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INTRODUCTION

Central America has not always been a fixture in the U.S. media. Between 1972 and 1977, less than 0.1 percent of television network news coverage was devoted to this region that President Reagan would later claim stood “at our doorstep.” During four of those years, no story on El Salvador appeared on any network any night of the year.

By the end of the decade, things had changed radically. In July 1979, the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua was overthrown and the Sandinistas set up the first revolutionary government in Latin America since the Cuban Revolution in 1959. The protest movements in El Salvador and Guatemala turned into open insurgencies during the next two years. Since then, Americans have become accustomed to seeing Central America as a “trouble spot.” During 1986, congressional debate over sending $100 million to the U.S.-sponsored contras attacking Nicaragua went on for months. The discovery that Reagan officials were sending the contras profits from arms-for-hostages deals with Iran has sent tremors through the entire administration.

A steady two-thirds of the public disapproves of the thrust of U.S. policy in Central America. Many people intuitively grasp that the Central American situation might develop into another Indochina-type war, and many are indignant over U.S. support for governments that kill their own civilians, or tolerate their murder. Yet others follow the Reagan administration line that revolution in Central America must be seen as part of a global superpower struggle. The result is a kind of stalemate: public opposition has thus far prevented the Reagan administration from a direct U.S. invasion of Nicaragua, but it has not been enough to push the United States to accept the negotiated approach advocated by the Contadora countries (Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, and Panama).

If some North Americans fear another Vietnam, for Central Americans themselves the war has already been going on for almost a decade. Forty thousand Nicaraguans were killed in the 1978–79 insurrection, and an estimated 12,000 more have died in the contra war. Approximately 60,000 Salvadorans have been killed since 1980, and an estimated 50,000 to 75,000 Guatemalans have been killed since 1978. In all these cases, the vast number of victims were civilians. Between 1 and 2 million Salvadorans and Guatemalans have been uprooted from their homes and made refugees, many fleeing as far as the United States. The war and the world recession have set Central American economies back to 1970 levels or even worse.

This book is the outgrowth of my own experience in the region and my efforts to interpret it for Americans. From 1965 to 1973, I worked as a Catholic priest in Panama City barrios, and from 1976 to 1980 I lived in Guatemala City as the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) representative in Central America. I experienced the step-by-step unfolding of the crisis in Central America long before it was recognized in the United States. After returning to the United States in 1980, I focused on Central America in research, writing, and public speaking.

Earlier versions of this work include those published by the AFSC in 1983 and 1984 under the title What’s Wrong in Central America—and What to Do About It, and an expanded edition first published by Pantheon in 1985. My aim was to present an outline of the main issues and to provide both factual information and a basis for interpretation. A book as short as this one cannot begin to assemble all the relevant data on Central America—the area includes five countries, each with its own history and characteristics*—and U.S. policy there. It must necessarily condense, summarize, and select. What it can do is propose a framework for understanding the present Central American conflicts.

We are not able to view a situation like the one in Central America with unaided eyes—we are always perceiving it through one set of glasses or another. There are no “pure” facts to be isolated: our interpretations, our feelings, and our worldviews are already at work as we select what facts to consider. We can, however, realize that we are wearing such glasses, be critical about them, and even change them, if we choose.

The conventional frameworks for understanding the situation in Central America are either conservative or liberal. The conservative position seems clearer. Its starting point is an overall East-West confrontation, and basic policy in Central America is a matter of identifying “enemies” (the Sandinistas and the Salvadoran guerrillas) and “friends” (for example, the present governments of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, and the contras).

Liberals believe that the problem stems from the resistance of entrenched elites to legitimate pressure for change. The aim should be not to resist change but to channel it constructively, typically by finding the right group or candidate to take charge of the government. Repression and human rights violations are viewed as ultimately self-defeating.

Although they appear to be at opposite poles, these viewpoints converge much more than their proponents might desire. In practice, each adopts from the other. It was the liberal Carter administration that began preparing to send El Salvador military aid as early as mid-1979, and later sent the first military advisors. The conservative Reagan administration has adopted the rhetoric of human rights and land reform, and eventually dissociated itself publicly from some individuals notoriously linked to death squads. All congressional representatives, whatever their party or persuasion, today observe a strict taboo: no public praise for the revolutionary government in Nicaragua.

What I say in this book is by no means original. It simply articulates a consensus view of those whose approach to Central America is based on direct experience with Central Americans themselves (church workers, development workers, scholars) as well as almost all Western European and Latin American governments. It is not the consensus of those whose starting point is a map whose territories are divided into “ours” and “theirs.”

