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From Playa Girón to Luanda

Mercenaries and Internationalist Fighters

Eric Covey

Marx discovered and history has confirmed that the capitalist and the
worker are the principal opposed personages of our time, and themercenary
and the internationalist fighter embody the same irreconcilable opposition.

Raul Valdez Vivo1

In some ways, the year 1976 represented the peak of Tricontinental
solidarity. Cuban soldiers operating halfway around the world in the
former Portuguese colony of Angola helped consolidate power for the
leftist Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola (People’s
Movement for the Liberation of Angola, or MPLA) in the face of
concerted opposition. They repelled a coalition of local nationalist
parties, South African soldiers, and covert Western assistance that
sought to deny the MPLA its claim to authority in the months after
independence. By the time Fidel Castro visited Guinea in June 1976,
much of the world recognized the MPLA as the legitimate government
of Angola, and the trial of thirteen mercenaries in Luanda revealed the
extent of intervention. In Conakry, Castro hailed the victory as a blow
to global imperialism with a distinct regional importance (Figure 11.1).
“In Angola,” he claimed, “the white mercenaries were destroyed along
with their myth and so was the myth of the invincibility of the South
African racists.”2

1 Raul Valdes Vivo, Angola: An End to the Mercenaries’ Myth, trans. Anonymous (New
Delhi: People’s Publishing House, 1976), 90–91. Quotations throughout are from the
English-language edition of this text.

2 Ibid., 9.
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figure 11.1 “Angola is for the US imperialists an African Giron,” asserts this
poster. Both Cuba and Angola viewed the MPLA’s victory over US-backed forces
as a black eye for Washington, and many in the United States agreed. Southern
Africa was the major arena for Cuban foreign policy for the next decade, and
Southern African revolutionaries praised Cuban efforts opposing apartheid.
Departamento de Orientación Revolucionaria, 1976. Image from private
collection of Richard Knight; reproduced under fair use guidelines.
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During the prior decade, mercenaries emerged as one of the most
persistent challenges to socialist revolution in Africa. In the Congo,
white soldiers of fortune hailing from South Africa, Rhodesia, and former
metropoles subdued rebellions and led the armies of Western-aligned
governments. A myth of invincibility grew up around these forces as
they won major victories with small numbers. When Cuba first began to
envision a global revolutionary solidarity, it consciously sought to combat
this mercenary challenge, which Castro described in his speech closing the
1966 Havana Conference as “one of the most subtle and perfidious
stratagems of Yankee imperialism.”3 Yet the reference was not merely
to soldiers of fortune or mercenary companies like the one Mike Hoare
assembled in the Congo. Rather, Castro targeted a range of figures work-
ing on behalf of Euro-American interests, including the forces of
South Vietnam in 1966 and the failed exile invasion of Cuba at Playa
Girón in 1961.

For Cuba, mercenarism represented the violent edge of neocolonialism:
the coalition of Western advisors, local allies, covertly funded exiles, and
soldiers-for-hire that limited the expansion of revolution through force. As
the Cuban official Raul Valdez Vivo explained, “as long as there is imperial-
ism, there will be mercenaries.”4 This expansive definition never became
widely adopted, but it reflected an inescapable reality. The wealthy United
States and its powerful allies had a spectrum of options to respond to revolu-
tion. They used different forces in order to balance strategic necessity, mater-
ial cost, and the effects on US prestige. Soldiers-for-hire offered Western
governments ways to augment local forces while maintaining “plausible
deniability,” but so did the use of covert forces and to some extent the arming
of client states.5

The Cuban concept of mercenarism sought to capture the calculations
behind these options and was central to the militant Tricontinental world-
view. Opposite mercenaries were revolutionary internationalist fighters,
embodied in the figure of Che Guevara. Both these opposing forces
consisted of foreignmilitants fighting alongside rebels or for governments,
but they had different motivations and relationships to allied movements
or states. Cuban leaders believed there was a distinctly unequal power

3 Fidel Castro, “At the Closing Session of the Tricontinental Conference,” January 15, 1966,
US Information Agency: http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/db/1966/19660216.html.

4 Vivo, Angola, 70.
5 Klaas Voß, “Plausibly Deniable: Mercenaries in US Covert Interventions During the Cold
War, 1964–1987,” Cold War History 16:1 (2016): 40.
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relationship between mercenaries and their employers. Wealthy Western
governments – or sometimes companies – retained anti-revolutionary
agents to protect their interests either by direct payments (traditional
mercenaries) or indirect benefits provided to local clients or client states,
which included assurances of power, weapons, or other forms of aid.
These local clients were motivated by self-aggrandizement, individual
gain, or class promotion. By contrast, revolutionary solidarity drove the
internationalist fighter, who sought to support the global struggle against
empire and capitalism. Internationalist fighters operated not independ-
ently but rather as representatives of formerly colonized states or liber-
ation movements (considered postcolonial governments in waiting). As
Cuba’s internationalist fighters confronted mercenaries in Africa, the
nation’s leaders emphasized identarian politics to further reinforce the
distinction between Global North and South. Thus, by the 1970s,
the internationalist fighter became a politicized symbol of cross-racial
solidarity in the struggle against the necessarily interlinked “white mer-
cenary,” imperialism, and neocolonialism.

Scholars have paid little attention to the ideologies that animate oppos-
ition to mercenaries and mercenarism. Yet thinking about the Castro
government’s conceptualization of these phenomena and Cuba’s actions
in Africa (seeMap 9.1) reveal important elements about how a key branch
of Tricontinentalism understood neocolonialism, internationalism, and
the distinct power dynamics that damned the former while legitimating
the latter. This chapter will consider this concept through four lenses: the
Cuban response to the Playa Girón invasion, the extended challenge of
mercenaries in the Congo, the Cuban intervention in Angola, and finally
efforts to establish a body of law to control the use of mercenary force.6

Taken together, these events reveal that, despite setbacks, Cuba’s inter-
nationalist fighters scored significant victories against mercenaries, par-
ticularly in Angola. But Cuba’s articulation of this spectrum of
neocolonial violence, in which mercenarism was a key strategic part,
struggled to gain support beyond Castro’s immediate allies. As events in
the Congo and Angola raised global concern about freelance soldiers,
states responded by drafting international laws that ignored Cuba’s
expansive view and ultimately failed to resolve the challenge of mercenary

6 I argue, following Cynthia Enloe, that mercenary force “is not just a legal phenomenon but
also a historical and cultural one, with strong connections to nationalism and capital” and
an ambiguous relationship to states. Eric Covey, Americans at War in the Ottoman
Empire: US Mercenary Force in the Ottoman Empire (London: I.B. Tauris, 2019), 3, 5.
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force. Nevertheless, this Cuban conceptualization of mercenarism pro-
vides a window into Tricontinentalism: its global vision, concrete solidar-
ity, and ultimate inability to change the structure of the international
system.

mercenaries and tricontinental solidarity

The shifting role of mercenaries in the modern world has been well
documented by scholars.7 The once common practice of hiring soldiers
from elsewhere became controversial amidst the nationalist revolutions
of the nineteenth century. Yet soldiers-for-hire did not wholly dis-
appear, and mercenaries thrived as instruments of neocolonialism in
Latin America.8 They served as security for US companies – effectively
extralegal armies – protecting and promoting national interests in
between regular invasions and occupations by marines. In effect, Latin
America anticipated the reality many postcolonial nations in Asia and
Africa confronted during the Cold War. The Cuban concept of merce-
narism evolved from this context, linking Cold War interventions to
this longer history of foreign adventurism, filibustering, and economic
domination.

