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CENTRAL AMERICA: POST U. S. ELECTION 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The word revolution is frequently mentioned in connection with Central 

America but is not well defined and, in some cases, purposely ill defined. 

From the point of view of the democratic center, a real revolution means a 

new system in which there exists greater respect for the individual and his 

right to organize in any way he desires, a political system where choice of 

alternative takes place, a flexible economic system wherein private initiative 

and experimentation allow progress along with government action and reforms 

which transfer rights to the individual and not just the state. It also means 

acceptance by those in power that they are willing to relinquish power if the 

electorate so decides and will permit such a test in a fair way. Overturning 

one system and putting another in its place might be change, ev.en total change, 

but it does not necessarily add up to a democratic revolution. 

Dictatorship has been around for a long time in Central America, usually 

exercised by military caudillos, or men on horseback (Barrios and Ubico of Gua

temala, Carias of Honduras), military establishments (El Salvador) and families, 

such as the Somozas. Strains of these past forms of go~ernment still exist 

today, plus ther~ is a new style of dictatorship, totalitarian in nature and 

most exemplified by Cuba with Nicaragua trying to follow suit. It is the most 

thorough going and complete authoritarianism that has ever existed in Central 

America. In short, dictatorship is not new to Central America and not at all 

revolutionary by Central American standards. 

This goal of democratic revolution has many detractors, including the 

extreme right wing who long for-- the past, the extreme left wing who look to 

a marxist leninist solution and those who are democrats but who have lost all 

faith in anything but an extremist solution. Yet public opinion in the U. S. 
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must recognize that there are many Central Americans and Central American 

organizations and governments who believe in the alternative of the democratic 

center in which varying degrees of pluralism and social and economic change · 

can take place. The supporters of this centrist position are the overwhelming 

majority of those ·targeted- by the death squads and right wing influences army 

units; forced into unemployment as factories and farms are destroyed by guerrilla 

forces; expelled from their newly acquired land by landlord agents and machined 

gunned while riding the trains and buses by the rebels. Yet they continue to 

fight back for what they believe in - their political parties, labor and peasant 

unions, indian associations, business associations, a democratic form of govern

ment and peace. 

II. EL SALVADOR: EXAMPLE PAR EXCELLENCE 

In his Playboy magazine interview, President Napoleon Duarte of El Sal

vador talks very frankly about the problems a government has trying to build 

a democratic center and restructuring a new society from an oligarchical one 

which has come apart at the seams. The questions by Playboy are also interest

ing because they leave out reference to certain reforms, economic problems, 

government policy and other issues which, as Duarte rightly says, are not as 

sexy to the press as a firefight, a trip to the guerrilla strongholds or the 

latest on the death squads but just as important. 

Duarte describes the Salvadorian : situation as coming apart in the' 1970s. 

The explosion took place in 1979 and 1980 when the right wing realized that 

the threat of force against Salvadorians would no longer keep them in power, 

when the army seemed to loose control and had only its anti-communist ideology 

to help it interpret a new situation and when the left began widescale guerrilla 

warfare with arms from Cuba via Nicaragua. In this chaotic situation, the 

violent nature of Salvadorian society was also able to indulge itself. 
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Duarte explains the problems he had as President of the Civilian/Military 

Junta (1980 - 1982) and his limitations of power. While one might say there 

was an error here or an omission there, the truth of the situation was that 

El Salvador was facing a chaotic situation which continued through government 

by a National Constitutional Assembly (1982 - 84) accompanied by the destruction 

of lives, property and the economic infrastructure. 

In the discussion of the Civilian/Military Junta (1980 - 82), Playboy 

never asked Duarte whether the Junta had been able to do positive things for 

El Salvador. There were no questions concerning a partially completed land 

reform , the nationalization of the banking and coffee export business to cut 

back on illegal transfers of money abroad and hit the economic power of the 

oligarchy , the attempts to reign in the army, the attempts to investigate murders, 

the 1982 election and the defense of t he democratic center by many popular groups. 