To the rest of the world, it is obvious that present U.S. policy in Central America is not about human rights, democracy, economic stability and growth. It is not about U.S. economic interests, since the United States has already spent far more in Central America than the total amount of American investment there. It is not even about U.S. security, since Nicaragua has about one-hundredth of the U.S. population and one-thousandth its economic power. The basic issue is U.S. hegemony over a region traditionally considered part of its sphere of influence. Both liberal and conservative rhetorics rationalize this assumed right to hegemony.

This book was originally finished in late 1984. Since then, there have been numerous developments: further fighting in the contra war in Nicaragua and the FMLN insurgency in El Salvador; assembly elections in El Salvador and presidential elections in Honduras, Costa Rica, and Guatemala; further rounds of Contadora proposals and peace conferences in El Salvador; continual U.S. military maneuvers in the region; votes in the U.S. Congress and an ever growing opposition movement in the United States. Nevertheless, the fundamental issues remain the same as does my original argument, updated in a few respects.

To judge from most media accounts, one would assume that the Central American crisis began when Americans noticed it—in the late 1970s. One of my aims in this book was to remedy that lack of historical sense (Chapter 1). A crucial element was the rise of militant grass-roots movements throughout the 1970s (this page–this page) which are usually ignored in conventional accounts. It was against these movements that the wholesale use of “death squads” in El Salvador and Guatemala from 1980 to approximately 1983 was directed. Tens of thousands of civilians were murdered simply because they belonged to organizations or were sympathetic to militant organizations. Unless one takes this history into account, however, the “death squads” have no explanation except as the perversity of demented individuals or perhaps as a reflection of a presumed “culture of violence.”

Chapter 2 narrates increasing U.S. involvement to the point in mid-1984 when the Reagan administration was ready for an invasion of Nicaragua, while Chapter 3 examines some of the major themes of public debate within the United States. Chapter 4 exposes the logic of the policy, its thrust toward ever deeper U.S. intervention. One newer development to be noted when reviewing U.S. policy is the concept of “low intensity” conflict. This term, which first appeared in military journals in the early 1980s and then emerged into public awareness in 1986, is very helpful for clarifying what current U.S. policy is really about. The term itself is an updated version of counterinsurgency theory, which grew out of the efforts to put down rebellions in the Philippines and Malaysia in the late 1940s and early 1950s. It is particularly a reflection of the Pentagon’s understanding of the “lesson of Vietnam.”

Military theorists use the term to refer to the lower end of the spectrum of armed conflict, which extends up through full-scale conventional war to nuclear holocaust. By comparison, “low intensity” war sounds reassuring. Nevertheless, one of its major proponents calls it “total war at the grassroots level” while a U.S. Navy publication calls it “violent peace.”

Low-intensity doctrine sees success not as simply defeating an enemy military force, but in winning the allegiance, or at least the acquiescence, of the population. Consequently, all means—economic, political, diplomatic—are to be coordinated along with the use of military force. “Psychological operations” (propaganda) are important as are civic action (for example military dentists pulling teeth in a rural area) and minimal observance of human rights.

Low-intensity conflict strategy fits in with the “Reagan doctrine” (a U.S. policy of support for insurgencies to “roll back” established leftist governments). It assumes a world in which the United States is permanently at war with revolutionary movements and leftist governments around the world, constantly intervening while avoiding prolonged direct U.S. troop involvement. Low-intensity theorists also focus on the “war at home,” that is, the problem of assuring sufficient support from the U.S. population.

Central America provides a great laboratory for low-intensity conflict. U.S. training has indeed made strides in transforming the Salvadoran military forces into a professional counterinsurgency army. One evidence is their frequent use of “psychological operations” in the media and at the village level. News accounts in 1986 spoke of the army making its political points in a village with mariachi bands, clowns, and skimpily clad dancers. In accordance with low-intensity doctrine, economic aid is integrated into an overall counterinsurgency scheme—for example, in village pacification efforts, or to settle refugees driven from their homes by U.S.-supplied planes and bombs. Aid agencies, such as those run by churches, that seek to be independent of the government are frequently harassed.

The U.S-directed contra war in Nicaragua also reflects low-intensity theory. The first line of the CIA-prepared “contra manual” (“Psychological Operations in Guerrilla Warfare,” leaked to the public in 1984) reads “Guerrilla warfare is essentially a political war,” and goes on to say that the target is “the minds of the population: our troops, the enemy troops and the civilian population.” Contra strategy is to divide the civilian population from the government. Consequently, killing should not be indiscriminate but selective: those killed should be associated with the revolution (hence the murder of health workers, cooperative leaders, church leaders).

