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The Bolshevik leaders have had very definite ideas with respect to the role which 
Mexico and Latin America are to  play in their general program of world revolution. 
They have set up as one of their fundamental tasks the destruction of what they term 
American imperialism as a necessary prerequisite to the successful development of 
the international revolutionary movement in the New World. . . Thus Latin America 
and Mexico are conceived as a base for activity against the United States. 

-Secretary of State Frank Kellogg, 'Bolshevik Aims and Policies in Mexico 
and Latin America', 1927' 

In Guatemala, international communism had an initial success. It began ten years 
ago, when a revolution occurred in Guatemala. The revolution was not without 
justification, but the Communists seized on it, not as an opportunity for real reforms, 
but as a chance t o  gain political power. . . If world communism captures any 
American State, however small, a new and perilous front is established which will 
increase the danger to the entire free world and require even greater sacrifices from 
the American people. 

-Secretary of State John Foster DuMes, 19.54' 

As Nicaragua is already doing, additional Marxist-Leninist regimes in Central America 
could be expected to expand their armed forces, bring in large numbers of Cuban and 
other Soviet bloc advisors, develop sophisticated agencies of repression and external 
subversion, and sharpen polarizations, both within individual countries and regional- 
ly. . . The crisis is on our doorstep. 

-National Bipartisan Commission on Central America, 1984~ 

A haunting echo emerges from the solemn warnings today about the 
potential communist domination of Central America. For more than half 
a century US officials have harpe on a similar theme and have followed it 
with intervention in the region. d uring much of this time journalists and 
scholars focused on the interventions, and treated the alleged threat of 
communism as little more than a pretext for US domination. The New 
York  World,  for example, exclaimed in response to  the 1927 State Depart- 
ment memorandum: 

One can only characterize this as a degrading form of propaganda aimed either to 
save Mr. Kellogg's face. . . or as part of a concerted effort on the part of the State 
Department to mislead and inflame American opinion as the prelude to  a 
diplomatic rupture and an armed in ter~ent ion.~ 

* I very much appreciate the advice of Peter Kornbluh and William LeoGrande. 
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The claims of protecting the hemisphere from a communist threat by 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, when the US assisted in the over- 
throw of the Guatemalan government, have been similarly dismissed by 
most scholars as little more than a weak justification for other American 
purposes in Central America.5i/Indeed, the anti-communist theme has 
been repeated so often to cover up the true intentions of the United States 
in Central America that many analysts have viewed it only as a pretext- 
and nothing more-for US intervention in the region. 

The current fervour against communism is not the same as the pretexts 
of years past. It has taken on a new dimension.d~iddin~ the hemisphere 
of communism has become an end in itself for the United States; it has 
become a religious crusade, an ideological war. For this reason the contem- 
porary anti-communist campaign should not be dismissed as sheer 
hypocrisy. As it has gathered momentum, the campaign has become a 
crusade against which the mere exposure of its associated fallacies or 
recitation of rational argument provides little resistance. To be sure f anti- he 
communist posturing retains many elements of rationalization, whereby 
it serves other interests. But this alone does not describe its character or 
suggest its importance_as_anka_ti= force of US policy in Central 
Americ-a- - 

This article will examine the nature of the United States' ideological 
war against communism in Central America today. The first section will 
describe the way anti-communism has become associated with a multi- 
plicity of goals that are involed to justify US intervention. The description 
suggests the crusade-like quality of the anti-communist campaign. The 
parallels to a crusade will be drawn up explicitly in the second section, 
which focuses on the distortions that are propagated in order t o  bind the 
faithful together. The third section explores why anti-communism has 
taken such a firm hold on Washington. In the concluding section the way 
in which the crusade has been manifested in policy will be examined, 
because this suggests the significance of the crusade, which will 
be considered. 

I-Intervention and anti-communism 
During the twentieth century the United States has intervened in the 
Caribbean and Central America for a variety of reasons in pursuit of at 
least as many interests. Although scholars differ in their phases on 9" particular r e a s m o s t  include three prominent ones: to keep out 
foreign powers, to ensure access to sea lanes, the Panama Canal, raw 
materials and markets, and to  maintain stability. A consensus on these is 
evident across the political spectrum from scholars on the left to those 
on the right.6 To be sure, explanations differ as to why the three have 
been sufficiently important to the Unit d States to warrant intervention. 
Walter Lafeber, for example, points t J he US interest in its own security 
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and the desire to develop and aintain a system of neo-dependency. Cole 9i Blasier suggests the US has had an interest in control, or dominant political 
influence, for its own sake.' In each case, particular interests also may 
have been factors. They range from the particular interests of the people 
involved in the bureaucracy, to the electoral insecurity of presidents.8 

The three prominent reasons are clear in many of the cases of US 
intervention. Concern about a foreign power appears to have prompted 
the US to  occupy Haiti in 1914, because it feared German control of the 
Windward Passage, and to  invade Mexico in 1916, because of Mexican 
relations with German In both cases the concern turned around 
security matters. ttention directed at the Panama Canal and Caribbean e 

s e a  lanes has at times been less a matter of security than commerce, 
though it would be difficult t o  disentangle the two. The United States has 
equated open commerce with its security in this century for several 
reasons. First, commerce provides the raw materials necessary for domestic 
industry and development. / Thus in 1950, when Ambassador George 
Kennan underlined the importance of Latin America to the United States, 
he pointed to the protection of 'our raw materials', but he suggested a 
security context: were Europe to  turn against the United States, he said, 
'Latin America would be all we would have to fall back on.'" Indeed, 
q ~ a t i n  American raw materials were used extensively in the arms build-up 
during the Korean War. 

Second, commerce provides markets for US industries, which have been 
important for the US economy. Finally, open commerce has meant invest- 

J ment by US capitalists who would maintain Latin American countries in a 
position of dependency vis-i-vis the United States. Dependency reduced 
the ability of these countries to turn away from the United States and to  
welcome a non-hemispheric power into a relationship that might threaten 
the US. 

Certainly the dynamics of neo-dependency were not clear to many US 
policymakers. Neo-dependencv may have been understood, if at  all, only 
at  an intuitive level. It appears that policymakers ften opted to intervene 9 merely at the behest of private interests." They may have done so on the 
crude basis of their own personal and pecuniary relations with threatened 
companies, or on the basis of a shared outlook about the sanctity of 
private property, and about the responsibility of the United States govern- 
ment to protect American property. Regardless of the source-whether i t  
was a sophisticated calculus about dependency or a simpler notion about 
American owned propertydhe concern for private investors seemed for 
the most part compatible with US security interests. 

Likewise, stability has been prized because it seemed to  ensure US 

d security and commercial interests. Repressive governments that suppressed 
dissent-which often took the form of strikes-and that were aligned with 
the United States, thus became more desirable than democratic govern- 
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ments. The latter had more tolerance for disruption, and were more 
difficult to control because they were less au t~c ra t i c . ' ~  

The common thread that runs through most of the explanations of US 
intervention is the sense that the United States has viewed the Caribbean 
and Central America from the perspective of a great power, and has seen 
the region as within the US sphere of influence. 11 great powers, the 
conventional wisdom holds, act from a logic that b" ictates a power must 
maintain hegemony over an area it sees as in its sphere. Great powers 
define their security partially in terms of such maintenance, and resort t o  
techniques such a2 n e o - d s p d e a w - r o ~ r ~ ~ a n d + e r p e r u a t e h e g e m ~  
j The assertion that the United States treats Latin America as a 

protectorate, as a region under its sphere of influence, does not resonate 
well with the American vision of itself as a non-imperial-and even an anti- 
imperial-power. Americans hold a profound belief in their exceptional- 
ism, a belief that in the New World they built a society that rested on 
neither the class divisions nor tbe imperialism of the Old World, and that 
was guided by a moral vision1 Indeed this faith has tinged public pro- 
nouncements about US intervention in Latin America. As the eminent 
conservative historian Dexter Perkins observes: 

Again and again, in the controversies that arose, the emphasis is on ideology, 
rather than n security. American statesmen have believed, and acted on the \P belief, that the best waig to  rally American opinion behind their purposes is to 
assert a moral principle. 