The US-supported invasion at PlayaGirón, known in English as the Bay
of Pigs, led the Castro government to begin articulating its Tricontinental
definition of mercenarism. On April 17, 1961, about 1,500 CIA-trained,
anti-Castro exiles – the military wing of the Frente Revolucionario
Democrático (FRD), self-styled as Brigade 2506 – landed at Bahía de
Cochinos. When internal uprisings failed to materialize and President
John Kennedy declined to provide US naval and air support, the Castro
government overpowered the invasion force and captured about 1,200
members of Brigade 2506. Cuba subsequently tried and convicted the
exiles for treason. Thoughmany returned to the United States in exchange
for prisoners and medicine in late 1962, a handful were executed.9 The

7 See, for example, Janice E. Thomson,Mercenaries, Pirates, and Sovereigns: State-Building
and Extraterritorial Violence in EarlyModern Europe (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1994).

8 See, for example, Lester D. Langley and Thomas David Schoonover, The Banana Men:
American Mercenaries and Entrepreneurs in Central America, 1880–1930 (Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1995).

9 See James G. Blight and Peter Kornbluh, eds., Politics of Illusion: The Bay of Pigs Invasion
Reexamined (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998); Juan Carlos Rodriguez, The
Inevitable Battle: From the Bay of Pigs to Playa Giron (Havana: Editorial Capitan San
Luis, 2009).
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members of Brigade 2506 viewed themselves as representatives of
a legitimate anti-Castro political movement – “freedom loving, Cuban
patriots from all walks of life” – but Cuba labeled them mercenaries.10

Though mercenaries remained undefined in international law, the Castro
government used the term to delegitimize political opposition by linking it
to outside meddling.

At the center of the issue was the question whether the members of
Brigade 2506 acted on their own or on behalf of the United States. The
Castro government believed the latter, laying out its logic in a collection of
documents published in Havana as Historia De Una Agresión: El Juicio
a Los Mercenarios De Playa Girón. The March 1962 indictment stated
that the “mercenary brigade” was “trained, armed, directed, and paid by
the imperialist Government of the United States of America.”11 In fact, the
CIA spent a year and $4.4 million molding disparate exile groups into
a cohesive opposition.12Historia De Una Agresión took pride in uncover-
ing the agency’s central role, detailing secret meetings from Havana to
New York and a string of Caribbean training camps from Puerto Rico
through Louisiana to Guatemala.13 Collaboration with the imperial
power immediately called into question the legitimacy and authenticity
of the nationalism claimed by Brigade 2506, with the Cuban government
arguing its members represented foreign interests. It noted that many
members of the brigade planned to recover nationalized property. For
Cubans, these counterrevolutionary goals meant that the invaders’
motives were “purely economic, purely at the service of a foreign
country.”14 For Castro, who warned of “mercenary armies” as early as
1960, these actions confirmed that opponents of the revolution had
become paid agents of the United States determined to undermine
Cuban sovereignty.15

Cuba argued that the mercenary was a vital component of the
neocolonial variety of imperialism practiced by the United States.

10 Haynes Johnson, The Bay of Pigs: The Leaders’ Story of Brigade 2506 (New York:
Norton, 1964). “The Brigade,” 2018, Bay of Pigs Veterans Association: www
.bopva.org/the-history.

11 History of an Aggression: The Trial of the Playa Giron Mercenaries (Havana: Ediciones
Venceremos, 1964), 39. Quotations throughout are from the English-language edition
published two years after its Spanish counterpart.

12 Jack B. Pfeiffer, Official History of the Bay of Pigs Operation, Vol. I: Air Operations,
March 1960–April 1961 (Central Intelligence Agency, 1979), V, 408–413.

13 History of an Aggression, 76, 81, 131. 14 Ibid., 201.
15 Tad Szulc, “Castro Resumes Talk of Invasion,” New York Times, March 27, 1960.
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The use of mercenary force allowed the United States and allied capit-
alist states to intervene against revolution with limited responsibility
or liability.16 Long familiar to Latin America, this practice became
common across the 1960s Third World as decolonization ended
European political control without dissolving the strong economic
ties of empire. The first flashpoint in this new reality was the former
Belgian Congo. When the country gained independence in June 1960

under the leadership of the outspoken Prime Minister Patrice
Lumumba, the powerful Anglo-Belgian mining company Union
Minière du Haut-Katanga encouraged the secession of the mineral-
rich southeastern province of Katanga under the businessman Moïse
Tshombe. Tshombe accused Lumumba of communist sympathies and
built a local gendarme under the leadership of Belgian officers, many of
whom remained as mercenaries when colonial troops withdrew after
independence. Worried Lumumba might lean toward the Soviet
Union, Belgium and the United States quietly supported the assassin-
ation of the independent-minded nationalist by Katangan authorities
in January 1961. Lumumba’s death caused international outrage, and
fellow African leaders criticized Tshombe for seceding with the aid of
white mercenaries, implying a betrayal of carefully intertwined racial
and anti-imperial solidarities that helped bind together postcolonial
states. On February 21, 1961, less than two months before the inva-
sion of Cuba, the UN Security Council sought to calm tensions
by urging foreign forces, including “mercenaries,” to withdraw from
the Congo.17

Cubans understood the regime’s victory at Playa Girón in this broader
context. As the United States and its Western allies turned to mercenary
force to police imperial boundaries where they had no direct control, the
small Caribbean island fought back and won. Though isolated within its
own hemisphere, where the Organization of American States (OAS) sus-
pended the country because its “Marxist–Leninist government” was
“incompatible with the principles and objectives of the inter-American
system,” Cuba found new allies.18 First among these was the Soviet
Union, which aided the island and adopted some of its ideological

16 History of an Aggression, 288.
17 Security Council, “Resolution of 21 February 1961,” S/4741 (United Nations:

1961).
18 EighthMeeting of Consultation of Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Punta Del Este, Uruguay,

January 22–31 (Washington, DC: Pan American Union, 1962).
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language in order to needle the United States. In a March 1962 Security
Council meeting, the Soviet ambassador claimed that the United States
was “preparing within its own armed forces units of mercenaries to
engage in a new intervention against Cuba.”19 So too did Africans,
Asians, and even North Americans see in small, embattled Cuba an
example of resistance to Euro-American empire.20 After Playa Girón,
the Cuban regime posited that the nation had become “a symbol, an
emblem of the anti-imperialist struggle.”21

Isolated as it was, Cuba looked to this new international status to
safeguard its revolution. The Soviet Union’s decision to deploy nuclear
missiles on the island was, according to Che Guevara, linked to the
insecurity created by “the mercenary attack at Playa Girón.”22 Yet
while the resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis included a modicum of
protection from US invasion, the revolutionary government envisioned
a global movement of small states that could take the offensive against
the United States in a way the Soviets were not willing to undertake.
Detailed in other chapters within this volume, notably those by
Hernandez and Hosek, Byrne, and Friedman, this struggle took Cuba
into the orbit of the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization
(AAPSO) and eventually led to the Tricontinental meeting in Havana
of 1966. Key postcolonial leaders viewed European attempts to preserve
economic and political power in their former colonies as analogous to
the Latin American context, so they looked to Cuba as a model for
reinforcing independence. The Moroccan leftist Mehdi Ben Barka pre-
dicted it would require either “Castroism” (revolution) or progressive
political alliance to assure Africa would not become a neocolonial out-
post for the Western powers.23 In many ways, Cuba anticipated the
problems its African allies would face. As a result, many states gradually
adopted Castro’s conception of neocolonial force as Africa became the
center of mercenarism.

19 Sam Pope Brewer, “Soviet Tells U.N. U.S. Perils Cuba,” New York Times, March 16,
1962.

20 North Vietnam regularly referenced Cuba, as did the Lusophone liberation parties dis-
cussed below.

21 History of an Aggression, 365–366.
22 CheGuevara, “At the United Nations (December 11, 1964),” in David Deutschmann, ed.,

CheGuevara Reader:Writings on Politics&Revolution (NorthMelbourne: Ocean Press,
2003), 325–339, quoted 333.