Duarte asks the reader not to judge El Salvador by U. S. standards even 

though he makes it clear that his goal is to establish standards with which 

the U. S. would feel comfortable and could identify. He compares El Salvador 

with the wild west of the U. S. where law and order did not come at once but 

only in s tages and after a lot of violence. He explains calmly to Playboy that 

pressganging of youth by bot h the army and the guerrillas is a common practice 

and has been for as long as he has been alive. The interviewers seemed shocked 

t o find out this fact by the question t hey asked: "Are you telling us that the 

army is engaged in forced impressment ? " 

Duart e sums up t he situation by saying that t he army uses campesinos 

(peasants) , the guerrillas use campesinos and that "this is a battle between 

campesinos and campesinos." 
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The interviewers never ask Duarte for an explanation of what his govern

ment intends to do in more specific terms even though Duarte refers to actions 

to control abuse by authority, investigate selective murders and build confidence 

in his government. The tone and style of many questions and the incompleteness 

of their questioning show less than a good understanding of El Salvador and what 

it is going through. In short, it is Duarte who demonstrates a capability·~ :of -:: 

looking at reality, accepting its challenges and proceeding from there to build 

a new El Salvador. 

III. THE SITUATION TODAY 

From the viewpoint of the United States , the fates of two countries 

are key to long range developments in the area: El Salvador and Nicaragua. 

Experience shows us that there are no miracles in El Salvador and progress is 

slower than many of us had hoped for back in 1980. However, positive develop

ments have been taking place under President Duarte. There has been increased 

international support, especially from Europe and Venezuela. Death squad 

activities are way down and serious investigations seem to be taking place. 

Workers and peasants leaders are taking part in the government ~ administration 

of agrarian reform. The economic decline seems to have reached the bottom 

and some businesses have reopened. The dialogue with the guerrillas begins 

the exploration of new territory. The right wing Arena party of Roberto 

D'Aubuisson is split. The army has shown improvements in its fighting abil-

ities, even though it is much too premature to talk about containing the 

guerrillas to small territorial pockets and eliminating them as a major threat 

by 1986 as the Pentagon and Souther Command are telling Congress. 

Along with these advances are serious problems whose partial solution 

will determine whether the Duarte 0 s government's momentum continues. 

45% of the Salvadorian voters cast their vote for an alleged assassin 

(D 1 Aubuisson) in the May run off elections, including many workers and peasants. 
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The coffee growers association has accused the U. S. Ambassador of being a 

"leftist" and supporting the guerrilla 1 s cause because of his defense of Agrarian 

Reform. In the national legislature the right wing has a majority. This in 

turn appoints the Supreme Court* which controls the whole court system and the 

government 1 s chief prosecuting attorney. Governments change, reforms are decreed 

but attitudes take much longer to change than we would like. 

The role of the army is more directed at fighting the guerrillas than at 

J30l~ ticizing _- as in the past. Yet this change is only beginning, and President 

Duarte knows he must be careful. U. S. support for a politicized armed forces 

helps this process. 

The guerrillas have a strong fighting force. Yet they- lack the support 

of a popular following which was the opposite in Nicaragua 1 s fight against So-

moza. This point was made by President Duarte in his Playboy' interview: "It 

depends on the will of the people , and that is why I say that our first objective 

is to win over the people, because without them, there is no revolution. We 

just cannot measure this thing in terms of time. Whichever side gains the faith 

of the people is going to win the war. 11 

The real leaders of 11 the Salvadorian left" are marxist leninists military 

commanders from four guerrilla groups united under the umbrella organization called 

the DRU/FMLA**• The Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), made up of civilians 

from small groups of democrats and "leftists", is the chief vehicle for prop-

agandizing in the western democracies, but its leaders have no real power. 

* Just recently, the Supreme Court rejected the government's appeal of two lower 
court rulings dismissing charges against Lt. Rodolfo Lopez Sibrian. The appeal 
was the final opportunity for prosecutors to reopen the case against Lopez Sibrian. 
Two former national guard corporals who confessed to the slayings have testified 
that Lopez Sibrian ordered them to kill Michael Hammer, 42, of Potomac, Md.; 
Mark Pearlman, 36, of Seattle; and Rodolfo Viera, 39, president of the Salvarorian 
Agrarian Reform Institute. 

