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      To Marilyn Young

    

  


  
    
      I kept my workshop of filthy creation: my eyeballs were starting from their sockets in attending to the details of my employment. The dissecting room and the slaughterhouse furnished many of my materials; and often did my human nature turn with loathing from my occupation, whilst, still urged on by an eagerness which perpetually increased, I brought my work near to a conclusion.


      Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

    

  


  
    
      INTRODUCTION


      The Camel Not in the Quran


      THE ARGENTINE WRITER Jorge Luis Borges once remarked that the lack of camels in the Quran proves its Middle Eastern provenance: only a native author, he explained, could have so taken the animal for granted as not to mention it.1 Perhaps a similar familiarity explains the absence of Latin America in discussions about U.S. history. Though Latin America has played an indispensable role in the rise of the United States to global power, it elicits little curiosity from its neighbor to the north. “Latin America doesn’t matter,” Richard Nixon advised a young Donald Rumsfeld, who was casting about for career opportunities. “Long as we’ve been in it, people don’t give one damn about Latin America.”2 “People don’t give one shit” about the place, Nixon said.3 Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser, agreed. “You come here speaking of Latin America,” he told Chile’s foreign minister in 1969, after the minister’s visit to the White House, “but this is not important. Nothing important can come from the South. History has never been produced in the South. The axis of history starts in Moscow, goes to Bonn, crosses over to Washington, and then goes to Tokyo. What happens in the South is of no importance.”4


      Were it not for Borges’s insight, this studied indifference to Latin America would seem ironic, for the region was where the United States first learned how to project its power, where it worked out effective and flexible tactics of extraterritorial administration, established legal precedents, and acquired its conception of itself as an empire like no other before it. The Western Hemisphere was to be the staging ground for a new “empire for liberty,” a phrase used by Thomas Jefferson specifically in reference to Spanish Florida, Cuba, and the Spanish lands west of the Mississippi. Unlike European empires, ours was supposed to entail a concert of formally equal, sovereign democratic American republics, with shared interests and values, led but not dominated by the United States—a conception of world power that, after World War II, became the guiding vision of the Washington foreign policy establishment.

      


      The history of the United States in the region—of gunboat bombing, invasions, mercenary wars, covert actions, regime changes, and psyops—is extensive. It includes well-known coups in Guatemala and Chile and less famous interventions. As early as 1826, Washington’s first envoy to Mexico, Joel Poinsett, used his social contacts as a member of the York Freemason lodge to undermine the Mexican government, which was led by politicians who were members of a rival Scottish Freemason lodge.5 This was the first of many times when Washington would use nongovernmental civil society organizations to destabilize Latin American governments. Also in the 1820s, the United States started regularly sending heavily armed ships into Caribbean, Mexican, and South American ports, often landing troops, occasionally destroying port towns, and annexing small islands, needed by the United States’ growing navy as coaling stations.6


      The U.S. military sharpened its fighting skills and developed its modern-day organizational structure largely in constant conflict with Spanish America. In the 1840s, the United States waged a two-year, deadly war against Mexico that ended with Washington taking a third of Mexican territory, including California. The United States then went on to annex Puerto Rico, Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines, along with an archipelago of other islands and atolls, and turn Cuba into an informal colony. The administration of Theodore Roosevelt helped separate Panama from Colombia to build a canal. The U.S. military occupied and waged counterinsurgencies in Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the Philippines.


      Between 1898 and 1989, the United States either orchestrated or provided key support to at least forty successful regime changes in Latin America.7 Legal precedents established during the early years of U.S. military intervention in Spanish America continue to this day to be cited by presidential administrations to argue for broad, unaccountable powers to launch preemptive wars, to invade and bomb countries without congressional authority, to deny prisoners basic rights granted under the Geneva Convention, to subject them to torture, and to hold them indefinitely in places like Guantánamo and try them in courts in which prosecutor and judge are all members of the U.S. military. For their part, U.S. corporations and financial houses came to dominate the economies of Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central America, as well as large parts of South America, apprenticing themselves in overseas expansion before they headed elsewhere, to Asia, Africa, and Europe.


      Washington’s first attempts to restructure another country’s economy took place in Mexico in the years after the U.S. Civil War and in Cuba following the Spanish-American War of 1898.8 “We should do for Europe on a large scale,” remarked the U.S. ambassador to England in 1914, “what we did for Cuba on a small scale and thereby usher in a new era of human history.”


      Latin America was the launching pad for the U.S. overseas banking industry, which now, more than ever, dominates the international economy. When Congress in 1913 passed the Federal Reserve Act and allowed U.S. banks to open branches in foreign countries, the president of the National City Bank of New York, Frank Vanderlip, moved quickly. Vanderlip, who had lobbied for the act, established operations first in Argentina, then Brazil, Uruguay, Chile, and Cuba. Within but a few years, National City, with British and German financial power in decline after World War I, became the primary source of capital for U.S. and foreign investors in Latin America. By 1919, National City was “the largest international bank in the world,” having, in that year alone, opened thirty-three new Latin American branches (twenty-two of them in Cuba).9


      National City moved next into Europe and then into European colonies, in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. “We would revolutionize the world,” Vanderlip said, capturing the exuberance of his own company’s dizzying ascent in Latin America.10

      


      It is commonplace to say that the United States is an empire in denial. Denied is the cost in human suffering of intervention. Denied also are the consequences of intervention. Denial is doctrinal. For more than a century, the Monroe Doctrine—first announced in 1823 by President James Monroe, telling European empires to keep out of the Western Hemisphere, to forsake their efforts to recolonize the New World—justified, in the name of anti-interventionism, one intervention after another. By 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt read the anti-colonial Monroe Doctrine as if it were a colonial riot act, claiming that Monroe’s writ granted the United States an “international police power” to respond to “chronic wrongdoing” in the Western Hemisphere.


      Denial is ritualized. “America has never been an empire,” said George W. Bush in 1999, in his run for the White House, a claim that nearly all aspirants to the presidency have to recite in one form or another. Bush won that election. Then, after the terrorist attacks that took place on September 11, 2001, against the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, he launched the United States into a global war, which included the invasion and occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq. By now, denial had become rote. “We don’t do empire,” Bush’s secretary of defense, Donald Rumsfeld said, just after the start of the Iraq War, to a reporter who asked him if the United States was engaged in “empire building” in the Middle East. “We’re not imperialistic,” Rumsfeld, then on a tour of the Gulf States, said. “We never have been.”


      “I can’t imagine why you’d even ask the question,” Rumsfeld said.


      Why? indeed. Observers, both foreign and domestic, have long been fascinated by the persistence of the kind of American innocence expressed by Rumsfeld: that we are all Adam, we are all Jay Gatsby, that America, the United States, “was bound to get ahead”—and to get ahead not like Europe got ahead, with the prop of empire, but on its own. It’s an enduring myth, and to understand its origins one must consider that camel Borges says isn’t in the Quran: Latin America, and the way Latin America has shaped the United States in both peace and war.


      Latin America is often called Washington’s “backyard,” a place where the United States could practice, at will, the kind of interventionism described above. That descriptor misses the region’s importance to the evolution of U.S. power.11 A better metaphor would be a “workshop,” or a training ground, where the United States could regroup during periods of retrenchment, where ascendant governing coalitions could work out new tactics and new worldviews, in response to changing times.


      Political theorists divide the history of the United States into a series of presidential coalitions—among them, the Jeffersonians, Jacksonians, Progressives, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Dealers, and Ronald Reagan’s New Rightists—each brought into power by major electoral realignments.12 What’s often left out of this history of political succession is foreign policy. The ability to project power abroad has a utility that goes well beyond matters related to economics and security. In a nation like the United States, constituted since its founding by relentless expansion, the coalition that had dominated foreign policy has dominated domestic politics.


      A primary task of U.S. foreign policy, apart from ensuring defense, accessing resources, and opening markets, is to establish hegemony—hegemony not over other nations but within the United States. It’s in the imaginative realm of foreign policy where ideas concerning how best to organize society get worked out; where contradictions—between ideals, interests, social groups—get reconciled. Politicians, economic elites, and opinion makers don’t have to agree on what, exactly, Washington needed to do abroad. They just have to agree that Washington had the power, and the right, to do something abroad, which allowed for a coming together of competing perspectives and divergent interests.


      In this, Spanish America has been key. Jeffersonians fantasized about extending their Empire for Liberty across Spanish North America, and down into the Caribbean, and the decaying Spanish Empire gave the founders of the United States a chance to work out their nation’s first “grand strategy”: In 1786, Thomas Jefferson worried that Spain was “too feeble” to hold on to the “great continent” and might lose it to a more powerful European empire, either Great Britain or France. He advocated that Washington shore up the Spanish, “till our population can be sufficiently advanced to gain” the continent “from them piece by piece.”13


      And so it went. Federalists imagined the New World as a large commercial emporium, with New England its manufacturing headquarters. The Jacksonians built their coalition by sharpening their racism, and their ideological defense of slavery, in opposition to Spanish-American republicanism.14 Confederates thought they could save slavery by expanding its reach into Central and South America. Progressives worked out their ideas concerning free trade, morality, race, and the ability of other nations for self-governance by waging wars and presiding over military occupations in the Caribbean and Central America (as well as the Philippines).


      Then there were the two great governing coalitions of the twentieth century: the New Deal and the New Right—to which Latin America was indispensable.

      


      This book is a history of Latin America’s role as empire’s workshop. Three related arguments run throughout. First: Latin America’s long opposition to U.S. unilateral expansion—an opposition that expressed itself in different forms, from war and revolution to international law, from lofty social-democratic humanism to cruder expressions of economic and cultural nationalism—served to contain and socialize U.S. diplomacy.* This containment and socialization, in turn, proved remarkably beneficial to the United States in its postwar ascent, giving Washington the tools needed to project its influence in a more restrained, effective manner, more suitable in a world where formal European empires were being dismantled. Second: The leaders of the United States, its economic elites, its intellectuals, politicians, and opinion makers, chafed at this restraint and did all they could to shake it off. They did so even though such restraint proved to be of incalculable value, serving as a kind of ballast to the raw energy that was propelling their nation forward. Latin America helped stabilize both the United States and the world it sought to lead. Finally: Twice in the last century, Washington turned back to Latin America to regroup following crises of global overreach. These two moments of retrenchment—the depression of the 1930s, which marked the rise of the New Deal coalition, and the 1970s, when defeat in Vietnam, the spread of third-world nationalism, and Watergate cracked up that coalition and set loose the New Right—were enormously influential in shaping the history of the twentieth century and preparing the stage for things to come in the twenty-first.

      


      At the end of the day, Latin America’s usefulness to Washington resides in a paradox, which, put as crudely as possible, is this: the region limits U.S. ambition, and is the place where U.S. ambition learns to overcome limits. Push, pull, and pushback. This dialectical movement, the simultaneous creation of political morality and drive to escape political morality, was a wellspring of perpetual reinvention and the source of much of the United States’ ideological creativity—including why, for many, imperial denial has been so credible.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      New Jerusalem


      FOR OVER TWO centuries, Latin America has been caught in the crosswinds of empire, buffeted by the United States’ revolutionary ambition and battered by its counterrevolutionary cruelty. Even before the United States was its own nation, the land now called Latin America was for Anglo settlers a dreamscape and theater of ambition. Spain conquered much of the Americas nearly a century before English Pilgrims and Puritans set foot on what they would name New England. For seventeenth-century Protestant Nonconformists, the Spanish Crown’s rule over large masses of natives represented the most pernicious of what they had left behind, Catholic in its superstitions, languid in its aristocratic pretensions. It was a goad to those who believed that the New World—America—did indeed represent a chance to realize God’s will on earth. Latin America also entailed that other quality all utopias need, a seeming bountifulness in which dreams could run unchecked. For would-be reformers, the reported guilelessness of its people, the openness of its landscape, the vulnerability of its economy made Latin America appear malleable as clay.


      This combination of perceived corruption that demands reform and imagined innocence that begs for guidance was irresistible to successive generations of Christians, capitalists, and politicians. In the late seventeenth century, early Puritans, including Cotton Mather and Samuel Sewall, imagined a New Jerusalem rising in Mexico. With New England barely a few score years old, Reverend Mather got busy learning Spanish to help Spain’s subjects “open their eyes that they be converted from the shadows to the light, from the power of Satan to that of God” and worked with Sewall, better known as a judge during the Salem witch trials, to realize the dreams of the “dreamers in Israel” in Mexico.


      “I rather think that Americana Mexicana will be the New Jerusalem,” predicted Sewall.1


      
        DREAMERS IN ISRAEL


        Soon after the American Revolution, merchants began to make inroads in the Spanish colonies of the South, vying with slow but steady success against British traders. Venezuela, the first Spanish American nation to declare itself an independent republic, traded its indigo, coffee, cacao, and hides for U.S. flour, cloth, tobacco, and muskets. Cuba, which remained a colony of Spain until 1898, was a valuable source of contraband, including enslaved humans, smuggled into the South after the United States banned the Atlantic slave trade. By the early 1800s, the United States was shipping millions of dollars’ worth of goods to Latin American harbors, with Cuba standing behind only Great Britain and France as the United States’ largest commercial partner. Sea captains gained experience on the profitable trade route between New Orleans and Havana. Whaler, sealer, and merchant ships pushed beyond the Caribbean down the Atlantic, to Rio, Buenos Aires, and Montevideo, and swung around Cape Horn, ricocheting into the South Pacific onward to Hawaii and the Philippines, China, and India.2


        Investment followed trade. Many of America’s largest international corporations got their start in Latin America, as capitalists poured billions into the region, first in mining, railroads, and sugar, then in electricity, oil, and agriculture. The W. R. Grace shipping company came to dominate Peruvian sugar production. Before investing in diamond mines in the Congo, the Guggenheims set up a branch of their American Smelting and Refining Company in Mexico. Access to Chilean ore allowed Charles Schwab in the first decades of the twentieth century to bypass U.S. Steel’s domestic monopoly to turn his Bethlehem Steel Company into the world’s largest independent producer. Similarly, the upstart Rockefellers leveraged their power in Latin America to weaken the grip J. P. Morgan and Company had on Wall Street finance. After the War of 1898 opened the Caribbean to U.S. corporate interests, it was the Rockefeller-controlled Chase National Bank and Vanderlip’s National City Bank that financed most of the region’s agricultural, mineral, and oil production.


        In the years after the Civil War, both the U.S. government and private U.S. interests supplied arms and money to help Mexican economic liberals consolidate power and transform their country into a modern, capitalist nation.3 New York and Boston financiers bankrolled the construction of roads, rails, and ports, opening up the country’s rural hinterlands to development. By the early 1900s, Mexico attracted more than a quarter of total American foreign investment, rendering the border meaningless to U.S. financial houses.4 No foreign nation received as much U.S. investment as Mexico. Boston and New York banks capitalized the construction of rail lines that opened up the countryside for investment in agriculture, mining, ranching, and oil drilling. American interests took control of mines and smelters in Chihuahua, Durango, San Luis Potosí, Aguascalientes, Michoacán, Zacatecas, Puebla, and Guerrero. Standard Oil geologists fanned out from the U.S. West to the Mexican desert and then down into the Amazon jungle and the Paraguayan Chaco in search of petroleum reserves.5 By the first decade of the twentieth century, more than a billion dollars had been invested in Mexican agriculture, mining, and ranching, as well as in public utilities like urban electricity, making up more than a quarter of total U.S. foreign investment.6 More U.S. currency circulated in Mexico than Mexican pesos, and more than a fifth of Mexico’s territory was foreign-owned property.7 U.S. interests owned most of Mexico’s oil industry, which had become the world’s third-largest petroleum supplier, and had established operations in Venezuela, Bolivia, Peru, and Brazil.


        The dynamism of U.S. capitalism and a growing sense of racial superiority had fortified the missionary impulse on display since the time of Mather and Sewall. The “world is to be Christianized and civilized,” wrote the Reverend Josiah Strong in his 1885 best seller, Our Country, “and what is the process of civilizing but the creation of more and higher wants. Commerce follows the missionary.”8 A disciple of U.S. expansion, Strong counseled a number of early U.S. empire builders, including Alfred Thayer Mahan and Theodore Roosevelt. He shared with them an unapologetic belief in white ascendancy drawn from social Darwinism, which applied the concept of the “survival of the fittest” to international affairs. God bequeathed the New World to the “Anglo Saxon race,” claimed Strong, to train for “the final competition of races.” Strong believed God’s gift to be a work in progress, to be realized by what many of his contemporaries understood to be America’s “manifest destiny.” Following the vision of his Puritan forebears, the first step in the fulfillment of this destiny would be Latin America: whites would “move down upon Mexico,” he ordained, “down upon Central and South America, out upon the islands of the sea, over upon Africa and beyond” to “people the world with better and finer material.” And they did move down. Evangelical fundamentalists went into Mexico, Central America, the Andes, the Amazon River basin, and the jungles of Paraguay, ministering mostly to the continent’s indigenous populations and translating the Bible into native languages. They understood their mission as bringing the world closer to the Second Coming of Christ.


        The captains of American industry and finance saw their role in no less grandiose terms. Latin America was a school where business elites honed their sense of self-confidence and historical purpose. With a rock-ribbed faith in U.S.-style capitalism and all the cultural trappings that go with it, corporate leaders sponsored religious and civic organizations, such as the Young Men’s Christian Association, which preached the virtues believed to be most conducive to successful free enterprise: individualism, competitiveness, innovation, self-discipline, respect for private property, and, as a reward for such commendable behavior, consumerism. The Rockefeller family, for example, extended its influence in Latin America by creating the secular Rockefeller Foundation to provide countries with critical technical and medical assistance and by patronizing evangelical groups such as the Panama Congress on Christian Work in Latin America, the Commission on Indians in Latin America, and the Committee on Cooperation in Latin America.9


        Corporations also advanced their interests and values through the United States’ company towns, which by the early twentieth century had spread throughout the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central and South America. They were to produce not just sugar, bananas, or ore but self-disciplined U.S.-style workers.


        “It takes just four years,” calculated one Phelps Dodge engineer, “to complete the Americanization of the Mexican.”10

      


      
        A “FLYING-FISH’S LEAP”


        Gunboats followed investment. Washington’s first warships, in the early 1800s, patrolled the Caribbean, helping commercial consuls establish trading routes and protecting against French pirates.11 Soon they went further. In the decades prior to the Civil War—with all the war- and diplomacy-making arms of the federal government controlled by southern slavers—the United States stretched its naval reach down into the southern Atlantic, to Rio, Buenos Aires, and Montevideo. This expansion was “more than a stride,” John Quincy Adams wrote in his diary in 1842. It was a “flying-fish’s leap.”12


        The Navy expanded its fleet to include ships that were both shallow-draft and battle-ready, capable of ascending rivers like the Amazon and the Paraná, which runs up from Buenos Aires and Montevideo into Argentina, Paraguay, and southern Brazil. These boats showed strength. They were used to collect maritime data, defend U.S. commercial interest, avenge insults, demand apologies, and force open ports and rivers to trade and navigation, whether the country in possession of the waterways wanted free trade and free navigation or not.


        The power of these gunboats was awesome. In 1854, the U.S.S. Cyane bombed the Nicaraguan town of San Juan relentlessly.13 The immediate pretext for the destruction was to help a white U.S. citizen threatened with arrest by local authorities for murdering a Black man. But the bombing’s backstory is that it supported Cornelius Vanderbilt’s efforts, stymied by the Nicaraguans and their British allies, to run a transit route to get travelers rushing for Californian gold overland to the Pacific. Vanderbilt’s steamboat company, the New York Tribune wrote, had “long desired to get rid of the town, which… was a hindrance to their supremacy and had defied their power.” “Got rid” of, San Juan was. After the bombing, the Cyane dispatched its Marines to loot the buildings left standing. Then they burned the town to ashes. President Franklin Pierce defended the incident, arguing that both the town and its residence were worthless: It was “a pretended community,” Pierce said, a recently created boomtown made up of “a heterogeneous assemblage gathered from various countries, and composed for the most part of blacks and persons of mixed blood.”14 San Juan was “incapable of being treated in any other way than as a piratical resort of outlaws or a camp of savages.”


        Earlier, the founders of the United States forced Spain to grant access not just to the Mississippi but also to all the great river’s many tributaries, as well as to the rivers of Florida. Now, in the middle of the century, a generation of “southern slaveholders at the helm of foreign policy” demanded that Spanish America and Brazil open up its waterways.15 The South wanted markets for its slave-picked cotton and hoped it might expand slavery itself up South American river valleys. Southerners even put forth the fantastical notion that the Amazon should be treated as a continuation of the Mississippi, as argued by the Virginian naval officer and maritime scholar Matthew Fontaine Maury.16 If enough southern settlers brought their “goods and chattels,” that is, their slaves, to Brazil, a great “Amazonian republic”—modeled on Texas—might be established.


        In 1855, Paraguayan forces fired on the U.S.S. Water Witch, which insisted on sailing up the Paraná River despite having received clear notice that the waterway was closed. A skirmish ensued, leaving one U.S. sailor dead and the Water Witch damaged. In response, President James Buchanan sent twenty-one ships, all heavily cannoned, the largest squadron ever yet dispatched by Washington, with instructions to blockade Paraguay and threaten retaliation unless compensation was paid, an apology offered, and a navigation treaty ratified.17 Paraguay conceded all three points, allowing U.S. merchants the use of all its serviceable rivers.


        And war followed gunboats. The United States’ 1846–1848 war on Mexico was consequential. But other, lesser conflicts, including privately financed crusades led by mercenaries impatient with the slow unfolding of manifest destiny, expanded the perimeters of empire.18 In the 1790s, Alexander Hamilton hoped to “revolutionize” Spanish America, with a private military force under his command. Aaron Burr shot Hamilton dead in a duel, but Burr shared Hamilton’s dream that he could spark the “revolutionizing” of the Spanish Empire. “I hate the dons; I would delight to see Mexico reduced,” wrote Andrew Jackson, trying to explain his involvement in Burr’s plans.19 Hamilton looked to invade Venezuela, and Burr had his sights set on Mexico. In the decades that followed, a parade of mercenaries focused on other targets, in the Caribbean and Central America. In 1855, the Tennessean William Walker raised an army and launched an invasion of Nicaragua from the port of New Orleans. Walker won an easy victory over local forces, after which he declared himself president and reestablished slavery, an institution Nicaraguans had abolished three decades earlier. Quickly recognized by the United States as Nicaragua’s legitimate head of state, Walker ruled the country as a quasi-proconsul for a few years before being deposed and, during a bid to retake power, executed by Central American troops. Nicaragua’s torments, though, were not over. A half century later, in 1909, President William Taft fomented a civil war in the country, designed to depose José Santos Zelaya, a president who was proving too independent-minded. When the civil war failed to achieve Taft’s objectives, he landed Marines to oust Zelaya directly. Zelaya did fall, and the civil war nonetheless continued. The following year, in 1910, Samuel Zemurray, head of the Cuyamel Fruit Company, bankrolled the Louisianans Lee Christmas and Guy “Machine Gun” Molony and a band of mercenaries conscripted out of New Orleans bordellos to overthrow the Honduran government. They did, cutting out Zemurray’s rival and winning generous land and tax concessions.20 Within a few decades, Zemurray’s banana empire, now called United Fruit, controlled enormous swaths of territory throughout Central America and the Caribbean.*


        Thus expanded the United States’ hemispheric reach, as a private-public partnership, at times pushed forward by soldiers of fortune working for corporate interests, at times by the Department of War and Department of State.

      


      
        ENERGY IN THE EXECUTIVE


        Law followed war. The “war powers” provision of the U.S. Constitution is notoriously vague, especially when compared to the document’s detailed strictures regulating the government’s domestic authority. As a result, Washington’s preemptive use of force during its early incursions into Spanish-speaking territory built a body of interventionist case law that would be cited down the years to justify subsequent uses of force in areas of the world well beyond Latin America.21


        In 1972, during the Vietnam War, Yale University law professor Eugene Rostow used General Andrew Jackson’s 1818 rampage through Spanish West Florida, on the hunt for escaped slaves and rebellious Indians, to argue against congressional efforts to limit the power of the president to wage war. Jackson’s campaign, which included the killing of Creeks and Seminoles and the execution of two British subjects, was an example, Rostow wrote, of the just application of “international law” which allowed for “reprisals by way of self-defense in time of peace.”22 Or, as Jackson himself put it: “The law of nations justify the pursuit of an enemy into the territory of a neutral nation.” More recently, legal advisors in the George W. Bush White House used past incursions into Latin America to argue for broad, unaccountable powers to wage its global war on terror, to invade and bomb countries without congressional authority, and to deny prisoners basic rights granted under the Geneva Convention. For example, during the United States’ 1847 invasion and occupation of Mexico, General Winfield Scott, hoping to deter widespread atrocities being committed by U.S. soldiers against Mexican citizens—including rape, looting, scalping, and the desecration of Catholic churches, convents, and cemeteries—declared martial law and set up an ad hoc military tribunal. This first instance of the U.S. military establishing a justice system outside its own territory provided precedent for the Bush White House’s creation of an extrajudicial and extraterritorial justice system to detain and prosecute “enemy combatants” in the global war on terror. Likewise, the legality of the destruction of Nicaragua’s San Juan by the U.S.S. Cyane—initially confirmed by a New York judge who ruled that the president has the power to take military action without congressional approval in order to “protect abroad the lives and property of citizens of the United States”—was repeatedly cited, including after 9/11, to affirm the discretionary power of the executive branch to wage war.23


        John Yoo, who as White House counsel in 2002 and 2003 wrote a series of legal memos arguing that the executive branch had the right to torture its prisoners, credited all of Jackson’s many atrocities with helping to create a “constitutionally energetic executive” capable of responding forcefully to challenges.24 “A President with a modest view of his constitutional powers would have shrunk from provoking war over the Texas border, not to mention invading Mexico,” Yoo wrote, apparently dismayed by the idea that presidents might have modest views of their power to provoke war. In any case, subsequent presidents built on the “constitutionally energetic” foundation laid by Jackson to take Texas and dispossess Mexico. Without Jackson’s precedent-setting actions in Spanish Florida, which defined the open-ended war-making power of the presidency, the United States surely wouldn’t have been able to take much of Mexico and “reach the Pacific.” This drive west, in turn, provided more legal precedents for more wars, including today’s endless wars.