When critics of U.S. policy analyzed low-intensity theory, they emphasized an important political point: it would be a mistake to organize opposition only to prevent a potential direct U.S. invasion of Nicaragua, and leave the administration free to pursue a low-intensity war as long as it avoided large-scale U.S. combat involvement. People should oppose the “real” war—the existing conflict that is costing thousands of lives.

Research has also made clear that it is simplistic to assume that the Reagan administration is divided into “hawks” inclining toward a direct use of U.S. military power and “moderates” or “pragmatists” urging caution. In fact, some of the most hawkish elements both in and out of government are low-intensity zealots. One indication is the whole phenomenon of “privatization,” the proliferation of organizations providing aid to the contras, the whole Rambo subculture reflected in Soldier of Fortune and similar magazines, all of it with the blessing and active collaboration of Reagan administration officials.

In short, low-intensity doctrine provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the many aspects of the U.S. approach to Central America: aid and training of the contras, military tutelage of the Salvadoran government, emphasis on elections for legitimacy, use of U.S. economic aid in the region, coordinated diplomacy to block the efforts of the Contadora countries, “psychological operations” within the U.S. aimed at the Congress and the public.

As useful as it is for fitting the pieces together, it is still quite possible that the whole theory is basically a rationalization forced upon U.S. policymakers who can no longer assume that the U.S. public will support prolonged, costly direct U.S. intervention in Third World conflicts.

More importantly, what if low-intensity conflict fails? Despite all their millions, their training, and their public relations, the contras were less successful in 1986 than they had been in 1983–84. The Nicaraguan government had begun to confront some of the problems that the contras sought to exploit, and had reorganized its military and militia to fight irregular war, all while preparing for a possible direct U.S. attack.

A central point of this book remains valid—that the United States cannot overthrow the Sandinista government by means of the contras. Hence it will either have to revise its aims and accept a negotiated approach, or escalate its own involvement (this page). While the possibility of direct U.S. involvement in El Salvador (this page) seems more remote in early 1987 than it did in 1984, over the long run it cannot be discounted.

A central feature of low-intensity theory is the importance of enhancing the legitimacy of the government, especially through elections. The value of civilian governments is amply demonstrated by the example of José Napoleón Duarte, whose very inauguration persuaded the U.S. Congress to disburse $205 million in aid (this page). Since that time, El Salvador has become virtually a nonissue in the United States. In Guatemala, Vinicio Cerezo, also a Christian Democrat, took office in January 1986 after almost uninterrupted military rule for decades.

The Reagan administration trumpeted these elections as part of a wave of “democratization” sweeping Latin America, contrasting them with the “sham” election held in Nicaragua in 1984. Civilians such as Duarte and Cerezo were indeed taking important roles, but their primary function was to act as legitimators in an overall scheme to defeat a popular struggle. They did not represent democracy in any substantive sense nor did they offer a vehicle for the kind of basic change needed in their societies. Furthermore, if “democracy” is taken in its root meaning (cf. this page–this page, also this page–this page), even what was happening in South America (with new governments in Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Peru, and Bolivia) could more accurately be described as “civilianization” in the wake of the failure of military governments to solve the structural problems of their respective countries’ economies. Civilian governments were now saddled with the huge debts incurred by their military predecessors. It is not at all certain that their rise illustrated the triumph of democracy.

One of the by-products of civilianization has been a slight political opening in both El Salvador and Guatemala. In El Salvador since 1984, labor unions and peasant organizations have emerged once more onto the scene after the slaughter of tens of thousands of people from 1980 through 1983. They are not linked to the guerrilla movements and in some instances even supported Duarte’s presidential campaign. These organizations seek to defend their membership economically against the constant deterioration of the real buying power of their income. They have also emphasized the need for a genuine peaceful settlement (that is, not simply surrender by the guerrillas). In Guatemala, the labor movement has cautiously been rebuilding. The Mutual Support Group, made up of relatives, mainly women, of the “disappeared,” has courageously continued to demand an accounting of what happened to their loved ones. The fact that the Cerezo government in its first year could not do so, and ended up making veiled threats against the Mutual Support Group (which the British Parliament had nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize) revealed the limits of civilianization. It is likely that in the medium run, the Christian Democratic governments in El Salvador and Guatemala will become increasingly discredited as they fail to resolve economic problems or bring peace, and are seen for what they are—the civilian face of low-intensity warfare.