In part \this accounts for the repeated use of an alleged atheistic com- 
munist ihreat to justify intervention. A fight against communists required 
no other moral justification. It became the equivalent of earlier rationaliza- 
tions for US intervention, which characterized the United States as a noble 
missionary out t o  civilize or Christianize backward populations. 1 

The point at which this missionary overlay-the crusade
J
to rid the 

hemisphere of communism-took on a life of its own is difficult to specify 
precisely. As noted, anti-communism was invoked before World War 11. 

VIn the decade after the war anti-communist appeals with respect t o  Latin 
America gained greater frequency as they coincided with the Red Scare 
of the period. There is evidence, for example, that a crusade-like mentality 
animated US intervention against Guatemala in 1954 even more than the 
desire t o  restore United Fruit's property. Blasier observes that 'Dulles' 
policies toward Guatemala were in part a religious crusade against atheistic 
communism, in part an ideological struggle on behalf of-free enterprise, 
and in part a battle with Soviet e ~ ~ a n s i o n i s m ' . ' ~  What is clear-is thZt 

Jtoday the crusade is wholly coincident with professed US concerns for 
security, the maintenance of neo-dependent relations, and hegemonic 
domination. Where these interests might have been distinguishable at one 
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time from an anti-communist posture, they are now one and the same. 
This equation has enabled anti-communism to  take on a life of its own 
as the guide for US policy. 

It is revealing to  examine the official reasons for US military activities 
and expanded presence in Central America and the Caribbean today.'' 
In each instance, the foreign threat-that is, the threat from outside the 
hemisphere-is the Soviet Union, which has allegedly injected itself into 
the hemisphere directly by assisting and controlling its agents, and in- 
directly through its ideology, ~ommuni sm. '~  J~arxism- eni in ism and 
communism are seen as one and the same, as a consistent ideology with a 
clear associated political programme, and most importantly, as foreign.'" 
Starting from these premises, the logic of the US concern becomes apparent 
with respect t o  the tra itional reasons for US intervention. j" 1 .  Foreign power: Little distinction is made between US security and 
keeping the Soviet Union out of the hemisphere. Of necessity, because 
Cuba and Nicaragua are in the hemisphere, a ready equation is made 
between these two countries and the Soviet Union.kuba and Nicaragua 
are linked to  the Soviet Union as 'surrogates', 'mercenaries', 'part of the 
Soviet intelligence network', 'partners', and 'collaborators'.'8 At times, an 
activity is referred to as 'Cuban-Soviet', or the three countries are con- 
textually linked as in: 'Cuba, Nicaragua and the Soviet Union aided. . .'Ig 
This sleight of hand enables Cuba and Nicaragua to be the focus of argu- 
ments about protecting Central America from a non-hemispheric power. 

i ~ h e s e  'foreigners' threaten the United States for several reasons. Their 
presence allegedly undermines US credibility in the eyes of allies, who 
presumably could not trust the United States t o  come to their defence if 
the US is unwilling to  attack enemies so close t o  1n a time of war 
with the Soviet Union, the US would be hampered in sending supplies and 
reinforcements t o  the battlefield (which presumably would be outside the 
hemisphere), because the Soviet navy could attack US deployments from 
bases in Central America and the Caribbean, and could block up the 
Panama canal." [Short of war, such bases would improve the Soviet 
capability t o  gather intelligence about the United States, and to pursue 
their expansionary aims through the hemisphere.22 Their goal, it is said, is 
t o  control all of Central America and then Mexico, which would place a 
hostile power directly on the US border. The United States has been able 
t o  develop as a democracy and as the strongest country in the world 
because i t  has been in the fortuitous position of never having to  defend its 
borders. The necessity of a border defence would change the American 
way of life.23q~uch an aim is facilitated by the nature of these foreigners. 
They are ruthless and untrustworthy. They do not respect coalition 
government, and they take advantage of 'liberal' open systems the way in 
which the Bolsheviks were able t o  undermine Eastern European govern- 
m e n t ~ . ~ ~  Their weapon is terror, and t o  permit their terror in this hemi- 



US POLICY IN CENTRAL AMERICA 235 

sphere is to encourage the international terror network that the Soviet 
Union sponsors.25 

2. Access t o  markets,  etc.: The Soviets understand how vital the 
Caribbean sea lanes are t o  the United States. Half of US 'shipping tonnage 
and imported oil passes through Caribbean shipping lanes', President 
Reagan exclaimed in 1984, 'and nearly half of [U.S.] foreign trade passes 
through the Panama Canal and Caribbean  water^."^ The emphasis on oil is 
a version of the old concern about protecting US sources of raw material, 
even though much of the oil is not produced in the region. An increasing 
amount is refined in the Caribbean basin. While the old concern was 
largely economic, the new emphasis is both commercial and strategic. 
Similarly, open sea lanes and an accessible Panama Canal have had simul- 
taneous security and commercial casts placed on them. This is the case 
even with respect t o  private investment. The denunciation of Marxist- 
Leninist regimes for their lack of pluralism is based on a complex link 
between security and commercial  interest^.'^ The regimes in question are 
Cuba, Nicaragua, and the potential governments that would be ruled by 
guerrillas fighting in El Salvador and Guatemala. Such regimes are said t o  
deny the unfettered penetration of US capital, which makes their countries 
inhospitable climates for investment. Investment is one of the bonds that 
tie a country to the United States, and make it less susceptible t o  Soviet 
penetration. US investment is also seen as the only route t o  economic 
development in the region, and without development the countries provide 
'ripe conditions' for exploitation by Marxist-Leninist s~bve r s ives .~~  

3 .  Stability: l ~ h e s e  subversives appreciate that ripe conditions are 
unstable ones, which is why 'an explicit purpose of guerrilla violence is 
to make matters worse'.29 The consequences of instability in the region 
are not only the likely takeover by the Soviet surrogates, but the massive 
migration of Central Americans t o  the United States.j0 Such a flow of 
immigrants threatens even the stability of the United States and so poses 
a security problem. 1 while official statements avoid explicit racial refer- 
ences about the nature of the refugees, they muster up images that have 
been used for more than a century to  describe undesirable aliens who do  
not fit into the mainstream population of the United States. 

4. Moral goals: Implicit in this litany of threats to the United States 
and the hemisphere is the moral purpose that attaches t o  a struggle against 
communism. But what can be made explicit should not be left t o  the 
imagination, so the moral case has been spelled out.-To fight totalitarian 
communism in the hemisphere is 'a moral duty and a solemn respbnsibility', 

>resident Reagan told the US~O-.TO be idle would mean that the 
United States would 'stand by passively while the people of Central 
America are delivered to  t~ ta l i ta r ian ism' .~~ Indeed, the Kissinger Com- 
mission declares the primary US interest in the region is-the_peervation 
of 'the-qoral authority of the-United States'. This includes the require= -- --. _ - -- - - 
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ment that the United States 'be perceived by others as a nation that does 
what is right because it is right. . . ' 3 2 d ~ h a t  is right is to help 'our friends' 
who are fighting communism. 'The people of El Salvador,' the President 
admonished, 'are earning their freedom and they deserve our moral and 
material support t o  protect it.'33 Moreover, the other democratic countries 
in Latin America are looking to the United States t o  protect their freedom 
from the dangers of totalitarianism in their midst.34 

In sum, by official reckoning, a war against communism in Central 
America comports with the historic interests and values of the United 
States. Anti-communism throughout the century equates perfectly with 
the reasons for US intervention in the region. With such a unitary correla- 
tion, anti-communism can be readily substituted at  all times as the 
rationale for US action. In the process of such substitution, anti- 
communism has slowly become the end itself. 