** DRU= United Revolutionary Directorate and FMLA= Farabundo Marti National Liberal 
Front. FMLA 1 s best known leader is Guillermo Ungo. 
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Along with actions to confront these problems, I would guess that Duarte 

must: 

- Conserve and expand his international support and aid. 

- Win a majority in the national legislature in March 1985. 

Conserve worker/peasant support, in part by continuing to push agrarian 

reform and allowing expanded use of workers rights in a terrible economic sit

uation. 

- See that military continues to improve and to clean up its ranks of 

death squaders and of mentalities which condone unnecessary violence. 

- Continue dialogue with the guerrillas. 

- Have more effective interdiction of arms, ammunition and supplies to 

the guerrillas which will limit their military capabilities in the intermediate 

and long range. 

Recent statements by leading administration spokesmen suggest that no 

U. s. military invasion of Nicaragua will take place. There are overwhelming 

political and military reasons against any such action, including no guarantee 

of' quick success or even success. Yet Americans should recognize that Central 

Americans are uneasy about Nicaragua because of its army and arms building up, 

because of the strong drift toward marxist/leninist dictatorial rule and be

cause of its support to subversive elements from neighboring countries. 

All of these developments are in spite of pledges by the Sandinistas 

that a new Nicaragua would recognize political pluralism and promote a mixed 

economy in which the private and public sectors would participate and respect 

the rights and duties of the other~ -

Americans always ask whether the Sandinistas have popular support. 

Obviously they have ~ome; especially among the young people. But conditions 

within Nicaragua do not permit for a public opinion poll as we know it in the 

U. S., or as might be taken in Honduras and some other countries of the area. 
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But having some popularity and winning a very flowed "elections", as 

nothing but token opposition was tolerated or permitted, do not constitute a 

mandate for building a totalitarian regime which employs censorship, block 

committee spying, a politically oriented rationing system, and the threat of 

jailing and force for "anti-social" activities. 

Robert s. Leiken of the Carnegie Endowment writes: 

"For one who has sympathized with the Sandinistas, it is painful to 

look into the house they are building, but it is unwise not to. I spent ten 

days in Nicaragua in August, accompanied by my brother , a trade unionist from 

Boston. It was my sixth visit since the - revolution, and my longest since 1981. 

I have testified in Congress against aid to the contras and have supported (and 

continue to support) negotiations to end the civil war in El Salvador. Yet 

each succeeding trip to Nicaragua drains my initial reservoir of sympathy for 

the Sandinistas. Last year I wrote in my introduction to a book treated by the 

press as the "Democratic alternative to the Kissinger Report" that the Sandi

nistas' "failure to preserve the revolutionary alliance with the middle class 

and small producers as well as sectarian political and cultural policies (had) 

polarized the country, led to disinvestment, falling productivity and wages, 

labor discontent, and an agrarian crisis." This visit convinced me that the 

situation is far worse than I had thought, and disabused me of some of the 

remaining myths about the Sandinista revolution." 

It also seems as if the "contras" have limited popularity among the 

people. Divisions within the contras abou~d, yet the weakest group Pastora

ARDE (now supposedly divided) seems to have the best claim to legitimacy be

cause of their anti-Somoza credentials. But whatever is happening in the ranks 

of the contras , one thing is certain: The CIA has done a very poor job of 
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evaluating the situation and the possibilities of the contras. According to 

public statements of Mr. Casey, the contras should have been marching on Ma

nagua a long time ago. 

I would think the Administration will continue to keep the heat on: 

Support to the contras one way or another, military exercises in Honduras and 

at sea, economic blockade in the international banks and economic institutions 

and try to turn off other economic sources of support and export markets. 

Nicaragua is desperately short of foreign exchange and must be concerned that: 

now onl.y two European countries (France and Sweden) give it aid. This foreign 

exchange crisis dismal economic management and the increasing costs of a 

permanent and paranoid military mobilization are creating grave economic 

difficulties and shortages for the people. 

But what will happen? The more arms Nicaragua gets from the communist 

block the less secure it can feel with a Reagan Administration in power. The 

tensions with other Central American countries are heightened. Nicaraguans 

must be asking themselves where the economic aid they need will be coming from. 