23 Mehdi Ben Barka, Écrits Politiques, 1957–1965 (Paris: Syllepse, 1999), 190.
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the mercenary and the internationalist fighter
in the congo

For Cuba, mercenary force was part of a larger problem: wealthyWestern
countries feared socialist revolutions in the ThirdWorld and could choose
from a range of options to undermine them. In terms ofmilitary responses,
mercenaries involvedminimal commitment but transgressed international
norms, which inspired Cuba’s liberal use of the term to denigrate US
actions. Their sudden appearance in the Congo spoke directly to the
Western decision to intervene in the Third World to protect economic
and strategic interests. Postcolonial nations, long subsumed within Euro-
American empires and lacking the resources to protect state sovereignty,
struggled to respond to mercenary force. “Only the protégés of Yankee
millionaires, representatives of slavery and wealth, representatives of
fortune and privilege,” Castro said, “can obtain the support of a navy or
an army.”24 Even Soviet support failed to address this power imbalance,
especially after the CubanMissile Crisis illustrated the limits ofMoscow’s
commitment to confronting the United States. Cuban leaders therefore
concluded that Third World states had to unite to confront this capitalist
imperial challenge. They would organize within the Non-Aligned
Movement and United Nations to draft new legal frameworks for the
international system, but there was a need for active defense in the short-
term. The result was what became known as the internationalist fighter.

Twomain characteristics distinguished the internationalist fighter from
the mercenary, as these terms were understood in radical Third World
circles. First, the internationalist fighter was a socialist.25 Mercenaries
were motivated by greed and personal gain. Cubans believed anti-
communism was generally either ideological window dressing for or
intertwined with these base motives. Internationalist fighters, by contrast,
were selfless. They fought to defend a global revolution waged by Third
World socialists for national self-determination and the transformation of
the international system. This “new revolutionary subject,” as Anne
Garland Mahler describes it, was a direct refutation of the degradations
of empire, including colonialism and neocolonialism.26 “If the Yankee
imperialist[s] feel free to bomb anywhere they please and send their

24 History of an Aggression, 20.
25 Richard L. Harris, “Cuban Internationalism, Che Guevara, and the Survival of Cuba’s

Socialist Regime,” Latin American Perspectives 36:3 (May 2009): 27–42.
26 Anne Garland Mahler, From the Tricontinental to the Global South: Race, Radicalism,

and Transnational Solidarity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018), 97.
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mercenary troops to put down the revolutionary movement anywhere in
the world,” Castro explained at the Havana Conference, “then the revo-
lutionary peoples feel they have the right, even with their physical pres-
ence, to help the peoples who are fighting the Yankee imperialists.” He
went on to pledge “our revolutionary militants, our fighters, are prepared
to fight the imperialists in any part of the world.”27

Second, as the quote above shows, the internationalist fighter operated
in solidarity with the world’s oppressed people, not as a tool of domin-
ation. Governments employed mercenaries when they lacked legitimacy
and sufficient support from local peoples to field a national force.
Therefore, mercenaries fought against the best interests of the people (as
revolutionaries saw it) on behalf of the Western powers, who either
controlled client governments or undermined the independence of revolu-
tionary states. In either case, mercenaries became agents of foreign dom-
ination. By contrast, the internationalist fighter fought alongside
nationalist movements and governments in a bid to protect their rights
to political and economic self-determination. At least in the ideal, this was
a relationship of equals. Solidarity sought to bolster the nascent power of
postcolonial governments.

The Congo became the first test of the worldview pitting the internation-
alist fighter against the neocolonial mercenary. Following the formation of
the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 1964, the former head of seces-
sionist Katanga, Moïse Tshombe, became prime minister. Faced with
a rebellion by leftist supporters of the assassinated Lumumba, Tshombe
turned to the West, specifically the United States, for aid. Fearing
a “Commie field day in the Congo” but hesitant to intervene directly,
Washington acted covertly.28 It cajoled Belgium and employed mercenar-
ies, repackaged as “military technicians” and volunteers, to prop up the
weak government and defeat the Simba rebellion.29Recruited heavily from
South Africa and Rhodesia (modern Zimbabwe) despite US preference for
more Belgians and other Europeans, the mercenaries served as officers for
the poorly trained Congolese army. They also formed the “cutting edge” of
the government’s military response as part of the all-white 5th Commando

27 Castro, “At the Closing Session of the Tricontinental Conference.”
28 Telegram, Congo Station to CIA, August 10, 1964, Nina D. Howland et al., eds., Foreign

Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Volume XXIII, Congo, 1960–1968
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 2013), 301. Hereafter, FRUS.

29 Piero Gleijeses, “‘Flee! The White Giants Are Coming!’ The United States, the
Mercenaries, and the Congo, 1964–65,” Diplomatic History 18:2 (1994): 216–217,
quoted 222.
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unit under Colonel “Mad”MikeHoare, an Indian-born Irish veteran of the
British army who settled in South Africa and worked for Tshombe during
the Katanga secession.30 Though meant to operate quietly, the mercenaries
gained notoriety in 1965working alongside Belgian paratroopers to retake
Stanleyville (Kisangani), where rebels held hundreds of European nationals
hostage. The United States was essential in these efforts, providing funds,
planning operations, and supplying transport for mercenaries and Belgian
troops.31 The CIA also arranged for air support and maritime interdiction
of rebel aid, hiring Cuban exiles as contractors in order to limit US person-
nel to mostly advisory and technical roles.32

Castro’s government believed the Congo confirmed its critique of US
policy, including the mercenary nature of Cuban exiles, and provided an
opportunity for the internationalist fighter. African governments were
concerned about events in sub-Saharan Africa’s largest country, and aid
from radical states like Algeria increased after white mercenaries became
involved. The Tshombe government appeared weak. “Northeast Congo,”
one US official noted in early 1965, “is really being held by only 110

mercenaries, supported by a peanut airforce.”33 Washington officials
worried a small band of “well-trained ‘enemy’mercenaries could conceiv-
ably take it all back again.”34 That such a small band was able to secure
the large territory owed more to the exaggerated reputation the mercen-
aries acquired fighting poorly trained rebels over the past months than
their actual military might. Believing the African continent ripe for revo-
lution, Castro sent Che Guevara to organize a more effective rebellion.

Guevara found mostly frustration. With Cubans in the Congo at the
joint request of the rebels and neighboring Tanzania, notes historian Piero
Gleijeses, Guevara was constrained by respect for his hosts and the
Congolese fear that public knowledge of the revolutionary icon’s presence
might draw a forceful Western response. And Guevara found that Cuba
had overestimated the potential of the rebellion. He complained of poorly
organized troops, questionable leadership, and little fighting spirit.
Finally, African countries proved willing to accept the Western-backed

30 Telegram, State to Congo Embassy, August 10, 1964, FRUS, 298.
31 Telegram Congo Station to CIA, 10, 1964, FRUS, 301.
32 Piero Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions: Havana, Washington, and Africa, 1959–1976

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 134–135.
33 Memo, Robert Komer to President Johnson, January 8, 1965, FRUS, 552.
34 Memo, Komer to Bundy, April 3, 1965, FRUS, 597. United States officials used quotes or

qualified when talking about the potential of “mercenaries” aiding the rebels, hinting at
the different motivations of the internationalist fighter.
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government in the Congo. When President Joseph Kasa-Vubu dismissed
the controversial Tshombe and pledged to send all the “white mercenar-
ies” home, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) withdrew aid from
the Simba rebels. Tanzania, which served as Cuba’s forward operating
base, made peace with Congo in order to focus its support for the anti-
colonial revolution in southern neighborMozambique. It requested Cuba
end its operations in the Congo, and Havana agreed.35

Guevara’s Congo venture did not go as planned, but there are two
points worth noting. First, it illustrated a distinct contrast between Cuba’s
militant internationalism and Western intervention. Cuba’s internation-
alist fighters were there as allies in solidarity with the leftist rebellion
opposing the Tshombe regime, which many Africans viewed with suspi-
cion due to its political and economic ties to Europe. While Che’s reputa-
tion and Havana’s assistance provided Cuba with influence, it generally
deferred to the desires of its African allies even when these desires clashed
with Cuban priorities. This approach contrasted with US involvement,
wherein Washington knew the “kind of leverage we have” over the
Congolese government and was not above threatening to “cut aid or
pull out some planes.”36 While the United States did not always get its
way, it achieved most of its goals in the Congo, in part by cajoling
a reluctant Belgium to deploy troops and using powerful diplomatic
tools to keep critical African governments at bay.