II-The anti-communist crusade 
Political crusades are no new phenomena in the United States, Many move- 
ments in the last two hundred years have taken on an evangelical f e r ~ o u r . ~ '  
  he^ dave  been accompanied by an ideological world view that explains 
events in terms of conspiracy; that reduces complex issues to a struggle 
between good and evil, and that exaggerates the evil to the point of 
paranoia; that prompts a self-righteousness on the part of the faithful; and 
that ultimately rests on a blind faith. The current anti-communist crusade 
directed at Central America fits this mould quite securely. 

A conspiratorial view of events in Central America runs rampant 
through the official declamations reviewed in the last section. The Soviets, 
Cubans and now Nicaraguans have a plan to take over Central America, 
officials allege, and so all turmoil in the region can be traced directly t o  
this source. 'The Soviet-Cuban thrust to make Central America part of 
their geostrategic challenge,' the Kissinger Commission asserts, 'is what has 
turned the struggle in Central America into a security and political prob- 
lem. . .'36 Concomitant with the conspiratorial view is a portrait of the 
enemy that takes on fantastic proportions. As William LeoGrande observes: 
'In this envisioned conspiracy, the communists are omniscient and omni- 
potent, the noncommunists ignorant and impotent.'37 

\Having enlarged the enemy to frightening dimensions, crusaders then 
register enormous fears about the monster. The communists in Central 
America hate the United States, officials charge, see control of the region 
as a first attack on the United States, and finally seek to destroy America 
and 'its way of life' .38\~uch fears lead to a rigidity that cannot tolerate any 
deviation, because to accept any accommodation is to expose Good to  
Evil. 'President Jimmy Carter's Ibero-American policies', the Committee 
of Santa Fe sermonized, 
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are the culmination of this accommodation process whereby. . . Latin American 
regimes are abandoned to extracontinental attacks by the international Com- 
munist movement. 39 

To wage war against this enemy thus becomes a moral obligation as 
much as it is self-serving. The Kissinger Commission proudly proclaims 
that 'in Central America today, our strategic and moral interests coin- 
~ i d e ' . ~ '  /The United States can self-righteously arrogate to itself, therefore, 
the prerogative t o  determine which regimes in the region are legitimate 
and which are not. Cuba and Nicaragua fail the tests! 

The tests have a mystical quality t o  them. They do not rely on ready 
proofs, but emerge from a fabric of distortions and blind assertions. To 
believe these requires a leap of faith, which is what all crusades demand 
of their followers as a condition to  join the fold. Richard Hofstadter 
explains that 

The typical procedure of the higher paranoid scholarship is to start with such 
defensible assumptions and with a careful accumulation of facts, or at least what 
appear to be facts, and to marshal these facts toward an overwhelming 'proof 
of the particular conspiracy to be e~tablished.~' 

Six articles of faith constitute the 'proofs' of the anti-communist 
crusade over Central America. Repeated regularly, they are:V(l) the 
United States is supporting democracy in Central America; (2) US credi- 
bility is at stake in Central America; (3) there is a Soviet/Cuban/Nicaraguan 
nexus that makes Nicaragua and Cuba surrogates of the Soviet Union; 
(4) Nicaragua is a threat t o  its neighbours and the United States; (5) the 
countries of the region are potential 'dominoes'; (6) the anti-Nicaraguan 
guerrillas are fighting for democracy. 

The six shibboleths do emerge from some undeniable facts, as 
Hofstadter suggests is often the case. The facts are invoked to  affirm the 
veracity of the web that is spun out of them, and to  obscure the leaps of 
faith that constitute the web itself. There is no question, for example, 
that Cuba is a Marxist-Leninist state, and that it views the Soviet Union 
as a 'natural ally'. Nearly three-fourths of Cuba's trade is with Comecon 
(Soviet and Eastern European trade bloc) countries. !The Soviet Union 

i provides significant amounts of economic and military aid t o  Cuba along 
with large subsidies, on the oil and machinery it exports t o  Cuba and on 
the sugar it imports. Cuba has supplied arms to Nicaragua, and has given 
extensive assistance in the form of teachers and medical professionals. In 
the ruling Sandinista directorate there are some people who consider 
themselves to be Marxist-Leninists, and this is true as well of some leaders 
among the insurgents in El Salvador and Guatemala. What is questionable i are the conclusions that are developed on the basis of these facts. Consider 
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each of the six. 
1. Democracy in Central America may be the most often stated goal of 

the Reagan Administration, but incantation does not substitute for action. fin El Salvador, which is the main focus of the policy, it has promoted 
three elections since 1982. But in each instance, the choices were limited 
by the exclusion of candidates associated with the FDR (Democratic 
Revolutionary Front). This meant that many Christian Democrats and 
Social Democrats who had run for office even in earlier disrupted and dis- 
credited Salvadoran elections were kept off the ballot The last election, i 
in May 1984, was further distorted by the intrusion of the US through its 
massive support for Jose Napoleon ~uar te .1  Still, the United States has 
maintained the fiction that the elections were democratic, because at 
least the 'centre' and right participated fully. This fiction rests on the claim 
that the El Salvador government is a centre regime which had instituted 
reforms beginning after the October, 1979 coup, and that i t  has been 
continuing those reforms. In fact, the government that came to  power in 
October, 1979 lasted for three months, and most of the reforms it tried 
t o  develop were undermined by the- military and right wing, which re- 
gained power by March, 1980.~" Most of the people involved with the I 
first junta are now in exile, and many of them are working actively with 
the FDR. The lack of real progress in democratizing El Salvador prompted 
President Reagan to veto the military aid bill he had requested at  the end 
of 1983, because it would have re uired the President t o  certify 
continuing progress towards democracy. 49 

What the ~dministrat ion would have to overlook in such certifications 
is the close link between the 'death squads' and the government. The 
death squads are not the rogue roups of right-wing extremists Administra- 
tion otficials describe. They&ve been organized and directed by high 
military officials and form a part of the apparatus the government uses t o  
control the populace.44 There is some evidence that they may be even 
linked to the Central Intelligence ~ ~ e n c ~ . ~ '  

Democracy in the other Central American countries also appears t o  be 
of little real concern for the Administration. It points to the 1981 
Honduran election as a m,ovement away from authoritarian rule, and then 
ignores the way in which real control of the government has remained in 
the hands of the rni1itaryj6 Worse, it obscures the way in which increasing 
US military assistance to Honduras has strengthened the military's control, 
and how US plans for a permanent base there are likely to nullify the 
civilian rule it upholds rhetorically.47 I 

The obfuscation with respect to ~Aatemala is the most callous. President 
Reagan already has resumed the sale of military equipment there despite 
congressional bans, and has proposed a military aid package for the junta 
of $10 mi l l i on . l~e  ,claims that the rate of killing by the military has 
diminished and elections are in the offing. But the sales were begun during 
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the rule of General Efrain Rios Montt, who increased the murder rate for 
rural Indians, and the 'hope' for democratic reform is pegged on the 
regime of General Oscar Meija Victores, who was involved with the so- 
called rural pacification during the Rios Montt era. He is a member of the 
officer corps that had prevented free elections and produced the blood- 
baths in the 1970s.~' ? 

2. If the pursuit of democracy and the associated prevention of 
dictatorship express the moral component of US policy, the most import- 
ant self-interested component is insuring US credibilityl!centra1 America 
is a 'vital' US interest. numerous officials have declared. '1f the US were t o  
give up a vital interest t o  its enemy, then its credibility with allies who 
depend upon the US would wither. However, it is far from clear t o  which 
allies the bfficials are referring. Major European allies repeatedly have told 
the Administration that neither do they see the stirrings in Central 
America as vital to US interests, nor do they believe the US should pursue 
a military solution to  secure what it alone perceives is in its interest One 
French diplomat said in 1983: 4 

Just because the United States believes that every problem that arises in the 
Southern hemisphere has the Russian hand behind it, that doesn't mean it is 
SO. 49 

IWestern leaders are far more concerned that the United States might 
actually become enmeshed in a Central American war and thereby reduce 
its military commitment t o  Europe. In that sense the Administration is 
correct about its credibility, but for the wrong reasons. US credibility as 
a rational and responsible international actor is at stake in Central America 
and the ~aribbean.~'!  Even Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
publicly rebuked the United States for its 1983 invasion of Grenada, and 
fo the mining of Nicaragua's harbours in 1984. 