Also, it seems as if the Sandinistas have talked themselves into a corner from 

which what might be their best alternative of conserving power (a semi-dictatorship 

but without the presence of Cubans and others and with firm limits on armaments 

and troop strength) is no longer a possibility. 

There have been several positive developments in the Honduran situation 

from both the U. S. and Honduran point of view. Honduras is rethinking its 

position vis-a-vis the U. S. so as to create a better balance between the mil

itary and economic aid packages it will receive. The closing down of the troop 

training center in Puerto Castillo demonstrated to the U. S. the fallacy of 

trying to correct one problem (the training of Salvadorian troops cheap) at 
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the expense of another (helping to build up the civilians in Honduras). It is 

extremely refreshing to see the Honduran military tell the U. S. military and 

our policy makers that military aid is of very limited use if there is no re

activation of the Honduran economy and if the creation of enough new job does 

not take place. 

Since the ouster of General Alvarez in April as the Armed Forces Chief, 

there have been no reports of individuals either executed or disappeared by 

military/paramilitary groups. In fact there seems to be a serious and indepth 

investigation going on into these activities during Alvarez' time by the Armed 

Forces itself. 

The U. S. has accepted these changes gracefully. In Miami the FBI 

arrested a group plotting to overthrow the present civilian government and to 

kill President Suazo Cordoba and Chief of the Armed Forces, General Walter Lopez. 

Our Embassy also is using its leverage to see that Presidential elections scheduled 

for 1985 do take place. 

The most important questions facing the U. S. are what levels of U. S. 

military aid and presence are appropriate to help Honduras have a strong defense 

without harming the goals of building a stronger civilian and more representative 

government and helping to reactivate its economy. Another important question 

deals with the contras and what would the U. S. do if their fight was abandoned. 

Honduras would not want them to continue in Honduras under such circumstances. 

Guatemala presents the U. S. Administration with a dilemma as existed 

in El Salvador before 1979: To support a right-wing, military government which, 

at the least, condones political assassinations because of communist influenced 

and supported guerrillas or be circumspect in any aid or support to the govern

ment while helping the positive developments taking place in the country such as 

a constituent assembly, development of labor unions once again, etc. 
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I would hope we would continue to choose the latter course of action 

until parts of the military itself come to the conclusion that they must change . 

their ways or f ind themselves extinct in the future. One way to help this 

change is the continued restriction on military aid which could allow certain 

very small and specific programs to help maintain contacts with the Guatemalan 

military. What the U. ~, . should not loose sight of is that an incompetent 

and corrupt military in government gives aid to the guerrillas and extreme left 

and helps polarize the situation where one or both extremes become the only 

alternative (s) for people who would wish a different solution . 

IV. THE U. S. AND REGIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The economic situation is very grave as all observers have pointed out, 

but there seems to be no consensus on what policies are most suited to correct 

this situation. Because this is such a complicated and difficult -subject, I 

would like to comment on only two aspects of the problem: debt refinancing 

and emphasis on building more export~;oriented economies. 

The present Administrat ion has not come to grips with the debt problem 

and has decided to let the IMF and private banks lead the way in trying to 

solve the problem. A more active U. S. participation (European also) is needed 

to get the private banks to be more realistic on interest rates, fees and plans 

for recovery of principle and the IMF to understand the political and social 

implications of its deflationary and monet arist policies. 

The AFL-CIO has criticized the present IMF/Private Bank approach and 

offered another: 

"It must be recognized that IMF adjustment programs which include cut

backs in real wages and rigid restrictions upon imports are not the only possible 

approach to an attempted restoration of stable economic growth and the ability 
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to meet debt repayment obligations. In fact, the success rate of that approach 

in Latin America is still to be established; and it may turn out to be counter

productive in a number of cases. 

An alternative approach, desgined to increase real economic growth, 

would often require debt restructuring that includes grace periods on principal 

repayments, longer loan repayment periods, limitations on spreads above LIBOR 

or U.S. prime interest rates and on commissions or fees for restructuring and 

refinancing. Also, to promote capability to carry out economic adjustment and 

development programs, annual debt service payments should be ina-fixed amount. 

That can be arranged either through fixed interest rate financing, or provisions 

to capitalize any increase in required interest paymentsmd commensurately in

crease the maturity of the loan. Such provisions have been proposed recently by 

some of the larger Latin American countries in their proposals for debt restructuring." 