Second, Cuba did find partners in Africa, particularly among
Lusophone revolutionaries. The strongest relationship developed with
Amílcar Cabral and his successful Partido Africano da Independência da
Guiné e Cabo Verde (PAIGC). Castro provided the party with important
military and technical aid over the next decade, which likely encouraged
Cabral to adopt Castro’s concept of mercenaries. By 1970, he identified
“mercenaries of various nationalities” as responsible for training counter-
revolutionary forces in the Republic of Guinea and criticized the “African
mercenaries” who supported the Portuguese attack on the PAIGC’s exile
home in Conakry.37 Yet Cabral, though grateful for Cuban support,
rejected Castro’s offers for larger numbers of troops even as Portugal
turned to mercenaries. His emphasis on the role revolution played in the
construction of the new nation precluded the involvement of foreign

35 Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions, 117–118, 139–140, 155–156.
36 Memo, Saunders to Bundy, October 16, 1965, FRUS, 631.
37 Amílcar Cabral, Unity and Struggle: Speeches and Writings, trans. Michael Wolfers

(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1979), 184, 198–199.
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soldiers, as R. Joseph Parrott notes in Chapter 9. Castro accepted this
logic, adapting the idea of the internationalist fighter to the needs of the
ally in question. Thus, the many doctors and technicians sent to train
PAIGC operatives would be the most important contribution Cuban
internationalists would make to an African revolution before the 1970s.38

A 1974military coup that ended Portuguese colonialism created a new
opportunity for Cuba. Castro had ties to the PAIGC’s ally, theMPLA, the
most avowedly socialist but least successful of the major leftist parties
fighting Portuguese rule.39 Over the next year, the MPLA vied militarily
for control of Angola with two opposing parties linked to the West. The
Cuban government agreed to provide aid to the Forças Armadas
Populares de Libertação de Angola (FAPLA), the party’s armed wing,
when competition turned increasingly toward military confrontation. As
the November transfer of power neared, it became clear that the MPLA’s
enemies were slowly uniting into a coalition supported by the Congo,
South African troops, US weapons, and hired soldiers. Militant
Tricontinentalism and the internationalist fighter finally had the chance
to confront a Western intervention.

angola and the defeat of the “white mercenary”

The sudden end of Portugal’s empire presented a number of geopolitical
challenges. Scholars often explain US involvement, which aided the Frente
Nacional de Libertação de Angola (FNLA) and the União Nacional para
a Independência Total de Angola (UNITA), as a response to the arrival of
Cuban forces in the country. But as Piero Gleijeses’s exhaustive research
shows, the CIA and South Africans were active in Angola before Cuba
deployed its internationalist brigades in November 1975. President Ford
authorized a covert war against the MPLA on July 18, 1975, beginning
with a CIA investment worth $24.7 million.40 Wary of deploying troops
following the Vietnam War, US strategy again looked to allies and prox-
ies, including mercenaries recruited to fight in northern Angola. Once it
became clear that the United States and South Africa were in the process of
intervening in Angolan affairs, MPLA head Agostinho Neto requested

38 Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions, chapter 9.
39 On the longer history of “Cuban-Angolan transatlanticism,” see Stephen Henighan, “The

Cuban Fulcrum and the Search for a Transatlantic Revolutionary Culture in Angola,
Mozambique and Chile, 1965–2008,” Journal of Transatlantic Studies 7:3 (2009):
233–248.

40 Gleijeses, Conflict Missions, 12.
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Castro’s assistance. Cuba responded with what historian Jonathan Brown
describes as “religious fervor.”41

Cuban aid proved invaluable in helping the MPLA establish control of
Angola. The few dozen advisors present in August 1975 grew to 500

officers and instructors byOctober. They brought with them rifles, trucks,
and pilots to fly the MPLA’s small air force. Supported by this Cuban
assistance, the MPLA won some early victories, but the South African
intervention aiding UNITA in the south and FNLA forces backed by the
CIA and Portuguese mercenaries in the north pressed toward Luanda. In
response, Cuba sent two planeloads of troops to fight alongside the
MPLA.42 With Soviet aid, Cuban troops helped the MPLA hold the
capital of Luanda until independence on November 11. They pushed
back two more offensives over the following months as the number of
Cuban troops swelled past 15,000. Increased military success, combined
with a strong global reaction to South African intervention, turned the
tide in favor of the MPLA, which gained widespread recognition as
Angola’s ruling party by February 1976.

Cuban solidarity played a vital role in reinforcing MPLA sovereignty in
the face of foreign intervention. The presence of internationalist fighters
was no secret; news reports and sympathetic Westerners remarked on their
presence, the latter differentiating them from mercenaries by referring to
“Cuban volunteers.”43 The key difference was their identification with the
MPLA and its cause. Neto argued they were “comrades who have felt the
problems of our revolution, of our struggle, the problems of our people.”44

American officials also noted the foreign fighters’ impact. CIA Director
William Colby remarked cynically that Cuban soldiers had become the
“mercenaries of the Communist world.” Yet even Washington officials
recognized that the motivation, organization, and public avowal of the
Cuban deployment set them apart. “These are not mercenaries,” the
CIA’s Africa chief reminded Colby, “they are regular Cuban troops.” All
admitted they had a powerful impact on events in Angola.45

41 Jonathan C. Brown, Cuba’s Revolutionary World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2017), 195.

42 Gleijeses, Conflicting Missions, chapters 13–14.
43 See, for example, Ole Gjerstad, The People in Power (Richmond, BC: Liberation Support

Movement, 1976), 35.
44 Agostinho Neto, Speeches (Luanda: DEPPI, 1980), 32.
45 Memo for the Record, November 21, 1975, in Myra F. Burton, ed., Foreign Relations of

the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXVIII, Southern Africa (Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 2011), 346–352. Hereafter, FRUS Southern Africa.
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By contrast, the American-backed intervention proved a disaster. The
covert aid provided by the United States became a global spectacle after
South Africa intervened. The alliance betweenAngolans and the apartheid
state elicited immediate regional condemnation. The sudden appearance
(and capture) of white mercenaries, whom one MPLA official noted were
“frequently” encountered in battle, caused additional consternation.46

A US Congress still smarting from the Vietnam War moved to constrain
a policy that lacked legitimacy, passing the Clark Amendment that barred
covert activities in Angola without prior legislative approval. South Africa
soon withdrew its troops, though it continued to support UNITA’s guer-
rilla war for over a decade. The MPLA held a trial in Luanda for thirteen
captured mercenaries, including three Americans, that heightened
Western embarrassment by publishing details of the failed intervention.