In 1987, this book remains essentially an argument that U.S. policy in Central America is not working—certainly not for its victims in the region, and ultimately not for Americans either—and that the United States should make a fundamental shift toward the kind of negotiated approach advocated by the Contadora countries for the region as a whole and toward an internal settlement within El Salvador. Chapter 5 provides a rationale for such a shift, arguing that the United States can coexist with change and even revolution in Central America. Chapter 6 spells out what a negotiated approach would involve.

In substance, little has changed since this book appeared. My suggestion that the United States opposes the Contadora process, while paying it lip service (this page–this page), was confirmed by a leaked National Security Council internal memo which gloated that the U.S. had “effectively blocked” and “trumped” Contadora proposals. The Contadora countries continued to refine their proposals and to meet U.S. objections. In 1986, the four Contadora countries were joined by a Support Group made up of Brazil, Argentina, Peru, and Uruguay). In February 1986, they met with Secretary of State Shultz, urging that the United States discontinue aid to the contras and resume bilateral negotiations with Nicaragua. When the congressional approval of $100 million in aid seemed to give administration contra policymakers a green light, Contadora seemed to go into a coma. However, in late 1986, the Contadora governments, together with the United Nations and the Organization of American States, began a new diplomatic offensive. Although it manifested its displeasure, the Reagan administration has been hampered by the unfolding of the Iran-contra scandal.

On a formal level, peace negotiations in El Salvador have progressed little. Meeting in Ayagualo, El Salvador, in 1985, the two sides simply reiterated their positions and Duarte made bitter accusations against the FMLN. Another meeting, scheduled for September 1986 in Sesori, in eastern El Salvador, did not take place after the army occupied the area militarily.

Behind the refusal of the army and the government, one senses the presence of U.S. military experts who believe that low-intensity strategy will achieve U.S. objectives, that is, prevent an FMLN victory. However, preventing an FMLN victory (with overwhelming amounts of U.S. aid) is not at all synonymous with resolving the underlying problems of El Salvador, which are, on the contrary, augmented by low-intensity conflict. There is a real danger of destroying El Salvador to save it. Polls indicate that 80 to 90 percent of Salvadorans favor a negotiated end to the war that many see as prolonged by the armed forces and the United States.

According to the logic of U.S. policy, peace can come only through the defeat of the enemy. Until then, there will be war, whether it be low-intensity conflict or a direct U.S. invasion. This book argues—along with a consensus of church people, development workers, and scholars—that peace must be the foundation for economic development and genuine democracy, and hence even for genuine U.S. interests.

—Philadelphia, 1987


* The five countries of Central America are Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica, which have shared a common history and have similar economies. Panama was part of Colombia until 1903, and its economy has always been primarily one of international trade rather than agriculture. Belize was a British colony until it achieved independence in 1981.




ONE

ORIGINS OF THE CONFLICT

Since 1979, United States policy in Central America has been based on an assumption that revolutionary movements led by Marxists must represent a serious threat to U.S. interests and security. On this point, the difference between liberals and conservatives is merely one of emphasis or accent.

Such an assumption is not shared by most governments in Western Europe and Latin America. In part, these countries base their positions on their understanding of the origins of the present crisis—that is, the history, both remote and recent, of Central America.

Central American history is all but ignored by conventional U.S. media treatments of the region. With a passing reference to oligarchies or dictatorships, reporters usually take the fall of Somoza in Nicaragua or the October 1979 coup in El Salvador as their starting point. Of course, Americans would regard as preposterous a foreigner’s attempt to explain the social and political situation in the United States in the 1980s without referring to Vietnam, Watergate, OPEC, and “stagflation,” or without mentioning the struggles of women, blacks, Hispanics, and other groups, as well as the efforts of successive administrations to deal with these events. Yet that is the equivalent of much U.S. commentary on Central America.

In addition, to the extent that U.S. commentators discuss Central American history at all, they tend to focus solely on political history—especially coups, the activities of political parties, and elections. The majority of the people are not considered to be a legitimate political or social force; and so, for example, the struggle in El Salvador is viewed as involving a few thousand guerrillas and the army. The broad masses of the people are assumed to be merely inert or, perhaps, “caught in the crossfire.” Given that view, it is not surprising that the major political problem of most Central American countries is seen as finding the “right” group or person to run the government after legitimizing elections. Ordinary people are assumed to be clients of political leaders instead of protagonists in a struggle.