        Intervention justified intervention. Power legitimated power.

      


      
        SNOW BEFORE A SOUTHERN SUN


        “The whole boundless continent is ours,” ran a popular verse, written in 1788 just after the American Revolution by the New Englander Jonathan Sewell, great-nephew of Samuel Sewall, the Puritan divine who less than a century earlier imagined raising a New Jerusalem in Mexico. The future, predicted Jonathan, would be a “fearless rush to war.” So it soon was. By 1848, the United States had annexed Texas and, after having defeated Mexico in battle and occupied its capital, took all of what today comprises Arizona, New Mexico, California, Nevada, western Colorado, southwestern Wyoming, and Utah. Salt Lake Valley still belonged to Mexico when Brigham Young arrived there with his Mormon followers on July 24, 1847. “This is the right place,” Young reportedly said. Seven months later it became U.S. territory. All told, the United States added about five hundred thousand square miles to its jurisdiction, home to hundreds of thousands of people.


        Many wanted more.25 A groundswell of popular opinion wanted all of Mexico. “Mexico is prostrate at our feet,” said Commodore Robert Stockton, who helped capture California. “I would with a magnanimous and kindly hand gather these wretched people within the fold of Republicanism.”26 “More! More! More!” John O’Sullivan—famous for coining the term manifest destiny—wrote a few years earlier, demanding that Washington acquire Texas, Mexico, and Canada, too. “The whole boundless continent” is what O’Sullivan, repeating Sewell’s phrase, said was destined to be part of the United States: “We shall have it, we must have it, we will have it.”


        For the first time, though, a limiting factor dampened expansionist enthusiasm: the existence of people, especially people of color who lived in dense urban settlements like Mexico City. Washington couldn’t deal with these people the way it had dealt with the Creeks, Cherokees, or Choctaws. It couldn’t remove them, or drive them, easily at least, somewhere else, to the brink of extinction. Some did advocate for turning Mexicans into a subjugated minority. James Gordon Bennett, the editor of the New York Herald, wrote that just as indigenous “barbarism” had “receded before the face of civilization,” so, too, would “imbecile” Mexicans “melt away at the approach of Anglo-Saxon energy and enterprise as snow before a southern sun.” Others, less intoxicated by the idea of limitlessness—“the whole,” as Sewell put it—realized that the United States faced a new reality: there just weren’t enough Anglo-Saxons to treat the entire hemisphere as if it were the Mississippi Valley writ large.


        Still, having taken all of Mexico’s north, an opportunity presented itself to Washington to take part of its south as well. A massive Mayan revolt, known as the Caste War, had broken out in the Yucatán Peninsula. Even as U.S. troops were entering a conquered Mexico City, Yucatec insurgents, led by free peasants fighting off the encroachment of sugar and henequen plantations, were in the process of driving almost half the white population off the cape. With rebels in control of nearly 80 percent of the peninsula’s territory, planters either garrisoned themselves behind heavily armed city walls or fled to the United States to seek asylum. There, a delegation of the region’s deposed planter elite petitioned Washington to suppress the rebellion and annex the peninsula. Washington was tempted. Henequen fibers, used to make rope, were essential to manufacturing, agriculture, and transportation. As with Cuba, many, especially in the South, saw the Yucatán as a natural part of the United States, a counterpoint to Florida. “The Gulf of Mexico,” said Jefferson Davis, is a “basin of water belonging to the United States”; therefore, the “cape of Yucatan and the island of Cuba must be ours.” Men like Davis looked at Yucatán and saw yet another potential Texas, a place where Anglo freedoms, including the freedom to enslave, could be extended untrammeled.


        Others when considering the Yucatán saw not freedom but terror, not Texas but Haiti.


        By the 1840s, Haiti, the second republic of the Americas, born of an anti-colonial and anti-slavery rebellion, had become an international pariah—an illustration of a revolution gone wrong, evidence of the peril of pushing the idea of equality to mean racial equality. Besieged by France, unrecognized by Washington, and thwarted by enemies on and off the island, free Haiti, its revenues absolutely dependent on the willingness of foreign markets to buy its sugar, was roiled by political turmoil, class violence, and racial terror. In the congressional debate over the question of Yucatán annexation, Kentucky senator Joseph Underwood raised the specter of the “horrible butcheries” taking place in Haiti against white people, and warned his fellow representatives, all white, many slavers, that to take the Yucatán would be to put themselves in the same danger. Underwood’s argument is interesting. It seemed to be based on the essential nature of “race”—the idea that universal political equality in a nation comprising two different skin colors is, as he said, an “impossibility.” The senator, though, was really talking about property. Both Mexico and Haiti had promised their populations complete political equality. Yet their economies were founded on a plantation system where, as in the U.S. South, a light-skinned minority exploited a dark-skinned majority. Such a situation could only lead to one of two outcomes: either to an “agrarian law” (by which the government, responding to social pressure, distributes the land of the rich to the poor) or an “intestine war” (that is, a race or a civil war).


        Southerners wanted neither. Let Mexico keep Yucatán; the United States would stay north of the Rio Grande, where, once indigenous resistance was pacified, the sparse survivors could casually be treated as a subordinated minority population. The U.S.-Mexican border, as worked out in the treaty and subsequent addendums that ended the U.S.-Mexican war, allowed the United States, as one newspaper put it, to take “all the territory of value that we can get without taking the people”—or at least not all of the people.27

      


      
        A HOWLING WILDERNESS


        Intestinal war came nonetheless. The North fought the South in the Civil War defeating the Confederacy, occupying its plantations, and helping to abolish slavery. Even as it did, federal troops and settlers continued their pacification of the West, including a final genocide in California and the reduction of surviving Native Americans to reservations.28 After the U.S. Army, in 1890, slaughtered three hundred Lakota at Wounded Knee—an atrocity that many historians use to mark the final defeat of indigenous peoples—Washington began to increase its military presence overseas.


        In 1893, for example, Washington quietly backed a revolution in Hawaii instigated by American sugar barons that eventually led to the annexation of those islands. That same year, with more bluster, the United States intervened in a budding revolt in Brazil. Acting on petitions by, among others, William Rockefeller, the president of Standard Oil, the Navy dispatched nearly its full southern Atlantic fleet into Rio’s harbor, to protect U.S. property and “keep the port open for American trade.”29 This intervention took place just at the start of the depression of 1893, when many U.S. politicians, industrialists, and merchants saw continued access to Latin American ports as key to economic recovery. The Navy’s show of strength helped the sitting government end the uprising, after which Brazil ceded Washington a commercial treaty giving U.S. “merchants a leverage of which all Europeans are extremely jealous.” Not just banana and oil companies intervened in Latin American politics. Isidor Straus, the head of Macy’s department store, had pushed the Cleveland administration to act, worried that British influence in Brazil would lead to an increase in the price of imports.


        By this point, the West, in the United States, had been won. Washington’s diplomats, though, imagined Latin America as an extension of the frontier and recommended time-tested methods for its pacification. In Venezuela in 1894, just four years after the massacre at Wounded Knee, the U.S. consul to Maracaibo urged that the Barí, a forest-dwelling indigenous people resisting the expansion of cattle ranching, be given “no quarter, without regard to age or sex.” A punitive raid is “the only method to pursue. Burning all houses and settlements and uprooting all plantations,” the Barí should be “only treated as beasts of prey.”30 Maracaibo was then being opened up to foreign cattle ranchers, including many of them from the United States. Soon, the region would be a major source of petroleum, extracted by the Rockefellers. In Sonora, Mexico, Washington likewise worked with Mexican allies to pacify the Yaqui, who stood in the way of the expansion of large commercial agriculture and ranching.31


        Then came 1898, when William McKinley led the United States into a war against Spain, with battles taking place in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. The United States easily won that conflict. Similar to the “all Mexico” debate that took place exactly half a century earlier, what to do with the “conquered islands” became a national question. God himself gave McKinley the answer.


        The president had walked the “floor of the White House night after night until midnight,” he told a reporter, often falling on his knees in prayer to ask for guidance. Then, finally, an answer came, four reasons, each a moral imperative, why the U.S. had to annex the Philippines. One: The United States couldn’t give the islands back to Spain, for that would be “dishonorable.” Two: The Philippines couldn’t be turned over to the United States’ commercial rivals, for that would be “bad business.” Three: Filipinos couldn’t be left to themselves, for “they were unfit for self-government, and they would soon have anarchy and misrule.” Four: It was the United States’ mission “to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them and by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow men for whom Christ also died.” Revelation received, McKinley “went to bed and went to sleep, and slept soundly.”


        “There was,” he said, “nothing left for us to do but to take them all.”


        Having taken them all, the United States faced years of armed resistance in the Philippines and responded with a pacification campaign horrific beyond imagination. In retaliation for an attack against U.S. troops, Colonel Jacob Smith told his men to turn the land into a “howling wilderness.” “I want no prisoners. I wish you to kill and burn, the more you kill and the more you burn the better you will please me,” Smith instructed. His men complied. The result was, according to a British witness, not war but “murderous butchery.” Mark Twain suggested that the annexed Philippines adopt a version of the U.S. flag for its national banner, but “with the white stripes painted black and the stars replaced by the skull and crossbones.”32

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Practical Laboratories


      THE YEAR 1898 turned the United States into a new kind of empire, one that would become as unparalleled in its power as it was unparalleled in the denial of that power.1


      The war against Spain, along with the pacification campaigns that followed, gave shape to the command and bureaucratic structure of America’s modern army (what eventually became known as the Joint Chiefs of Staff, for example, was put into place soon after 1898).2 Soon, Washington would team up with J. P. Morgan to shave a province off of northern Colombia, creating the Republic of Panama and building an interoceanic canal. With the completion of that water route into the Pacific in 1914, Panama became both an important global transit hub and the forecastle of the United States’ hemispheric might (the Pentagon would run its continental surveillance operations out of the Panama Zone and later establish its infamous School of the Americas, where nearly all of the region’s military dictators and torturers were trained).3


      In the coming decades, U.S. troops would invade Caribbean countries at least thirty-four times, occupy Honduras, Mexico, Guatemala, and Costa Rica for short periods, and remain in Haiti, Cuba, Nicaragua, Panama, and the Dominican Republic for longer stays. In Haiti in 1914, Marines disembarked in Port-au-Prince off the gunboat U.S.S. Machias and marched to the door of the Banque de la République d’Haïti, broke open the vault, and walked off with half a million dollars in gold, which the Navy deposited in National City Bank’s vault in New York City, a “criminal act,” denounced by the Haitian minister of foreign relations. Meanwhile, back in Haiti, the United States instituted a regime of forced labor, what many likened to a reestablishment of slavery: the Marines functioned as “an instrument of oppression and torture,” a U.S. missionary testified before Congress, marching men “like a pack of slaves.”4


      Nobody better captured the lawlessness of the United States in the greater Caribbean basin than General Smedley Butler, a popular officer who did multiple tours of duty, in both Latin America and Asia. It’s a well-known quotation, but worth repeating, from a 1933 speech called “War Is a Racket”:


      
        I spent 33 years and four months in active military service and during that period I spent most of my time as a high class muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and the bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, a gangster for capitalism. I helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for American oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the benefit of Wall Street. I helped purify Nicaragua for the International Banking House of Brown Brothers in 1902–1912. I brought light to the Dominican Republic for the American sugar interests in 1916. I helped make Honduras right for the American fruit companies in 1903. In China in 1927 I helped see to it that Standard Oil went on its way unmolested. Looking back on it, I might have >given Al Capone a few hints. The best he could do was to operate his racket in three districts. I operated on three continents.*

      

    


    
      KILL FIRST


      The year 1898 also marked the transformation of settler violence against Native Americans into counterinsurgent terror against foreign subjects. Troops understood their time in the Caribbean, Central America, and the Philippines as an extension of their experience with political repression at home. Many of them either had firsthand experience in the wars against Native Americans or hailed from parts of the United States where Jim Crow held sway. The mercenaries who led Zemurray’s takeover of Honduras called Central America the “banana frontier” because it recalled a time before the West “had been wrested from the cowboys and handed to the merchants,” a place where roughneck soldiers of fortunes could imagine “returning to an earlier stage of American history,… living as men used to live before the women took over and softened us with their rules and finery.” The weaponry they brought with them, though, was as modern as could be, including state-of-the-art Maxim guns that fired six hundred rounds a minute. In one battle, the banana cowboys used such guns to slaughter indigenous Hondurans, “until the bodies were piled like leaves… until the field was covered with them.”5 Honduras—indeed, all of Central America, the Caribbean, and the occupied Pacific Islands—was the original Westworld, where men looked back with sentimental nostalgia for a now-tamed West. Nostalgia plus a Maxim gun.


      In the Philippines, soldiers, as their successors would do later in Vietnam and Iraq, described their rebel opponents as “Indians” and hostile territory as “Indian country.”6 Colonel Jacob Smith, he who wanted to leave the Philippines a “howling wilderness,” told reporters that fighting Filipino insurgents was “worse than fighting Indians.” The Atlantic Constitution reported in early 1899 that there was a “unity of opinion among both army and navy officers” that the United States had to deal with Filipinos with the same severity it did Native Americans in the West. “The Philippine natives are like all half-savage people, they are governed in their own aggression by nothing but a fear of being whipped,” said General Elwell Stephen Otis, the military commander of the Philippines, “we have had the same thing for thirty years in our own Indian wars, the British have had the same thing in India and Africa.” Otis, who had a reputation for cruelty against the Sioux in Montana, recommended a “few sharp, sound thrashings administered in successive allopathic doses just to show the savage that we meant business and would whip him first and treat him right afterward.” Kill first, and then “enter into an era of peaceful reconstruction and reform,” Otis said, laying out, as we will see, the foundational premise of one strand of counterinsurgent doctrine.7 “It seems a pity,” said another general, of resistance to occupation on Jolo Island, which was especially strong, “that the people insist upon hostilities which can only result in their destruction.”


      It was “more fun than a turkey shoot,” exclaimed a Marine, comparing shooting Filipino rebels swimming across a river in retreat to state-fair shooting games.8 Lieutenant Faustin Wirkus (a Kurtz-like character who during his years in Haiti claimed to be the reincarnation of an earlier Haitian ruler and had himself crowned “king” of Vodou societies in the district of La Gonâve) recalled how killing Haitian rebels was like playing “hit the nigger and get a cigar” games at amusement parks back home. In one battle that took place in front of a “chalklike cliff,” Wirkus said, black heads that “appeared over the top or around the side of a boulder” were “as clearly outlined as a bull’s eye on a painted target.”9 As do electronic games today, shooting practice in fun parks, such remarks suggest, helped future soldiers quicken their reflexes and anesthetized them against the effects of the violence.


      As did the Indian fighters that came before, U.S. soldiers in these so-called small wars projected their aggression onto their victims. Marine major Julian Smith testified that the “racial psychology” of “the poorer classes of Nicaraguans” made them “densely ignorant” and “little interested in principles.” According to Smith, “A state of war to them is a normal condition.” Along the same lines, Colonel Robert Denig observed in his diary, “life to them is cheap, murder in itself is nothing.”10 When asked if he ever witnessed U.S. brutality in Haiti, General Ivan Miller replied that “you have to remember that what we consider brutality among people in the United States is different from what they considered brutality.”11 (Similar opinions relating the exceptional regard U.S. soldiers have for human life, even as they were taking it, became commonplace in subsequent wars, such as when the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, famously reported that “Orientals don’t value life” the way Westerners did or when National Guard lieutenant Andrew Johansen in Iraq said, in 2005, that Iraqis don’t “know the values of human life Americans have. If they shoot somebody, I don’t think they would have remorse.”)12

    


    
      THE FIRST PRACTICAL LABORATORY


      Philippine rebels were defeated by the 1920s, and then came the counterinsurgent sequel: Nicaragua. By the end of the decade, Taft’s earlier intervention in Nicaragua, and the chaos it unleashed, had coalesced into a focused revolt against U.S. Marine occupation. In response, Washington launched a pacification campaign that turned the small Central American nation into, according to a New York Times reporter who accompanied the U.S. expedition, the “first practical laboratory for the development of post-war aviation in coordination with ground troops.”13 For six years, U.S. troops fought the Nicaraguan “bandits,” led by Augusto César Sandino, in a war that allowed them to practice tactics that would become standard elements in twentieth-century air warfare. These included extended reconnaissance flights, ground-to-air communication signaling, use of aircraft to evacuate wounded in combat, propaganda leaflet drops, and long-distance aerial troop rotations and supply missions. They even field-tested a strange-looking contraption with wings, a forward propeller, and a horizontal rotor—a helicopter prototype called an autogiro. “Never before have planes participated in guerrilla warfare,” wrote the Times journalist. But in Nicaragua “they have proved themselves a most deadly weapon against hidden enemies,” helping to overcome mountainous terrain described by one soldier who had fought in France during the world war as more difficult to traverse than the Alps. Marines, according to their own accounts, along with their Nicaraguan National Guard protégés, burned crops, razed peasant huts, bombed and strafed populations, and injured or killed thousands of Nicaraguans.14 Scooping the Nazi Luftwaffe, the first dive-bombing campaign in military history was conducted in Nicaragua, when five two-seater de Havilland biplanes swooped down to disperse insurgents just on the verge of routing U.S. ground forces.15


      Once back in the United States, veterans looked for new outlets to vent their frontline-sharpened skills, most commonly by joining domestic terrorist organizations like the KKK or waiting for the next war to start. In 1930, a Sonoran rancher named Francisco Fimbres began to raise an army to attack the last remaining unconquered Apaches, who lived over the border, in the foothills of the Sonora’s Sierra Madre. Operating out of Douglas, Arizona, Fimbres recruited soldiers returning from Nicaragua and the Caribbean for a campaign that one paper described as the “last blow that civilization on this continent will ever strike against the barbarism that lies beyond the frontier.” “I never fought Indians,” wrote one volunteer, “but I have chased Spicks all around Haiti and Nicaragua.”16


      Fimbres’s expedition is a minor historical footnote. The Mexican government refused to allow his larger militia to enter the country, instead letting small squads cross the border to hunt Apaches. But it does illustrate how expansion created an addiction to sensation, to “action,” to “adventure,” and how “adventure” in Latin American countries, in this case cross-border raiding into Mexico, provided relief: “If you contemplate going in after those Indians soon I shall count it a very great privilege to join you,” wrote one volunteer, “I have hunted big game in many parts of America, but I am sure shooting at an Apache Indian would give me a greater thrill than any I have heretofore shot at.”

    


    
      THE PORCUPINE PROBLEM


      By the end of the nineteenth century, the idea of “expansion” enjoyed broad support across the political spectrum, ranging from financial and manufacturing elites to nationalists, agrarian populists, labor leaders, and secular and Christian reformers. There emerged a “convergence of economic practice with intellectual analysis and emotional involvement,” as historian William Appleman Williams puts it, that created “a very powerful and dangerous propensity to define the essentials of American welfare in terms of activities outside the United States.”17 Militarists such as Alfred Thayer Mahan, midwestern Republicans like Albert Beveridge and Robert Taft, industrialists in the National Association of Manufacturers, financiers like Frank Vanderlip, and anti-colonialist populists such as William Jennings Bryan were all driven by different motivations: social peace, national glory, foreign resources and markets, better wages, democratic reform. But they increasingly came to share a vision of the world in which progress and prosperity at home were dependent on the expansion of America’s economic and military power abroad.


      But if expansion enjoyed broad support, the idea of direct colonialism did not. Many in the Democratic Party had approved, very much so, of Republican McKinley’s wars in 1898. But many didn’t approve of the demographic fallout from those wars, wincing at the prospect of presiding over, as a headline in the Detroit Free Press described Filipinos, “Uncle Sam’s New Savages.” “Filipinos cannot be citizens without endangering our civilization,” William Jennings Bryan said, based on his understanding that cheap Filipino labor would drive down the wages of the United States’ white working class.18 Others feared that the occupied Pacific islands would open a back door for Asian migrants into the country, voiding anti-Chinese immigration laws.


      In response to this tension—the need to expand without saddling Uncle Sam with half the world’s savages—U.S. leaders, starting around the 1890s and carrying forward through the first decades of the twentieth century, came to a consensus that reconciled competing expansionist and anti-colonial traditions. First formally elaborated by Secretary of State John Hay in relation to China, the United States’ “Open Door” diplomacy resolved several problems for the young, ascendant empire. Most immediately, a demand for equal and open access to markets provided Washington a wedge to make inroads into areas already under European colonial control. Over the long run, the demand for legal “equality with all competing nations in the conditions of access to the markets” provided the foundation for the United States’ informal empire—finance became a vital instrument of state, allowing Washington to spread its influence while limiting the kind of opposition that direct colonialism inevitably engenders. Hay’s vision was shaped by the United States’ experience in Latin America, especially in Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean, where the growing power of the U.S. economy had already marginalized Europe. The United States, it was felt, could both easily compete in an open global field against European competitors and shape the institutions of poor countries to the advantage of U.S. lenders, investors, traders, and manufacturers.


      There were, however, two obstacles to the realization of the Open Door ideal, of free markets creating a world where colonialism and militarism were no longer needed.


      First, men like Hay hoped that a policy of open markets would prevent war and annexation, yet the drive for markets led to both. The 1898 Spanish-American War, for instance, was driven by a fear, elevated after Germany had taken control of a port on China’s southern coast, that European powers would divide mainland Asia among themselves and cut the United States out of the spoils. One of the reasons, therefore, that Washington declared war on Spain was to establish a launching pad in the Pacific, in the Philippines, into China to beat out Great Britain and Germany. The Open Door, in other words, produced what it was designed to avoid: military intervention and annexation.


      Second, once the door was open and U.S. capital walked through, crisis followed. Advocates had hoped that the “free trade” would allow the United States to assume the hands-off role of “night watchman” to an expanding global market, with its troops acting as nothing more than international “policemen.” What they got was upheaval, as U.S. investment destroyed local markets, distorted local currencies, and corrupted local politicians—something more akin to Thomas Carlyle’s description of modern commercial society: “anarchy plus a street-constable.” Chaos, in turn, pushed Washington into a more interventionist stance, both in terms of having to supervise U.S. investment and suppress unruly nations. The early twentieth-century history of the Dominican Republic is instructive.


      Once, in 1904, when an aide to President Theodore Roosevelt suggested that the United States annex the Dominican Republic to quell political disorder and head off the threat of a European invasion to collect debt, the president at first balked. Roosevelt hoped to use the island as little more than an example of his constabulary interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine: “I want to do nothing but what a police man has to do in Santo Domingo.” Roosevelt had, he said, “about the same desire” to annex the Dominican Republic “as a gorged boa constrictor might have to swallow a porcupine wrong-end-to.”19


      Roosevelt had no desire to swallow porcupines. But the predations of New York–based San Domingo Improvement Company left him little choice. The company, which had purchased the Dominican Republic’s foreign debt from European creditors in 1893, was grossly irresponsible and incompetent, floating national bonds in Europe at unsustainable interest rates and printing money that led the Dominican Republic to financial ruin.20 As Smedley Butler might say, the company’s managers were among finance capitalism’s original gangsters. At one point, Washington, anxious to prevent European, especially German, bankers from joining forces with Dominican nationalists in opposition to the Improvement Company, put its Caribbean fleet at the company’s command. By early 1905, Roosevelt had had enough, deciding that the U.S. military could no longer underwrite private speculative escapades. Washington took “virtual control,” as the New York Times reported, of the Dominican Republic, seizing its customs house and instructing New York banks to refinance its national debts, including those held by SDIC and foreign creditors.


      But beyond acting as a financial trustee, the United States set out on a policy of national building—of, in the language of the day, “uplift”—looking to remake the country’s political, security, and legal system in ways that reinforced the power of capital and the right of private property, especially the property of foreigners. Under the aegis of what Roosevelt’s secretary of war and presidential successor, William Howard Taft, dubbed “dollar diplomacy,” the State Department sought explicitly to extend U.S. administrative powers beyond the Dominican Republic, into Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, Haiti, China, and elsewhere by brokering and supervising private financial transactions. Washington took it upon itself to arrange for private consortiums either to buy up national debt held by European banks or, in the case of Asia, to invest in railroad development. Notwithstanding an occasional trespass on private profits, as in the Dominican Republic, diplomats continued to understand their mission as defending open markets and property rights. But they increasingly saw the need for government supervision to stabilize the broader environment in which free enterprise could flourish.


      The United States, after 1898, in its various military occupations in the Caribbean, Central America, and the Pacific, began training local constabularies and national guardsmen in order to, as Secretary of State Elihu Root put it in 1905, “repress subversive disorder and preserve the peace.” The goals were to protect U.S. property and investment, ensure unimpeded extraction of natural resources, and protect access to the Panama Canal.21 Absent the creation of a “Colonial Office” of the kind that ran Great Britain’s imperial possessions, foreign policing—initially under the aegis of the U.S. military and then foreign aid programs affiliated with the Central Intelligence Agency—became the venue in which Washington administered its informal colonies. In turn, police techniques worked out abroad were reimported back home. Smedley Butler, for example, mentioned above, applied lessons learned during his time as head of the U.S.-created Haitian gendarmerie, when he served a stint as the head of Philadelphia’s police department.


      The United States developed the rudiments of its exceptional, nonterritorial conception of empire during these decades, when national security, overseas capitalist development, and global reform became complementary goals, seeping into the sinews of U.S. diplomacy. Taft described his foreign policy as “substituting dollars for bullets,” which “appeals alike to idealistic humanitarian sentiments, to the dictates of sound policy and strategy, and to legitimate commercial aims.” Yet with dollars came bullets, as Taft’s 1909 intervention in Nicaragua illustrates.