Cuba embraced events in Angola as not just a blow to US empire but
also as a defeat of mercenary force, dramatized by the Luanda Trial.
Cuba’s global vision of mercenarism and the internationalist response
found its clearest explanation in the publication Angola: Fin Del Mito
de Los Mercenarios (1976), a sustained analysis of the Western interven-
tion written by Raul Valdes Vivo, the head of the General Department of
Foreign Relations of the Cuban Central Committee of the Communist
Party.47 Taking an expansive view, Vivo identified a spectrum of US
agents: Israel, “traitorous Arab rulers,” South Vietnam, and UNITA’s
Joseph Savimbi. But he argued that Angola represented a new stage in
US policy after its inglorious defeat in Vietnam. Washington resorted to
mercenaries, asserted Vivo, “so as to avoid the need for a full frontal
attack by imperialism.”48

While Vivo simplified the Angolan situation, he was accurate in many
respects.White mercenaries were just one component meant to strengthen
the resolve and ability of the FNLA and UNITA alongside assistance from
the CIA, Zaire (formerly Congo), and South Africa. US policymakers were
more reluctant to use soldiers-for-hire than they had been a decade prior,
but the shadow of Vietnam pushed them in that direction. When one
military official recommended increasing CIA operatives to help reinforce
anti-MPLA forces, he was quieted with the rhetorical “General, did you

46 George Houser, Report on the Havana Seminar (February 25–29, 1976), March 1976,
Africa Activist Archive, Michigan State University: https://africanactivist.msu.edu/index
.php.

47 I have located Spanish, English, Portuguese, German, Russian, Hungarian, and Polish
editions of Vivo’s book.

48 Vivo, Angola, 48.
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ever hear of Laos?” Strategy immediately shifted to mercenaries. Much
like earlier in the Congo, the United States sought to shape events with
minimal involvement, including reaching out to former Portuguese colo-
nials who “have a heart for Angola and want to help out.”49 Portugal
proved reluctant to assist these efforts, and Brazil flatly refused, leaving
the United States to depend on local proxies and South Africa. The United
States funded some mercenaries alongside France, though both operated
more subtly than they had in the Congo.50

As a result, the mercenary network that cohered in Angola was more
diffuse and less professional than a decade prior. Klaas Voß argues that
Angolawas the beginning of a shift in American recruitment strategies, from
the organized method that partially reproduced colonial relationships to
a “laissez-faire approach” that depended on “recruitment agencies and
mercenary networks.”51 One (in)famous node in this network was Soldier
of Fortune. Founded in 1975 after former army officer Robert K. Brown
visited Rhodesia, the magazine became a clearinghouse for information
about mercenaries in Southern Africa, including recruitment notices.52

Vivo interviewed the captured US mercenary Gary Acker, who found his
way to Angola through his own ad in themagazine. AVietnam veteranwith
anti-communist views, he gravitated to themercenary life after failing to find
a peacetime job. While such economic motivations were real, historian
Gerald Horne contends that many veterans like Acker also saw Angola as
an opportunity toflip the script fromVietnam.Theywelcomed the chance to
fight against real communists after Cuban participation became public.53

This anti-communist connection led Vivo to suspect CIA connections to
Soldier of Fortune and the recruiting offices that appeared in Western
nations.54 While the United States certainly funded mercenaries in Angola,
the government apparently did opt for the “laissez-faire” approach. Records
show less of the recruitment, coordination, and transportation that typified
the Bay of Pigs invasion or the Congo episode.55

49 Memo for the Record, November 14, 1975, FRUS Southern Africa, 341.
50 See documents 138 and 186 in FRUS Southern Africa.
51 Voß, “Plausibly Deniable,” 47, 49.
52 Kyle Burke, Revolutionaries for the Right: Anticommunist Internationalism and

Paramilitary Warfare in the Cold War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2018), 108–109.

53 Gerald Horne, From the Barrel of a Gun: The United States and the War against
Zimbabwe, 1965–1980 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 56–63.

54 Vivo, Angola, 69. Gerald Horne also investigated the role of the magazine in Rhodesia.
Horne, From the Barrel of a Gun, 233–236.

55 Vivo, Angola, 87–88.
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While reinforcing some Cuban arguments about mercenarism, the
Angola conflict also promoted a subtle change in the Cuban approach to
the topic. Castro’s claim that Angola had witnessed the destructions of
“the white mercenaries . . . along with their myth” implied a new emphasis
on race in Cuban ideas of Tricontinental solidarity.56 This shift in Cuban
rhetoric directly reflected an increased involvement in Africa. Events in the
Congo during the previous decade created an aura of invulnerability
around the white soldiers drawn heavily from minority-ruled Southern
African states. It began with the Katanga secession but transformed into
myth when the mercenaries, rarely numbering more than 1,000, defeated
the Simba rebellion.57African concern with white mercenaries served two
conflicting purposes. On the one hand, it linked small bands of unaffili-
ated soldiers with institutional power associated with the colonial system,
subconsciously attaching the mercenary to a long history of martial suc-
cess. Simultaneously, this rhetoric united a diverse set of majority-black
African states behind an anti-imperial cause. It also enabled them to argue
that mercenaries exacerbated racial strife, whichWesterners feared would
harm their standing on the continent.58 The myth provided white mercen-
aries with exaggerated power in the 1960s, but their defeat in Angola
provided a rallying cry for anti-imperial solidarity.

Cuba’s rhetorical shift is important because the Castro government had
previously resistedmaking race central to Tricontinentalism or its concept
of mercenarism. Not only were light-skinned Cuban leaders, including
Argentinian Che Guevara, sensitive about race, but this formulation
excluded local collaborators like Tshombe and the FNLA. In the Congo,
Guevara criticized the rebels for blaming their losses on white mercenaries
rather than fellow Africans. Mercenaries from Belgium and Southern
Africa trained and led the army, but much of the fighting was undertaken
by formidable Congolese soldiers in the employ of a black-led
government.59 When the Cubans finally withdrew, Che worried less
about the challenge posed by the handful of whites than the fact that the
rebels would have to confront “mercenary” Africans acting as agents of
imperialism and neocolonialism.60

56 Fidel Castro, “At the Closing Session of the Tricontinental Conference.”
57 Memo, Rostow to President Johnson, July 6, 1967, FRUS, 743.
58 The United States expressed concern that “racist feeling which is mounting rapidly against

white mercenaries . . . may grow to include all whites.” Ibid.
59 Ernesto Che Guevara,CongoDiary: Episodes of the RevolutionaryWar in the Congo, ed.

Che Guevara Studies Center (North Melbourne: Ocean Press, 2012), 95, 75, 86, 223.
60 Ibid., 179, 183, 206.
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Still, Cuba knew race had the power to promote solidarity, especially at
the interpersonal level. Victor Dreke, Guevara’s Afro-Cuban second-in-
command in the Congo tasked with recruiting Cuban volunteers, recalls
being told “the compañeros were to be black – ‘very black’.”61As Dreke’s
comment implies, the increased emphasis on the racial elements of soli-
darity emerged as Cuban collaborationwith Africans increased. Allies like
Cabral sought to balance race and ideology in conceptualizing revolution,
and his statement that Cubans were “a people that we consider African”
likely encouraged the shift.62 Moreover, African opposition to minority
rule provided a ready source of solidarity partially defined along racial
lines. It had been the public revelations about the South African interven-
tion, after all, that undermined UNITA and the FNLA while forcing
African states to overwhelmingly condemn the intervention.