\Europeans have been advising the Reagan Administration to  rely on 
the Contadora countries (Mexico, Panama, Colombia and Venezuela) to 
mediate the conflicts in the region. These four US allies grouped together 
precisely t o  encourage the United States to reduce its involvement in the 
Central American wars. / ~ l o n ~  with other Latin American countries, they 
have told the United States both that its credibility would not be affected 
if the guerrillas won in El Salvador or the Sandinistas remained in power, 
nd that its credibility would be harmed if i t  did intervene militarily.51 

&he United States has turned a deaf ear t o  its allies7 entreaties. It has not 
responded positively t o  Contadora proposals, and it continues to base its 
actions on what it perceives are worst case scenarios, which the Latin 
Americans find are highly problematic. The worst case is t h a t / ~ i c a r a ~ u a  
and other so-called Marxist-Leninist regimes would open bases for the 
Soviets, which might endanger free US access to the Canal and Caribbean 
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sea lanes. However, Nicaragua has asserted time and again that it will not 
permit any foreign base on its soil, and the Soviet Union has shown no 
inclination to seek such a base. It appears unwilling, or  unable, to pay 
the cost that such a base would entail, which would be the case in El 
Salvad r and Guatemala as well.s2( 

3 .  \R he 'worst case' scenarios turn on the important and unsupported 
assumption that Nicaragua and Cuba are surrogates of the Soviet Union, 
as would be any Marxist-Leninist state. It is an assumption, born in the 
simplistic pre-SinoISoviet split era, of a monolithic communist world. 
Rr is also an assumption on which the Administration relies only with 
respect t o  Central America. Elsewhere, as in China and Yugoslavia, it 
recognizes that not all Marxist-Leninist regimes are alike, or are pawns 
of the Soviet Union. China and Yugoslavia, for example, carry on a greater 
proportion of their trade with the Soviet Union than does Nicaragua. 
Nicaragua has received aid and weapons from he Soviet Union; it also has 
received these from several Western countries. Unlike Comecon countries, i 
it has not organized its economy along a Soviet model, and i t  has main- 
tained a larfe pr?ate sector, a relatively uncensored press, and religious 
freedomss3 But ~ t s  internal organization is less critical for the assumption 
than its external relations, because supposedly it is icaragua's foreign 7 policy that worries the United States. In this regard, there is no evidence 
that the Soviet Union has been able or even has tried to direct Nicaraguan 
foreign policy. Charges that Nicaraguan support of the Soviet Union in 
the United Nations demonstrate its slavishness are credible only if one 
accepts the premise that a country could never vote with the Soviets 
without being a Soviet pawn. In fact, Nicaragua has taken a non-aligned 
stance in the UN. Cuba has lso respected Nicaragua's sovereignty. The 2 best evidence suggests that when Cuba has advised Nicaragua how to 
handle its foreign affairs, it has told the Sandinistas t o  avoid Cuba's 
mistakes and not t o  alienate itself from the United 

Assertions about Cuban puppetry did not originate in the Reagan 
Administration. They have been prevalent for twenty years, and most 
prominently since the 1970s, when Cuban support for the MPLA in 
Angola and the ,Ethiopian government in its war against Sudan began to 
involve troops. $he evidence points t o  a mixed record: that Cuba took 
the lead in enlisting Soviet support for the MPLA and agreed to the Soviet 
request for assistance to the ~ t h i o ~ i a n s . ' ~  Other cases also paint a picture 
of two independent countries who have similar goals at times and who 
might work in concert when their goals ~o inc ide . ' ~  Most importantly, 
however~there is no evidence that either country has any plan to control 
Central America or desire to do so. Indeed, the Soviet Union has tended 
to be far more respectful about US domination over its sphere of influence 
than the US has been of the Soviet ~ n i o n ' s . ~ '  

4. Similarly, there is no evidence of a Nicaraguan plot t o  overthrow I 



US POLICY IN CENTRAL AMERICA 241 

other countries. The United States has maintained the most sophisticated 
reconnaissance of the El Salvador border, yet has produced no solid proof 
to support it claims that Nicaragua is shipping arms and ammunition to 
El Salvador. /The weakness of the Administration's case was articulated 
succinctly by an especially well-informed Central American analyst in 
mid-1984, shortly after he left the Central Intelligence Agency. He said, 

The whole picture that the Administration has presented of Salvadoran insurgent 
operations being planned, directed and supplied from Nicaragua is simply not 
tNe. 58 

d ~ h e  Salvadoran insurgents appear to receive most of their arms and 
ammunition from the Salvadoran army.59 

In part the Administration's case revolves around the large build-up of 
Nicaraguan military forces. 'what the case omits is the obvious need for 
such a large force to protect Nicaragua from daily incursions by CIA- 
supplied contra forces. Moreover, the Nicaraguans reasonably anticipate 
even heavier fighting in the future, directly against the United States or 
~onduras .~ '  j ~ h e  weapons they have received are defensive, though clearly 
they were insufficient even to prevent the mining of key ports by the CIA 
in 1983 and 1984. 

5. The Nicaraguan threat to  its neighbours is an element in the complex 
scenario of how Central America is likely to fall under Soviet domination. 
In effect it is a modern version of the 'domino' thesis. Three versions of 
the domino effect have been propounded by the Administration. In the 
first, the countries of the region are said to  be ripe for direct Soviet1 
CubanINicaraguan aggression, which occurs through agents sent in for this 
purpose. In a second version, the countries might fall by 'contagion' or by 
a 'ripple effect', again because they are ripe or lack sufficient stamina. 
The third version is a variation of the first: the insurgents may be locals 
but they are controlled by foreign forces and in effect are not indigenous. 

All of the versions rest on the vivid metaphor of dominoes, and little 
else. Dominoes are each carved alike, and fall from the same pressure. In 
reality, countries have different histories, different forces at work in their 
midst, different reasons for turmoil and stability. Each country must be 
understood in its own terms to appreciate whether revolution is likely at a 
particular time. Costa Rica, for example, with a long democratic tradition 
and little repression was less affected by the Sandinista victory than was 
El ~alvador .~ '  Mexico, which is seen as the ultimate domino, is a stable 
country with enduring political institutions. This is one reason why it has 
given so little credence to Administration worries about falling dominoes.62 

Undoubtedly, guerrillas in El Salvador and Guatemala were heartened 
by the Sandinista victory. But in such cases the focus should be placed on 
the reasons for revolution-the oppression and poverty-and not on the 
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example that heartens them. They might well draw sustenance as well 
from successful revolutions in other parts of the world. As in other revolu- 
tions, including the American Revolution, they also rely on a range of 
ideas to energize their followers. Some form of Marxism-Leninism has 
been embraced by nearly all successful twentieth century revolutions, 
and Central American revolutionaries should be expected to embrace 
these ideas, too. But as in other countries they have adopted those ideas 
that suited t eir particular conditions and meshed them with other relevant 
concepts. 2 iberation theology, with its emphasis on democracy, the 
grievances of the poor, and bearing witness, has also engendered the 
stniggle against tyrannies in El Salvador and Guatemala. 