Such an assumption may be valid in societies where there is a consensus, either because ordinary people feel the political system is serving them well, or because the dominant group uses power so effectively that no change seems possible. It is not valid, however, in societies where people have reached the point of organized resistance and struggle—that is, when a revolutionary process is underway.

My aim in this chapter is to tell how that kind of shift occurred in some Central American countries in the 1970s. In order to do so, I must first look at how Central American societies were formed and how the pressure of unresolved problems built up to the point where it could explode in revolution.

AGROEXPORT DESTINY

Central America was born in an act of violence—the conquest of the indigenous people. In the 1520s Spaniards arrived from both north and south and, taking advantage of rivalries among native Indian groups in Guatemala, defeated them and gradually extended that conquest throughout the isthmus. By 1540 the Indians had been largely defeated, although the conquest was not completed in Costa Rica until 1561. As Europeans did elsewhere, the Spaniards inflicted death by weapons and by disease. Some of the decimated native peoples were pushed into remote areas, while others became assimilated through marriage. In Guatemala the Indians retained their identity and still form over half the population. (In the early 1980s the Guatemalan army was battling an insurgency made up largely of Indians.)

Although formally under the Viceroyalty of New Spain (Mexico), the Kingdom of Guatemala, which stretched from Chiapas in southern Mexico to Costa Rica, dealt directly with the Spanish court; it was the administrative center of Central America and its economic and cultural center as well.

Because it soon became clear that there was little gold or silver in the region, the conquerors set up plantations to grow cacao for export markets. Indians were subjugated economically, first by being obliged to pay tribute to Spain, and then by the repartimiento, a legal requirement stipulating that each week a quarter of the men of a village had to work for the Spaniards. When production in other regions such as Venezuela made cacao unprofitable, the colonists moved to exporting indigo dyes. This required a great deal of Indian labor. From the conquest to the present, small elites have prospered by controlling the land and commanding a ready supply of very cheap labor.

Because it had no precious metals, Central America remained a backwater during the colonial period. Central Americans did not play an important role in the struggle for independence from Spain. When independence was achieved in 1821, the region briefly came under Mexican control; but in 1823 it became autonomous under the name of the United Provinces of Central America. For almost fifteen years, the United Provinces existed as a political unit, despite sharp Liberal-Conservative battles. Then, in 1837–1838, a series of revolts swept through the isthmus from Guatemala to Costa Rica; and the present five countries became independent nations. The Liberals were eager to promote Enlightenment ideas and to replace Spanish institutions with new ones, often borrowed from Britain or the United States. However, the Liberals offended ordinary people with new forced labor requirements and with laws that enabled large landholders to acquire the peasants’ communal lands. Their moves against the Catholic church (the expulsion of some clerics, the suppression of monastic orders, and in general, the ending of church privileges) further disturbed the ordinary people. Conservative dictatorships prevailed during the next generation, and the region became Balkanized.

More important than the political seesaw between Liberals and Conservatives was the introduction of coffee. Production began in Costa Rica in the 1830s. Since colonial times, Costa Rican society had been somewhat less exploitative than that of its neighbors. There was no class of Indians condemned to forced labor. Hence, coffee was produced largely on small- and medium-sized landholdings. By contrast, in the 1870s, when the elites in Guatemala and El Salvador recognized that European industrial growth was creating a rapidly spreading taste for coffee, they enacted decrees making the Indians’ communal lands and the Catholic religious orders’ lands illegal, so that they could then expropriate them for their own profit.

Around the turn of the century, American entrepreneurs began the banana export operations that soon became the United Fruit and Standard Fruit companies. While coffee production remained in the hands of national elites, the banana companies were foreign enclaves. From the north coast of Honduras, for example, they shipped directly to U.S. ports, from which they also imported what they required. The banana companies acquired vast areas of land there (nearly a million acres in 1914, for example), and made sure that the various Honduran governments were accommodating, but they contributed nothing to the internal development of the country.

INTERVENTION AND DICTATORSHIP

It should not be surprising that in order to maintain an agroexport system that benefitted themselves, the elites systematically applied coercion. In Central America, dictatorship has been the normal method of rule despite the formal apparatus of representative government. During colonial times Indians sometimes rose up against the elites, but these rebellions were local and could be suppressed. That there were further revolts after independence testifies to an enduring sense among Indians and peasants that the social order was unjust.

United States intervention has also played a major role in shaping (or misshaping) Central America. In the 1850s an American adventurer named William Walker and a contingent of “filibusters” (private American citizens who
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