Invoking this racialized specter aligned Cuba with African allies and
further differentiated its soldiers frommercenaries. Vivo’s FinDelMito de
Los Mercenarios emphasized this new racial frame. He dismissed Soldier
of Fortune as bigoted, one node in the network connecting Washington
and its “mercenary thugs” to the hated minority states of the continent.63

The magazine adopted a rhetoric of nominal racial equality, but its
fawning coverage of Rhodesian and South African soldiers reinforced
the mythic power of armed whites, which Vivo compared to depictions
of Tarzan in “US racist literature.”64 Destroying this threat struck a blow
against empire andwhite dominance. “The 30 year-longmyth of thewhite
mercenaries, arriving by the legion or emerging suddenly from nowhere as
vast armies,” Vivo declared, “was destroyed in a matter of three weeks,
and neocolonialism lost one of its sharp fangs.”65Castro declared Angola
no less than the Playa Girón of Africa; there was now proof that “white
mercenaries” were subject to defeat and that the mighty South African
government was vulnerable.66

Wedding aspects of black self-determination to the socialist revolution
served one final purpose. Race had long been amark of status in Cuba, but
officials downplayed domestic divisions by promoting a “Marxist excep-
tionalism” that claimed racism to be impossible in the socialist state.67

61 Mary-Alice Waters, ed., From the Escambray to the Congo: In the Whirlwind of the
Cuban Revolution (New York: Pathfinder, 2002), 125.

62 Amílcar Cabral, “Determined to Resist,” Tricontinental 8 (September 1968), 125.
63 Vivo, Angola, 69–70. 64 Ibid., 91. 65 Ibid., 77. 66 Ibid., 9.
67 Mark Q. Sawyer, Racial Politics in Post-Revolutionary Cuba (New York: Cambridge

University Press, 2006), 28–31. See also Christabelle Peters, Cuban Identity and the
Angolan Experience (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
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This rhetoric did not erase inequalities. Nor did it fit comfortably with the
mindset of African and Asian leaders, whose non-white identities became
increasingly central to their national oppositions to empire. Aligning itself
with African states against white invaders encouraged the Castro govern-
ment to embrace an Afro-Cuban identity. Vivo captured the idea in
striking prose:

In Angolan soil, the soil of many of their ancestors, remain the bodies of the
internationalist fighters killed in combat, followers of Che Guevara, eternal heroes
of two homelands, giving new life to the Latin-African roots of which Fidel spoke.68

As Mark Sawyer observes, “involvement in Angola opened the issue of
race.”69 The embrace of this Afro-Cuban identity further tied the nation
to the global anti-imperial movement while realizing – abroad if not
always at home – the power of a multi-ethnic state.70 Whereas mercenar-
ies were outsiders intent on prolonging foreign domination, Cuba claimed
a diasporic solidarity opposed to alien white empires and racism writ
large. This formulation of mercenarism addressed foreign and domestic
priorities of the Cuban state but ultimately limited its ability to shape
wider global norms.

mercenary force and international law

If Angola in 1976 was a prime example of Tricontinental solidarity and
the evolution of the Cuban concept of mercenarism, its aftermath demon-
strated the limitations of the philosophy, namely its inability to win
sufficient support to transform the international system. Cuba and the
MPLA sought to use the Luanda Trial to legitimize its power and set legal
precedent against foreign intervention and the use of mercenaries. With
support from African governments, the MPLA’s Ministry of Justice
invited approximately fifty-one individuals from thirty-seven countries
to make up the International Commission of Enquiry on Mercenaries.
Headed by André Mouélé of the Congo-Brazzaville, the commission
included among its members three Cubans including Vivo, two Soviets,
and three Americans from theNational Conference of Black Lawyers. The
MPLA charged the commission with drafting a statement on the legal
status of mercenaries and monitoring the trial, which most analysts
deemed politicized but procedurally fair. More troubling, perhaps, these

68 Vivo, Angola, 95–96. 69 Sawyer, Racial Politics, 78.
70 Mahler, From the Tricontinental to the Global South, chapter 4.
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observers concluded that “being a mercenary”was not a legally recogniz-
able crime. They agreed that the international community should inter-
vene to solve this problem.71

International law had indeed been slow to tackle the problem of
mercenaries. Though they fell out of favor during the 1800s when nation-
alism became the preferred tool for recruiting armies, mercenaries
remained valuable contributors to small, distant wars and found new
state imprimaturs under guises like the French Foreign Legion. Few legal
documents mentioned mercenaries. The 1907 Hague and 1949 Geneva
Conventions assumed such soldiers –without using the term precisely – to
be lawful combatants and privy to the same humane treatment as other
prisoners of war.72

After Playa Girón in 1961, Cuba intermittently sought to institutional-
ize the vague distaste for mercenaries into international law, ultimately
hoping to declare foreign intervention by mercenaries illegal. Attorney
General Jose Santiago Cuba Fernández cited elements of the 1928Havana
convention, the 1936 Inter-American Peace Conference, and the charters
of the UN and OAS to claim the United States violated international law.
These documents discouraged indirect intervention in the affairs of sover-
eign states. Fernández’s choice of the emotionally powerful term mercen-
aries dramatized the extent to which the United States had funded and
guided the exile invasion.73 Cuba ultimately convicted the exiles of trea-
son, but they structured the colorful hearings around mercenarism in an
attempt to try the United States in “the Court of the Peoples of the
world.”74

Castro argued in 1962 that the lack of international law regulating
mercenarism allowed the use of mercenaries to continue.75 Thus, Cuban
rhetoric and the multilingual publication of documents like Historia De

71 Lennox S. Hinds and Hope R. Stevens, The Trial of the Mercenaries, June 7–19, 1976:
A Special Report (New York: National Conference of Black Lawyers, 1976), 15–19,
96–97. Robert E Cesner Jr. and John W. Brant, “Law of the Mercenary: An
International Dilemma,” Capital University Law Review 6:3 (1977): 339–340, 345–
351, 358. George H. Lockwood, “Report on the Trial of Mercenaries: Luanda, Angola
June 1976,” Manitoba Law Journal 7:3 (1977): 183–184, 190, 194, 197, 201. Mike
J. Hoover, “The Laws of War and the Angolan Trial of Mercenaries: Death to the Dogs
of War,” Case Western Reserve Journal of International Law 9:2 (1977): 349.
“Mercenaries in South Africa: Interview with Professor Lars Rudebeck, Uppsala
University, Sweden, Member of the International Commission of Enquiry on
Mercenaries, Angola, 1976,” Review of African Political Economy 6 (1976), 71, 73.

72 James M. Doty, “International Law and Private Military Firms,” GPSolo 25:2 March
(2008): 38–39.

73 History of an Aggression, 301–302. 74 Ibid., 312. 75 Ibid., 14.
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UnaAgresión and Vivo’s FinDelMito de LosMercenarios sought not just
to win propaganda victories but also to influence international law. In this
respect, these publications and gatherings like the Havana Conference
were part of the larger anti-imperial project that sought to forge solidarity
in order to integrate concerns of the Global South into an international
system built on European and North American priorities and precedents.
As Vijay Prashad notes, the Tricontinental “rehearsed the major argu-
ments – so that they could take them in a concerted way to the main stage,
the United Nations.”76 Cuba wanted to put neocolonial intervention on
the docket in New York. Yet by defining mercenaries as products of
specific ideological and (later) racial contexts, Cuba delimited the legal
value of the concept it sought to universalize.

Rather, it was African states that led the push to revise international
law to discourage the use of mercenaries. Events in the Congo unnerved
many of these young nations, especially after the munity of white mercen-
aries in 1966 threatened regional stability. The next year at Kinshasa, the
OAU passed a resolution demanding the withdrawal of mercenaries from
the Congo.77 Events such as the Biafran secession fromNigeria, which led
to a civil war in whichmercenaries played a small role, reinforced the need
for change as governments on both the left and right felt threatened. As
a result, the OAU, meeting in Addis Ababa in 1971, drafted a convention
against mercenaries that was finalized six years later.78 It declared that
mercenarism was a crime that could be “committed by the individual,
group or association, representative of a State and the State itself whowith
the aim of opposing by armed violence a process of self-determination
stability or the territorial integrity of another State” engage in a number of
different actions.79 The convention did not use the politicized language of
intervention favored by Cuba, but the OAU went beyond merely defining
the mercenary as an individual and articulated a definition of a crime for
which states might be guilty. It further demanded that states prohibit
within their territories “any activities by persons or organisations who

76 Vijay Prashad, The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World (New York:
New Press, 2007), xvi.

77 The Fourth Ordinary Session of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government,
“Resolution on Mercenaries,” AHG/Res. 49 (IV) (Kinshasa: Organization of African
Unity, 1967).