J ~ h e  argument that the Central American insurgencies are not indigenous 
because only a foreign-supported revolution could be sustained starts from 
an unsubstantia d assumption.63 It also bears little relation to  the reality 
of these cases: X he roots of the Guatemalan struggle emanate from the 
repression that followed the US-sponsored overthrow of the Arbenz 
government in 1954. It gained momentum in the 1970s, precisely during 
the period when Cuba had turned its attention to Africa and was 
harmonizing relations with Latin American c ~ u n t r i e s . ~ ~  Similarly, the 
guerrilla movement in El Salvador developed strength during the 1970s, 
following the military's nullification of the 1972 e l e~ t ion .~ '  

6. The web is fully enmeshed with the final claim of the anti-communist 
crusaders, which draws attention back to the opening proposition.1 The 
United States is said to be fighting for democracy in Central America 
against foreign totalitarian forces that aim to  take over the countries and 
weaken the US. Therefore, whatever means the United States uses is 
ultimately democratic in character because its aim is democracy. In this 
way the contras who are attempting to  overthrow the Nicaraguan govern- 
ment with US support are 'freedom fighters',)jand their goal must be the 
creation of democracy in Nicaragua, because they oppose the present 
regime. 

There is little doubt any more that the aim of the contras is the over- 
throw of the government. Even the Administration has shifted its rationale 
for support of thgm from the flimsy claim that they intended merely t o  
interdict arms.66bhe official intention now is t o  pressure the Sandinistas 
t o  fulfill their 'promises' of creating a democracy. But would the contras 
provide democracy if they succeeded? Nicaragua has not had any exper- 
ience with democracy in half a century, so that none of the contra group- 
ings can claim to spring from democratic roots. f the three major group- P ings, moreover, the two based in Honduras-and which are the most 
powerful-have direct ties to the repression of the Somoza dictatorship.67 
This is especially true of the FDN (Nicaraguan Democratic Force), whose 
military command structure is entirely drawn from the Somoza Nati nal 
Guard. Their alleged fidelity to democratic freedoms is hardly credible1 
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dndeed,  their sabotage is aimed partly at the Nicaraguan effort t o  hold 
democratic elections in November, 1984. The defence against the contras 
has forced Nicaragua to  impose some curbs that could distort a process of 
free elections. Preparation for the elections has included a successful 
literacy programm and long consultation with several US universities J about procedure. hus the US professes its support for democracy by 
blindly sanctioning the efforts in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala, 
and by discounting the efforts in Nicaragua while aiding the guerrillas who 
are trying to  undermine these efforts. 

The durability of the six propositions, especially in the face of serious 
criticism from scholars, journalists and commentators, indicates that 
they have become articles of faith. It is possible that the Reagan 
~dministrat ion is ignorant of the reality it pretends to describe in Central 
America. Administrations do tend to arrive in Washington with a type of 
'amnesia', a lack of historical memory about what has happened before it 
arrived. As Eldon Kenworthy explains, 'Washington confuses its discovery 
of the guerrillas, its awaken g, with what has actually been going on in J" these c o ~ n t r i e s . ' ~ ~  Indeed, several of the key policymakers on Central 
America in the early days of the Administration were ignorant about the 
region. But this perspective does not explain why the Administration 
chose to be ignorant. Nor does it explain why the Kissinger Commission, 
which consulted with more than seven hundred people by its own reckon- 
ing, persisted in propagating the myths. 

An alternative explanation is that .the distortions are the result of a 
deliberate campaign of m i s i n f o m a t i ~ ~  Ev~dence ~ t ~ ~ e ~  
numerous examples, such as the first 'white paper' that the Administra- 
tion issued to  support its Central America policy.69 A Wall Street Journal 
inquiry into the document determined, in the words of the White Paper's 
principal author, that parts are deliberately 'misleading' and 'over- 
embelli~hed'.~' Similarly, one official explained to me in a 'background' 
interview how the fictitious claim materialized that there were 250,000 
Nicaraguans under arms. He said, 'Someone happened to  use that figure 
one day in a briefing for reporters, and no one questioned it. So we stuck 
with it.' 

While it is widely accepted that all administrations attempt t o  
manipulate the media t o  some extent, and distort information especially 
with regard to military operations,71 it would take a grand conspiracy to  
maintain so consistently the six assumptions of US policy. They cannot 
be merely the result of ignorance and deliberate distortion. They have 
become the ready catch phrases of officials throughout the foreign policy 
bureaucracy and in Congress. Without evidence of a conspiracy at  work, 
it strains credibility that such predominance for the m ths is the result of 
a conspiracy. A far more plausible explanation is that 7 a religious mindset 
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has enveloped official Washington, an anti-communist framework that has 
the earmarks of a paranoid crusade, and that the six propositions have 
become its intellectual glue. 

III-The politics of anti-communism 

So first of all, let me state clearly that on some very important things, all Americans 
stand in agreement. We will oppose the establishment of Marxist states in Central 
America. We will not accept the creation of Soviet military bases in Central America. 
And we will not tolerate the placement of Soviet offensive missiles in Central 
America-or anywhere in this hemisphere. 

-Sen. Christopher J. Dodd (Democrat, Connecticutt), 1 9 8 3 ~  

Anti-communism pervades and sets the limits on all debate about Central 
America in Washington today. Senator Dodd had been the leading oppo- 
nent of the Reagan Administration's military approach in Central America 
when he delivered the above address. Even with this opening, he was 
criticized severely by House Majority Leader Jim Wright (Democrat, 
Texas), because the address minimized thecommunist threat and challenged 
the President's programme. Now, when critics of the Administration 
policy comment on Central America, they feel compelled to  begin their 
remarks by reciting canons about the horrors of communism. 

What accounts for this ideological straitjacket is unquestionably the 
anti-communist fervour of Reagan Administration officials. But their 
success is only partly explained by their ardour.d~nti-communism has 
taken hold throughout the policymaking apparatus because it serves a 
variety of interests at  this particular time. To appreciate how anti- 
communism has become a crusade in Washington, it is necessary to  examine 
ideological, domestic politic 1, and particularistic factors that are at work. 7 A. Ideological Factors: Like previous anti-communist crusades, the 
current one could count on a vast popular prejudice against communism. 
By the 1980s popular culture no longer was dominated by the anti- 
communist themes of the 1950s, but sidual fears and fantasies from 
earlier propaganda barrages remained. Thus facile equations between T 
Marxists, Marxist-Leninists, and communists are accepted readily. For 
example, Chilean President, Salvador Allende, was a self-described Marxist. 
The description bore a closer relation to  his intellectual critique of Chilean 
capitalism than it did to a Marxist-Leninist political programme, as the I 
MIR (Left Revolutionary Movement) in Chile frequently reminded him. 
In Central American countries, Marxist-Leninist insurgents have been at  
odds frequently with the Communist Party of each country, because the 
communists have tended to eschew armed struggle. Such distinctions are 
easily blurred when the three terms are used interchangeably by US 
officials. 

