question would endear him to his
military officers and win over Peronists who opposed his government’s economic
policies. Instead, he had been rejected by the Peronists at the polls and then discarded by
the military when the extent of his defeat became clear. Power was officially transferred
to the President of the Senate José Maria Guido, who was in the line of succession and
gave the transfer of power in the military coup an appearance of legitimacy, but the
Argentine military had effectively taken control.

Over the following days, officials in the Kennedy administration debated over
whether to recognize this new government or to take a path closer to the one President
Betancourt of Venezuela had recommended and issue a condemnation of the coup.
Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Edwin M. Martin and Schlesinger
argued for the latter option.'?* Schlesinger cited the “great concern” that “particular
friends of the Alliance for Progress” such as Betancourt had over the wider ramifications

the coup could have on democratic governments in the region. He added that military

122 Szusterman, Frondizi and the Politics of Developmentalism, 210-211.
128 Found in Szusterman, Frondizi and the Politics of Developmentalism, 215.
124 Editorial Note, in FRUS, American Republics, Doc. 182, 373.
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officers in other countries could “suppose that they have a green light to stage coups of
their own” if it appeared that the United States condoned the Argentine coup and, in what
turned out to prescient, cited Peru as possible place in which this could happen.*?® Other
high-ranking foreign policy advisers, including Rusk, favored recognition. Ambassador
McClintock likely provided the decisive input in favor of recognition, and on April 13,
McClintock in a telegram to Washington called for the recognition of Guido’s
government. He noted that the military had an anticommunist “line of policy...identical
to ours,” and could be an asset in hemispheric relations and in U.S. Cold War foreign
policy in general.*?® McClintock believed that, despite any possible negative
consequences that could come with abandoning a key tenet of the Alliance for Progress,
it would be pragmatic to support the new government because it would loyally follow the
United States’ lead in the Cold War. Kennedy ultimately sided with McClintock, and on
April 19 the United States officially recognized the new regime. In its official statement
on the matter, the administration admitted “deep concern” over the coup and stressed that
democracy and constitutional government were “among the basic principles of our inter-
American system.” But it then acknowledged that there would be “many set-backs” in
the Alliance for Progress and simply expressed it was “hopeful that the Argentine

people...will quickly return to their hard-won constitutional government.”?’
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

The Kennedy administration’s response to the March coup fits within the
consensus of American scholars who have written about U.S.-Argentine relations and the
administration’s foreign policies. The U.S. had encouraged military pressure on
Frondizi’s government and, instead of defending Argentine democracy by criticizing the
coup, Kennedy condoned the coup in part because the new regime would be friendly to
U.S. foreign policy. As such, Kennedy had “sacrificed” his ideals for the sake of the
Cold War by failing to properly defend the unconstitutional transfer of power in
Argentina. However, by examining the full scale of the relationship between the United
States and Argentina it is clear that it was too complicated to fit neatly into broad Cold
War narratives. The Kennedy administration did not demand complete allegiance to its
Cold War initiatives, and it would an oversimplification to conclude that Frondizi
supported the Alliance for Progress but opposed the U.S. position on Cuba. U.S. officials
tried to be flexible and work with differences that Frondizi’s government had with both
the Alliance for Progress and its approach to the “Cuban question.” In spite of these
differences, the Argentines and Americans reached a common position at Punta del Este
in August and the administration appreciated the Argentines’ role in achieving a broad
consensus at the conference.

On the “Cuban question,” U.S. officials hoped that they could once again reach a
common position with the Argentines, despite more significant differences between the
two nations than there were over the Alliance, and that this could again lead to a broad

consensus of Latin American nations against Castro. Frondizi and Kennedy agreed on
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key ideals of the inter-American system and the need to take action against Cuba. The
Kennedy administration even showed it was willing to compromise parts of its original
position if it meant gaining Argentina’s support, most notably when it adopted the
Argentine idea to exclude Cuba from the OAS. Frondizi, like Kennedy, wanted to
maintain hemispheric unity and worked to reach a common position with the U.S. At
Punta del Este, Rusk worked tirelessly to try to convince Carcano and the rest of the
Argentine delegation to support its resolutions, but the two sides could not reconcile their
differences. ldeology and domestic public opinion pulled Kennedy and Frondizi in
different directions: Kennedy towards a strong stance on the “Cuban question” and
Frondizi towards a more moderate one. Even after this, the Kennedy administration
remained committed to its relationship with Frondizi’s Argentina up to the moment of he
was overthrown. U.S.-Argentine relations between Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress
speech in March 1961 and Frondizi’s overthrow in March 1962 can best be summed up
not by broad Cold War narratives, but as a general effort by both governments to resolve
differences they had on the Alliance for Progress and the “Cuban question” and work to
find a common position that could help each of them. The two OAS meetings at Punta
del Este provided an opportunity to do this for each issue: while the U.S. and Argentina
accomplished this goal in August over the Alliance, they were unable to do so with the

Cuban question.
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