78 The convention’s authors attended the Luanda Trial. International Committee of the Red
Cross, Commentary on the Additional Protocols of 8 June 1977 to the Geneva
Conventions of 12 August 1949 (Geneva: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1987), 573fn7.

79 OAUConvention for the Elimination ofMercenarism in Africa,CM/817(XXIX)Annex II
Rev. 1 (Libreville: Organization of African Unity, 1977).
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use mercenaries against . . . the people of Africa in their struggle for
liberation.”80 This formulation directly responded to the implicitly racial-
ized use of mercenaries by and from thewhite minority regimes that aimed
to frustrate self-determination of postcolonial states. These OAU efforts
were a catalyst for international action before the Luanda Trial.

The UN responded to OAU efforts by formulating the first truly inter-
continental definition of a mercenary. Begun in 1974 and adopted in
1977, Article 47 of the Additional Protocols to the 1949 Geneva
Convention stripped these figures of the legal protections extended to
legal combatants and prisoners of war.81 But it lacked much of the
language of the OAU convention, specifically the attempt to hold states
accountable for employing mercenaries. These more radical elements
present in the OAU text fell victim to UN deliberations, where the need
for majority approval empowered moderate states and allowed powerful
Western countries to promote acceptably banal language. Blessing
Akporode Clark, Nigeria’s Permanent Representative to the UN,
described Article 47 as a “compromise text” that owed much to the US
delegation, “who had conducted the negotiations leading to the adoption
of the new article.”82 International law finally ruled onmercenaries, but it
did so in a way that failed to address the inequalities of power that led to
their use. Cuba was deeply disappointed. As Minister of Foreign Affairs
Juana Silvera explained, his country favored “an exact definition and
prohibition that would clearly reflect the truth of mercenary activities,
the aims of which are to hamper and thwart the struggle of peoples to free
themselves. These aims,” Silvera continued, “reflect political interests of
the imperialist countries and their lackeys, which have . . . ignored this
truth, thus helping to build up the mercenary system.”83 Such an overtly
political definition of mercenary activity was unlikely to gain traction, but
the reality was the OAU conventions fared only marginally better because
they targeted practices used by both the Western powers and their Third
World allies.

80 “OAU Convention for the Elimination of Mercenarism in Africa.”
81 Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of International

Humanitarian Law applicable in Armed Conflicts, Protocol Additional to the Geneva
Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to the Protection of Victims of
International Armed Conflicts (Protocol I) (United Nations: 1977).

82 Official Records of the Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of
International Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts. Volume 6. (Bern:
Federal Political Department, 1978), 156–157.

83 Ibid., 184–185. The representatives fromMozambique placed the new article squarely in
the context of events in Angola. Ibid., 193–194.
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Agitation against mercenary force became an ongoing theme at the UN
as the practice grew increasingly common. Ten years after passage of the
UN convention, the Red Cross lamented, “there has scarcely been any
conflict involvingmilitary operations inwhich the presence ofmercenaries
has not played a part in one way or another.”84 As a result, efforts
increased to address the recruitment, use, and financing of mercenaries.
African states again took the lead. In December 1979, Nigeria pushed
successfully for a new convention against the recruitment, use, financing,
and training of mercenaries. Likely referencing the Western obsession
with the violent international struggle of the Palestinian Liberation
Organization, Clark explained that “efforts by the international commu-
nity to reduce the problem of international terrorism cannot be said to be
complete without focusing attention on the menace these soldiers of
fortune bring to many nations in Africa.”85 A month later, at the start
of its new session, the General Assembly formed a committee to draft the
new convention, with nine of the thirty-five members coming from
African nations. Cuba was not initially selected as a member of the
committee by the Latin American group of nations. But just a few days
after the committee was announced, Panama, under the control of the
socialist-leaning Democratic Revolutionary Party, withdrew in favor of
Cuba.86

Cuba seemed to have finally gained the international standing to pro-
mote its theory. The successful defense of the MPLA in Angola affirmed
Cuba’s claim to be a revolutionary state with global aspirations. Its troops
remained in Angola while doctors and technicians streamed in to help
build the infrastructure of the state. In late 1977, Cuban troops again
deployed to the African continent, this time to protect the communist
Derg in Ethiopia from a Somali invasion.87 As Paul Thomas Chamberlin
shows in Chapter 3, this was the apex of Tricontinental solidarity. Cuba
parlayed its standing among leftist Third World governments to finally
take the chairmanship of the Non-Aligned Movement beginning in 1979

84 Commentary on the Additional Protocols of 8 June 1977 to the Geneva Conventions of
12 August 1949.

85 “Request for the Inclusion of an Additional Item in the Agenda of the Thirty-Fourth
Session: Drafting of an International Convention against the Activities of Mercenaries,”
A/34/247 (United Nations: 1979).

86 “Drafting of an International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and
Training of Mercenaries,” A/35/793/Add.1 (United Nations, 1981).

87 Gebru Tareke, “The Ethiopia-SomaliaWar of 1977Revisited,”The International Journal
of African Historical Studies 33:3 (2000): 635–667.
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with hopes of moving the loosely organized conference in more radical
directions. With nominal leadership of the UN’s largest voting bloc, Cuba
seemed poised to shape the conversation on mercenarism. Yet Cuba was
ultimately frustrated. This history illustrates the extent to which Cuba’s
expansive view of mercenarism – and Tricontinentalism itself – struggled
to gain and maintain widespread support.

Cuba had lost its position as head of the NAM by the time the two
working groups of the drafting committee consolidated their efforts in
1984. Cuba struggled to steer the loose conference, stymied on various
occasions by conservative oil states in the Gulf region, moderates like
Nigeria, and even by allies like Vietnam whose zeal for revolution took
a backseat to its interest in managing regional and global politics. Cuba’s
UN vote against censuring the Soviet Union for its invasion of Afghanistan
further eroded its standing. Yet the country remained committed to
Tricontinentalism, and the Cuban delegation contributed a proposed draft
convention to the committee that situated the problem of mercenary force
squarely within this context. The preamble identified mercenaries as antag-
onists of liberation and decolonization, citing earlier efforts by the OAU and
NAM to promote “progressive development of international law towards
regarding mercenarism as international crime.” Cuba’s expansive definition
of mercenarism provided an alternative to the individual-focused UN
Additional Protocols of 1977, declaring that states, alongwith their represen-
tatives and agents, were culpable for the crime of mercenarism if they organ-
ized, financed, supplied, equipped, trained, promoted, or employed forces
that oppose national liberation, independence, or self-determination
movements.88 This language drew on and expanded the 1977OAU conven-
tion, but Cuba’s draft garnered sparse support. As deliberations stretched on,
the financial crisis of the 1980s led to the decline of G-77 power and forced
many UN-member states to court donations from Washington and the
international financial institutions it controlled. There was little appetite for
a radical challenge to international norms, even when the subject was
mercenaries.