What gave anti-communism its greatest popular force at the end of the 
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1970s was its inherent xenophobia. Communism was linked to  a foreign 1 
power-the Soviet Union-and was seen as a foreign ideology. At a point 
when national pride had deteriorated, and the United States seemed to  be 
reeling from blows in Southeast Asia, in Iran, and at the Panama Canal, 
a foreign devil explanation provided easy comprehension for the state of 
affairs. The foreign devil theory replaced a national debate that might 
have occurred and never materialized about the United States' role in the 
world. It obscured the nature of US hegemony in Central America for the 
previous eighty years, and the dynamic of de-colonization that was occurr- 

I 
ing there./ The American people had never acknowledged that the US 
treated Central America as a protectorate, and so could not understand 
why movemen vereignty would involve hostility towards the 
United State~.~#i ,"(di& been misled about the structural sources of 
oppression in Central America, and so could not understand how these 
structures would generate indigenous  rebellion^.^^ 

Anti-communism facilitated a peculiarly American explanation of social 
unrest t o  emerge once again: the germ theory of turmoilJhe theory rests 
on the metaphor of a healthy hum% body, which is equated to the 
supposedly well functioning systems of Central ~ m e r i c a l  A healthy body, 
in this view, is not upset by its normal operation rom th'e inside. Sickness 
comes only when a foreign agent, a germ, enters. Notably, one version of 1 
this theory dominated US social science during the anti-communist crusade 
of thQ950s.and it lasted into the 1960s. 'Consensus' historians, for 
example, contended that significant social movements, such as abolition- 
ism, were the product of people who felt they were outside the system- 
in effect, people who were abnormal.74 The system itself, they suggested, 
could not produce such turmoil, because it rested on a consensus about 

'1 ndamentals. 
A corollary t o  the theory is that germs can spread and make sickness 

contagious. Interestingly, the notion that communism is contagious in 
Central America emerged during the Cold War of the late 1940s and 1950s. 
It has re-emerged as a dominant metaphor today." The germ theory and 
its corollary justify hostility towards communisds, especially as they 
engender the American spirit of messianism, a spirit of cleansing the 
temple. Anti-communism thus appeared as a way for Americans t o  recall 
their best instincts, the instincts to help others and to prevent the im- 
position of tyranny.(~mericans had risen t o  the challenge in World War I1 
against totalitarian Nazism, and could do the same against totalitarian 
communism. 

\ j ~ o r  some Americans, totalitarianism was evil less because of its alleged 
effects on the societies in question than because of their reduced ability t o  
penetrate these societies. For similar reasons that the Soviet Union opposes 
pluralism in Eastern Europe-because its domination occurs through the 
Party-so American business and political leaders have championed plural- 
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ism in Central A m e r i c a ~ S ~ ~ o l  occurs through the economy, which it 
wants separated from politics. ~ e r ~ e a n n e T K i T k p i E ~ t i n c t i o n  
between authoritarian and totalitarian regimes that President Reagan 
found so compelling.76 (Authoritarian govirnments have permitted b~ 
businesses to operate with relatively little restraint. This suggests that 
anti-communism serves so e domestic US interests especially well 

B .  Domestic Factors: 9" At the moment when ideological fact d rs were 
coalescing towards a crusade against communism in Central America, the 
capacity of the US Congress t o  resist such a campaign was deteriorating. 
Campaign spending had skyrocketed in the 1970s, with several House 
races costing in excess of $500,000 and many Senate races running over 
$1 million. No incumbent felt immune from the potential threat of a well 
financed opponent, and all sought ways to  reduce their vulnerability. Thus 
one senio; House member, who was involved in Central American policv . , 
formation, explained his pessimism about congressional efforts to curtail 
the US commitment. When asked in a personal interview w h y m e s e n t a - ,  
tives continue to  vote for military aid t o  El Salvad_srse@hough their 
constituents -- opposed - it, he said, 'They may be against it today, but who 

=ws what they'll%ink tomorrow. Constituents are easily swayed on 
these matters, and no one here wants t o  risk being caught on the wrong 
side of this war.' 

I A major factor in increased campaign costs has been the rise of political 
action committees (PACS).~' While PACs encompass the conventional 
political spectrum, the best coordinated and richest are those which 
support right-wing candidates. 1 Some, such as the Committe for the 
Survival of a Free Congress, ostensibly focus on 'social' issues.'.But their F effect has been to  defeat legislators who have opposed military inter- 
vention in the Third World. and to  elect virulent anti-communists. In- 
creasingly campaigns have emphasised foreign policy issues, with right- 
wing candidates charging that incumbents y h o  are not vigorously anti- 
communist are tacitly supporting the enemy With Republicans in control 
of the Senate since 1981, and prominent a A ti-communists such as Jesse 
Helms (Republican, North Carolina) chairing Senate subcommittees 
related t o  foreign policy, the legitimacy of the anti-communist rhetoric 
has been enhanced. Meanwhile, potential resisters to the tide feel 

reasingly powerless. 
The career civil service has been similarly weakened as a potential 

source of opposition to the anti-communist crusade. The bureaucracy had 
tended t o  place a brake on major departures by new Presidents in the 
past." b o  some extent it has prevented President Reagan from implement- 
ing fully all that he has said he would like t o  do in Central America. But 
when Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Thomas 
Enders was-dismissed in-1983, because he had advocated-_a'two-t~a& -- 
approach that included dialogue with the El salvadoL&surgents, i t  sent a 

- .- /- 
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chill through the Ambassador t o  Nicaragua 
to  career bureaucrats- 

the official line that Nicaragua was in the grip of intractable communists. 
For those who wanted to retain any influence or advance their careers, i t  
was clear that a vigilant anti-communism with respect t o  Central America 

it might have opposed were adventurist actions that were 

which to rely, especially with Congress so weakened and public debate 
so oriented to  a new Cold war." The Reagan Administration's cold war 
orientation placed even greater pressure on career service officers in the 
Latin American bureau to conform to  the anti-communist posturing that 
was emerging throughout the State Department. 

President Reagan did not invent the posture of the Cold War. It had 
begun to gain strength in the 1970s as 'Cold War liberals' grouped to- 
gether to oppose detente with the Soviet Union and the slower rate of 
growth in military spending." They also shared an outspoken and long- 
standing commitment to fight com unism, and they preached a 'militant 
containment' of the Soviet Union. hough the Committee on the Present 
Danger-their major forum, organi f ed in 1976-received no money from 
defence contractors, Committee members had extensive links with the 
defence industry and military establishment. Their prestige also lent 
credibility to appeals from the New Right, which in turn reinforced the 
Committee's efforts through conservative PACs. Notably, the Cold War 
liberals and the New Right had kept their distance from each other prior 
t o  the 1970s. Each had viewed the other with suspicion and hostility, 
because of differences over domestic issues. An anti-communist crusade 
enabled them to  make common cause and grow together symbiotically. 
It was also their route t o  power, as several members of the Committee 

New Right disciples. 

been members of the Committee on the Present Danger were located 
throughout the foreign policy machinery.'' The President himself had 
been a member. This is not to suggest that a conspiracy was at 
because the Committee itself had no control over these people.ce!i 
common membership does suggest a like-mindedness with respect to 
communism. 

Though the media described some of the new Latin American policy- 
makers as 'pragmatists1-Thomas Enders, for example, was opposed by 
Sen. Jesse Helms because of his prior association with the detente-tainted 
Nixon and Ford Administrations-bll of those associated with Latin 
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American policy accepted the Cold War prism that the President and 
Secretary of State Alexander Haig immediately imposed on the US pers- 
pective of Central America. Still, some were more ideologically inclined 
than others, and the ideologues were well situated at key locations. They 
were people who had developed their careers as anti-communists, and they 
were single-minded in their devotion to the cause . l~or  example, Roger 
Fontaine, a co-author of the vitriolic Santa Fe report, was Latin American 
specialist on the National Security Council. Constantine Menges, who had 
propounded the Central American domino thesis in the 1970s (and who 
was severely criticized by several senators in 1981 for ideologically biased 
and deceptive reports), was responsible for the CIA'S National Intelligence 
Estimates on Latin America. Whether the anti-communist crusade could 
have been mounted with different people is of course difficult to evaluate, 
even with the ideological and domestic political factors coinciding to give 
anti-communism its force. It is clear that the particular people who made 
up the Reagan Administration were such vigorious anti-communists that 
cre it for the crusade must be given to them in the first instance. 