      Rather than leading to the promised land of perpetual peace, dollar diplomacy created, by the 1920s, something akin to perpetual war. Formal annexation was now definitively off the table. But in the following decades Washington would dispatch Marines to invade, occupy, and try to compel a host of Caribbean and Latin American nations, quills and all, to conform to the standards of international capitalism and the demands of U.S. national security.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      The Containment of the United States


      THEN, SUDDENLY IT seemed, the United States’ big stick moment was over. In 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt, shortly after his inauguration, under what became known as the Good Neighbor policy, withdrew occupation forces from the Caribbean, abandoned a series of treaties that gave the United States special privileges in a number of Caribbean and Central American countries, and abrogated the Platt Amendment in Cuba’s constitution, which had granted Washington the right to intervene in that island’s politics at will. He also agreed to a precedent-setting policy of absolute nonintervention in Latin American affairs. Washington even began to tolerate a degree of economic independence, allowing, for instance, Bolivia and Mexico to nationalize the holdings of U.S. oil companies. For the first time ever, the U.S. government considered siding with Latin American nations in their tax, contract, and labor disputes with North American corporations. Washington backed loans to Latin America not only for infrastructure development to facilitate the extraction of raw materials and agricultural exports but for potentially competitive industrial production. When no private U.S. steel company would finance the construction of a mill in Brazil, the State Department persuaded the newly established Export-Import Bank to do so.1 The United States even helped Haiti, as part of its withdrawal plan, to buy back its Banque Nationale, which during the occupation had been taken over by New York’s National City Bank. “Your Americanism and mine,” FDR said in an address to the Pan-American Union, “must be a structure built of confidence, cemented by a sympathy which recognizes only equality and fraternity.”2


      
        THE REVOLUTIONS MUST END


        A radical reversal of decades of U.S. policy had taken place, one that today would be the equivalent of a U.S. president withdrawing troops from the Middle East, repudiating the doctrine of preemptive strikes, signing the International Criminal Court treaty, normalizing relations with Syria and Iran, and permitting third-world nations to have greater control over international capital flows. Roosevelt took office with no reputation as a multilateralist, at least when it came to Latin America. He had previously supported the occupations of the Dominican Republic, Panama, and Haiti, referring to the inhabitants of the latter country as “little more than primitive savages.”3


        What accounts for FDR’s transformation from young imperialist to mature internationalist?


        The Great Depression was one reason. The prolonged economic crisis had led to a sudden constriction of U.S. power in the world, as a panic of extraordinary proportions gripped domestic affairs. Financial devastation forced a temporary turn inward, with capitalists and policy planners focusing on rebuilding national production and consumption.


        Then, even before 1929’s stock market crash: la revolución.


        The Mexican Revolution, and its resultant revolutionary civil wars—violent, cataclysmic upheavals that lasted almost a decade, beginning in 1910, and destroyed massive amounts of U.S.-owned property—was evidence that Latin American economic and political nationalism was a force that had to be reckoned with.


        In the decades leading to the revolution, Mexico had turned itself into a showcase of top-down, export-driven, foreign-capitalized development. The nation was an exemplar of the Open Door, and to continue to entice capital to come through the door, the Mexican government cut taxes, allowed high rates of profit repatriation, and repressed labor organizing, while an increasingly militarized state transferred an enormous amount of acreage from subsistence to commodity production for the international market. With untold numbers of peasants dispossessed of their land and industrial expansion insufficient to absorb their labor power, sharp fluctuations of global market prices of basic food goods made droughts and famines that much more lethal. When the revolution came, millions of people died, and peasant armies flooded U.S.-owned mines and burned U.S.-owned plantations to the ground. From the ashes arose the twentieth century’s first third-world developmentalist state. Revolutionary leaders enacted a far-reaching land reform; promulgated, decades before Europe and India put similar charters into place, the world’s first social-democratic constitution; and nationalized large portions of the economy, including the holdings of Standard Oil.


        U.S. politicians and capitalists reacted at first with expected hostility to Mexico’s revolutionary government. The first use of the word wall to describe an effort to close off the border came in reaction to the revolution: “American troops,” announced the Department of War in March 1911, “have been sent to form a solid military wall along the Rio Grande.”4 Twenty thousand soldiers, which represented a large percentage of the military at the time, along with thousands of state militia volunteers, were dispatched to stop the movement of arms and men into Mexico, in an effort to cut off supplies to revolutionary forces. Such a “wall” would “prove an object lesson to the world,” claimed the Department of War. The point was to reassure European investors in Mexico that the United States had the situation south of the border under control. “The revolution in the republic to the south must end” was the lesson that the soldiers were dispatched to teach.


        It didn’t end. The revolution kept rolling forward. In response, the U.S. Treasury Department suspended its purchase of Mexican silver and twenty-two U.S. oil companies organized a boycott, refusing to buy or help refine Mexican petroleum. Tit for tat, the revolutionary government threatened to sell its oil to Germany and Japan, prompting Congressman Hamilton Fish to call on Washington to invade Mexico. As reports of “anti-Americanism” increased, particularly around the U.S.-Mexican border, so did calls for U.S. action. “It seems to me that it is about time for the American government to take a little notice and do something to clean things up,” a U.S. businessman based in the Mexican state of Durango wrote in a letter to Washington, while government reports predicted that the United States would soon be forced to intervene “in much the same manner as we have done in the smaller and less important republics of Latin America.”5


        Only Mexico was not a small and less important republic. The country comprised an enormous landmass with a large population and vital natural resources. It also held a disproportionately high percentage of U.S. capital. Wall Street and Washington had to tread carefully.


        Before Mexico expropriated the assets of U.S. oil companies, a young Nelson Rockefeller had returned from a tour of Latin America urging reform in the way U.S. corporations did business in Latin America. After witnessing firsthand widespread poverty and labor unrest in Venezuela, Bolivia, and Mexico, he lectured his peers that “we must recognize the social responsibilities of corporations and the corporation must use its ownership of assets to reflect the best interest of the people.” “If we don’t,” he warned, “they will take away our ownership.”6 Rockefeller, who would play a central role in shaping Washington’s postwar Latin American policy, advocated for “an enormous postwar social program for all of Latin America that would include social security and health care programs.”7 Rockefeller’s was a lone voice. His fellow capitalists remained unconvinced about the need for reform. But they were anxious that ongoing hostile relations with Latin America would benefit European competitors. So they made their peace with Mexico’s revolutionary government. For his part, Roosevelt, worried that a conflict with Mexico would derail the United States’ economic recovery and divert attention away from the emerging threat of Japan and Germany, resumed buying Mexican silver and pushed the oil companies to accept the compensation offered by Mexico for their expropriated property.8

      


      
        THE NICARAGUAN MUDDLE


        And just as Mexico forced a reconsideration of the limits of investor rights, Nicaragua’s guerrilla leader, Augusto Sandino, was revealing the limits of military force.


        The “aerial terrorism,” as the United States’ own military described its bombing campaign, discussed earlier, was backfiring and wound up fueling the rebellion. “The war became generalized,” observed one Basque journalist, who was writing about Nicaragua in 1934 but might have been describing Vietnam thirty years later, “as the Americans initiated a furor of annihilation throughout the region, in which they saw in every shack a center of hostile life and in every inhabitant a solider or spy.”9


        Sandino faced overwhelming asymmetrical firepower, yet he kept the Marines in check, addling Washington not just with attack-and-retreat guerrilla tactics that inflicted a deadly toll but with ideas. As head of what he called the Army in Defense of Nicaraguan National Sovereignty, Sandino—who took as his official seal an image of a peasant with a raised machete about to decapitate a captured Marine—tapped into widespread Latin American resentment.* His brand of patriotism esteemed the dark-skinned, impoverished peasant culture that prevailed throughout Mesoamerica and much of South America, while vilifying not only Yankees but their well-heeled local allies, or, as Sandino called them, vendepatrias—country sellers. “Pro-Nicaraguan committees” sprang up throughout Latin America, with Sandino’s David-against-Goliath struggle coming to embody a century of aggression and arrogance. Manifestos, grassroots meetings, editorials, and ever larger street protests denounced Washington’s war in Nicaragua. Newspapers published regular articles on the crisis and ran photographs provided by Sandino of captured, executed, and mutilated Marines, contributing to a sense of U.S. vulnerability.10 His appeal extended to the United States, where he coordinated his public relations campaign with the activities of the All-American Anti-Imperialist League, sending his brother Socrates on a national speaking tour. In Europe, a Mexican delegate to the 1929 International Congress Against Colonialism and Imperialism waved a tattered U.S. flag captured by Sandino’s troops to a loud round of cheers and applause. Even London, then in the process of spreading its control over much of the Middle East, adding to its already considerable colonial holdings in South Asia and Africa, took great pleasure in condemning Washington’s actions as “frankly imperialistic.”


        And so it went. By the late 1920s, mounting opposition had made U.S. policy in Latin America untenable, particularly in the Caribbean and Central America. The first decades of the twentieth century witnessed an increase in peasant and working-class violence directed at U.S.-owned plantations, factories, and mines—not just in Mexico and Nicaragua, but throughout Latin America, particularly in Colombia, Bolivia, and Venezuela.11


        Tensions came to a head at the Sixth Pan-American Conference, held in Havana in early 1928. These Pan-American Conferences had been taking place since the late 1800s, meant to advance the idea that the American republics shared common ideals and political interests. But by 1928, they had become little more than a performative display of U.S. power. Latin American delegates mostly submitted to Washington’s directives while silently seething about the latest violation of national sovereignty—in Panama, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Mexico, Venezuela, Honduras, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, take your pick. Proceedings in Havana moved according to script. But just prior to the conference, Sandino had scored a series of impressive military victories against U.S. Marines, and Latin American delegates took the opportunity to launch a barrage of criticism.12


        Once again, Latin American jurists demanded, as they had demanded for decades, that the United States forsake the right of intervention. Once again, the U.S. representative refused, as they had been refusing for decades. “What are we going to do when government breaks down and American citizens are in danger of their lives?,” asked former secretary of state Hughes, who served as the U.S. envoy at the disastrous 1928 Havana conference; “Now it is a principle of international law that in such a case a government is fully justified in taking action.”13 The strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.


        The closing ceremony was not intended for debate. El Salvador was the first to break protocol, raising the issue of Washington’s military interventions and opening the floodgates of dissent. The gallery audience applauded each recounting of old and new grievances and hissed at the tepid defense offered by Hughes.14 Sandino was not directly mentioned, although one Latin American daily after another read the diplomacy in light of the fighting in Nicaragua. “The high-sounding declarations heard in Havana do not serve to erase the inexcusable acts committed in Central America,” wrote the Buenos Aires La Nación. Another compared the United States to the kaiser’s Germany. “All Latin America is in a whirlwind of indignation against the war in Havana,” wrote a Chilean daily.15 “The Nicaraguan muddle,” declared a Uruguayan journal, “is really the death knell of the pan-American ideal.”16 Some of the more critical newspapers in the United States were equally scathing. “The bombing plane,” wrote the Brooklyn Eagle, “has become the new symbol of our imperialism.” “It takes quite a sense of humor,” said Will Rogers, who attended the Havana conference as a special observer, “for these people to understand us shaking hands with one hand and shooting with another.”17


        Such backlash began to force new thinking among both Republican and Democratic politicians and foreign policy intellectuals, that Washington could no longer afford to play catch-up diplomacy and waste its time responding to continual emergencies either caused or inflamed by direct armed interventions.18


        By the time Roosevelt won the presidency, momentum had long been building for a change in U.S. policy toward Latin America. Over thirty military expeditions in but a few decades not only had failed to pacify the Caribbean and Central America but had heated passions even further, leading FDR’s Republican predecessor, Herbert Hoover, to begin to talk of being a “good neighbor” to Latin America and to draw down U.S. military ambitions in the region, including in Nicaragua.19 And it’s interesting to note that Roosevelt’s first use as president of the phrase “Good Neighbor” was not in reference to Latin America in particular. Rather, in his 1933 inaugural address, he used the term broadly, to frame a global doctrine: “In the field of world policy,” he said, “I would dedicate this nation to the policy of the good neighbor—the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of others—the neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity of his agreements in and with a world of neighbors.… We now realize as we have never realized before our interdependence on each other; that we cannot merely take but we must give as well.”


        Elected to deal with the domestic crisis, Roosevelt made no other allusion to foreign policy. But he followed up a few months later with a precocious call to the “nations of the world” to “enter into a solemn and definite pact of nonaggression: that they shall… limit and reduce their armaments” and “agree that they will send no armed force of whatsoever nature across their frontiers.” Roosevelt’s liberal internationalism, however, found little sympathy among the colonialists and militarists who ruled Europe and Asia: Japan had invaded Manchuria the year before. The Nazis had seized power in Germany. European imperialists were tightening their holds over their colonies. And the Soviet Union had declared its militant “third period” strategy, imagining that global capitalism, plunged into the Great Depression, was in its last throes. Roosevelt’s global ambitions were not backed up by global reach.


        So he turned to Latin America.

      


      
        SAVING THE UNITED STATES FROM ITSELF


        The phrase “Good Neighbor” is routinely used today by U.S. politicians to mean little more than a promise to show respect and accept political differences. But in its original usage, in the FDR administration, the Good Neighbor policy was much more than rhetoric. At its heart was a radical revision of international law, whereby the United States, giving in to long-standing Latin American demands, recognized the absolute sovereignty of all nations, large and small, rich and poor, and renounced interventionism. It came about almost by chance. Having suffered a series of setbacks at international conferences in Europe, one in Geneva on disarmament and another in London on financial reform, the new Roosevelt administration began to prepare for yet another Pan-American Conference, the seventh, this one to be held in November 1933 in Montevideo, Uruguay. Roosevelt thought it important enough to ask his secretary of state, Cordell Hull, to represent the United States, though the president told Hull not to make any big decisions or to agree to any consequential demands on the spot. Don’t “undertake much down at Montevideo.” Just promise, FDR told Hull, Latin Americans help in building roads and runway lights for nighttime plane landing.


        Yet Roosevelt, who had a way of mixing and matching unlikely advisers, also asked Ernest Gruening to accompany Hull. Gruening was a committed anti-imperialist. In the pages of the Nation and other left-wing journals, Gruening had helped expose the use of torture, forced labor, and political assassinations that took place under Marine occupations in the Caribbean, atrocities he likened to European brutality in India, Ireland, and the Congo. After touring Haiti and the Dominican Republic, he lobbied Congress to cut off the funding of counterinsurgency operations in the region, and he excoriated the “horde of carpet-bagging concessionaires that are the camp-followers of American militaristic imperialism.” Later, in 1964, as a senator from Alaska, Gruening would cast one of only two votes against the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, which President Lyndon Johnson would use to escalate the Vietnam War. That such an uncompromising critic of U.S. militarism would be chosen to advise the secretary of state reflects the strength of the left in the 1930s—and Roosevelt’s willingness to tap it.


        As the delegation set sail for Montevideo, Gruening was shocked to learn that the United States had “no program except to be friendly with everyone and radiate goodwill.” Gruening knew that momentum was continuing to build among Latin American nations for a revision of international law. Venezuelan diplomats, for instance, were insisting that the United States affirm the principle of absolute sovereignty. Argentines put forth their own “nonaggression” treaty codifying nonintervention as the law of the hemisphere. Haiti and Nicaragua insisted that the United States withdraw its occupying armies from their territory. “Mr. Secretary,” Gruening reported himself telling Hull, “the one issue that concerns every Latin-American country is intervention. We should come out strongly for a resolution abjuring it.”


        Hull, whom Gruening later described as speaking in the thick accent of a born and bred member of the Tennessee gentry, dropping g’s and wrestling with r’s, replied that that would be a hard sell. “What am Ah goin’t to do when chaos breaks out in one of those countries and armed bands go woamin’ awound, burnin’, pillagin’ and murdewin’ Amewicans?” Hull asked. “How can I tell mah people that we cain’t intervene?”


        “Mr. Secretary,” Gruening responded, “that usually happens after we have intervened.”


        Hull was afraid of bad press. “If Ah were to come out against intervention,” he said, “the Hearst papers would attack me fwom coast to coast.… Wemember, Gwuening, Mr. Woosevelt and Ah have to be weelected.” “Coming out against intervention would help you get reelected,” Gruening replied. It would, he insisted, help back up the rhetoric of being a “good neighbor” with a real policy change, allowing the New Deal to jump off the merry-go-round of invasion, occupation, and insurgency that had badly crippled U.S. prestige throughout the hemisphere and much of the world. He was right. In Montevideo, Gruening helped bridge the gap between U.S. envoys and “anti-American” Latin American diplomats, including those from Cuba where, well before Fidel Castro’s 1959 revolution, serial U.S. interventions had strained relations between Havana and Washington. Most important, Gruening reconciled the secretary of state to the principle of nonintervention.


        Hull “rose to the occasion magnificently,” according to Gruening, to announce that the United States would henceforth “shun and reject” the “so-called right-of-conquest.… The New Deal indeed would be an empty boast if it did not mean that.” The strong would abide by the law, along with the weak—in theory at least. Latin American delegates broke out in “thunderous applause and cheers.” Back in Washington, FDR, ever agile, seized the moment, confirming that the “definite policy of the United States from now on is one opposed to armed intervention.”


        “Our Era of ‘Imperialism’ Nears Its End,” the New York Times announced. “‘Manifest Destiny’ Is Giving Way to the New Policy of Equal Dealing with All Nations.”


        Later, Roosevelt often took credit for this revolution in international affairs, holding up what the United States had accomplished in Latin America as a showcase for the rest of the world, and, toward the end of World War II, as a model for postwar reconstruction. “The policy of the Good Neighbor,” he said in 1943, “has shown such success in the hemisphere of the Americas that its extension to the whole world seems to be the logical next step.”


        Yet the principles the United States agreed to in Montevideo were ideals that belonged to Latin America. They were born out of a long history of having to work together cooperatively, as a community of republics, in the shadow of an expanding and ever more powerful nation. An end to the right of conquest; the recognition of absolute sovereignty; the principle of nonaggression; and mechanisms for solving international crisis through multilateral cooperation—these were all elements of a program to revise international law that Latin American jurists and diplomats had been pushing for for over a century. The United States, at the nadir of its influence, only reluctantly, almost accidentally, accepted them as legitimate.20


        Latin Americans didn’t seem to begrudge FDR’s taking the credit. Many were happy to follow, in the coming fight against fascism, the leadership of a nation that seemed to have finally socialized itself, in the form of New Deal foreign and domestic policies. Montevideo was Roosevelt’s first significant foreign policy success. As FDR began to make good on Hull’s promise—withdrawing troops, tolerating a degree of economic nationalism, abrogating the Cuban constitution’s Platt Amendment—his soaring popularity in Latin America fired his aspirations to world leadership.


        Visiting Buenos Aires in 1936, Roosevelt was greeted by more than a million ecstatic well-wishers who gave him a “wild ovation” and “pelted him with flowers.” Even Buenos Aires’s usually skeptical press heralded the U.S. president as a “shepherd of democracy,” while hospitals expected an “enormous crop of ‘Roosevelts’ among baby boys,” despite a ban on foreign names for infants.21

      


      
        THE NEXT STEP


        Washington’s formal renunciation of the right to intervention opened the way for a decade of unparalleled hemispheric cooperation. It paved the way for a series of political, economic, military, and cultural treaties, multilateral institutions, bodies of arbitration, and mechanisms for consultation and joint action in the case of an extra-hemispheric threat that bound the Americas together. Improved relations with Latin America likewise helped the United States recover from the contractions of the Great Depression. With Asia increasingly off-limits and Europe headed for war, Washington looked south for economic relief, both as a market for manufactured goods and a source of raw material. Empowered by the 1934 Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act, which gave FDR fast-track authority to lower targeted tariffs by as much as 50 percent, Washington negotiated trade treaties with fifteen Latin American countries between 1934 and 1942.22 The U.S. trade deficit with Latin America as a whole fell from $142 million in 1931 to just over $13 million in 1939; it soon after entered into the black.


        Nelson Rockefeller, who as head of the new Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs was about to take charge of mobilizing the Good Neighbor policy on behalf of the Allied war effort, recognized the importance of Latin America to the revival and eventual extension of U.S. power. “Regardless of whether the outcome of the war is a German or Allied victory,” he said in 1940, after his return from one of his many tours of South America, “the United States must protect its international position through the use of economic means that are competitively effective against totalitarian techniques.” But if an update of Hay’s Open Door policy, now directed against not colonialism but fascism, was to be effective, Rockefeller believed that it would have to be combined with his earlier call for a socially responsible capitalism. “If the United States is to maintain its security and its political and economic hemispheric position,” Rockefeller argued, “it must take economic measures at once to secure economic prosperity in Central and South America, and to establish this prosperity in the frame of hemisphere economic cooperation and dependence.”23


        In turn, this economic expansion into Latin America—which after the war entailed not just the extraction of raw materials and the opening of markets for U.S. products but the setting up of manufacturing in foreign countries for local consumption—attracted the support of what political scientists Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers describe as an emerging “power bloc of capital-intensive industries, investment banks, and internationally-oriented commercial banks.”24 Firms heavily invested in Latin America, such as Standard Oil, Chase National Bank, Goldman Sachs, and Brown Brothers Harriman, gave their support to what would be the keystones of the New Deal state for the next three decades: “liberalism at home” and “internationalism abroad.”


        For instance, the U.S. pharmaceutical industry, one of the core export-oriented industries that would go on to become a powerhouse of postwar expansion, benefited enormously from the goodwill, stable relations, and commercial treaties with Latin America made possible by Roosevelt’s renunciation of militarism. During the 1930s and 1940s, Washington worked out production and marketing strategies in Latin America that led U.S. corporations to dominate the region. After the war, government envoys put that experience to good use elsewhere: “With the knowledge acquired in cultivating Latin America, more visionary promotion should be conducive to somewhat comparable per capita results in the Eastern Hemisphere,” the Department of Commerce’s bulletin, World Trade in Commodities, wrote in 1949. “Perhaps the drug-consuming possibilities of Eastern Europe, Africa, the Near and Far East may be developed,” the Department of Commerce hoped, in ways similar to Latin America.25


        Roosevelt profited from Latin America’s tradition of liberal international jurisprudence, which had largely been forged in opposition to U.S. militarism. FDR in fact copied a number of his diplomatic initiatives directly from Latin American jurists. His 1933 peace and nonintervention proposal to the nations of the world was lifted from the Argentine foreign minister Carlos Saavedra Lamas’s “Anti-War Treaty on Non-Aggression and Conciliation,” drafted a year earlier.26 Likewise, what became the backbone of the Good Neighbor policy—the policy and principle of nonintervention in both the domestic and the foreign affairs of sovereign nations—formed the legal core of the United Nations charter, as well as a number of regional alliances, like the Organization of American States.


        After the war, Latin Americans continued to reorient international law away from power politics toward multilateral collaboration in pursuit of social welfare and peace.27 Bringing with them their long experience of inter-American diplomacy and encouraged by their experience of wartime alliance with the United States, twenty-one Latin American representatives—nearly half the total delegates and the largest single regional caucus—gathered in San Francisco in 1945 to found the United Nations. The memoirs of these diplomats convey a hopeful confidence in their ability to create a new global community of peaceful, stable nations.28 They willingly allowed themselves to be organized into a voting bloc by Nelson Rockefeller, then the assistant secretary of state for Latin America, providing key support to Washington’s vision for the structure and purpose of the new body.29


        In short, the 1930s and 1940s marked a turn in the fortune of the American empire, when diverse expressions of what political scientists call “soft power” began to congeal in a coherent system of extraterritorial administration—largely thanks to Latin America. Resistance to U.S. aggression both revealed the limits of militarism and punctured the puffed-up, self-justifying rhetoric that had been issuing out of Washington since at least the time McKinley had fallen down on his knees to ask the Almighty for permission to take Manila.

        


        Despite its many lapses in practice, the Good Neighbor policy encouraged pragmatic pluralism. “Your Americanism and mine” was Roosevelt’s concession that there were many paths to progress—a rebuke to the one-size-fits-all Americanism imposed by U.S. capitalists, like the Phelps Dodge official who said it would take four years to turn a Mexican into a U.S. worker.


        With the rest of the world in crisis, negotiated trade treaties during this period both set the United States on the road to economic recovery and fortified a bloc of domestic corporations that provided key support for New Deal reforms, serving as the engine of America’s remarkable postwar boom. Roosevelt’s liquidation of most of the remnants of direct U.S. imperialism (but not all: the Panama Canal Zone, along with a host of military bases in Latin America, including Guantánamo, remained in U.S. hands, as did the Philippines until 1946 and Puerto Rico to this day) was in many ways a final realization of the Open Door ideal, allowing the United States to extend its power overseas through the alleviation of important sources of friction. But more than this, in an increasingly troubled and conflictive world, with war clouds gathering in Europe and Asia, it justified Washington’s aspiration to global leadership.


        The Western Hemisphere provided an example of peaceful, cooperative international relations, one that repudiated the stultifying effects of formal colonialism while celebrating the creative promise of equitable capitalist expansion. As World War II wound down, Roosevelt often held up the “illustration of the Republics of this continent” as a model for postwar reconstruction.30 Latin Americans obliged, using the values and ideas they developed fighting U.S. aggression to help build a liberal multilateral order that, in turn, would allow the United States to climb to heights of unprecedented power.


        Latin America saved the United States from its own worst instincts. The United States would not return the favor.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      The End of the Affair


      AFTER WORLD WAR II there was no region more willing to submit to Washington’s leadership than Latin America. The United States repaid its deference with praise. “Here in the Western Hemisphere,” said Harry S. Truman during a 1947 state visit to Mexico, “we have already achieved in substantial measure what the world as a whole must achieve. Through what we call our Inter-American System, which has become steadily stronger for half a century, we have learned to work together to solve our problems by friendly cooperation and mutual respect.”