The present U.S. government approach is to offer limited budgetary support 

to Central American governments in dollars and promote the growth of export industries. 

The weaknesses here are that the large foreign exchange and budgetary assistance 

recommended by the Kissinger Commission are still not part of the U.S. foreign 

aid program and that there very serious limits on what new exports these countries 

can produce and market and what the U.S., Europe and Japan can import because 

of present ecpnomic conditions. 

The U.S. reaction to the Contadora Initiative has been lukewarm in part 

because it believes the process to be soft on communist penetration and in 

part because it sees its obvious weaknesses: Contadora sponsors have no enforce

ment powers and the success or failure will depend on the good will of the 

participating states who sign a treaty. This weakness of the Contadora process 

has been missed by too many administration critics. However, whatever the outcome 

of the process, Contadora had had one very benefitial effect. It has helped out 
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as a counterweight to the Reagan s administratio~~propensity to overemphasize 

the problems of the East/West conflict in the present Central American situation. 

A report prepared by Prof. Carl G. Jacobsen for the State Department 

seems to sum up two serious problems facing many Americans on understanding 

Central America. In the first place the report found "that Moscow Vs presence 

in Central America is both more extensive and multifacted than generally 

accepted •••• but while Moscow 1 s presence is pervasive its ability to control 

may be less than some fear. 11 For us working on the area, it is extremely 

exasperating to see so much debate in the St ates between those who say the USSR 

is not part of the problem (it just happens to be there) and those who see 

the USSR as the problem (the anti-communist crusade idea). For example , many 

Americans would not be familiar with the fact that a two-month strike in the 

Pacific Banana plantations of Costa Rica this year had the decidedly political 

overtone of trying to discredit the democratically elected government of President 

Luis Alberto Monge. Reliable sources have identified the very large funding used 

during the strike as coming out of the Soviet Embassy in San Jose. The economic 

losses from this political strike are considerable in an economy with already 

more problems than it needs , plus the fact that the worker has been of the principal 

loosers. 

On the other hand, many of the underlying causes of the conflicts in 

El Salvador and Guatemala have their roots in their own domestic histories. 

Soviet influence has come about because elements from these t wo countries have 

decided that the only way to change the situation is through marxist/ leninist 

military/ political action. Positive movement to change these conditions and to 

build the structure in which people can change these condit i ons goes a long way 

toward lessening the general conflict within Central America. Also , all U.S. 

policies must help undermine the extreme right as this is one of the principal 
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reasons whyihe above change has been so difficult and is used as a justification 

by many for the existence and legitimacy of the extreme left. However, one word 

of caution: changing conditions and building a more democr.atic and pluralistic 

center does not insure the automatic elimination of the marxist/leninist left, 

which does not recognize social and political change as the ultimate goal. Their 

ultimate goal is power which is why positive changes in favor of people by more 

democratic elements are called facades for the implementation of a supposedly 

more sinister policy of repression and imperialism. 

The European community~ has become more active in Latin America in the 

last decade because of the activities of the Socialist and Christian Democrat 

internationals and the conflictive nature of the Central American situafion 

among other reasons. Recently one perceives certain changes in attitude towards 

the Central American situation as demonstrated by renewed aid to El Salvador by 

West Germany, increased aid promised to the region from the EEC and less support 

for the Sandinista government as its methods of political control become more 

totalitarian in nature. The Socialist International and many of its members 

still support the Salvadorians rebelas propaganda arm, Frente Democratico Re

volucionario (FDR) but are now reevaluating their position toward the Salvadorian 

government with Duarte as its head. While this movement is positive from a U.S. 

point of view, differences based on European perceptions of the intentions of 

the Reagan Administration and the use and quantifies of U.S. military aid are 

still very real. For its part the rhetoric of the Administration helps to fuel 

this interpretation whether or not U.S. policy is implemented in ways consistent 

with its rhetoric. 