J h e i r  task was made easier by the pleas for help to ward off the com- 
munist menace, which came from conservatives in Central America. This 
coincided with Reagan's ascension, because the guerrilla movement in 
Guatemala and El Salvador had gained strength in the 1970s. Local 
oligarchs may not have believed that the guerrillas were communist and 
directed by yoscow, or they may have believed their own propaganda. 
In any caseJ\hey had learned from experience in the 1950s and 1960s 
that the a l a h  of a communist threat could be sufficient to generate US 
assistance. In these countries the military and local police were generally 
inclined to see communist threats, because of a well developed anti- 
communism within their ranks.83 Businessmen in El Salvador and Guate- 
mala were closely allied to the military, and also tended to embrace a rigid 
anti-communism, as a defence against any reforms that they believed 
would reduce their power.84 I A final factor at the end of the 1970s uniquely fuelled the broad 
ideological and dom tic political movements that were being shaped into 
a crusade. President 7 immy Carter prepared the way for the anti-communist 
crusade by introducing and propounding many of the very same 
assumptions that the Reagan Administration had used so forcefully. In 
this respect, the development of the anti-communi t crusade of the 1980s d followed the pattern of the crusade in the 1950s. resident Harry Truman 
had paved the way for McCarthyism by focusing the terms of the foreign 
policy debate on anti-communism and through his attempts to ferret out 
communists in the government. When conservatives attacked him for being 
an insufficiently diligent anti-communist, he had little to  offer in defence. 
He himself had identified the 'menace', and he shared the critics' 
assumptions.8s 
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The Carter legacy is evident with respect to three key countries: Cuba, 
Nicaragua and El Salvador. Consider in each case how Carter paved the 
way for Re gan's policies. ! +Cuba: The Carter Administration moved quickly to reduce hostility 
towards Cuba in 1 9 7 7 , ~ ~  UN Ambassador Andrew Young characterized 
the Cuban presence in Angola as a 'stabilizing' influence. US and Cuban 
diplomats began to staff the 'interests sections' that had been operated 
previously by the Swiss and Czech embassies. Tourist and cultural ex- 
changes flourished. ;/But by the end of 1978 coolness prevailed again. 
Cuba and the US had been on opposite sides of the Sudan-Ethiopian war, 
and Presidents Carter and Fidel Castro had had a personal blow-up over 
the invasion of Zaire by Shaba rebels. Strains grew in September, 1979 as 
Carter exaggerated the importance of a Soviet brigade in Cuba and de- 
nounced Cuba for threatening the United States. To underscore the now 
official view that Cuba was a major enemy, the President issued a policy 
statement, PD-52, that ordered national security agencies 'to devise 
strategies for ~ u r b i n g  Cuba's activities [in the Third World] and isolating 
it politically' The new attitude shaped the agenda of demands that Carter i developed as the basis for a normalization of relations. These focused on 
bilateral issues such as migration, unsettled claims, and the Soviet military 
presence in Cuba, and international issues such as Cuba's involvement in 
Angola, Ethiopia, and Caribbean Basin countries. Reagan adopted both J the agenda and the view that Cuba is a major enemy of the United States. 
The Reagan Administration has taken more active measures against Cuba 
than were undertaken in the Carter years. lBut the measures follow from 
an orientation towards Cuba that Reagan inherited from Carter. 

+Nicaragua: The revolution in Nicaragua offered the Carter Administra- 
tion an opportunity to act in accord with its professed human rights 
goals, and its claim that it sought new ways of relating to  anti-colonial 
forces in the Third \charges by conservatives that Carter's policy 
drove Somoza from office dnd handed over Nicaragua to the Marxist- 
Leninist Sandinistas suggest that, at the least, his orientation differed 
from Reagan's. In reality, the Carter Administration acted on premises 
that are not far from those of the conservatives. Until the eve of the 
Sandinista victory, the Carter Administration attempted to prevent the 
FSLN (Sandinista National Liberation Front) from gaining control. In 
June 1979, the US called for an emergency meeting of the Organization 
of American States, to install a multilateral force in Nicaragua that would 
'preserve order'. The Latin Americans refused to support the ruse. A White 
House spokesman called for the retention of the National Guard, that is, 
somocismo without Somoza. The National Security Council emphasized 
Cuba's role in the struggle, and introduced the idea that the Sandinistas 
were puppets of the Cubans. The Administration never repudiated these 
premises. But with the coming to power of the FSLN in July, Carter 
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attempted to find a way of working with the revolution. He quickly sent 
emergency assistance of $20 million to  Nicaragua, and he proposed a $75 
million aid package to  Congress. However, by September the Administra- n 
tion again was criticizing Nicaragua for its anti-US statements at the 
summit of non-aligned nations, and in December, the Administration 
reacted angrily when Nicaragua refused to condemn the Soviet Union 
over the invasion of ~ f g h a n i s t a n . \ ~ t  seemed to them that Nicaragua was 
falling into the Soviet camp, and they said so. This hardly helped the 
$75 million aid package sail through congress.\lndeed, Administration 
lobbyists devoted little effort t o  securing congressional approval of the 
bill, which passed finally in October, 1980. ultimately,hhe Reagan 
Administration chose not t o  expend the full amount of the package, on 
anti-communist grounds that echoed the Carter sentiments. 

+El Salvador: While the Reagan Administrat' n may not conceive of 
El Salvador as the jewel in the crown, it has focused on this war-torn d" 
country as the place t o  halt the forward advance of international com- 
munism-the site where the US had drawn the line. Such was the con- 
ception of the Carter Administration too. Following the Sandinista victory 
in July, 1979, Carter policymakers feared that revolution might spread t o  
El Salvador because of the brutality of the Romero dictatorship there. 
There is evidence that the Administration encoura ed junior military 
officers in their plans t o  stage the October, 1979 coup:The 4 October junta 
unsuccessfully tried to implement a series of major reforms, and the Carter 
Administration applauded the efforts with economic aid and with military 
assistance designed to mount a campaign of 'clean counter-insurgency'. 
But the old line military quickly moved to  consolidate its power, and the 
aid only buttressed their strength. The Carter Administration refused to 
acknowledge the changes that returned control to the most repressive 
forces in El Salvador, and introduced the fiction after March 1980 that the 
regime was a continuation of the October, 1979 junta. Asviolence increased 
in 1980-dramatized by the assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero- 
the Carter Administration developed the position that the government 
stood at the centre, and that the violence was a product of extremism on 
the left and right. Links between the government and the right were 
obscured, and Carter continued military aid with the justification that 
military stability provided a 'shield' for social reforms. When four American 
churchwomen were assassinated brutally on December 2,  1980, the aid 
was suspended. But in before he left office, Carter 
resumed the assistance. declared, in its explanation 
for the resumption, that 

We must support the Salvadoran government in its struggle against left-wing 
terrorism supported covertly with arms, ammunition, training, and political 
military advice by Cuba and other Communist nations.* 
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Carter thus provided Reagan with virtually every premise that has 
undergirded the anti-communist crusade. In each of the three cases, he 
rationalized his actions by reference to  a communist threat, and e focused 

Yf$ on communism as the source of the problem he confronted. is reasons 
for taking this approach may have involved his own anti-communist 
inclinations, his fear of electoral defeat in a growing anti-communist 
climate that had developed from the broad ideological and political factors 
discussed above, and his reliance on National Security Council director 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had long advocated an East-West orientation for 
US-Third World relations. Whatever the source of his approach, though, it 
served to reinforce the anti-communist climate, and to  pave the way for 
the crusade that Reagan has led. 

IV-Ridding the hemisphere of communism 
YThe war against communism in Central America is rooted in neither 

security nor commercial interests. Fear about threats t o  these interests 
often prompted US intervention in the past. Now officials focus the fears 
wholly on communism, which they have substituted in a meaningless way 
for the traditional threats. Hegemony may still be an underlying interest 
that animates the Reagan Administration's c rusade . \~ut  Administration 
officials have tended to  discount cavalierly those critics-including 
prominent members of the foreign policy establishmentg0-who focus on 
the seeming irrationality of the Administration's approach to  preserving 
US hedemony in the region. It can do so because the critics are not speak- 
ing to\/the Administration's principal objective, which is t o  wage ideological 
war against communism and rid it from the hemisphere d Anideological warcan be w a g x o n  several fronts: in a battle of ideals, 
u- 

in economic competition, and in military confrontation against those who 
might embrace 'unacceptable' ideals and economic arrangements. The 
United States is now engaged on all three fronts against communism in 
Central America. 