      As Truman’s comments highlight, the hemispheric alliance system provided a working blueprint—a model that U.S. diplomats used to extend channels of authority and corporations to establish chains of production, finance, and markets elsewhere, in Western Europe, East Asia, the Middle East, and Africa.1 Regional allies offered the United States a flexible system of extraterritorial administration, allowing Washington, in the name of fighting Communism and promoting development, to structure the internal political and economic relations of allied countries in ways that allowed it to accrue more and more power and to exercise effective control over the supply of oil, ore, minerals, and other primary resources—all free from the burden of formal colonialism.


      The inter-American alliance system also allowed Washington to undercut the authority of the new United Nations, helping to create what one historian has described as a “closed hemisphere” in an ever more “Open World.”2


      
        OUR LITTLE REGION OVER THERE


        Even as Harry Truman’s envoys were working with delegates from around the world to define the purpose of the United Nations, influential statesmen were figuring out ways to enshrine Washington’s unilateral authority, albeit now dressed in the garb of multilateralism, within Latin America.


        For instance, Henry L. Stimson, one of the eldest and most powerful foreign-policy makers in Washington, worried that the United Nations’ enshrinement of the doctrine of sovereignty and nonintervention would void the Monroe Doctrine, tying the United States’ hands in the hemisphere. By the 1940s, it was a widely shared opinion that the doctrine was the U.S. equivalent of aggressive colonialism: Tokyo cited the Monroe Doctrine to justify the conquest of Manchuria. Berlin used it to legitimate its move into Eastern Europe. And Great Britain invoked it to warrant its takeover of the Middle East. So Stimson, a lawyer, knew the implications of the complaint he recorded in his diary: that the United Nations “places our use of the Monroe Doctrine, in case of enforcement by arms, at the mercy of getting the assent of the security council.”3 Stimson had been a firm supporter of Theodore Roosevelt’s interpretation of the doctrine as a standing warrant for intervention, and he feared that Theodore’s cousin, Franklin, gave too much away to Latin America: “I am very much disturbed at what I find has been the course of the various conferences with South American republics under the Roosevelt Administration during the past twelve years,” he wrote in 1945; “I am afraid that that Good Neighbor Policy has put serious obstacles in the path of the exercise of the Monroe Doctrine.”


        “We ought to have our cake and eat it too; that we ought to be free to operate under this regional amendment in South America,” John McCloy, assistant secretary of war, said in a phone call to Stimson in 1945. Stimson agreed, calling the Monroe Doctrine an “asset” that the United States had “developed over the decades.” “I think it’s not asking too much to have our little region over here which has never bothered anybody,” Stimson continued; “The thing that we are asking for is first a freer hand as a policeman in this hemisphere.”


        “We have been a pretty active Uncle Sam in stopping things, and I think we ought to continue to be.”4


        Stimson, born just after the Civil War, was exceptional in his influence: he had served as both secretary of state and secretary of war, led the United States’ efforts in World War II, and presided over the Manhattan Project. But his opinion was becoming conventional among the young foreign policy makers that came into their own during the early years of Truman’s presidency, on the cusp of the Cold War. They didn’t recognize the irony: that Latin American resistance to U.S. unilateral power had strengthened U.S. power. They did see the problem: how to reestablish mandatory authority for new times, how to hollow out the principles of sovereignty and nonintervention without shattering the multilateral “showcase” of the Good Neighbor policy.


        Article 52 of the U.N. Charter provided a solution, allowing member states to maintain “regional arrangements.” This loophole allowed the United States and the USSR to formalize spheres of influence bound by their own set of rules and procedures outside the protocols of the United Nations.5 In practical terms, the provision allowed the United States to bypass the U.N. altogether and seek out multilateral justification for its actions from the Organization of American States. In the coming years, the United States would replicate the regional alliance system it had worked out in Latin America across the globe. Europe’s NATO and Asia’s SEATO, for instance, were mutual defense treaties modeled on the Rio Pact. Several Latin American countries, especially Colombia and Mexico, had supported the inclusion of Article 52 in the U.N. Charter, believing that “regional agencies,” such as the OAS, could be used to continue to “contain” the United States. This hope proved misplaced. The opposite occurred: Washington, its power growing exponentially, repeatedly used the OAS to do what Stimson wanted, to police the hemisphere without being hemmed in by the universalism of the United Nations.6

      


      
        IN THE THROES OF A SOCIAL REVOLUTION


        Starting in 1944, reform swept Latin America, as citizens sought to make good on the global defeat of fascism. Reformers revitalized old democracies in Chile and Colombia, among other places, and created new ones in countries such as Guatemala, Peru, Argentina, and Venezuela. Within two years, every Latin American country (save Paraguay, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic) was operating under constitutional rule. Broad coalitions ranging from political liberals and socialists to populists and Communists toppled dictators throughout the continent. Governments throughout the region extended the franchise, legalized unions, expanded public education, provided health care, and implemented social security programs.7 “Latin America is in the throes of a social revolution,” said Truman’s top diplomat to the region, Thomas Mann.8


        At first, the United States backed this democratic spring. But Washington policy took a sharp turn in 1947, when it sent clear signals that its preference for democrats over autocrats was now contingent on political stability.9 Support for dictators, such as the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo, was no longer understood as an ethical conundrum (that is, the consequence of the principle of nonintervention, which required Washington to not interfere in the affairs of Latin American nations, even when a dictator seized power). Rather, such support was now understood to be the centerpiece of U.S. policy toward Latin America, as a backstop against subversion.


        One reason for this turnaround was, of course, the Cold War. Washington found that it preferred anti-Communist dictatorships to the possibility that democratic openness might allow the Soviets to gain a foothold on the continent. Because of a “growing awareness of Soviet Russia’s aggressive policy,” wrote the State Department’s Division of the American Republics, the United States now “swung back toward a policy of general cooperation [with repressive regimes] that gives only secondary importance to the degree of democracy manifested by respective governments.”10


        Another reason was to defend investment. Threatened by escalating labor unrest, U.S. corporations demanded protection from Washington and stepped up their patronage of local conservative movements. This patronage proved critical, tipping the region’s balance of power decisively in favor of reaction. Latin America’s landed class, Catholic Church, and military took fast advantage of this shift in U.S. policy to launch a continental counterrevolution. Newly democratic governments were overthrown in coups. Constitutional regimes that survived did so only by suppressing unions and popular movements. By 1952, when Fulgencio Batista took power in a military coup in Cuba, nearly every democracy that had come into being in the postwar period was upended.


        Back in the United States, the internationalist Truman administration was coming under attack from the chauvinist right, concerned that Washington diplomats were too busy flitting about the world, flying off to Tokyo, Paris, and London, to build their new global order and not paying attention to threats closer to home. It was around this time, with the triumph of the Chinese Revolution, when the phrase backyard—used to describe Latin America’s subordinate relationship to the United States—entered political discourse. To “lose” China, on the other side of the world, was bad. But if “we lost our backyard,” as Nevada senator George Malone put it, the result would be catastrophic.*


        In response to this pressure, in 1950 Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, asked George Kennan to tour Latin America and report back his opinion. Kennan, of course, is considered one of the architects of the early Cold War, an advocate for what he called the “containment” of the Soviet Union. Never having visited Latin America, Kennan took his time, setting out from D.C. to Mexico by train. The report he eventually delivered is notorious for its depiction of continental wretchedness: “It seems unlikely that there could be any other region of the earth in which nature and human behavior could have combined to produce a more unhappy and hopeless background for the conduct of human life than in Latin America.”11 Truman at that very moment was describing a world that “for the first time in human history can wipe poverty and ignorance and human misery clean off the face of the earth.” Kennan, in contrast, was convinced that misery and ignorance would continue on as they always have. The best that Washington could do in the region was return to a foreign policy organized around bloody realism. The United States shouldn’t be “too dogmatic about the methods by which local communists can be dealt with… we must concede that harsh government measures of repression may be the only answer.”


        Kennan elaborated on his ideas about the fate of Latin America in a diary he kept of his trip, which reads like a cross between a “lonely-crowd” pop sociology common to the alienated 1950s and a dyspeptic riff on the dark soul of human nature. Only two years since Latin American jurists helped create one of the most optimistic documents of modern times—the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights—Kennan’s diary pages are pure poison, filled with caricatures of people and places laced with disdain.


        Mexicans, he writes in a typical passage, are “wiry, swarthy little men—violent in temper, lacking in self-respect and self-confidence, over-compensating by a dramatized romantic abandon and ferocity in personality.” Contemporary politics—the region’s strong social democratic movements, its juridical commitment to a new multilateral order—are dismissed in sarcastic asides. Instead, Kennan offers a sweeping history determined by harsh geography, of nations scarred by centuries of miscegenation and still traumatized by the brutality of the Spanish conquest. The region was modernizing too quickly, Kennan thought, with a flood of cash, technology, and consumer goods creating not a wholesome, organic capitalist culture but glutinous acquisition and an ersatz, excitable nationalism, the wealth generated from a rentier economy rendering Spanish baroque even more gaudy and status obsessed. The “nouveau riche,” he said of Mexico, “boils up like foam to the surface of a society that calls itself revolutionary.”


        Kennan saved his most sustained analysis for Venezuela, then undergoing a postwar oil-financed building boom, a country that he believed illustrates the “weaknesses and delusions of popular nationalism.” High taxes paid by foreign oil companies, Kennan wrote, pumped up the local currency, turning Caracas into a “city flooded with American goods and gadgets.” In the United States, “those objects and gadgets” are “symbols” of the innovation of “20th Century industrialization.” In Venezuela, they took on a more perverse meaning, “sweeping” into the country “in a frenzied uncontrolled orgy.” The city’s population “was being unquestionably debauched by a continued influx of material goods which it had not really earned.” Basic commodities were transformed into fetish objects, totems of a superimposed foreign religion: capitalism, which Venezuelans embraced eagerly but superficially, only as long as the miracles continued: “There is no limitation here on private enterprise. There are no exchange restrictions. Dollars are available in abundance. Automobiles enter in appalling profusion, until they choke the narrow streets of the old community.” For a philosophical conservative and instinctual declinist like Kennan, Venezuela was intoxicating, pulsating proof that the fast “accumulation of wealth and the decay of man” went hand in hand.


        And the cause of it all was not just oil, but the idea of resource sovereignty, an ideal that Latin Americans used to tie down the white god of capitalism like the Lilliputians tied down Gulliver:


        
          Here was a tropical country in the subsoil of which reposed great quantities of a liquid essential to the present state of industrialization in the U.S. Americans were extracting this liquid and hauling it away. The local population had not moved a finger to create this wealth, and would have been incapable of developing it. And did not require for its own needs the thousandth part of what was apparently there. However, for the privilege of being able to enter and extract this liquid, our firms were paying hundreds of millions of dollars annually to the coffers of the Venezuelan government: a sort of ransom to the theory of state sovereignty and the principle of non-intervention which we had consented to adopt.

        


        “Incidentally,” Kennan continued, “all of nature in Venezuela was a bilious yellow-brown.”12


        In any case, by the mid-1950s, Washington found that it was increasingly difficult to adopt the approach advocated by Kennan and others, to leave the “harsh measures” needed to maintain political order to local allies. The frustration of postwar democracy combined with increased political repression radicalized a generation of young nationalists, who came of age during the postwar cycles of democratic reform, coups, and crackdowns. In the face of mounting protests, strikes, and conflicts, the United States began to take the lead in efforts to “arrest the development of irresponsibility and extreme nationalism,” as a 1953 report produced by the National Security Council put it.13


        The first “arrest,” as it were, carried out directly by the United States came a year later.

      


      
        BOMB REPEAT BOMB


        The CIA was established in 1947—the same year Washington served notice that its support for Latin American democracy was conditioned on the maintenance of order—and began to develop contacts among military officers, religious leaders, and politicians it identified as bulwarks of stability. Yet it was not until 1954 that it would execute its first full-scale covert operation in Latin America, overthrowing Guatemalan president Jacobo Árbenz and installing a more pliant successor. Árbenz, as CIA analysts and most historians today admit, was trying to implement a New Deal–style economic program to modernize and humanize Guatemala’s brutal plantation economy. His only crime was to expropriate, with full compensation, uncultivated United Fruit Company land and legalize the Communist Party—both unacceptable acts from Washington’s early-1950s vantage point.14


        Operation PBSUCCESS, as the CIA called its Guatemalan campaign, was the agency’s most comprehensive covert action to date, much more ambitious than its operations in postwar Italy and France or in Iran the year before. Unlike the ouster of the Iranian prime minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, which had taken just a few weeks, Árbenz’s overthrow required nearly a year. In addition to destabilizing Guatemala’s economy, isolating the country diplomatically through the OAS, and training a mercenary force in Honduras, the Guatemalan campaign gave CIA operatives the chance to try out new psywar techniques gleaned from behavioral social sciences.15 They worked with local agents to plant stories in the Guatemalan and U.S. press, draw up lists of Árbenz allies to be assassinated, send nooses and coffins to government workers, and cover the capital city in incendiary graffiti, accusing individuals of being spies—all designed to generate anxiety and uncertainty. They organized phantom groups, such as the “Organization of Militant Godless,” and spread rumors that the government was going to ban Holy Week, exile the archbishop, confiscate bank accounts, expropriate all private property, and force children into reeducation centers. Operatives studied pop sociologies and grifter novels and worked closely with Edward Bernays, a pioneer in public propaganda (and Sigmund Freud’s nephew), to apply disinformation tactics.16 Borrowing from Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds, they transmitted radio shows—taped in Florida and beamed in from Nicaragua—that made it seem as if a widespread underground resistance movement were gaining strength; they even managed to stage on-the-air battles.†


        In the 1950s, the Cold War was often presented as a battle of ideas. Yet CIA agents on the ground didn’t see it that way. They rejected the advice of their Guatemalan allies that the campaign include an educational component, instead insisting on a strategy intended to inspire fear more than virtue. Propaganda designed to “attack the theoretical foundations of the enemy” was misplaced, one field operative wrote; psychological efforts should be directed at the “heart, the stomach and the liver (fear).”17 “We are not running a popularity contest but an uprising,” rejoined one agent to Guatemalan concerns that the campaign was too negative. U.S. planes flew low over the capital, dropping propaganda material, which for a region that hadn’t seen aerial warfare since the Marine campaign against Sandino sent a message beyond what was printed on the flyers. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter what the leaflets say,” said Tracy Barnes, who led the operation.18 The “most effective leaflet drops during the operations,” concluded a CIA postmortem of the coup, “were those followed by a successful military blow.”19 As the operation against Árbenz unfolded, Barnes remained frustrated that Langley wouldn’t authorize real aerial bombings since the “effect bombs will have on the Latin temperament” would be significant. For his part, hard-liner U.S. ambassador to Guatemala, John E. Peurifoy, urged Washington to take more aggressive lethal action, quoting William James that failure to do so would amount to “atrocious harmlessness.” Peurifoy telegraphed Washington: “Bomb Repeat Bomb.”20


        The U.S. held off attacking from the air. But CIA assets in-country did bomb roads, bridges, military installations, and property owned by government supporters. The agency distributed sabotage manuals that provided illustrated, step-by-step instructions on how to make a wide assortment of bombs—pipe bombs, time bombs, remote fuse bombs, chemical bombs, nitroglycerine bombs, and dynamite bombs—and how to hide explosives in pens, books, and rocks. A how-to guide exhorted Guatemalans to take up violence in the name of liberty, noting that “sabotage, like all things in life, is good or bad depending on whether its objective is good or bad.”21 (Later, in the 1980s, the CIA would distribute so-called torture manuals to its anti-Communist allies in Nicaragua and other places, previewing many of the violent interrogation techniques Washington would use in its post-9/11 global war on terror.) Yet another how-to guide instructed Guatemalans in a “Study of Assassination”: “The simplest local tools are often much the most efficient means of assassination” and might include “a hammer, axe, wrench, screw driver, fire poker, kitchen knife, lamp stand, or anything hard, heavy and handy.” As with the bombing handbook, the assassination instruction manual included moral education: “Murder is not morally justified” but “killing a political leader whose burgeoning career is a clear and present danger to the cause of freedom may be held necessary.” Most important, “no assassination instructions should ever be written or recorded.” Or at least be left unredacted: the CIA had identified fifty-eight Guatemalans “to be disposed of,” listing them in a document, subsequently declassified with all the names whited out.22


        The “terror program” worked. Árbenz fell not because the CIA had won the hearts and minds of the population but because the military refused to defend him, fearing Washington’s wrath.23


        At least some U.S. diplomats were fully aware that the Guatemalan intervention marked a watershed in inter-American relations, and they did their best to limit its damage. Assistant Secretary of State Mann admitted in a private memo that CIA efforts to oust Árbenz represented Washington’s first full-scale “violation of the Non-intervention Agreement,” the “first of its kind since the establishment of the Good Neighbor Policy.” Yet Mann hoped to hold on to the idea of the Good Neighbor policy, even as the United States corrupted its language and institutions. He therefore gave instructions that each step in the coup “should be justified on technical grounds” to allow the United States to claim plausibly that it was acting within the letter, if not the spirit, of Roosevelt’s nonintervention pledge. That “technical ground” was largely provided by the regional alliance system allowed by the U.N. Charter.24 The Eisenhower administration convinced its allies in the Organization of American States to condemn the advance of Communism in Guatemala, thus giving Washington’s unilateral putsch against Guatemalan democracy the legitimacy of multilateral consent.‡


        The overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz was disastrous for Guatemala, leading to a nearly four-decade-long civil war and, between 1981 and 1983, a campaign of genocide against its majority Maya population. More than two hundred thousand people were killed, and hundreds of villages razed.

      


      
        CUBA WILL NOT BE GUATEMALA


        On the heels of the Guatemala coup came, in early 1959, the Cuban Revolution, led by Fidel Castro. Washington thought it could cut and paste Operation PBSUCCESS onto Cuba, simply replaying the covert campaign it ran against Árbenz to oust Castro. The result was the disastrous 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion. Unlike Árbenz, Castro, enormously popular and firmly in control of the revolutionary army, easily beat back the CIA-trained invaders, made up of anti-Castro Cubans. Latin America is the United States’ workshop for counterinsurgent techniques. But sometimes Washington learns the wrong lesson. In planning to overthrow Castro, the CIA had believed its own hype: that its disinformation campaign against Árbenz not only disoriented, confused, and scared Guatemalans (which it did) but also created an organized internal opposition to Árbenz (which it didn’t). In the case of Cuba, the CIA assumed that Cubans, mobilized by its psyops campaign, would rise up and support the invasion (they didn’t). Castro emerged victorious, celebrated throughout Latin America.


        Defeat at the Bay of Pigs notwithstanding, the CIA continued to plot against the Cuban government. The schemes of what the agency called Operation Mongoose are legendary: plans to dose Castro with LSD so he would look foolish during one of his legendary speeches, to poison his cigars or scuba diving equipment, to put thallium in his shoes so that his beard fell out. According to one count, the United States came up with 638 methods to kill Castro. Many of them were attempted. Active measures went well beyond focusing on Castro. In 1977, for instance, Newsday reported that “with at least the tacit backing of U.S. Central Intelligence Agency officials, operatives linked to anti-Castro terrorists introduced African swine fever virus into Cuba in 1971. Six weeks later an outbreak of the disease forced the slaughter of 500,000 pigs to prevent a nationwide animal epidemic.” A source based within the U.S. intelligence services said that he was given the virus “in a sealed, unmarked container at a U.S. Army base and CIA training ground in the Panama Canal Zone, with instructions to turn it over to the anti-Castro group.” Around this time, plans were being organized for, according to CIA agent Howard Hunt, “the second phase of the Bay of Pigs,” to be launched “around the beginning of Nixon’s second term,” but were interrupted by the Watergate scandal.§ This aggression was covert, and thus not subject to international law.25 Yet the United States was still careful to obtain a warrant from the Organization of American States, which voted to expel Cuba from the organization and declare that “Marxism-Leninism is incompatible with the inter-American system.”26


        Taken together, these two revolutions—one, in Guatemala, failed because of the United States; the other, in Cuba, victorious against the United States—fell like a bomb on Latin America, polarizing politics throughout the hemisphere and leading to greater militancy on both sides of the Cold War divide. The counterinsurgents grew more vicious, the insurgents more radical. In Guatemala in the early 1950s, the idea of revolution could still mean working with nationalist, modernizing capitalists to follow the model of development laid out by the United States. In Cuba, five years after the overthrow of Árbenz, revolution meant fighting tooth and claw against both the nationalist bourgeoisie and its imperialist patron.


        The case of the Argentine Ernesto “Che” Guevara illustrates this radicalization. Che was in Guatemala, working as a doctor in a rural clinic, as the CIA’s destabilization campaign unfolded, and he chronicled his impressions in a series of letters to his family back in Argentina. “This is a country where you can breathe deep and fill your lungs with democracy,” he wrote, but complained that Árbenz was letting the national press, clearly influenced by the CIA, drive forward its destabilization campaign unhindered. “I would close [them] down in five minutes if I were Arbenz,” since they are merely printing what “the U.S. wants.” After the coup, Che fled to Mexico, where he met Fidel Castro and joined his revolutionary movement. Later, after Castro’s movement triumphed, Che (and other Cuban officials) would repeatedly cite the overthrow of Árbenz to justifying placing restrictions on the Cuban press and civil society. “Cuba,” Che said, “will not be Guatemala.”


        Frustrated by their own countries’ postwar repressive turns, young leftists in one country after another began to form militant organizations. Soon, “Castro-itis,” diagnosed by CIA director Allen Dulles, was spreading throughout Latin America, with armed left insurgencies taking root in Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Uruguay, Argentina, Venezuela, Bolivia, and Mexico. Cuba tried to coordinate this revolutionary activity, providing military training and logistical support to would-be rebels. But the real threat of the Cuban Revolution resided in its status as a symbol of sovereignty, as what happened during an earlier moment, when Sandino stood up to Washington like David did to Goliath.¶

      


      
        COMPLETING THE (COUNTER) REVOLUTION OF THE AMERICAS


        John F. Kennedy came to office in early 1961, as the Cuban crisis was breaking. But Latin America was just the beginning of his troubles, for the young president inherited a world in open revolt. In Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, European powers were abandoning their imperial holdings, often after having been forced out by protracted anti-colonial insurgencies. They left in their wake vulnerable, impoverished, and war-ravaged societies that many observers feared would be susceptible to the political influence of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, decolonization took place in the shadow of rapid advances in the USSR’s nuclear missile technology. The arms race recast the terms of the Cold War, making the United States and the USSR more powerful in absolute terms but weaker in relation to each other. Fear of retaliation prevented each country from using the threat of nuclear weapons to back up diplomatic negotiations, while at the same time making the last resort of diplomacy—conventional warfare—less effective.


        Kennedy campaigned in the 1960 presidential election as a militarist. In his debate with Nixon, as part of a general complaint that the United States had lost “prestige” throughout the world, he baited his opponent on allowing the Cuban Revolution to triumph: “Cuba is lost for freedom. I hope someday it will rise; but I don’t think it will rise if we continue the same policies toward Cuba that we did in recent years, and in fact towards all of Latin America.”


        JFK entered the White House looking for a way out of the impasse generated by nuclear weapons. His inaugural call that the United States was ready to “pay any price, bear any burden” revived a muscular internationalism that, he said, had atrophied. In addition to bringing in Robert McNamara from the Ford Motor Company to rationalize the Department of Defense, Kennedy and his civilian advisers looked to counterinsurgency and covert operations as a way of both breaking the nuclear deadlock and controlling the rise of third-world nationalism. The Bay of Pigs calamity only served to confirm among Kennedy foreign policy makers that the United States couldn’t bet on such one-off operations to pacify unruly nations. A more systemic approach was called for. To that end, Kennedy ordered the military to create a branch of the Special Forces that could operate with more flexibility in the third world and set up a “Special Group” in the White House, headed by General Maxwell Taylor, to coordinate special-warfare policy at the highest echelons of government—with the result that superpower conflict was detoured outside of Europe, particularly into Southeast Asia.


        In Latin America, Kennedy’s vaulting idealism led to the Alliance for Progress, an ambitious project that wedded the revolutionary and counterrevolutionary traditions of U.S. diplomacy (as did Theodore Roosevelt and other missionary presidents of an earlier era) to especially toxic effect. Announcing the program to a room full of Latin American ambassadors soon after his inauguration, Kennedy sought to steal Castro’s insurgent thunder, committing Washington to “completing the revolution of the Americas.” He promised billions of dollars in development aid in exchange for enacting land, tax, judicial, and electoral reform aimed at breaking up extreme concentrations of economic and political power, “to build,” as the president put it, “a hemisphere where all men can hope for a suitable standard of living and all can live out their lives in dignity and in freedom.”


        “Let us once again transform the American Continent into a vast crucible of revolutionary ideas and efforts,” Kennedy said, “a tribute to the power of the creative energies of free men and women, an example to all the world that liberty and progress walk hand in hand. Let us once again awaken our American revolution until it guides the struggles of people everywhere—not with an imperialism of force or fear but the rule of courage and freedom and hope for the future of man.”27


        Kennedy’s revolutionary rhetoric encouraged those who sought change. His military aid girded those who fought change, empowering the most illiberal forces in the hemisphere, men who despised Democrats and political liberals as much as they hated card-carrying Communists. Kennedy pledged the United States to strengthening the internal security capabilities of Latin American nations to protect against subversion, turning the region into a counterinsurgent laboratory. Advisers from the State and Defense Departments and the CIA worked to reinforce local intelligence operations, schooling security forces in interrogation and guerrilla warfare techniques, providing technology and equipment, and, when necessary, conducting preemptive coups. In these years, CIA and military intelligence officials moved back and forth between Southeast Asia and Latin America, with techniques worked out in one region applied in the other.