The approval of the National Endowmen for Democracy (NED) by the House 

and Senate is a positive step toward putting more emphasis on politically assisting 

"friendly" governments and forces in a timely fashion and trying to avoid situations 

reaching crisis proportions. NED helps private organizations dedicated to promoting 

democratic principles increase their participation in this endeavor. Charges that 
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NED is part of anti-communist crusade and is in violation of prohibtions on 

internal intervention in another's affairs miss the important point that many 

leaders in other countries, and especially Latin America, want a more demo-

cratically oriented society and are willing to work with their neighbors and 

groups from the U.S. in this endeavor with the caveat that assistance can be 

of help only when there is a will by those of the country to push towards this 

goal. 

Drug traficking from Latin America to the U.S. is a relatively new 

phenomenon. It is princip.ally a problem involving Mexico, the Andean countries 

and certain Caribbean islands. Yet there is a possibility of it becoming a 

source of friction with Panama and Nicaragua. The international banking system 

of Panama has secrecy of deposit and money transfer laws which while obviously 

not the purpose, provide an opportunity for money laundering. How much is 

laundered, no one knows -but what is certain is that controls on deposits to 

avoid money laundering are not sufficient. Partly to offset this accusation, 

the banking system has developed a code of conduct for itsel which will work 

for the honest but not·-necessary in banks set up for laundering money or with 

problems which make laundering money attractive. 

A second problem could arise if it is proven that Nicaragua is providing 

a transhipment point for traficking as has been charged in a Miami court. The 

temptation is always there, as Cuba has shown, because protection of traficking 

brings in big dollar~yments and attacks the fabric of the enemie~v (i.e., U.S.) 

society. 

V. CONCLUSIONS 

The lowering of tension in the area is not going to be easy as conflicting 

solutions are proposed. Too many of the causes of violence and tention are still 

present which creates a problem in the search for more effective solutions. Be-
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cause certain problems such as right wing violence, economic sabotage by the 

left, low living standards, and uneven political development will not disappear 

in the immediate future, there is a tendency by some in the U.S. to look for 

radical responses. These radical responses can be characterized as: 1) a 

big push for military victory, if that is at all possible, 2) a U.S. with~ 

drawal from the area dressed in arguments supposedly based on the idea of 

self-determination, or 3) the argument that the extreme left can be controlled 

by democratic elements and is not really that extreme if the U.S. will only stop 

opposing it. Unfortunately, these radical proposals or modified forms will only 

increase the tension and violence. The idea that military victory is possible 

is not at all certain, plus what would be the cost of any such campaign. The 

. 
unilateral U.S. withdrawal from El Salvador, for example, would only increase 

levels of armed conflict between the army and the guerrillas as there would be 

less reason to look to negotiations and would eliminate one important restraint 

on right-wing violence - conditioned military aid. The other alternative of 

declaring support, or at least no opposition, to the extreme left is ludicrous 

because power is their goal with or without any U.S. opposition. 

Therefore, I would suggest that the U.S. look to the principal ideas 

expressed by the Kissinger Commission which starts from the positions that Central 

America is important to U.S. national security interests and that it is an area 

where the Wilsonian ideal of helping in the development of more democratically 

oriented governments is a realistic policy option. The Commission accents the 

idea of balance in which the U.S. would have a multi - facet strategy of political , 

economic, military and military programs. Increased military aid would not be 

an adequate response if other types of aid were not available in adequate amounts 

and if political, economic and social initiatives were not equally important 

I 
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elements of the overall program. In another example, economic aid to assist budget 

deficit problems is important but incomplete if agriculture production and agrarian 

reform programs are woefully insufficient. 

Unfortunately, this idea of balance has been neglected by many critics 

whose point of view is that any military assistance is wrong. On the other side, 

the anti-communist crusaders want to use the report as justification for more 

military aid while giving less than full support, and in some cases token support, 

to the other aspects. 

The indecision of an election year, as was 1984, is no longer an excuse 

for inaction. The White House, Congress and all other interested parties must 

now get down to work to either implement the Commission's proposal or to reject 

it. However, a rejection of its principal ideas of balance and a multi-facet 

approach to a complicated and multi-caussed situation will mean disaster for the 

U.S. in Central America and make the U.S. ineffectual in the pursuit of solutions 

and in any process of reconstruction which will be so badly needed. 

Richard V. Oulahan 

December 7 9 1984 