I \The war has been pursued on the first front by Reagan Administration 

demands for elections and pluralism in Central America. These have 
become the ideals on which the US is relying to  counter the idealistic 
appeal that it believes communism holds out for the poor. In this way the 
US hopes to develop a glue that will bind countries ultimately to the 
United States without coercion. Though actions by the US belie its demo- 
cratic intentions, this aspect of the anti-communist war embraces a 
positive thrust. It expresses an idealism that would be beneficial t o  the 
mass of people in the region if the necessary concomitants t o  real 
democracy-adequate health care, education, housing, food, and jobs- 
were also pursued. But such concomitants would require fundamental 
structural changes that the US has opposed, and so the aim of removing 
communism from the hemisphere has rested minimally on the hope that 
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this front will be victorious) I On the economic frontYythe Administration has proposed programmes 
that would provide some development to counter the Cuban model, 
which has had a high regard in   at in America. But the main effect of its " - 
two major proposals-the Caribbean Basin Initiative and the aid package 
based on the Kissinger Commission recommendations-would be t o  
reproduce the dependency status of the region's countries while recreating 
conditions for profitable investment by US  multinational^.^^ Neither 

have much impact on reducing poverty in Central 
the $8 billion assistance p r o g r a m g  that Kissinger 

reforms would be piecemeal, and would not alter 
the structures of economic power that generated and maintain the 
poverty. 

Given the weaknesses of the first two fronts, militarization has thus 
become the linchpin of the war against communism in Central America. 

h e r e  the Administration has adopted the very practices that it alleges the 
communists have used.92 The military war against communism includes: 
the training, supply and direction of guerrillas who are attempting to over- 
throw a government (Nicaragua); the development of a government's 
(Honduras) capability t o  support the invasion of another country . . 

(Nicaragua); the regionalization of the war; and the introduction of foreign 
troops into direct combat. The aims of these practices became clear by 
198fi.9~ 

h h e  first aim has been to  establish a new military base in the region 
from which the United States could readily intervene or direct military 
operations. Existing bases in Panama, ~ u b a  and Puerto Rico were con- 
sidered too insecure or distant for this purpose. This has been accomplished 
in .Honduras, where the US has built and improved airstrips to handle 

G e  t r ans6 r t  planes, constructed barracks, dredged harbours, and 
installed sophisticated communications facilities. As Michael Klare reasons, 
'By the conclusion of Big Pine 11, the United States had a fully developed 
combat infrastructure in Honduras capable of supporting any level of 
military operations through Central ~ m e r i c a . " ~  

d Such a base may not be used by US forces in large numbers, but i t  
w uld be difficult for the United States t o  achieve its second aim without 
direct intervention. That aim is the total destruction of all guerrilla forces 
in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. It has discouraged all effons to 
establish a dialogue with armed opposition, and has declared a 'victory' 
over the guerrillas as 'vital' to US interests. A large obstacle in the way of 
achieving this objective has been the weakness of the El Salvador arm$\ 
The army has been unable to defeat the guerrillas militarily or to gain 
effective control over the four provinces that guerrilla forces dominate. 
Morale in the El Salvador military,,has been low, and retention of the best 
trained troops has been difficult.bifhe US worked especially hard to secure 
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the election of Duarte in May, 1984, so that the eventual call for US 
troops would come from a government that appeared both legitimate and 
centrist. The United States recognizes that total victory will require the 
involvement of US militarv forces. 

~ o w e v e r , ~ $ i c t o r ~  ove; the guerillas would be only temporary, US 
officials reason, if Nicaragua continues t o  be governed by the Sandinistas. 
They see Nicaragua as a sanctuary for rebels who might rise again after a 
short respite." j ~ h e  lesson they apply from their Vietnam war experience 
is that total victory depends on 'no sanctuaries and no Ho Chi Minh trails'. 

A ~ h e ~  see the war as a regional conflict, and victory must entail the over- 
throw of the Nicaraguan government. This became their third aim. 

Overthrow of the Nicaraguan government has required a complex 
strategy, because the military there is well trained and armed, the govern- 
ment still enjoys broad support, the contras are associated with the still 
hated Somoza national guard, and past US intervention resulted only in 
repression and d e p r i ~ t i ~ n :  The strategy draws on lessons learned in the 
1983 invasion of Grenada. Administration policymakers saw that its 
victory there was secure when the press reported that the Grenadian 
populace welcomed the invaders. Indeed, Grenadians had suffered from 1 the economic sabotage of US perpetrated against the island. The invasion 
was triggered by dissension within the ruling party that led to the assassina- 
tion of hrime Minister Maurice Bishop. The anti-Nicaragua strategy, then, 
is to reproduce in icaragua the conditions that worked t o  the US 
advantage in Grenada! 

The US plan, it ahears ,  is t o  weaken the Nicaraguan economy so that 
the populace would welcome conquering US troops who were accompanied 

'd by promises of massive relief. It also hopes t o  divide the military so that 
it could not effectively combat the invaders. 

United States has first engaged in 
Western allies have been encouraged 
US set an example when it cut back 

85 per cent of ~ i c a r a b a ' s  sugh  quota in 1983, and opposed loans in 
international banks. In part, the activities of the US-supported contras 
have been aimed at the Nicaraguan economy$he destruction of oil depots 
prior to harvest and the threat t o  international shipping has reduced its 
hard currency earnings significantly. 

''second, it has directed the contra military actions towards demoralizing I .  
the N~caraguan army and instilling fear in the populace.97 The hope is that 
repeated contra success will engender recriminations and feuds in the 
military. !US bravado in defying international law over the port mining was 
an effort t o  intimidate a peasantry that is beginning t o  grow war-weary. 

kontinued actions, it is thought, will ultimately turn the peasants against 
a Sandinista government that cannot protect them. 

The ideological war against communism in Central America thus 
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involves a far greater commitment than any previous war of this sort. It is 
a war on three fronts, and its aims are total victory. Prosecution of the war ! 
has included the relentless bludgeoning of domestic opposition into an 
anti-communist mindset. Significantly, the war also has led to the re- 
assertion of unbounded presidential power, which had been associated 
with the era of 'imperial' presidents. Congressional limitations on CIA 
support for the contras, on the use of US troops in combat, and on the 
construction of permanent facilities in Honduras have been ignored.98 
The Administration has shown a wanton disregard for international la 4 
as well, in the mining of the Nicaraguan ports. The mining highlighted 
the fact that President Reagan had approved a general resumption of the 
type of discredited CIA covert activities which had been curtailed in the 
1970s.~' In effect, he had declared that no obstacle would stand in the 
way of victory in the struggle to rid the hemisphere of communism. 

What makes this war especially dangerous is its ideological character. 
The enemy, that is, the object of the struggle, is amorphous, because the 
communist label has been applied so indiscriminantly. The enemy may be 
Cuba, countries which ally themselves with Cuba, or even those which 
merely trade with and recognize Cuba and the Soviet Union. But the 
bounds of the crusade have not been clearly established, because paranoid 
fears are unrelated to real threats. It has been the dangers of such craziness 
that have led elites to urge the Reagan Administration to stop its 
crusade.'" In a sense,/rthe objective of the crusade is the traditional US 
goal of hegemony. Yet by translating this aim into an anti-communist 
crusade, the US now wildly searches for communists to destroy. This has 
the effect of generating resistance among potentially hospitable countries, 
of creating enemies w ere none existed, and so of undermining US 
hegemony in the region. 7 

United States engagement in the war is still unfolding, and the 
Administration's determination may not be sufficient to bring the United 
States fully into the Central American conflict and to pursue the war as 
it would wish. It has not yet convinced the public, important sectors of 
the business community, and significantly, its Latin American and European 
allies of the need to wage this ideological war. These centres of power 
hold out the possibility that the Reagan Administration could be forced 
to end its crusade. 
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