        


        Kennedy’s policy toward Latin America was, to put it mildly, volatile: wanting to “awaken” one kind of revolution and pacify another kind of revolution, he armed those opposed to any kind of revolution. In the years after the Cuban Revolution, Latin America suffered two great cycles of right-wing coups. The first, in the early 1960s, could be called the Alliance-for-Progress coups, since they were largely paid for with Alliance military aid. These included El Salvador in 1961; Honduras, the Dominican Republic, Guyana, Bolivia, and Guatemala (again) in 1963; and Haiti and Brazil in 1964. The second round, needed to contain the radicalization generated by the previous cycle, began in the early 1970s, during the Nixon and Ford presidencies: Bolivia (again) in 1971, Uruguay and Chile in 1973, and Argentina in 1976.


        Kennedy’s successors, Lyndon B. Johnson and then Richard M. Nixon, kept his commitment to counterinsurgent funding. But they tossed out altogether his idealistic rhetoric, such as his pledge to reform the continent’s “ancient institutions that perpetuate privilege.”28 The United States now worked fastidiously to buttress those ancient institutions. By the 1970s, then, the United States had run the gamut of imperial strategies in Latin America, more than once turning full circle from missionary idealism to hardheaded militarism.


        For their part, corporations, starting in the mid-1960s, despite their nominal support for a socially responsible capitalism—of the kind advocated by Rockefeller—increasingly opposed any serious effort by Latin Americans to implement a humane model of economic development, supporting coups, dictators, and even, in some cases, death squads, to quell labor unrest. In Brazil, Nelson’s brother David Rockefeller himself organized the Business Group for Latin America (now the Council of the Americas), composed of more than two hundred firms responsible for more than 80 percent of U.S. investment in Latin America. The new organization played an active role in the destabilization campaign that led to Brazil’s 1964 coup.29


        In Argentina in the 1970s, the Buenos Aires Ford Motor Company plant both served as a detention center and lent out their signature Ford Falcon for death squads to use. The cars were popular, representing for a growing middle class a proud badge of status and enjoyable free time. Now, they transformed into an icon of death. “Whenever a Falcon drove by or slowed down, we all knew that there would be kidnappings, disappearances, torture or murder,” remembers the Argentine psychologist and playwright Eduardo Pavlovsky. “It was the symbolic expression of terror. A death-mobile.”30 In those days before death squads started using generic paramilitary black SUVs, victims snatched off street corners and stuffed into the trunks of Falcons always, if they were lucky enough to survive, remembered their color. Miriam Lewin was nineteen when she was kidnapped in 1977 and remembers the Falcon she was forced into as being bordeaux-colored.31 The Ford Motor Company provided the Argentine military with a fleet of Falcons, painted in a color the company called Silver Jade, sort of a grayish-green. Acapulco Blue was another popular color.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      The Right to Happiness


      IN VIETNAM, THE escalation of war steamrolled forward. After Kennedy’s assassination, his successors Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard Nixon would dig themselves further and further into Southeast Asia. The ensuing disaster discredited the United States throughout the world, disillusioned liberal allies, and united a disparate, internationalist left in condemning Washington’s aggression. LBJ’s and Nixon’s massive yet ineffective bombing campaigns, napalm, massacres, and assassinations did great damage to the United States’ moral authority and raised doubts about its strategic capability. In the Western Hemisphere, though, Washington largely stayed true to its original counterinsurgency guidelines of working through proxies to strengthen the “internal defense” of allied governments.*


      Nixon, elected president in 1968, and Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security adviser, attempted to respond to the crisis with a policy of détente, understood to be a return to classic balance-of-power diplomacy. By normalizing relations with the USSR and China—including recognizing the right of each to deal with “internal problems” as they saw fit—Washington was able to play one off the other, encouraging both to help the United States extricate itself from Vietnam. A negotiated withdrawal, occurring as soon as possible, was crucial if Washington was to maintain global influence.


      As the architect of détente, Kissinger studiously avoided the moralism that had defined both the early Cold War and Kennedy’s short tenure. During his time first as Nixon’s national security adviser and then as secretary of state, he worked to replace the inspirational cadences of JFK’s inaugural speech with the prose of “business-like cooperation” between Moscow and Washington and closed-door dealmaking in which each party recognized the authority and legitimacy of the other.1 In May 1972, Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev signed the first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty. Later that year, Nixon and Kissinger took important steps to normalize relations with Communist China. Rather than claiming the moral obligation to project its power into the Soviet world, the United States promised to respect the security interests of the USSR and the global division of influence. Domestically, détente was designed to outflank the antiwar left, which was increasingly influencing the national debate. According to journalist James Mann, Kissinger became “preoccupied with the threats to his foreign policy from the political left,” from the “forces rising out of the Vietnam antiwar movement and the 1972 Democratic campaign of George McGovern, which sought to cut back on American power and troop deployments overseas.”2 As Kissinger saw it, “refusing to negotiate with the Kremlin would spread the virulence of the anti-Vietnam protest movement into every aspect of American foreign policy, and deeply, perhaps, into our alliances.”


      Détente then was designed to allow Washington to shore up its authority in its respective spheres of influence.3 Southeast Asia was lost. But Africa, particularly southern Africa as Portuguese colonialism was ending, remained in play as both the USSR and the United States worked through allied states and insurgencies to tip that continent’s balance of power to their favor. The Middle East was up for grabs, with Washington’s post-Saigon strategy resting on the four great cornerstones of Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Israel, radiating outward, through enormous infusions of economic aid, to Turkey, Egypt, and Pakistan.


      Latin America, Cuba aside, belonged wholesale to Washington: “We want to keep it,” said Nixon.4


      Through Nixon’s one and a half terms, the cycle of South American coups described in the last chapter continued apace, terminating democratic governments in Uruguay, Chile, Ecuador, and Bolivia. Nixon appreciated the region’s newfound political conversion. “Latin America’s had 150 years of trying at it,” he once observed, “and they don’t have much going on down there.” But unlike in the “black countries” of Africa, its leaders at least knew how to maintain stability. “They at least do it their way,” he said. “It is an orderly way which at least works relatively well. They have been able to run the damn place.”5


      Nixon’s praise of Latin American dictators, therefore, was not just personal opinion but conveyed the essence of the Nixon Doctrine, which charged the security forces in each country with keeping their own house in order in any manner they saw fit. “We must deal realistically with governments in the inter-American system as they are,” said the president in 1969 (sounding a lot like George Kennan in 1950).6


      
        DEMOCRACY AND SOCIALISM


        Then came Salvador Allende. Horn-rimmed, jowly, and a member of Santiago’s posh Prince of Wales Country Club, Chile’s new leader looked a little too well lived to be a revolutionary. An avowed Marxist who was also an avowed democrat, Allende, elected president of Chile with a thin plurality of the vote in late 1970, was at odds with Kissinger’s bipolar world. He was neither raw nor cooked. “I don’t think anybody in the government understood how ideological Kissinger was about Chile,” an aide at the National Security Council once said. “I don’t think anybody ever fully grasped that Henry saw Allende as being a far more serious threat than Castro. If Latin America ever became unraveled, it would never happen with a Castro. Allende was a living example of democratic social reform in Latin America. All kinds of cataclysmic events rolled around, but Chile scared him.” Seymour Hersh, drawing on a conversation with another NSC staffer, wrote that what Kissinger feared most about Allende was not his winning the presidency but that he would prove himself a democrat and, at the end of his term, allow an orderly transfer of power. Socialism, much less Marxism, could not be thought to be compatible with electoral democracy.


        For most of the twentieth century, many Latin Americans thought exactly that, that not only was democracy compatible with socialism but it was dependent on socialism. Chile provides a textbook example, where the fight for the vote was indistinguishable from the fight for welfare, education, and health care. And no one better represented the belief that electoral and economic democracy were mutually dependent than Allende.


        Born to an upper-class family in 1908, Allende graduated from medical school and in 1933 helped found Chile’s modern Socialist Party. He was elected to the Congress in 1937 and then, two years later, was appointed minister of health, a position he used to increase pensions for widows, to provide free lunches for schoolchildren and prenatal care for women, and to introduce workplace safety regulations. He supported Spain’s Republicans and invoked the power of his ministry to grant thousands of them asylum after Franco’s victory. By 1948, Allende was in the Senate when the government cracked down on the left and broke a miners’ strike. His friend Pablo Neruda fled the country. Allende stayed. He denounced the crackdown but worked to get national health care enacted in 1952, thirteen years after first proposing the idea.


        Allende won his first Congress seat with a total of 2,021 votes, barely 3 percent of his district’s population—the franchise was then limited to literate men. Literate women didn’t get the vote until 1949. In 1957 Allende and other senators passed legislation establishing a secret ballot (for more than a hundred years, rural landowners had enjoyed what one Chilean political scientist called a “plural vote”: they would fill out a number of voting slips themselves, then distribute them among their peons and sharecroppers to deposit in the ballot box). Not until 1971 were all men and women over the age of twenty-one, literate or not, allowed to vote. The literacy restrictions led left-wing socialists like Allende to push for greater public education in order, among other things, to have a better chance at the polls. In 1937, as many as 350,000 children had no school to go to. As a new senator, Allende introduced a bill to build classrooms and hire teachers to work in them. He also proposed peasant and worker literacy programs. The goal, he said, was to turn Chile “into one big school.”


        Allende stood for president three times, in 1952, 1958, and 1964, before winning in 1970, running each campaign like an extended consciousness-raising session. In 1952, he polled about fifty thousand votes; by 1970, leading a coalition of the Socialist and Communist Parties, social democrats, and a leftist faction that had split from the Christian Democrats, he had more than a million. He was getting more votes because, thanks to the expansion of public education, more Chileans were being allowed to vote. And as Chile’s electoral franchise expanded, so did its welfare state—and so did Allende’s share of the vote.

      


      
        EXCESS PROFITS


        Critics say that Allende misinterpreted his mandate: he won the presidency with little more than a third of the vote in a three-way race, and then implemented too radical a program. But his left-wing Christian Democrat opponent had run on a platform nearly identical to Allende’s. In the election that brought Allende to power, almost two million Chileans, more than 62 percent of the electorate, voted to raise the minimum wage, to increase spending on education, health care, and pensions, to distribute large haciendas to peasants, and to nationalize various industries, including mining. By 1970, electoral democracy in Chile meant socialism.


        Allende’s domestic policies alone were enough to trouble Washington, but his foreign policy also alarmed Kissinger, threatening U.S. efforts to divide the world between two stable spheres of influence. Chile reestablished relations with Cuba and worked to free the Organization of American States from U.S. dominance. Allende soon became a leader of the third world’s economic challenge to the first—which went by the name New International Economic Order, or the NIEO—advanced through such organizations as the G-77, the Non-Aligned Movement, and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. The NIEO made specific proposals—its advocates wanted fixed prices on third-world commodities, a global energy bank capitalized by wealthy countries—but a general moral principle drove its demands: the West owed the rest a debt, to be repaid through the direct transfer of capital and technology, until the global economy was rebalanced.


        An important thrust of twentieth-century history has been the extension of the ideal of political sovereignty into the economic realm, over natural resources, intellectual property, and industries considered important to development. This expansion, in turn, weakened the principle of property rights, a key mechanism by which wealthy nations, in a world where direct colonialism was no longer viable, maintained control over poorer countries. At least since the Mexican Revolution’s seizure of Standard Oil holdings, Washington grudgingly accepted the legitimacy of nationalizations. Twelve years after Kennan’s complaint that the third world was using the principle of sovereignty to hold the first world hostage, the General Assembly passed resolution 1803, which recognized the “permanent sovereignty over natural resources” of member nations. (Later, Ronald Reagan would say that this resolution sanctioned “the right of theft.”)7


        Allende, though, took the idea of economic sovereignty further, expanding the ideal to cover the past wealth generated by companies that extracted natural resources. Chile, under Allende’s Popular Unity government, was claiming the right not only to nationalize foreign property but also to deduct the “excess profit” companies had earned from that property (drawing on arguments made by the Algerian diplomat and U.N. official Mohammed Bedjaoui).8 Chile tallied up the numbers, and, after expropriating the holdings of Anaconda and Kennecott mining companies, handed them a bill for $744,000, to be deducted from whatever amount Chile was planning to pay them in compensation for having nationalized them.


        The standing ovation Allende received, mostly from third-world delegates, at the 1972 U.N. General Assembly, where he defended the principle of excess profit, was a turning point in the history of international property rights. Washington had already decided that its tolerance of third-world economic nationalism had gone on long enough. The U.S. Senate held hearings on the concept. “Is there any precedent that you know of,” asked Illinois senator Charles Percy, for the “rather novel and radical theory that they will retroactively declare profits that had been made to be excess, and then fail to compensate a company for its investments, deducting those so-called excess profits?” “No sir,” answered John Hennessy, assistant secretary of the Treasury for international affairs. “With respect to the retroactive part, in particular,” Hennessy said, “‘excess profits’ as applied in Chile is a new technique, a new theory.”


        “Would this be,” Percy continued, a “dangerous precedent if it were permitted to go unchallenged?” “I think quite clearly so,” answered Hennessy, “I think it is a very dangerous precedent.”9


        Nixon’s Treasury secretary, John Connally, agreed. Connally feared that Chile’s nationalizations would provoke a “snowballing” of similar expropriations throughout the region, which Washington could no longer afford to deal with in a “piecemeal fashion.” In an October 5, 1971, conversation Connally had with Nixon and Kissinger, he described the bill Chile presented to Anaconda and Kennecott as a “gauntlet.” “Now, it’s our move.”10 It was in this conversation when Nixon said he decided “to give Allende the hook.” For his part, Henry Kissinger returned to a pre-FDR maturity/immaturity test of sovereignty to justify Allende’s ousting: “I don’t see,” he said, “why we need to stand idly by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its own people.”

      


      
        QUAKER WITH A VENGEANCE


        In early September 1971, Allende had written to Nixon, asking him to end Washington’s “economic and financial coercion,” perhaps hoping to appeal to the president’s Quaker conscience:


        
          The greatest defense of the legitimate rights and aspirations of small countries such as mine lies in the moral strength of their convictions and actions.… The harsh reality of our country—the hunger, the poverty and the almost complete hopelessness—has convinced our people that we are in need of profound changes. We have chosen to carry these changes out by means of democracy, pluralism and freedom; with friendship toward all peoples of the world.

        


        But Nixon was the kind of Quaker Herman Melville warned against: “Quakers with a vengeance.” He couldn’t say Allende’s name without sputtering a curse. “That son of a bitch, that son of a bitch,” screamed Nixon, shortly after hearing news of Allende’s election. When the president noticed his startled ambassador to Chile, he calmed down and said, “Not you, Mr. Ambassador.… It’s that bastard Allende.” He then commenced a seven-minute monologue on how he was going to “smash Allende.”11 He instructed the CIA to “make the economy scream,” and over the next three years, Washington spent millions of dollars to destabilize Chile and prod its military to act.


        Just a few days after Allende’s election, Nixon’s CIA told its Santiago operatives to


        
          create the conviction that Allende must be stopped… discredit parliamentary solution as unworkable… surface ineluctable conclusion that military coup is the only answer. This is to be carried forward until it takes place. However, we must hold firmly to the outlines or our production will be diffuse, denatured, and ineffective, not leaving the indelible residue in the mind that an accumulation of arsenic does. The key is psych war within Chile. We cannot endeavor to ignite the world if Chile itself is a placid lake. The fuel for the fire must come within Chile. Therefore, the station should employ every stratagem, every ploy, however bizarre, to create this internal resistance.

        


        The coup that brought Allende down, on September 11, 1973—ushering in the seventeen-year dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet—was, like the one in Guatemala in 1954, aimed at the viscera: the “heart, the stomach and the liver.” Its point was to instill fear.


        As it did in Guatemala in 1954, the CIA in Chile pushed forward a “full-spectrum” coup, in which Washington drew on regional allies, especially Brazil, and subverted democratic institutions, including the local press, conservative unions, and oppositional political parties, to force a crisis and prompt the military to intervene. As events in the months leading to the coup unfolded, Allende consistently refused to take Castro’s advice and arm his followers or to organize a popular militia to resist the military. But he did accept Castro’s gift of an automatic rifle. Allende, on September 11, trapped in the national palace as it was being bombed by his nation’s own planes, used the gun to commit suicide.


        Allende must have felt that there was no other escape from the paradox that had become his life. He knew it to be true that democracy and socialism were not only compatible but that the fulfillment of democracy depended on the achievements of socialism. Over the course of his life, he was able to work though democratic institutions to lessen the misery of most Chileans, bringing them into the political system, which in turn made the system more inclusive and participatory. But he also came to know that the opposite was true: democracy and socialism were incompatible. Not because, as critics say, socialism is fundamentally antithetical to freedom. Rather, because those elites threatened by both socialism and democracy will use the mechanisms of democracy—manipulating the press, corrupting opposition parties and unions, inflaming civil society with disinformation, and subverting the military—to destroy democracy.

      


      
        REAL-TIME HAPPINESS


        There’s one story related to the overthrow of Allende in Chile, told by the historian Eden Medina in her book Cybernetic Revolutionaries: Technology and Politics in Allende’s Chile, that captures the evolving use of computers to organize society, both their potential to advance human happiness and their deployment to deepen misery: During its brief three years in office, the socialist government of Salvador Allende put into place Project Cybersyn. Cybersyn was short for cybernetics synergy, an attempt by Allende’s economic planners to create an information system that could rationalize economic decisions—a network of linked telex machines with state-of-the-art software that would keep track of real-time economic indicators, availability of raw material, shortages, factory output, consumer demand, and so on.


        It was the early 1970s, and so at the center of the project was the “Operations Room,” created by Gui Bonsiepe, a German industrial designer whose work inspired Steve Jobs. Here’s one description: “It was a hexagonal space, thirty-three feet in diameter, accommodating seven white fiberglass swivel chairs with orange cushions and, on the walls, futurist screens. Tables and paper were banned.” It looked something like the deck of the U.S.S. Enterprise, from Star Trek, which had just ended its run the year before Allende’s 1970 election. “Four screens could show hundreds of pictures and figures at the touch of a button, delivering historical and statistical information about production—the Datafeed.”


        Most of the program was meant to coordinate a command economy, and was to include programs to run simulations of economic decisions: “Before you set prices, established production quotas, or shifted petroleum allocations, you could see how your decisions would play out.”


        But there’s this lovely addition, which captures the humanism of Chile’s socialist tradition, of which Allende was the standard-bearer:


        
          One wall was reserved for Project Cyberfolk, an ambitious effort to track the real-time happiness of the entire Chilean nation in response to decisions made in the op room. [The designers] built a device that would enable the country’s citizens, from their living rooms, to move a pointer on a voltmeter-like dial that indicated moods ranging from extreme unhappiness to complete bliss. The plan was to connect these devices to a network—it would ride on the existing TV networks—so that the total national happiness at any moment in time could be determined.12

        


        Importantly, “the algedonic meter, as the device was called (from the Greek algos, ‘pain,’ and hedone, ‘pleasure’), would measure only raw pleasure-or-pain reactions to show whether government policies were working.”13 That is, it wouldn’t be used to micromanipulate moods or to monetize desire, as we are today accustomed to with our social media feeds. “The meter,” Medina writes, “permitted users to construct their own scale of happiness and did not impose a standardized definition.”14 When Pinochet staged his Washington-backed coup, the Cybersyn command room was among the first things destroyed. He didn’t need computers to regulate industrial planning, much less promote happiness.


        He did, though, have one use for computers.


        Not long after the fall of Allende, the region’s dictators, again with help from the CIA, began to harmonize their activities under the rubric of what became known as Operation Condor—reportedly named after the Condor Legion, referring to the German Nazis who helped the Spanish Fascists during the Spanish Civil War.15 In effect, Condor, operating out of Santiago, Chile, entailed coordinating the work of the national intelligence agencies of Chile, Argentina, Paraguay, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, and Peru—agencies whose capacity for repression had already been greatly enhanced by Washington following the Cuban Revolution—on a continental scale, allowing the coordinated targeting of dissidents throughout the Americas and beyond. The United States continued to provide key support to the various national intelligence agencies that made up Condor, as well as to Condor itself. This support included training and the passing on of intelligence, which led to the detention, torture, and execution of prisoners, including U.S. citizens.16 It also included matériel, all the accessories needed to create effective terror states: phones, radios, cars, guns, ammunition, tape recorders, telephone-tapping equipment, thumbscrews, electric shock devices, water cannons, riot batons, explosives, cameras, typewriters, carbon paper, and filing cabinets.17 And computers.18


        Here’s a passage from John Dinges’s The Condor Years:


        
          The feature of Condor most openly described in the founding documents… was the establishment of a central data bank to which all member countries would contribute intelligence. The data bank was located in the headquarters’ Coordinating Center in Chile, designated as “Condor One.” The data bank was designed to gather in one place the best information from each country, and from countries outside the system, about “people… organizations and other activities, directly or indirectly connected with subversion.” Computers were almost nonexistent in South America in the mid-1970s… that the data bank would be computerized was itself a revolutionary step forward. [An FBI agent] said he learned that the CIA provided DINA with computer systems and training that he presumed were used in the Condor data bank. Several U.S. intelligence documents refer to computer use in Condor. A diagram in the Condor Agenda of the “System of Coordination” indicates the information center was to be organized in four divisions: data bank, police records, microfilm, and computers.

        


        In Uruguay, “the CIA provided state-of-the-art computers,” as political scientist Patrice McSherry has documented, which were used to classify all citizens according to their “degree of dangerousness.” Brazil received “three Rockwell International ‘Printrack-250’ computerized fingerprint identification systems.”19 The goal was to gather real-time intelligence from as many sources as possible, analyze it, act as quickly and in as coordinated a manner as possible, and then store it for future use. These upgrades allowed intelligence agencies, either working in tandem through Condor or individually, to kill or disappear more than one hundred thousand Latin American citizens and torture maybe an equal number.


        We rightly think of Chile’s 1973 coup as a turning point in modern history, where free-market ideologues were able to first fully apply the neoliberal “shock doctrine” (a subject to which we will return). Henceforth, the economy would be regulated by market supply and demand, not by socialists in swivel chairs reading data feeds. Yet Allende’s overthrow should also be memorialized as marking a related historical turning point, when cyber utopia transmuted into cyber terror, with technology used not to increase “real-time happiness” but to instill raw pain.


        “Voltmeter” dials wouldn’t record people’s satisfaction with the government’s social welfare policies. Rather, they’d be hooked up to electrodes and attached to victim’s bodies, a common Condor practice.20 Where Allende’s government hoped to create a political culture in which happiness was a right, Pinochet’s regime presided over a society ruled by fear and governed by silence.†


        “What this country needs is political silence,” said General Oscar Bonilla, who helped overthrow Allende. “We’ll return to the barracks when we have changed the mentality of the people.”

      


      
        WE COULD BE HEROES


        Allende was dead, Chile under the rule of a military junta led by Augusto Pinochet. In his first conversation with Nixon following the coup, Kissinger said the press should be “celebrating.” “In the Eisenhower period we would be heroes,” he told Nixon. Much, though, had changed since 1954, when the U.S. press applauded the overthrow of Árbenz as a blow for freedom.


        Taking place as the United States was losing Vietnam and as the Watergate crisis unfolded, the CIA’s role in Allende’s ouster was impossible to hide from both an angry Congress and a skeptical press corps. In September 1974, the New York Times published a series of articles by Seymour Hersh based partly on classified documents leaked by a member of the House of Representatives detailing the role of the U.S. government and of U.S. business interests, including International Telephone and Telegraph, in Allende’s downfall. The series spurred Congress to investigate the matter further.21 Nixon’s own 1974 downfall fed the feeding frenzy, and many of his top aides, including CIA director Richard Helms, testified that the president personally ordered the overthrow of Allende.22 In 1975, a Senate committee chaired by Frank Church released the findings of its investigation into the CIA’s central role in Allende’s downfall.


        Chile was the tip of the iceberg. The Church Committee investigated covert government activities throughout the third world, producing fourteen volumes dense with facts documenting the CIA’s ties to the Mafia, involvement in coups, attempts to assassinate foreign leaders throughout the third world, and improper storage of toxic material.23 At the same time, a committee chaired by Nelson Rockefeller released its report on covert activity within the United States, finding that the agency had infiltrated political organizations, run experiments with behavior-changing drugs on unknowing subjects, and carried out illegal surveillance of political activists. Congressional investigations exposed the FBI’s harassment of leaders such as Martin Luther King. The bureau not only kept tabs on individuals it deemed a threat but engaged in illegal covert actions designed to provoke violence that would discredit the civil rights and antiwar movements and divide their memberships.24


        Vietnam, Watergate, and revelations about abuses conducted in the name of national security contributed to an upheaval in America’s political culture. Increasingly, dissident scholars and critical reporters held the United States and the USSR equally responsible for the Cold War and nuclear proliferation. Rejecting an interpretation of U.S. history as a progressive unfolding of political freedom, they focused instead on the darker side of America’s rise to world power, on the connection between racial violence and poverty at home with militarism and economic imperialism abroad—a perspective now confirmed by no less an authority than Congress itself. The Watergate scandal revealed something more damning than the criminal behavior of a president and his top aides. It exposed Nixon’s pathological style, providing an archetype of the politician not as moral leader but as paranoid conspirator, a power-drunk character that could be endlessly recycled through popular culture, in movies, songs, and books.


        All this knowledge combined to create something more powerful than organized dissent. It formed—even after the end of the Vietnam War and Nixon’s resignation led to the dispersal of the peace movement—a permanent antimilitarist opposition, never a majority but strong enough to provide a counterweight to the kind of soaring rhetoric that justified the early Cold War.