The committee’s final draft neglected most of the Cuban language. The
focuswas onmercenaries as individuals and the goal ofmaintaining“friendly
relations” between states, rather than protecting liberation movements. The
Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of
Mercenaries adopted in 1989 did update the Additional Protocols of 1977

88
“Cuba: Draft Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of
Mercenaries,” A/AC.207/L.22 (United Nations, 1985), 1–2.
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by adding a second definition ofmercenaries that recognized them as a threat
to the constitutional order and territorial integrity of a state. Still, the UN
maintained a narrow vision of who constituted a mercenary: an outsider
“neither a national or resident of the State” in which they were operating,
who acted outside official state forces.89 The Cuban definition of both exile
invasions and foreign-backed proxy governments as examples of a broader,
neocolonial concept of mercenarism had no support from international law.
The convention discouraged states from recruiting, using, financing, or train-
ing mercenaries, but all the offences specified in the convention were acts
committed by persons.

Ironically, even this watered-down convention failed to win much
support. After nearly three decades, only thirty-six states had ratified it
by 2021. The United States, France, and Britain – major purveyors of
mercenary force from the Cold War to the present – are not among them.
Neither is Angola, which signed the convention in 1990 but never ratified
it. Three years later, the country became a launching point for
a generation of soldiers-for-hire. Still involved with its prolonged civil
war with UNITA, the MPLA government –without Cuban troops thanks
to the end of the Cold War – employed the private, South Africa-based
military company Executive Outcomes (EO) to help it defend major
assets, including oil infrastructure operated by multinationals like Gulf
Oil.90 Cuba’s Tricontinental vision of international fighters opposing
capitalist mercenaries was lost. In the following decades, employment of
these corporate security contractors became common as states like Angola
chose to defend elite political and economic interests rather than continue
down the path of Tricontinental revolution.

The private contractors employed by EO and similar companies, which
some observers see as modern mercenaries, fit well with the competitive
neoliberalism of the 1990s.91 The delimited, much ignored anti-mercenary
laws formulated after the Luanda Trial did little to slow the growth of these
companies, and prosecutions of all but their worst excesses remain rare.92

89
“International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of
Mercenaries,” A/RES/44/34 (United Nations, 1989).

90 Kevin A. O’Brien, “PrivateMilitary Companies and African Security 1990–98,” in Abdel-
Fatau Musah and ‘Kayode Fayemi, eds., Mercenaries: An African Security Dilemma
(London: Pluto Press, 2000), 51–54.

91 See, for example, P. W. Singer, Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the Privatized Military
Industry (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008).

92 Hin-Yan Liu argues that private military companies are characterized by their impunity
under the law; law has in fact evolved to ensure the survival of mercenary force. Hin-Yan
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In the twenty-first century, the United States used dozens of private firms
such as Blackwater to provide security, training, and operations support
during its extended wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.93Though the underlying
logic had changed from anti-communism to anti-terrorism, essential calcu-
lations about cost and culpability remained constant in producing these
new coalitions betweenWestern forces, local allies, and soldiers-for-hire. So
too did this coalition both respond to and encourage networks of opposing
transnational fighters, though the identarian fundamentalism of groupings
like the Islamic State contrasted sharply with the Tricontinentalism of the
Cold War era.

conclusion

As a radical, revolutionary nation, Cuba conceptualized mercenarism –

understood to be an explicit form of imperialism – to help organize and
assist Third World peoples to challenge colonial and neocolonial domin-
ation. As a consequence of whatMahler calls “the totalizing perspective,”
anyone acting against Cuba or its Tricontinental partners was
a mercenary.94 Dreke summed up this global contest in 2017: it was as
simple as capitalists versus socialists.95 Emergent formulations of inter-
national law viewed mercenaries more simply, as individual legal viola-
tions rather than components of a larger system aimed at policing the
edges of North-South power disparities. Cuba’s broad formulation of
mercenarism and inherently ideological motivations proved controversial
even at the time. This contention prevented the adoption of these ideas
even as a majority of African states sought to rein in this destructive and
unpredictable practice. Tricontinental thought was too radical to achieve
a consensus among Third World states, let alone to reshape the rules of
international law. With no sufficient legal apparatus limiting the use of
mercenaries or intervention in the Global South, Tricontinental advo-
cates – and subsequent generations of anti-imperialists – responded to
force with force.

Liu, Law’s Impunity: Responsibility and the Modern Private Military Company (Oxford:
Hart Publishing, 2015).

93 See, for example, Jeremy Scahill, Blackwater: The Rise of the World’s Most Powerful
Mercenary Army (New York: MJF Books, 2008).

94 Mahler, From the Tricontinental to the Global South, 103.
95 Ron Augustin, “No Other Choice but to Unite: An Interview with Victor Dreke,”

October 7, 2017, Monthly Review: https://mronline.org/2017/10/07/no-other-choice-
but-to-unite-an-interview-with-victor-dreke/.
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This does not mean that Cuban soldiers became mercenaries for the
left. Christine Hatzky, among others, argues that the Cuban government
profited from its deployment of military and civil forces in Angola, mak-
ing them mercenary in nature.96 Hatzky is correct that Angola paid for
decades of Cuban assistance, and internationalist deployments became
a point of national pride for Castro’s government, almost mythic in
nature. However, these payments were considered parts of
Tricontinental solidarity, in which marginalized states pooled their
limited resources to fight a common revolution. Cuba lent military and
civil assistance to Angola, but it required payments to subsidize these
deployments. Two points argue against understanding this as
a mercenary relationship. First, Hatzky herself admits that most Cubans
were motivated by solidarity and commitment to the revolution, not by
the possibility of individual gain.97 Exchanges occurred between govern-
ments as part of international diplomacy. Second, understanding Cuban
concepts of mercenarism reveals that the limited inequalities of power
between the parties prevented the creation of such a dynamic. Cuba and
Angola negotiated their relationship in ways that allowed each country to
benefit.98Cuba could not bankroll its foreign mission, but neither could it
dictate terms. This arrangement contrasts with both traditional mercen-
ary relationships whereinmoney buys loyalty and the expansive definition
that Cuba applied to the United States, whose wealth allowed it to provide
generous aid but wielded this power to control clients such as Congo and
South Vietnam.

This is not to say that Tricontinental solidarity was wholly superior to
mercenary force. Internationalist fighters thrived in the postcolonial era
because of their role within the militant ideological conflict of the Cold
War. When the conflict ended, the internationalist fighter became unten-
able even as US empire remained. Cuba began reducing its Angolan
deployment after the MPLA claimed victory over South African troops
at Cuito Cuanavale, but it is no coincidence that the final withdrawal
occurred between 1989 and 1991. Moreover, the departure of Cuban and

96 Christine Hatzky, Cubans in Angola: South-South Cooperation and Transfer of
Knowledge, 1976–1991 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2015).

97 According to Hatzky, interviewees were surprised or unresponsive to the idea that Cuba
even accepted payments.

98 Abdel-FatauMusah and J. ‘Kayode Fayemi conclude simply, “The official involvement of
Cuban forces in Angola in the 1970s and 1980s by invitation of the Angolan government
exclude such a force being described as a mercenary involvement,” Mercenaries: An
African Security Dilemma, 36.
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other foreign troops did not resolve the factors that led to internal unrest
and the use of mercenaries; indeed, decades of Cold War conflict exacer-
bated it. Especially in Africa, leaders such as Angola’s José Eduardo Dos
Santos grew dependent on foreign soldiers – be they politically inclined or
paid – to prop up governments whose legitimacy was limited by political,
regional, and historical divisions. Like mercenaries, internationalist fight-
ers provided weak governments with an effective fighting force whose
allegiance was only tangentially related to domestic competence and
whose foreign makeupmilitated against the creation of competing domes-
tic power blocs. It is this reality that helps explain Angola’s shift toward
corporate mercenaries after the Cold War ended. As a result, Che and his
fellow internationalist fighters have become largely symbolic, while mer-
cenaries soldier on.
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