        


        In the mid-1970s it seemed that this opposition would, as Kissinger feared, gain political power. In 1974, seventy-four Democrats—the largest freshman class since 1948—joined an already Democratic-majority Congress determined to strengthen its oversight of the executive branch and rein in the intelligence community.25


        The Ninety-Third Congress (1973–75) was perhaps the most anti-imperial legislature in U.S. history, passing a series of measures that, for many of its members, were designed to repudiate American militarism. The 1973 War Powers Act gave Congress the power to review, and reverse, executive decisions to send troops abroad. For the first time ever, the intelligence system was placed under the supervision of Congress: the 1974 Hughes-Ryan Amendment required that the CIA inform up to eight congressional committees of its covert operations; two years later, the Senate, followed by the House, created a permanent committee to monitor intelligence activity. In 1975, Congress upgraded the already existing Freedom of Information Act with a powerful enforcement mechanism and abolished the Un-American Activities Committee, which had been operating under a new name, the Internal Security Committee. In 1976, the Clark Amendment banned Washington from supporting anti-Communist rebels in Angola, while Attorney General Edward Levi issued new guidelines that ruled out domestic covert operations. In 1976, Gerald Ford signed Executive Order 11905, prohibiting peacetime assassinations of foreign leaders. Between 1974 and 1976, Congress cut military aid to Turkey and placed limits on assistance to South Korea, Chile, and Indonesia. During this period, Congress also gave itself the power to review and veto proposed major arms sales and shuttered the Office of Public Safety, a government agency that served as a front for the CIA, implicated in torture and other human-rights abuses in the third world.


        Before Jimmy Carter made “human rights” the centerpiece of his diplomatic policy, young reformist congressional Democrats such as Tom Harkin of Iowa, Ed Koch of New York, and Donald Fraser of Minnesota attempted to transform the Cold War liberal moralism of Truman and Kennedy into an ethical concern for the immediate suffering caused by Washington’s national security policies. Latin America, where the United States had the greatest influence and the Soviet Union the least, was the natural venue to try out efforts to make human rights a foreign policy concern. They focused on dictatorships in Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina, and Chile and on the civil wars of Central America, which were then just beginning to gain the attention of the U.S. press.26 In 1976, during Gerald Ford’s administration, the reformists scored their first major victory when Koch pushed through an amendment that ended aid to Uruguay. In retaliation, Pinochet’s secret police hatched a plan to assassinate the New York congressman—not an idle threat considering that in that same year Condor agents executed the Allende official Orlando Letelier, along with his assistant, Ronni Moffitt, with a car bomb in Washington’s Sheridan Circle.27


        Despite this unprecedented run of cuts, prohibitions, abolitions, and inquiries, Kissinger’s assessment of the strength of American antimilitarism was greatly overstated. There remained in Congress more than a few hawks, in both parties, willing to extend the executive branch slack when it came to national security. What’s more, the Democratic New Deal electoral coalition, which had set domestic and international policy since 1933, was breaking apart, as energy prices shot up and the domestic and global economy frayed.


        The more formidable reaction to the defeat in Vietnam would come from the right.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      The Most Important Place in the World


      RONALD REAGAN’S 1980 election gave a generation of fledgling hawks an opportunity to occupy influential if not always high-profile roles in his administration. Drawn from think tanks, universities, the military, and the defense industry, they often had no actual expertise in specific regional areas. But they were all broadly dedicated to recapturing a sense of national purpose, lost in the dismal 1970s, which in their minds meant a restoration of military power. Here began the isolation and purging of regional experts in the CIA and the State Department who might suggest a more nuanced policy. As head of the State Department’s policy planning staff, for instance, Paul Wolfowitz (who later would play a role in George W. Bush’s administration) replaced nearly all of the staff ’s twenty-five members with neoconservative allies—familiar names such as Francis Fukuyama, Alan Keyes, and Lewis “Scooter” Libby—many of whom were recruited from his former teaching posts at Cornell and the University of Chicago.


      Joining these “civilian militarists,” as the political scientist Chalmers Johnson called them, was a generation of Vietnam vets politicized by their time in Southeast Asia. Many of the New Right’s most committed cadres, such as Oliver North, Richard Secord, John Singlaub, and Richard Armitage, had served multiple tours of duty, bringing their firsthand experience of defeat to their work as midlevel analysts and operatives in the shadowy front lines of Reagan’s foreign policy. Armitage, for instance, was involved in the CIA’s infamous Phoenix death-squad program in Vietnam, accused by the same congressional committee that exposed the U.S. role in Chile of executing tens of thousands of South Vietnamese civilians. As Reagan’s assistant secretary for international security affairs, Armitage served as point man for third-world low-intensity warfare operations, developing close relations with Pakistan’s Interservices Intelligence Directorate and the jihadists of Afghanistan’s anti-Soviet mujahideen. Others, such as Singlaub, mostly stayed out of government service, instead influencing public policy through the development of a thick international and interlocking network of anti-Communist associates, political pressure groups, and think tanks.


      Jimmy Carter’s previous administration had served as a sharpening stone for these men. Carter pardoned draft resisters and declared that human rights would be the moral compass of his foreign policy. The United States was, he announced, “now free of that inordinate fear of communism which once led us to embrace any dictator who joined us in that fear,” promising that Washington would no longer assume that third-world economic nationalism was the cat’s-paw of Soviet expansion. It had seemed as if, as Kissinger had feared, the peace movement that had emerged in the wake of Vietnam was setting the national agenda.


      Carter had to deal with the fallout of defeat abroad, in Southeast Asia, and dissent at home, as conservative critics derided his responses to international crises: revolutions in Iran and Nicaragua, hostage taking in Tehran, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and insurgencies in southern Africa and Central America. Chronic inflation and gas shortages added to a sense that the United States was in decline. And Carter’s supposed willingness to “negotiate anything with anyone anywhere,” in the words of political scientist Jeane Kirkpatrick, only confirmed to conservatives their critique of détente, which had devolved, as they had said it would, into acquiescence and appeasement.1


      Now Carter was gone and his critics in power. Bound together not by their knowledge of the world but by a devotion to U.S. power, members of this new post-Vietnam “strategic class,” either from within the government or from without, in think tanks and magazines that now had the administration’s ear, were committed to reorienting diplomacy, as Johnson notes, to “policies in which military preparedness”—and, one might add, a generic belligerent response no matter what the specifics of the crisis—“becomes the highest priority of state.”2 The United States, they insisted, was called to a higher purpose and Washington should pursue a global agenda more certain of its values, one not so eager to truck with Communist regimes. It meant confronting the idea that U.S. strength was in decline—which entailed promoting the idea that it was in decline, since politicians had to be roused into action. It meant not only blocking efforts to cut defense spending but reversing cuts that had already been made, through the promiscuous support of any and all weapons systems. It also meant weakening congressional power and reversing or undercutting legislative reforms designed to monitor the executive branch and intelligence system. It meant taking back the third world. Above all, it meant a restoration of the ability of the presidency to make war, either overtly or covertly.


      Candidate Reagan promised to restore U.S. power in the world. As president, though, the complexities of the world forced a degree of pragmatism and caution on him, leading him to continue to largely work within the established international diplomatic framework. He did ratchet up the rhetoric by branding the USSR an “evil empire.” He mused openly about the inevitability of “Armageddon” and the possibility of a “winnable nuclear war.” During a radio broadcast, Reagan quipped—perhaps unaware that he was on the air but perhaps not—that he had “signed legislation that will outlaw Russia forever. We begin bombing in five minutes.” Yet he advanced arms-control negotiations beyond anything Kissinger could have hoped to attain.


      Reagan even refused to act against Cuba. When his first secretary of state, Alexander Haig, told him at an NSC meeting that “you just give me the word and I’ll turn that fucking island into a parking lot,” Reagan demurred.3 In South America, Reagan was lucky to have inherited a largely pacified continent, as nearly every country south of Costa Rica was secure under the thumb of dictators, of the kind Nixon lauded and Kissinger boosted. Reagan had to do little but restore aid and diplomatic relations.


      Closer to home, in Central America, a crisis was looming that would help forge the ideas and alliances of the gathering internationalist New Right. The United States, as we have seen, had long been involved in Central America, the results of which, by the late 1970s, had been the propping up of corrupt, deadly, but pro-Washington client dictatorships. But in 1979, the Nicaraguan regime fell to the Sandinistas, a revolutionary movement made up of socialists and left-wing Christians, with the State Department worrying that El Salvador and Guatemala, also challenged by armed insurgencies, would soon follow.


      With little geopolitical importance, few consequential allies, and no significant resources, these countries afforded the White House an opportunity to match its actions with its rhetoric. Reagan in effect carried on détente everywhere else in all but name. In Central America, though, all bets were off.


      
        THE MOST IMPORTANT PLACE IN THE WORLD


        Conservative rhetoricians outside the political establishment charted the path Ronald Reagan would take in Central America during his predecessor’s reign. In a series of articles and manifestos, a group of disaffected hawks challenged Jimmy Carter’s Central American policy, which they held responsible for the triumph of Nicaragua’s Sandinista revolution. Months before Reagan’s November 1980 election, would-be policy makers organized the ad hoc Committee of Santa Fe—one of the many groups formed by conservative activists in the 1970s to deal with foreign policy issues, this one specifically related to Latin America—to produce the document “A New Inter-American Policy for the Eighties.” The committee’s 1980 manifesto was hardly taken seriously, considered by many beltway mainstreamers as a fringe document. Yet several of its authors—especially Lewis Tambs, to whom we shall return—took important midlevel posts in Reagan’s White House.4


        “A New Inter-American Policy for the Eighties” is a classic example of New Right rhetorical action, common to the many emergency committees set up, or revived, in the late 1970s, when conservatives claimed Carter was negotiating U.S. power away: the Committee on the Present Danger, the Committee for the Free World, the Committee to Maintain a Prudent Defense Policy, the Committee for the Survival of a Free Congress, the Committee to Save the Panama Canal, and the Emergency Coalition to Save the Panama Canal.5 The Committee of Santa Fe sounded familiar themes of Soviet expansion, cultural decadence, military weakness, and looming ideological conflict calculated to raise alarm and steel will. It opens by declaring that “war, not peace, is the norm in international relations.” Diplomacy is a zero-sum power game in which the end is not international stasis but the advancement of national interest: “WWIII is almost over,” the Soviets are on the march, and America is “everywhere in retreat.” The crisis confronting the United States, the manifesto intones, is not just strategic but “metaphysical.” The “inability or unwillingness” of America “either to protect or project its basic values and beliefs has led to the present nadir of indecision and impotence and has placed the very existence of the Republic in peril.”


        The Santa Fe manifesto was explicit about the ideological utility of Latin America. It presented the region—alternately described as “America’s Balkans,” its “exposed southern flank,” and its “soft underbelly”—as the place where the United States could “salvage” a foreign policy wrecked in Vietnam. Less than a decade earlier, Nixon had hailed Latin America as a paragon of stability. Republican presidential platforms in 1972 and 1976, aside from obligatory condemnations of Castro and calls to retain control of the Panama Canal, barely mentioned Latin America. But the Central American insurgencies had put the region on the map. North Carolina’s Jesse Helms inserted into the 1980 platform a lengthy discussion of Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. Reagan’s ambassador to the U.N., Jeane Kirkpatrick, took to calling Central America “the most important place in the world for the United States.”6


        “Colossally important,” she insisted, to “vital national interests.”7


        Once in office, Reagan came down hard on Central America, in effect letting his administration’s most committed militarists set and execute policy. In El Salvador, over the course of a decade, they provided more than a million dollars a day to fund a lethal counterinsurgency campaign. In Nicaragua, they patronized the Contras, a brutal insurgency led by discredited remnants of the deposed dictator’s national guard. Their goal was to lay siege to the Sandinista Revolution, to destabilize the leftist government, forcing them to devote scarce resources to fighting a war and making it impossible to implement their social agenda of providing health care, education, housing, and a dignified life to all. In Guatemala, they pressed to reestablish military aid to an army that was in the middle of committing genocide, defending the country’s born-again president even as he was presiding over the worst slaughter in twentieth-century Latin America.


        These are all subjects to which we shall return. But all told, U.S. allies in Central America during Reagan’s two terms killed over three hundred thousand people, tortured hundreds of thousands, and drove millions into exile.


        Reagan could afford to execute such a calamitous policy not, pace Kirkpatrick, because of the region’s importance but because of its unimportance. The fallout that resulted from a hard line there could be, if not managed, then easily ignored. Unlike the Middle East, Central America had no oil or other crucial resources. Nor did Washington’s opponents in the small, desperately poor countries have many consequential friends. Unlike Southeast Asia, the region was the U.S.’s backyard, its “Balkans.” The USSR would not support the Sandinistas or the rebels in El Salvador and Guatemala to the degree it did its allies in Vietnam. “The eagle that kills the deer in Central America,” declaimed national security scholar Robert Tucker, “will not frighten the bear in the Middle East.”8


        Central America’s very insignificance, in fact, made it the perfect antidote to Vietnam: “Mr. President,” Secretary of State Alexander Haig assured Reagan, “this is one you can win.”


        The region was not high on Reagan’s agenda, concerned as he was with pushing through domestic initiatives, as well as tending to other, more pressing problems in Poland, Iran, and Afghanistan. Its unimportance, then, made it a cheap reward to the hawks who helped elect him. “They can’t have the Soviet Union or the Middle East or Western Europe. All are too important. So they’ve given them Central America,” remarked a Senate staffer in Jesse Helms’s office.9 “There was just a vacuum,” he said. Conservatives rushed to fill it.


        Headed by soon-to-be national security adviser Richard Allen and closely monitored by Senator Jesse Helms, the transition team that helped staff the Reagan administration purged a number of seasoned Latin American hands from the foreign service and appointed conservative cadres, both civilian militarists and Vietnam veterans, to key positions in intelligence agencies, as well as in the Departments of Defense, Justice, and State.10 Some of these activists are now obscure, men like defense expert Fred Iklé (key in convincing Reagan to expand Carter’s initial support of the Afghan mujahideen), Nestor Sanchez (CIA deputy chief in Guatemala during its 1954 coup), Constantine Menges (a professor named the CIA’s national intelligence officer for Latin America), CIA agent Duane Clarridge (who, after 9/11, set up a private spy network active in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iraq), and at least two veterans of Operation Phoenix in Vietnam, Craig Johnstone and Richard Armitage. Others are more well-known, including personas who continued to play an ongoing role in U.S. politics, including Oliver North, John Negroponte, Otto Reich, John Bolton, Bob Barr, and Scooter Libby.


        Along with a host of other operatives, these men created an interagency war party, with radiating spokes connecting to hard-line senior officials such as national security advisers Richard Allen, Robert McFarlane, and John Poindexter, U.N. ambassador Kirkpatrick, Secretary of State Alexander Haig, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, and CIA director William Casey.* Marginalizing area experts in the State Department and operating under the radar screen, the war party crafted a more aggressive posture toward Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.

      


      
        A RIGHTEOUS REALISM


        Reaganism represented a synthesis of realism and idealism, updated for new, callous times: reactive to loss in Vietnam and profoundly ideological, its most stalwart advocates used political terrorism to reestablish U.S. power on a righteous foundation so as to righteously justify political terrorism.


        The theorist Jeane J. Kirkpatrick was the most prominent intellectual of this group, and it was she who provided the moral and intellectual framework of Reagan’s Central American policy, and his larger bid to pacify third-world nationalism.


        Kirkpatrick considered herself a realist when it came to foreign policy, in the tradition of Hans Morgenthau, Dean Acheson, and George Kennan. Though a lifelong Democrat, she found herself repulsed by the self-flagellation that she believed had overcome her party over Vietnam. Attracted as a result to Reagan’s bid for the White House, Kirkpatrick met with the candidate early in 1980 and pronounced his “intuitive grasp” of foreign affairs “generally correct and very realistic” and soon accepted his invitation to join his campaign.11


        As Reagan’s ambassador to the U.N., Kirkpatrick served notice that condemnation of Washington, which had come too easily in the past, would now have a cost. Her office compiled and distributed the voting records of each member nation, and when one or another country maligned this or that U.S. policy, she called its envoy into her office and demanded an explanation. In her speeches and writings, she singled out critics of Israel and South Africa, noting their silence on, say Libya or Cuba.


        Kirkpatrick did more than just point out double standards. Prior to working for Reagan, she was a Georgetown professor who mostly researched the arcanum of the presidential nominating process. Kirkpatrick had a broad engagement with intellectual history, though, and wrote terse, accessible essays that updated the conservative tradition to the current moment. She cited Thomas Hobbes’s respect for the centrality of power in human affairs and Edmund Burke’s respect for the limitations of that power to argue in favor of supporting repressive countries such as El Salvador and Argentina that served as anti-Communist bulwarks.


        It was in Latin America where Kirkpatrick’s ideas were most fully elaborated and applied. In a series of articles, she used the region to refute the Carter administration’s belief that third-world nationalism, of the kind that drove the United States out of Southeast Asia and that toppled the shah in Iran and the Somoza regime in Nicaragua was to be dealt with on its own terms and not as a cat’s-paw for Soviet Communism.12 Even Carter’s hawkish national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, argued that increased technological and commercial interdependence had made the world less ideological, and that the United States could adopt a “more detached attitude toward revolutionary processes.”13


        Kirkpatrick responded point by point to this bloodless philosophy of international relations, providing the incoming Reagan administration with the argument it needed to justify continued support for brutal dictatorships.14 Autocrats, Kirkpatrick said, allowed for a degree of autonomous civil society. By contrast, totalitarians—a category in which she placed Nicaragua’s socialist-Christian Sandinistas—had to justify their rule, to mobilize all aspects of society. This made war, as a means to maintain such mobilization, inevitable. Since political liberalization was more likely to occur under dictators like a Somoza or a Pinochet than under totalitarians, Kirkpatrick insisted that a foreign policy that forced allies to democratize or to respect human rights was bad both for U.S. national security and for the countries under dictatorial rule. Carter pushed both the shah in Iran and Somoza to liberalize and stop torturing their people, and the result was the coming to power of radical Islam in Iran and radical Christian socialism in Nicaragua. Kirkpatrick’s analysis was not original. It recycled not just dubious distinctions between “authoritarian” and “totalitarian” regimes but also well-rehearsed justifications for supporting Latin American dictators dating back to the beginning of the Cold War.15 Yet it did provide the Reagan administration with a rationale for reestablishing military aid and training programs for anti-Communist dictatorships.


        In repudiating the “rational humanism” of the liberal internationalists, Kirkpatrick gave voice to what may be called the Hobbesian impulse—an insistence that brute power, not human reason, establishes political legitimacy. In a 1980 essay titled “The Hobbes Problem: Order, Authority, and Legitimacy in Central America,” she invoked the seventeenth-century philosopher to attack Carter’s conditioning of military aid to El Salvador on the implementation of social reforms, including land reform, and on the reduction of human-rights violations.16 Such requirements, she wrote, were wrongheaded because they ignored the fact that “competition for power,” rooted “in the nature of man,” is the foundation of all politics.


        Kirkpatrick advised the incoming Republican administration to abandon Carter’s reform program in El Salvador. Moreover, she urged Reagan to give a green light to the Salvadoran military’s effort to impose order through repression, even if it meant the use of death squads. Such a course of action was justified, she contended, because death squads, Kirkpatrick said, were part of Salvador’s cultural tradition.17 In her Hobbes essay, she praised an infamous Salvadoran dictator, Maximiliano Hernández Martínez, who in 1932 presided over the execution of tens of thousands of indigenous peasants. “A hero,” Kirkpatrick called Martínez. Washington needed to think “more realistically” about the course of action it pursued in Latin America, Kirkpatrick argued elsewhere: “The choices are frequently unattractive.” Kirkpatrick here was saying what counterinsurgents have been saying since the 1800s: kill first, General Elwell Stephen Otis instructed those pacifying uncooperative Native Americans in the West and insurgent Filipinos in the Pacific, and then “enter on an era of peaceful reconstruction and reform.”18


        At the same time, Kirkpatrick also repeatedly attacked what might be called the Kantian impulse in U.S. foreign policy, after Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosopher who believed that human progress would result in a peacefully ordered world government. Again and again she hammered against the conceit that U.S. power should be used to promote universal, internationalist abstract goals such as “human rights,” “development,” and “fairness.” She warned against trying to be the “world’s midwife” to democracy. “No idea,” she complained, “holds greater sway in the mind of educated Americans than the belief that it is possible to democratize governments, anytime, anywhere, under any circumstances.” In classic conservative terms, she cautioned that


        
          thought set free from experience is unlimited by the constraints of experience or of probability. If history is not relevant then the future is free from the past. Theories cut loose from experience are usually blindingly optimistic. They begin not from how things are but how they ought to be, and regularly underestimate the complexities and difficulties concerning how you get there from here.

        


        It is important to emphasize that Kirkpatrick was not arguing against morality in foreign policy. Far from it. She believed that a conviction in the righteousness of U.S. purpose and power was indispensable in the execution of effective diplomacy. The “cool reassuring plans of our founding fathers,” Kirkpatrick wrote, have taught us that “freedom, idealism and realism were closely interwoven.”19


        But Vietnam had unraveled the weave. Loss in Southeast Asia shook the conviction that when the United States acted in the world to defend its interest, it was also defending the world’s interest. The optimism with which the new, post-Vietnam liberal internationalists approached the world, she charged, was but a thin mask to hide the shame they felt, the guilt they carried for the power they wielded.


        Laying the groundwork for Washington to once again commit to preemptive, guiltless war, Kirkpatrick called for a diplomacy that valued human action, resolve, and will. U.S. diplomacy here, even in the hands of someone who called herself a realist, is an article of faith, expressed in the self-confident writ of policy makers that when the United States acts in the world, even when it does so expressly to defend its own interests, the consequences of its actions will be in the general interest: “Once the intellectual debris has been cleared away, it should become possible to construct a Latin American policy that will protect U.S. security interest and make the actual lives of actual people in Latin America somewhat better and somewhat freer.”


        Such righteous clarity—that when the United States acts realistically it acts idealistically—cued up Reagan’s wars in Central America.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      Going Primitive: El Salvador


      “REAL COUNTERINSURGENCY TECHNIQUES,” says John Waghelstein, the army colonel who led the United States’ military advisory team in El Salvador, “are a step toward the primitive”—an apt description of the journey that took place in Central America during the 1980s.1


      That decade saw the region roiled by war. South America was locked down under Condor regimes. But the smaller, poorer countries that link Mexico to Colombia were boiling over. In Nicaragua, the Sandinistas won their revolution in July 1979, defeating the Washington-backed dictator Anastasio Somoza, whose family had ruled the country since the mid-1930s (after Somoza’s father had Sandino ambushed, executed, and buried in a ditch). Similar left-wing insurgencies were gaining ground in El Salvador and Guatemala. All three revolutionary movements had their origins in the desperate poverty of the region, long ruled by tight-knit clans of oligarchic families loath to cede a penny of their power.


      
        THE ONLY WAR IN TOWN


        Like other midlevel Vietnam veterans politicized by defeat in Vietnam, Colonel Waghelstein worried that the lessons the Pentagon took from its experience in Southeast Asia were the wrong ones. Military leaders, hoping to put the “aberration” of Vietnam behind them, had returned to planning either for nuclear conflict or for traditional warfare on the plains and hills of Central Europe.2 By the late 1970s, funding for Special Forces and covert operations had plummeted, with military colleges either dropping or greatly reducing the number of hours dedicated to counterinsurgent training.


        The Pentagon’s high command might have turned away from counterinsurgency. But politicized soldiers-turned-war-theorists continued to advocate for “the other war.”* They understood the Department of Defense’s return to planning for conventional conflicts as a form of appeasement, reflecting the antimilitarism that had corrupted citizens and politicians alike. Theodore Shackley, for example, had served in the CIA in Laos, where he supervised a secret paramilitary army of twenty-five thousand ethnic Meos, and in Vietnam, where he worked with the death-squad Phoenix program. Shackley was the author of The Third Option, a mass-market primer whose title refers to the “use of guerrilla warfare, counterinsurgency techniques, and covert actions” to settle third-world crises—the first two options being direct military engagement, as in Vietnam, or sitting back and doing nothing, And El Salvador offered a workshop to get it right.3 What was needed in El Salvador, wrote U.S. Army War College professor Steven Metz, was not a “radical revision of either strategy or doctrine” worked out in the 1960s, “but simply better application.”4


        Waghelstein had completed two tours of duty in Vietnam, in the Special Forces and Airborne Division, and his advice to go “primitive” meant moving away from a dependence on technologically sophisticated firepower. Both LBJ and Nixon thought they could carpet-bomb their way to victory. Their failure obscured the fact that on the ground in Vietnam, as well as earlier, in the 1950s in the Philippines, where counterinsurgents like Edward Lansdale helped put down the Huk rebellion using “nontraditional” tactics, were, according to these counterinsurgent theorists, effective. In El Salvador, Waghelstein advocated for a return to “psychological operations, civic action, and grass roots, [and] human intelligence work.” Counter to Jeane Kirkpatrick’s “kill first, then reform” vision of defense policy, Waghelstein, along with other U.S. military trainers like Colonel James Steele (who later played a prominent role in training paramilitaries in Iraq), argued for a robust vision of counterinsurgency, one that entailed not just defeating insurgents militarily but alleviating poverty and integrating rebel supporters, or potential supporters, into local and national institutions, and reforming those institutions so that they would be seen as a legitimate source of authority. “There are many, many wars”—political, economic, and ideological—“going on in El Salvador,” said Southcom commander General John Galvin, “and we want to be fighting them all.”5


        Special Forces officers “stood in line to sign up for positions as military advisors in El Salvador,” remembered a senior army intelligence analyst, Lieutenant Colonel Victor Rosello. As “the only war in town,” it offered an opportunity for “prestigious” and “exciting” duty.6 It also gave counterinsurgents a chance to get their hypotheses right. Not only did Central America’s political geography closely map the Vietnam conflict—with Sandinista Nicaragua replicating the threat of North Vietnam and besieged, crisis-ridden El Salvador playing the part of South Vietnam—but the nature of the conflicts themselves, especially in El Salvador, provided a near-perfect model to wage what Waghelstein called “total war at the grass-roots” level. By “total war,” Waghelstein didn’t mean scorched earth but the eradication of the “root causes” of instability.


        And, despite what Ambassador Kirkpatrick was arguing in the pages of Commentary, even the most ardent hawk had to admit that political violence in El Salvador had long and twisted roots: its history was one of almost unbroken military and oligarchic rule, in which a small coterie of landowners held the country’s political institutions, workforce, and land in an iron grip, while the vast majority of people lived in wretched poverty. For decades, the economy had rested on the exportation of a single product, coffee, and the political system was built on corruption, privilege, and cruelty. One U.S. official reported that prior to the 1980s the rich held human life so cheap that a favorite pastime of their sons was to drive through the countryside and shoot peasants for sport.7

      


      
        KEEP IT SMALL


        EL SALVADOR IS SPANISH FOR VIETNAM, read a 1980s bumper sticker popularized by opponents of Reagan’s policies in Central America. U.S military advisers in-country did not disagree, seeing in the country a textbook opportunity to apply low-intensity warfare doctrine. But they wanted to make sure it was the Vietnam of the early 1960s, before the “Americanization” of Southeast Asia’s war. To that end, the White House committed to staying once removed from the conflict. Congress placed a strict limit on American engagement in El Salvador in terms of personnel, permitting no more than 55 military advisers in-country (in reality, the number went as high as 150, along with an equal number of CIA agents). American trainers at the time often complained of this restriction, yet in retrospect many credit the cap for preventing an escalation of troop strength and for forcing advisers to train Salvadorans to fight their own war. “Nobody has cursed the 55-man limit more than I probably have,” said the commander of the military group from 1984 to 1986, Colonel Steele, “but I just have to tell you that doing it with a low U.S. profile is the only way to go. If you don’t, you immediately get yourself into trouble, because there is a tendency for Americans to want to do things quickly, to do them efficiently—and the third step in the process is to do it yourself. If you take that third step here, you have lost.”8 “Keep it small,” said Waghelstein, and don’t “become preoccupied with gimmicks and gadgets and more firepower and more and more and more.” “Keep it small, keep it simple, keep it sustainable,” agreed another colonel, and above all “keep it Salvadoran.”9


        Strategists also believed that the political component of counterinsurgent warfare had to be implemented more effectively than it had been in Southeast Asia. Theoretically, the Salvadoran military had to be reformed, and a respect for human rights instilled—“professionalized,” as Steele put it—and the government stabilized and made legitimate. The economy had to become more equitable and less abusive. At the very least, this was a requirement for continuing to receive funds for the war from a Democratic Party–controlled Congress.


        The most immediate concern, considering the strength of the guerrillas, was to transform the Salvadoran military into a competent counterinsurgent force. Troop strength was increased from a little over five thousand to fifty-three thousand, and the United States began to train cadets, mostly at Fort Benning, Georgia. The idea was to reorient the army’s mission away from violent, vengeful defense of the status quo and toward a dispassionate professionalism and to weaken the ironclad hold that ultraconservative and deeply paranoid military elites had on the institution. To do so, Washington hoped to groom a new officer corps that advanced through merit and service.


        By 1983, the army, fully outfitted with U.S.-supplied weapons and other equipment and supported by a centralized U.S. intelligence and reconnaissance system based in Honduras and Panama, was deploying some small-unit search-and-destroy operations that made headway against the insurgents, forcing the rebels to adopt more defensive hit-and-run guerrilla tactics. But military advisers found it tough going. Washington funds helped the Salvadoran military, for example, purchase a fleet of Ford trucks, but U.S. officials complained that no system for distribution or use was created. Within a short time, the pickups were scattered all over the country, unaccounted for, and presumably used for death-squad kidnappings and executions.


        Despite some initial success in small-unit operations, Salvadoran commanders preferred to conduct large-scale sweeps and killings through the countryside and to rely on heavy firepower and aerial attacks made possible by U.S.-supplied helicopters and planes. Indiscriminate bombing and strafing made all the talk of “winning hearts and minds” meaningless. The most well-known massacre (to which we shall return) occurred in December 1981, when the U.S.-created and trained Atlacatl Battalion began its systematic execution of nearly one thousand civilians in the Salvadoran village of El Mozote, including hundreds of children under the age of twelve. The soldiers were thorough and left only one survivor. At first they stabbed and decapitated their victims, but they turned to machine guns when the hacking grew too tiresome (a decade later, an exhumation team digging through the mass graves found hundreds of bullets with headstamps indicating that the ammunition was manufactured in Lake City, Missouri, for the U.S. government).10


        Psychological operations often entailed little more than entertainment in the form of mariachi bands, soldiers donning clown outfits to hand out candy and anti-guerrilla leaflets, or “skimpily clad dancers between speeches by Salvadoran army officers.”11 The military did try to organize some communities into civil defense units and USAID massively funded Vietnam-style civic action programs, in which the soldiers were to provide education, health care, road building, and food. This only served to militarize the countryside, to use the provision of food and other necessities as leverage to substitute the army for the guerrillas as the primary institution in daily life. Such efforts generally failed, stymied by the corruption and violence of the military and ongoing rebel support—in 1988, the FMLN was still fielding upward of seven thousand rebels backed by a supporting militia of forty thousand.12

      


      
        PHRASING THE THREAT


        The war dragged on, and El Salvador became Washington’s most ambitious nation-building project since South Vietnam.


        Part of this project, the story goes, involved instilling a culture of respect for human rights in the military. In the early 1980s, as the bodies mounted, the White House went to great pains to demonstrate that “human rights” was part of the training it provided Salvadoran cadets, letting reporters see for themselves how the School of the Americas and other institutions were balancing the imperatives of national security with a respect for human life. “U.S. military advisors,” wrote one Newsweek reporter who was allowed to sit in on a class, are “offering lessons in humanity: how to treat civilians fairly and how to take prisoners as well as tally body counts.”13 On the ground, the Salvadoran military’s U.S. handlers, at least by the handlers’ accounts, ceaselessly talked about “human rights,” though often in transactional terms: as a way to ensure congressional funding, or European financial aid, or as a tactic to establish good relations among the targeted population in order to acquire new intelligence. Waghelstein: “I talked to them about how does a campesino in the village deal with you when your patrol goes through his village? Does he tell you, don’t go down that trail because there are some bad guys down there, or does he hide his daughters and his chickens? That’s human rights.”14


        Yet despite the military’s embrace of the concept of human rights, the rehabilitation of counterinsurgency warfare doctrine in Central America in the 1980s entailed a return to the doctrine’s unspoken fundamentals: torture and extrajudicial killing.


        It’s worth taking a moment here to consider the long, entangled history shared by Vietnam and El Salvador, and Latin America more broadly, when it comes to Washington’s reliance on death squads as an instrument of foreign policy.


        There was not even a whiff of a rural insurrection when in the early 1960s agents from the State Department, Green Berets, the CIA, and USAID helped create two organizations that would become the backbone of El Salvador’s death-squad system: the Agencia Nacional de Servicios Especiales, or ANSESAL, an intelligence agency designed to coordinate Salvador’s security forces, and Organización Democrática Nacionalista, ORDEN, a rural militia charged with carrying out not only surveillance and infiltration of political organizations but propaganda work as well.15


        The social order in El Salvador was decomposing, the number of landless peasants was skyrocketing, and poverty was increasing. But, by all practical measures, there was no “enemy” for ANSESAL and ORDEN to surveil, infiltrate, and neutralize. Their creation was part of Washington’s broader post–Cuban Revolution campaign to upgrade Latin America’s intelligence and security forces, as discussed in previous chapters.16 For example, General William Yarborough is famous for his role in organizing the Green Berets in Vietnam, whereby the early 1960s extrajudicial executions had become a standard feature of the country’s U.S.-backed counterinsurgency strategy.17 Yarborough also left his mark on Colombia, where in 1962 he advised his Colombian counterparts to set up an irregular unit “trained in resistance operations in case they were needed later”—that is, in anticipation of an insurgent threat. The unit was to be taught to “execute paramilitary, sabotage and/or terrorist activities against known communist proponents”—as good a description of a death squad as any.18 The unit, Yarborough advised, “should be backed by the United States.” It was.†


        Throughout the early to mid-1960s, the United States worked, in much of Latin America, both to put similar paramilitary units into place and to create Green Beret–like “special force” battalions—“in case they were needed.” Latin America and Southeast Asia functioned as the two primary campuses for counterinsurgents, with storied veterans of the previous low-intensity war campaign in the Philippines, like Colonel Edward Lansdale, serving as instructors. In Colombia, Lansdale recommended “the formation of hunter-killer squads: elite anti-guerrilla ‘Lancero’ units, to be assigned to regular army units, under the direction of US advisers and third country nationals with experience in the Philippines.” In Vietnam, Lansdale likewise help set up Operation Phoenix.19 Men like Lansdale and Yarborough were traveling back and forth between the two regions applying insights and fine-tuning tactics. John Longan, for instance, was a former U.S. Border Patrol agent turned CIA operative who helped set up the first significant death squads in both Venezuela and Guatemala in the early 1960s. Longan hopscotched from the Dominican Republic and Venezuela to Thailand and back again to Guatemala.20 While in Thailand, Longan worked in the Bangkok office that “authorized the supply of weapons” used by the Indonesian military to kill hundreds of thousands of leftists between 1965 and 1966.21


        The CIA and U.S. Army had been recommending targeted political assassinations at least since the 1954 overthrow of Árbenz, but, starting in the 1960s, executions became theorized as an important element of psychological warfare. In both Central America and Vietnam, the point of death squads was not just to eliminate those thought to be working with the enemy but to limit the actions of rebels or any democratic political activist by keeping them in a state of fear and anxiety. For instance, a 1963 essay in the U.S. Army’s Military Review recommended calling death-squad assassinations “armed propaganda,” described as “the tactic of intimidating, kidnapping, or assassinating carefully selected members of the opposition in a manner that will reap the maximum psychological benefit.”22 To that end, the U.S. Information Agency in Saigon provided death squads with thousands of copies of a flyer printed with a ghostly eye, which were to be either left on corpses or posted “on the doors of houses suspected of occasionally harboring Viet Cong agents.”23 The technique was called “phrasing the threat.” It started being used at roughly the same time in Guatemala—mid- to late 1960s—where it took the form of a “white hand” left on the body of a victim or the door of a potential victim.


        Death squads, in both El Salvador and Guatemala, operated under their own colorful names, An Eye for an Eye, the Secret Anti-Communist Army, and the White Hand—it was all part of the theatrics of phrasing the threat. Yet, as per Yarborough’s original guidelines, these squads were appendages of the very intelligence systems that Washington either helped create or fortified. In both Vietnam and Central America care was taken to make sure that death squads appeared to be unaffiliated with regular forces. David Galula cautioned in his 1964 classic Counter-insurgency Warfare that “elimination of the agents must be achieved quickly and decisively… by an organization that must in no way be confused with the counterinsurgent personnel working to win the support of the population.”24 The point was to allow a plausible degree of deniability. “No assassination instructions should ever be written or recorded,” as the CIA’s 1954 how-to guide distributed to anti-Communist Guatemalans instructed. But in Latin America, the first sustained campaign of death-squad executions—in El Salvador, Guatemala, and also Venezuela—were carried out by units created and trained by U.S. advisers. In Guatemala in the 1960s, the bodies piled so high that even State Department embassy officials, often kept out of the loop as to what their counterparts in the CIA and Defense were up to, had to admit that the death squads “are formed by well trained and highly motivated younger military personnel and are believed to operate under the direction of high-ranking military officers,” and therefore under the direction of their U.S. handlers.25


        The use of death squads was part of what counterinsurgents liked to call “counterterror”—a concept hard to define since counterterror so closely mirrored the terror it sought to contest.26 Field manuals, journal articles, and whole books were dedicated to debating the correct proportion of violence needed to defeat a rural insurgency.27 In a sense, counterterror was merely an extension of best practices worked out decades earlier by the United States in the Philippines, or in Nicaragua, where it hoped “aerial terrorism” would pacify the population, or, in Guatemala in 1954, where the CIA set out to induce fear and terror.

      


      
        RATIONAL CHOICES


        During the early 1960s, the use of death squads was often discussed as but one part of a larger range of initiatives—efforts to win hearts and minds, ideological persuasion backed up by political and economic reform—of the kind military advisers such as Waghelstein hoped to apply in El Salvador. But as both the Vietnam War and conflict in Latin America progressed, and meaningful reform proved impossible to achieve, counterinsurgent theorists began to filter their understanding of “counterterror” tactics through rational choice theory—that is, through a framework borrowed from economics and political science that understands human behavior as both rational and conditioned by the imposition of a limited set of options.28


        In terms of guerrilla warfare, this approach argued that supporters or potential supporters of insurgencies were basically rational actors no matter their culture or the stage of their society’s development. Rational choice counterinsurgency was an effort to strip away all the cultural, behavioral, and moral assumptions that had built up like barnacles on counterinsurgent doctrine, including an obsession with winning “hearts and minds” or believing that counterinsurgents needed to learn the cultural codes of a targeted population.


        Rational choice brought counterinsurgency back to basics: the struggle between authority and rebellion was in effect a “contest in the effective management of coercion.”29 “When two forces are contending for the loyalty of, and control over, the civilian population,” wrote Franklin Lindsay in a 1962 Foreign Affairs essay, “the side which uses violent reprisals most aggressively will dominate most of the people, even though their sympathies may lie in the other direction.”30 A right balance had to be struck between “hot” violence—that is, retributive violence exacted in anger or with racist animus, often threatening total annihilation of the targeted population—and “cold,” precise coercion designed to impress fear and cooperation. “Partial annihilation, intended to convince the target population that one is resolved to go the whole way,” argued RAND specialists Nathan Leites and Charles Wolf, needs to be carefully measured: “ferocity and capriciousness” must not be “so massive as to make compliance with demands seem as unsafe as non-compliance.”31 Mad, but not too mad. Just mad enough.


        The idea that those who resist U.S. commands are, in the end, rational people, who when faced with a choice between survival and extermination would reasonably choose survival, has deep roots in U.S. history. It goes back at least to Thomas Jefferson, the nation’s founding counterinsurgent theorist. Referring to obstreperous Native Americans east of the Mississippi, Jefferson wrote that the best policy would be “to cultivate their love,” but “fear” would also work. “We presume that our strength & their weakness” is obvious to them, and that if asked to choose between assimilation and extermination, they would choose life. “All our liberalities to them proceed from motives of pure humanity,” he said in 1803, but if they resisted, the United States would seize their land and drive them west. The United States drove them west.


        More than a century later, Central America, or at least the fantasy of Central America, figured prominently in debates over what might be the most effective dose of violence to induce obedience. The army’s 1966 Handbook of Counterinsurgency Guidelines summarized the results of a war game modeled on the fictitious Central American country of “Centralia,” a composite of the ethnic and class structure of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. The rules of the game allowed players to use “selective terror” but did set some limits, prohibiting the deployment of “mass-terror.”


        “Genocide,” the guidelines stipulated, was “not an alternative.”32


        Guidelines are just that, guidelines. Soon, the death-squad regime Washington put into place in Central America would drive polarization forward with such velocity that genocide would be the only alternative.


        Back in El Salvador, ANSESAL and ORDEN, since their creation, had been torturing and killing political activists. Yet it was in the late 1960s when they fused to form the nerve center that coordinated the political repression that escalated throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Beginning in 1974, the government responded to demands for political and economic reform by ratcheting up death-squad executions, which climbed to unprecedented levels, claiming as many as eight hundred victims a month by the end of the decade.‡ Government repression united and radicalized large segments of the population, including members of peasant organizations, unions, social democratic parties, and, most notably, large sectors of the Catholic Church. In 1980, following the assassination of Archbishop Óscar Romero, a leading spokesperson for the poor and persecuted, most oppositional organizations decided that they were left with no option other than armed revolution, joining together to form the FMLN. Within a year, insurgents mounted frontal offensives against the Salvadoran armed forces that threatened to bring the rebels to victory.


        The counterinsurgency had finally conjured up the insurgency that justified the terror in the first place.

      


      
        THREE DS


        By the time Waghelstein arrived in-country, Salvador’s death squads were running in top gear. Waghelstein and other U.S. military advisers believed they could domesticate these squads, if only to make their killing more focused and effective as they put into place their vision of what a proper, nation-building counterinsurgency should look like. In this, they failed dramatically. Through the 1980s, death squads worked with complete impunity, under the broad supervision of Major Roberto d’Aubuisson, aligned with Salvador’s intelligence agency and financed by wealthy elites. In 1984, for instance, former ambassador to El Salvador Robert White “named six wealthy Salvadoran landowners, then living in exile in Miami, as the top death-squad financiers. These ‘Miami millionaires,’ who lost great estates in a 1979 land reform program, ‘organize, fund and direct death squads through their agent, Major Roberto d’Aubuisson,’ White said.”33


        At the end of the day, the concept of “human rights” provided U.S. military advisers the idiom through which to try to regulate the correct degree of violence to be applied. U.S. preceptors schooled their Salvadoran charges in counterinsurgency while admonishing them to avoid, as Special Forces major Roger Slaughter told Salvadoran cadets in Fort Benning in 1982, “indiscriminate acts of violence.” “An army cannot violate the individual rights of the people they are sworn to protect,” said Slaughter. “You have to use aggressive restraint.”34 According to Colonel Waghelstein, the “idea” was “to minimize the collateral damage to the civilian population and to surgically apply combat power.”35 But “aggressive restraint,” as honest military observers admitted in El Salvador, was a hard line to toe, and little, as a practical matter, separated “hot” from “cold” violence.


        The CIA and the Pentagon, in a series of torture manuals distributed to Central and South American security forces in the 1970s and 1980s, tried to codify the proper degree of violence needed to achieve defined ends. The how-to guides instructed readers in interrogation techniques designed to induce psychological fear, sexual humiliation, and physical stress and cause sensory deprivation.36 One Pentagon handbook offered a lengthy description of “coercive” procedures designed to “destroy [the] capacity to resist.” “Successful application,” it coached, entailed learning how to cause the three Ds: “debility,” “dependency,” and “dread.”37


        In the course of the Central American conflicts, a number of torturers defected from their death squads to testify that they received their training directly from U.S. instructors.38 After escaping from Honduras’s notorious Battalion 316 in the mid-1980s, Florencio Caballero testified that American advisers worked closely with his unit to get it to abandon “physical” torture and adopt psychological methods.39 Caballero was taught “to study the fears and weakness of a prisoner.” “Make him stand up,” he was told, “don’t let him sleep, keep him naked and in isolation, put rats and cockroaches in his cell, give him bad food, serve him dead animals, throw cold water on him, change the temperature.”


        Just as the torture memos written up by the George W. Bush White House after 9/11 parsed the difference between “pain” and “severe pain,” and “psychological harm” and “lasting psychological harm,” these earlier field manuals used in Central America went to great lengths to regulate the application of suffering.40 “The threat to inflict pain can trigger fears more damaging than the immediate sensation of pain,” one handbook observed.41 Yet as they were in Iraq over a decade later, such distinctions in Central America were unsustainable. Once a threat is made and the suspect does not respond, one manual conceded, the threat “must be carried out.”42 One of Caballero’s victims, Ines Murillo, who survived only because of her family’s political connections, says she was subjected to beatings and electric shocks to her body, including her genitals, given raw dead birds and rats for dinner, and forced to stand naked for hours without sleep and without being allowed to urinate, with freezing water poured over her at regular intervals for extended periods.


        At the end of the day, it came down to limiting options between life or death.

      


      
        A FOUNDATION OF CORPSES


        Back in the United States, few conservative intellectuals were as frank as Jeane Kirkpatrick, who, in her essay on Hobbes and El Salvador embraced “traditionalist death squads.” Such squads, she wrote, may have been repugnant to most people in the United States but were deeply rooted in the country’s political culture and were the only institution that could transform brute violence into legitimate authority. Most, though, involved in executing Reagan’s El Salvador policy continued to talk about the importance of protecting human rights and of supporting a democratic nation building.


        Yet, as in South Vietnam, Washington found few acceptable allies to work with. There were not many civic-minded reformers left alive. Most who had survived opted to join the insurgency. For their part, the Salvadoran military and the oligarchy remained preternaturally violent. Their solution to the crisis, according to the U.S. ambassador, Robert White, was apocalyptic: the country must be “destroyed totally, the economy must be wrecked, unemployment must be massive,” and a “cleansing” of some “3 or 4 or 500,000 people” must be carried out.43 Their interests were represented by the National Republican Alliance (ARENA), a political party that was in effect the public face of the death squads, a “violent fascist party modeled after the Nazis,” according to Ambassador White.


        Washington therefore worked with a faction of the Christian Democratic Party. By the early 1980s, the reform party, along with its CIA-funded anti-Communist trade unionist base, had been decimated by the repression, even though it had refused to join the insurgency. There wasn’t much left but a shell, when Washington supported its leader, José Napoleón Duarte, in a much-publicized 1984 presidential election. Duarte’s victory in that election was celebrated by the White House as evidence that its nation-building program was working. For those hoping that El Salvador would vindicate Vietnam, Duarte was everything Ngô Đình Diệm (ousted and assassinated in 1963 with help from the CIA, prefiguring the United States’ escalation of the war) was not: a fairly honest and competent politician willing to work with Washington.


        Yet following his inauguration the feebleness of Washington’s position quickly became apparent. Any efforts by El Salvador’s new president to initiate political or economic reform or to prosecute members of the military for human rights violations were countered by the army with the threat of a coup. The military may have allowed the United States to improve its tactical competence, but it resisted efforts to modernize its worldview. In fact, it was “precisely the young, aggressive, U.S.-trained officers,” according to a report commissioned by the Department of Defense, who were “the most intoxicated by the extreme right’s vision” and who committed “the worst atrocities.”44 The mildest political and economic reforms sought by Washington were rejected out of hand as “socialist.”45


        Washington further boxed Duarte in with its “free trade” approach to nation building. On the one hand, the Reagan administration directed over $2 billion between 1979 and 1987 to nonmilitary projects, providing financial support to political parties, labor unions, and civil society groups not aligned with the rebels. The idea was to develop infrastructure, reform the judicial system, and cultivate a coalition of responsible business elites capable of acting as a balance to the reactionary right. Yet despite all the talk of modernization, the Reagan White House was ideologically disinclined to promote the kind of state-managed development that could create employment or to break up Salvador’s extreme concentration of political and economic power. By 1983, the United States had all but abandoned its celebrated land reform—by that point planters and their military allies had already executed hundreds of individuals who tried to take advantage of its provisions, rendering the reform dead in all but name.46 Far from promoting industrialization and a more equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth, the Reagan administration insisted that Duarte orient the economy toward free trade while at the same time cutting back on social spending, which only served to estrange the Christian Democrats further from their working-class supporters. By 1986, the Salvadoran government was spending less on schools and health care than it had a decade earlier.


        Overpowered on his right, and hamstrung by Washington-imposed economic liberalization, Duarte came to rely on renewed political repression to contain a growing mass movement partially led, ironically, by anti-Communist unions substantially funded by the United States that had begun protesting the government’s austerity budget, substantially funded by the United States.


        The Reagan administration, in other words, was caught in the same swirl as Kennedy had found himself: promote reform and fund militarism, and watch the militarists murder the reformers.


        The White House began to distance itself from Duarte. It turned instead to ARENA—that is, it turned to the extremist party it had just spent the last five years and millions of dollars to prevent from coming to power. With the Christian Democrats in disarray and the left out of the running, ARENA won the 1989 presidential elections handily. The killings continued, including the military’s execution—again by the Atlacatl Battalion—of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, Elba Ramos, and Ramos’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Celina, on November 16, 1989, a week after the fall of the Berlin Wall.


        So, for all the hype about fighting what counterinsurgent theorists call the “other war” and for all the talk of fortifying “frail government institutions” and eliminating poverty, U.S. policy at the end of the 1980s, after billions of dollars and tens of thousands of homicides, found itself where it started, resting on the twin pillars of a Jurassic oligarchy and a vengeful yet greatly fortified military—a “bunch of murderous thugs,” as one U.S. diplomat described Washington’s Salvadoran allies.47


        After eleven years of war, a 1991 report commissioned by the undersecretary of defense for policy concluded that the “FMLN’s infrastructure [remains] so dense” that “only a massacre could uproot it.”48 Not one massacre but many.


        It was not clowns, mariachi bands, the provision of food, medicine, and education, or any of the other public relations schemes designed to win hearts and minds but, according to a 1991 Defense Department study, “lavish brutality” conducted by the death squads and security forces that prevented a guerrilla victory in El Salvador.49 The White House insisted that its political initiatives were responsible for the containment of the insurgency, but a U.S. expert posted in El Salvador concluded that the “horrible lesson of the early 1980s is that terrorism works.”50 Benjamin Schwarz, the RAND analyst who produced the 1991 Defense report, wrote that all the “U.S. military advisers and intelligence officers” whom he knew who were involved in the war understood that the containment of the rebels was “not the result of reform but the consequence of the murder of thousands of people.”51


        Success, Schwarz concluded, “was built on a foundation of corpses.”52 While terrorism worked in El Salvador to prevent an insurgent takeover of the state, the FMLN, after more than a decade in the trenches, remained undefeated. It was still able, into the late 1980s, to mount serious military offensives and claim the loyalty of large sectors of both the rural and the urban population. When Washington in 1991, at the end of the Cold War, urged its Salvadoran clients to draw their war to a close, the rebels therefore bargained from a position of strength and were able to demand that any cessation of hostilities be contingent on the implementation of many of the initiatives long championed, at least rhetorically, by the United States, including land reform, reform of the judicial system, dismantling of the death-squad apparatus, and purging the military of some of its worst human-rights offenders.


        After twelve years of fighting, fifty to sixty thousand civilian deaths, another twenty to thirty-four thousand military deaths, and more than six billion Washington dollars, it took an unvanquished insurgency to force the kind of democratization that the United States had grudgingly supported as a means to defeat that insurgency in the first place.53

      


      
        THE GENOCIDE OPTION


        Genocide may not have been an alternative in 1966 when strategists gamed for war in Central America. But soon, many would see it as the only option. After the CIA overthrew Jacobo Árbenz in Guatemala, Washington had promised that it would turn Guatemala into a “showcase for democracy.” It instead created a laboratory of repression.


        In December 1979, even before his campaign got fully under way, a delegation of Reagan proxies, including Vietnam veteran John Singlaub, had made contact with the Guatemalan military to reassure them that economic aid—partly cut by the Carter administration—would be resumed once Carter was voted out. The message the team brought to Guatemala was: “Mr. Reagan recognizes that a good deal of dirty work has to be done.”54 In office, Reagan moved to make good on his promise but there was no real urgency. U.S. funding and training had continued to flow to Guatemala despite Carter’s partial cutoff, either through preexisting contracts not affected by the ban, or through Agency for International Development money directed to support the military’s effort to gain control of the countryside. The Inter-American Development Bank likewise continued to lend Guatemala money, used to beef up its intelligence capacity.55 On top of this, Reagan covertly extended Guatemala $10 million in credit to buy weapons and another $50,000 for military training and authorized the CIA to spend millions more on supporting the country’s counterinsurgency.56 By late 1982, it was clear that massive repression had succeeded in containing the insurgency, so the White House felt it didn’t have to push Congress to restore aid to Guatemala with the same enthusiasm with which it advanced its Salvadoran policy.


        The White House knew that Guatemalan troops had orders to “eliminate all sources of resistance” and were engaged in “large-scale killing of Indian men, women and children.”57 Still, Reagan took every opportunity he could to laud the regime. In early December, Reagan met with Efraín Ríos Montt, the president of Guatemala and one of the principal architects of the genocide.58 The U.S. president complained to the press that his Central American counterpart, an evangelical Christian with strong ties to the fundamentalist movement in the United States, was getting a “bad deal” from his critics and assured reporters that the Guatemalan leader was “totally committed to democracy.”§


        Just a day earlier, the Guatemalan army committed a particularly gruesome massacre in a village called Dos Erres. Over the course of three days soldiers killed more than 160 people, including 65 children who were swung by their feet so their heads were smashed on rocks. “Adiós, niño”—good-bye, child—said one soldier, before pitching an infant into the water. Between 1981 and 1983 in Guatemala, the army executed over 100,000 Mayan peasants unlucky enough to live in a region identified as the seedbed of a leftist insurgency. Soldiers gutted living victims, amputated genitalia, arms, and legs, committed mass rapes, and burned victims alive. According to a surviving witness of one massacre, soldiers “grabbed pregnant women, cut open their stomachs, and pulled the fetus out.”59


        It was not easy to compel conscripts to commit such acts. Guatemala’s basic training, therefore, put cadets through a curriculum designed to purge civilization out of them: they were beaten, degraded, made to bathe in sewage and then forbidden to wash the feces off their bodies. Some were required to raise puppies, only to be ordered to kill them and drink their blood.

        


        “The precedent has been set in El Salvador,” said Colonel John Waghelstein, reflecting on his role in running the U.S. war in El Salvador, “to allow us to use [low-intensity counterinsurgency] doctrine without looking over our shoulder at Vietnam.”60


        The precedent was indeed set. Especially as the post-9/11 wars in Afghanistan and Iraq proved impossible to win, the “success” of Salvador would be invoked again and again. What “success” means is split-screened. On one side are policy and opinion makers, for whom the “Salvador Option” meant counterinsurgent nation building, with U.S. hawks repeatedly citing Duarte’s 2004 election to argue that counterinsurgency can result in democratic progress.61


        On the other side, though, are those who were more honest about what it means to invoke El Salvador as a precedent. In 2005, for instance, the Pentagon had applied what it called the “Salvador option for Iraq,” turning to men who led the Special Forces mission in El Salvador (and ran weapons and supplies to the Nicaraguan Contras), like James Steele, to train a ruthless counterinsurgent force made up of ex-Baathist thugs.62 The press reported that U.S. and British aid was being diverted to paramilitaries accused of assassinations and torture, including burnings, electric shock, strangulation, sexual violence, and the use of electric drills in victim’s kneecaps.63 “Do you remember the right-wing execution squads in El Salvador?” a former high-level intelligence agent asked journalist Seymour Hersh. “We founded them and we financed them,” he said, and the “objective now is to recruit locals in any area we want. And we aren’t going to tell Congress about it.” Beyond Iraq, into Syria, Iran, said another military officer, wherever needed: “We’re going to be riding with the bad boys.”64

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      The New Right Revolution: Nicaragua


      MEANWHILE, THE CIA and Department of Defense laid siege to revolutionary Nicaragua, turning next-door Honduras into one giant military base—what some called the U.S.S. Honduras, likening the nation to a battleship.


      The Maya Hotel, perched on a hill in Tegucigalpa, Honduras’s capital, a few miles from the U.S. embassy, was used as both a provisional headquarters for the CIA and a soldier of fortune hangout. “A giant anthill of diplomats, spooks, soldiers, mercenaries, and out-and-out nut cases,” was how one journalist deep into investigating the Contra War described the building. “Every afternoon hordes of hookers materialized from the dying beams of sunlight and haunted the front entrance. Reporters bounced like pinballs between the bar, the coffee shop, the lobby, and the telex room, interviewing and eavesdropping and keeping an eye on their competitors.”


      “Counterrevolutionaries hatched bloody plots over breakfast beside the pool,” Stephen Kinzer, who covered that war for the New York Times, recalls. “You could buy a machine gun at the bar. Busloads of crew-cut Americans would arrive from the airport at times when I knew there were no commercial flights landing, spend the night, and then ship out before dawn; they said they didn’t know where they were going, and I believed them. Friends told me that death-squad torturers stopped in for steak before setting off on their night’s work.”1


      A scene straight out of a Graham Greene or John le Carré novel—and this was taken by the New Right as the headquarters of a world revolution for freedom.


      
        A THIRD WORLD WAR


        Since the early years of the Cold War, there have existed true believers within the U.S. foreign policy establishment who have rejected the policy of “containment,” arguing instead that Washington should take forceful action to “roll back” Communism. Ex-Trotskyist turned Office of Strategic Services consultant James Burnham was perhaps the first to popularize the Cold War as the “Third World War,” providing a vocabulary for those who view the world as engaged in a perpetual struggle between the forces of darkness and light.2 As early as 1947, Burnham called on Washington to “penetrate the communist fortress,” to “reverse the direction of the thrust from the [Marxist] heartland,” and to “undermine communist power in East Europe, northern Iran, Afghanistan, Manchuria, northern Korea, and China,” a proposal nearly taken up by General Douglas MacArthur, who during the Korean War wanted to mobilize eight hundred thousand Chinese nationalists to reverse Communism in China.


        Others more directly involved in crafting the early Cold War were tempted by a similar vision of world crusade.3 John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower’s secretary of state, called for a “policy of boldness” and touted his success in having “rolled back” Soviet advances in Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 1954.4 Yet the realities of geopolitical power and nuclear rivalry sobered their vision, and while politicians like Dulles often acted with daring in areas of little consequence, in Guatemala, say, or Cuba, they proceeded with restraint in their dealings with Russia.


        In the 1960s, though, frontline counterinsurgents operating in Southeast Asia took Kennedy’s revolutionary rhetoric to heart, believing that in order to best their Communist rivals they had to adopt their tactics, style, and zeal. “To beat the guerrillas at their own game” they had to become guerrillas. Men like Edward Lansdale, Ted Shackley, and John Singlaub modeled themselves as insurgent counterinsurgents: they organized secret paramilitary armies among the Meo, Montagnard, and Hmong ethnic groups in Vietnam and Laos and celebrated heroic, bold deeds. They extolled an ethic of ends over means, which justified the use of torture, terror, and murder in the name of a higher ideal, and built a transnational counterinsurgent network—an “anti-Communist International” comprised of a sordid mélange of dictators, fascists, militarists, and drug runners.5 In Southeast Asia, they transformed anti-Communism from a parochial reflex into a world-historical paramilitary movement with pretensions no less universal than those of Marxism.6 “Take the revolution out of the hands of the revolutionaries,” advised Special Forces veteran and political scientist Sam Sarkesian in 1972.*


        By that point, the war in Southeast Asia was lost, and would-be revolutionaries were being called home. These counterinsurgents shared much the same worldview as their institutional allies, men like Colonel John Waghelstein, who would work through the Pentagon to use El Salvador to vindicate Vietnam. But they were more impatient, eager to return to the shadows, to reestablish back channels to run off-the-books programs. And so they waited, bored nearly to death during the Ford and Carter years, as Washington wound down its many covert operations. Then came 1979, a year of wonders for those who refused to make their peace with the existence of the Soviet Union or reconcile themselves to the demands of third-world nationalism: The Soviets invaded Afghanistan and Islamic revolutionaries drove the shah out of Iran, taking over fifty U.S citizens hostage. And, in poor and powerless Nicaragua, the Sandinistas overthrew Anastasio Somoza, a loyal U.S. ally, ending the nearly half-century-long Somoza-family dictatorship.

      


      
        A STRANGE KIND OF NATIONAL LIBERATION


        Washington’s patronage of the Contras—initially, a small paramilitary force made up of former members of Nicaragua’s repressive National Guard and military—began out of the office of one of the United States’ most revanchist politicians, North Carolina’s Senator Jesse Helms. Helms was a vocal critic of what he understood to be the United States’ post-Vietnam appeasement of third-world nationalism, and he viewed the fall of Somoza as but another fallen domino, one more step toward capitulation to the Soviet Union. “Socialism is by its very nature a repressive regime, yet we continue to encourage socialism as though it were a triumph of social justice,” Helms said in the Senate upon Somoza’s fall, in remarks redolent of Jean Kirkpatrick’s distinction between authoritarianism and totalitarianism. If the United States doesn’t defend its allies, Helms said, “then our own nation will itself fall prey to revolution.”7 Helms, against the wishes of Republican leaders, had language inserted into the party platform deploring “the Marxist Sandinista take-over of Nicaragua,” committing Republicans to “support the efforts of the Nicaraguan people to establish a free and independent government.”


        To that end, a top Helms staffer, John Carbaugh—who played an important role in vetting Reagan’s foreign-policy appointments—along with the North Carolinian Nat Hamrick, established contact with the Contras. Hamrick was the kind of character who would become familiar in the sordid schemes surrounding the Contras, a mix of mercenary and businessman with various economic interests in the third world. Hamrick made his living as a mail-order gun supplier, specializing in Chinese Mausers and Boer rifles. But he also had a business exporting hardwood out of the Nicaraguan rain forest during the Somoza regime, and when the Sandinistas told him he could continue his operations, he turned his enterprise into an “intelligence-gathering network for the Defense Intelligence Agency.”8


        After Reagan’s election, Carbaugh and Hamrick brokered contacts among Contra leaders, Honduran military officials, Salvadoran death squads, and representatives of the Argentine military junta—Carbaugh had close relations with Latin American military officials associated with Operation Condor, many of whom were highly ideological, understanding their work, as did Carbaugh, as advancing a shared worldwide anti-Communist crusade. Argentina had a presence in Central America, having dispatched assassins to Nicaragua under Somoza to hunt down dissident exiles, and so its military regime already had ties to many of the ex–national guards who made up the core of the Contras. The Contras, then, after Buenos Aires agreed to fund and train them, can be understood as a Condor franchise.9


        Reagan, urged on by Helms and others, immediately let it be known that Nicaragua was a pariah state, cutting off all development aid to the country. In November 1981, Reagan signed National Security Directive 17, which authorized covert U.S. action to destabilize the government. In the years to come, such action would include the mining of Nicaragua’s commercial harbors (a CIA “mother ship” was stationed twelve miles off Nicaragua’s Pacific Coast, sending speed boats into harbors to plant underwater mines) and bombing bridges.10 Then in December, he signed a presidential finding instructing the CIA to organize Nicaraguan exiles into a counterrevolutionary army, officially known as the Nicaraguan Democratic Force, or FDN in Spanish: the Contras.


        In Honduras, U.S. ambassador John Negroponte was “the brains behind the operation,” coordinating the work of the CIA, Honduran military, and anti-Sandinista fighters. The U.S. Air Force and CIA provided the intelligence, with fifteen to twenty U.S. pilots and mechanics running twin-engine Beechcraft planes into Nicaragua filled with agency surveillance equipment. The Argentines helped with the training, and the Pentagon provided the guns and bombs. More weapons came from the Honduran army, who just, according to one official, “opened the doors” of its armories and let the Contras take what they wanted. After, the United States simply refilled the warehouses, listing the expense in account books as military aid to Honduras. The White House wanted to keep a low profile, and was careful that the soldiers it sent to Honduras had “Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, and other Hispanic backgrounds, spoke Spanish, and did not wear uniforms.”11


        For over a decade, the Contras gestated in the undergrowth of empire. Soon, Argentina was out of the game, after its disastrous 1982 Malvinas, or Falklands, War led to a collapse of its military government. The Contras, as a U.S. diplomat put it, became “a fully CIA controlled commando.”12 “Very secret,” he said, since the operation was illegal: Democrats in Congress had originally supported Reagan’s late 1981 “finding” that inaugurated U.S. support for the Contras. But they balked when they learned the scale of the operation, passing a ban against sending military aid to the counterrevolutionaries.† “It is an act of war,” said Senator Joe Biden, when Congress finally got a sense of what the White House was up to in Nicaragua.13 Outside of Honduras, hawks utilized an extensive network, both staffed by second-tier Reagan officials and supported by private operators, to run the anti-Communist insurgency under congressional radar: to raise money, provide training, provision arms, and manipulate public opinion. The rudiments of this network were already in place before Reagan’s election, as those eager to launch their democratic revolution had begun establishing contacts around the world, often speaking with foreign military officers and death-squad leaders, invoking Reagan’s campaign and telling them to hold on: change was coming.14


        The Contra War was an interagency operation, comprising nearly all the midlevel and higher-up officials of the war party, described earlier.15 The CIA was heavily involved, including the agency’s director, William Casey. Also important in building the support network were two veterans, radicalized to the right by Vietnam, the well-known Oliver North, and the less famous Major General Laurence Schweitzer. Both were members of the National Security Council, headed by another Contra advocate, John Poindexter. The State Department, led by veteran diplomat George Shultz, was largely kept out of the Contra loop. But Elliott Abrams, Norman Podhoretz’s son-in-law and ardent supporter of the anti-Sandinista policy, held a series of increasingly important positions under Shultz. For her part, Ambassador Kirkpatrick said she was proud that the Contras had named one of their brigades the “Jeane Kirkpatrick Task Force.”16 These New Right activists and intellectuals turned policy makers worked ceaselessly on behalf of the Contras, until 1986 when the scandal known as the Iran-Contra story exploded in the press. Most infamously, Oliver North created an elaborate circuit of exchange that, with the help of Israeli arms traders, sold U.S. missiles to Iran at inflated prices, with the profits from the deal used to supply the Contras.17 That illegal transaction is mostly what people remember about Iran-Contra.


        The network activated to support the FDN went well beyond that missiles-for-guns deal, remobilizing many of the clandestine operatives laid off at the end of the 1970s and folding them “back into newly revived covert operations, whether in governmental, private, or mixed roles.”18 The Contra network also included states such as Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, Panama, and Israel, conservative religious organizations like Pat Robertson’s 700 Club and Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church, private security firms and arms merchants, retired military personnel, mercenaries, businessmen, ex-agents of the Iranian shah’s secret police, and international drug traffickers. Grassroots organizations in the United States raised money to ship humanitarian aid to Contra bases in Honduras and Costa Rica, and foreign governments and mercenaries provided training and arms. There is ample evidence, not the least of which comes from North’s handwritten notes, that the CIA employed Latin American cocaine and marijuana dealers as middlemen, using their planes to ship arms to the Contras in exchange for easy access to U.S. markets.19


        Just as the counterinsurgency in El Salvador represented a disjuncture between the doctrine of political reform and the practice of terror, an enormous chasm existed between the idealism used by Reagan to justify support for the Contras and the actions his charges took on the ground. They were the “strangest national liberation organization in the world,” remarked an adviser to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “just a bunch of killers.”20 One high-level Contra official who worked closely with the CIA said that brigades would “arrive at an undefended village, assemble all the residents in the town square and then proceed to kill—in full view of the others—all persons suspected of working” for the government or the Sandinista party.21 They “slaughter[ed] people like hogs,” reported a member of a private mercenary outfit that provided support for the Contras.22 Other Contra leaders confessed to “damnable atrocities” and “hundreds of civilian murders, mutilations, tortures, and rapes,” of which “CIA superiors were well aware.”23 Sexual violence was a favorite sport of Contra forces, who, according to a U.S. official, had a “tendency to kidnap young girls.”24 By 1985, the Contras had executed close to four thousand civilians, wounded an equal number, and kidnapped roughly another five thousand.25 Human-rights organizations accused them of “indiscriminate attacks, torture, and other outrages,” while the CIA acknowledged that the “freedom fighters” had killed “civilians and Sandinista officials in the provinces, as well as heads of cooperatives, nurses, doctors, and judges.”26 Beyond the Contras, the CIA organized contract mercenaries from Ecuador, Guatemala, and El Salvador into units dubbed “unilaterally controlled Latino assets” to launch a sea war from a converted oil rig positioned in international waters off Nicaragua’s Pacific shore, bombing coastal targets and mining the country’s principal commercial port. By the end of the war, fifty thousand civilians had been killed, the overwhelming majority at the hands of the Contras.27


        Applying the same rational choice logic used in Salvador’s counterinsurgency, the Nicaraguan counterrevolution was aimed not at establishing ideological legitimacy for the Contras or winning the allegiance of most of the population but simply making it too painful for the Sandinistas to govern. As one CIA training manual put it, the trick was to modulate between “implicit and explicit terror” to wear down the new regime through unpredictable yet persistent acts of brutality.28 Hoping to show a wavering rural population that the Sandinistas could not establish effective sovereignty, the Contras razed cooperatives, schools, health clinics, and power stations and tortured, raped, and murdered civilians, including foreigners who were helping to rebuild Nicaragua. Duane Clarridge, a CIA operative who helped set up the initial Contra army, testified in 1984 to the House of Representatives that the Contras regularly killed “civilians and Sandinista officials in the provinces as well as heads of cooperatives, nurses, doctors and judges.”29 A former Contra leader was equally frank: “It was a premeditated policy to terrorize noncombatants to prevent them from cooperating with the government.… Hundreds of civilian murders, mutilations, tortures, and rapes were committed in pursuit of this policy, of which the contra leaders and their CIA superiors were well aware.” It was hoped that the Contras would, at the very least, force the Sandinistas to devote scarce resources to fighting the war and to impose draconian measures that would eat away at their legitimacy and, with luck, provoke them into attacking Honduras, which would then justify a U.S. response.30


        The Sandinistas were tailor-made for those who wanted to transform U.S. foreign policy from containment to rollback. Far from hard-line Marxists, as Helms charged, the Sandinista coalition was filled with progressive capitalists, socialists, and left-wing Catholics. Its leaders were pragmatic, fully aware of the realities of hemispheric power. But they were also adamant nationalists who took seriously the principle of sovereignty, knowing well Nicaragua’s long and unfortunate dealings with the United States. They stood their ground, unwilling to forsake Cuba’s friendship or reject its aid. While they had no desire to replicate Castro’s sclerotic economy or polity, they were dedicated to making Nicaragua more humane through the creation of a mixed economy in which the state directed capital investment and redistributed wealth by providing health care, education, and electricity. The more Washington tried to tutor them to genuflect, the more they moved to consolidate power, committed to avoiding the mistakes of Guatemala in 1954, Brazil in 1964, and Chile in 1973. Their resolve, then, was taken as evidence of their totalitarianism. And the Nicaraguan government did crack down as a result of fighting a war against the most powerful nation in history, treating indigenous English-speaking Nicaraguans on the Atlantic coast as potential subversives, and occasionally limiting freedom of the press. Through the worst of the war, though, the Sandinistas never came close to violating civil or human rights to the degree of that committed by U.S. proxies, be they, before the Revolution, Somoza’s secret police or, after, Contra brutalists.


        Washington-enabled terrorism succeeded in destroying the hopes for a more humane society raised by Nicaragua’s 1979 revolution—the Sandinistas, forced to adopt an austerity budget as a result of the bankrupting war, along with an unpopular draft, were voted out of office in presidential elections held in 1990 (the Bush administration, which sent millions to the opposition coalition running in the election, also clearly let it be known to Nicaraguans that the Contra War, then on hiatus, would return in full if the Sandinistas won the election).


        The Reagan administration supported, to varying degrees, other anti-Communist insurgencies, including, most consequently, the mujahideen in Afghanistan.‡ But no other similar movement received as much rhetorical backing as the Contras. The United States, Reagan said, had a “moral responsibility” to “keep the light of liberty alive in Central America.”31

      


      
        REVOLUTION IN THE COUNTERREVOLUTION


        Throughout most of the twentieth century, until the 1980s, it was the Democratic Party, from Woodrow Wilson to John Kennedy, that appealed to the nation’s founding revolutionary ideals to justify the projection of U.S. power in the world. “I never believed we should compete with revolutionaries,” said Thomas Mann, a Republican who twice served as assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, about the insurgent ambitions contained in Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress.32 As for human rights and democracy, Reagan himself criticized Ford for signing the 1975 Helsinki Human Rights Accords and campaigned in 1980 against Carter’s human-rights diplomacy. Once he won the White House, he restored diplomatic relations with repressive anti-Communist allies. Meanwhile, his wife, Nancy, feted dictators such as South Korea’s Chun Doo Hwan and the Philippines’ Ferdinand Marcos with state dinners where the praise for their rule was as lavish as the food. Most in the ascendant Republican foreign policy establishment shared Kirkpatrick’s understanding of the role of morality in foreign policy: it was to be used to act with resolve and certainty in the world but not to remake the world.


        Yet mass slaughter in defense of national security was insufficient for a movement bent on restoring not just the United States’ military authority in the world but its moral legitimacy as well. So Reagan started going on the ideological offensive, picking up the fallen torch of idealism that, before the jolt of Vietnam, had been borne by Democrats. Reagan’s shift toward embracing human rights and the promotion of democracy as vital foreign policy concerns is often credited to the first generation of midlevel neoconservative policy makers, such as Elliott Abrams and Paul Wolfowitz. They pushed for a foreign policy that would make the ethical distinction between the USSR and the United States explicit in rhetoric (not just implicit in results, as Kirkpatrick argued). Most observers of this new foreign policy moralism focus on the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, or Asia. Dissident movements in Russia and its satellites, such as Poland’s Solidarność, gave the White House a way to discard a central component of détente and criticize the internal affairs of the Soviets and their allies. The exodus of boat people out of Vietnam and the harsh treatment of that country’s dissidents allowed Washington to retake some moral high ground lost during the war. And in 1985, acting on advice from Wolfowitz and others, Reagan reluctantly did exactly what Kirkpatrick roasted Carter for doing: he pushed Philippine president Marcos first to reform and then—after Marcos tried to steal an election—it was in Central America where Reagan most forcefully cast the Cold War as a moral struggle between good and evil.


        In Vietnam, as the war progressed and American involvement grew both more violent and more damned, idealism slowly drained out of Washington’s public pronouncements. By the war’s end, Nixon rarely justified the conflict in terms of promoting democracy but rather by the need to protect national security and save face.


        In Central America, the opposite occurred. Confronted with mounting evidence of atrocities committed by U.S. allies, Reagan, in his fights with Congress, consistently raised the ethical stakes. Continued aid to the Nicaraguan Contras, whom he elevated to the “moral equivalents of America’s founding fathers,” would keep faith with the “revolutionary heritage” of the United States, a heritage that, borrowing from Lincoln, bestowed a “hope to the world for all future time.” “Who among us,” he asked Congress in 1986, “would tell these brave young men and women: ‘Your dream is dead; your democratic revolution is over; you will never live in the free Nicaragua you fought so hard to build?’”


        One reason for this lofty oratory was that the Reagan administration faced resistance to its Central American policy from a grassroots movement that, while growing out of the peace demonstrations of the 1960s and 1970s, had much more of a prominent religious component than did the mobilization protesting the Vietnam War. Quakers, Catholics, and liberal Protestants cast their opposition to Reagan’s wars in Nicaragua and El Salvador in the language of Christian social justice, organizing rallies, speaking to church groups, holding candlelight prayer vigils, and providing sanctuary for Central American refugees fleeing violence perpetrated by U.S.-backed regimes. The White House needed something more than cold realism, and Kirkpatrick’s references to the dusty tomes of Burke and Hobbes, to reply to this challenge.33


        It was also in Central America and the Caribbean where the conservatives were most successful at inverting rhetoric usually associated with the left. Reagan even dared to claim spiritual kinship with the “real Sandino.” A “genuine nationalist” is how he described the anti-imperialist rebel murdered in 1934 by the U.S.-installed head of the U.S.-created National Guard. By 1985, even the staid George Shultz, who replaced Haig at State, in a speech to the San Francisco Commonwealth Club hymned that a “democratic revolution” was “sweeping the world.”34


        The inclusion of democracy and human rights in Washington’s diplomacy was also a result of intramural struggles early in the Reagan presidency, as the hawks sought to wrest foreign policy out of the hands of establishment diplomats. Reagan, as mentioned earlier, pursued a course of moderation in most foreign policy areas. But conservative activists considered Central America theirs, hence their anger when Thomas O. Enders was appointed assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, a position responsible for formulating Central American policy.


        Enders was no dove. Educated at Exeter, Yale, Harvard, and the Sorbonne, Enders, from a wealthy Republican banking family, had helped carry out Kissinger’s infamous, and illegal, aerial bombing of Cambodia from the U.S. embassy in Phnom Penh “with a vigor” that others in the embassy “found distasteful,” according to the journalist William Shawcross.35 But Enders was a career diplomat, not a movement conservative, thus suspect to Jesse Helms and other militarists. Helms held up Enders’s confirmation for months until the nominee agreed to staff his office with ideologically sound movement conservatives.


        Upon taking office, Enders confirmed Helms’s suspicions by his willingness to consult with Democrats to find a negotiated solution to the crises in Central America. Just before his inauguration, Reagan described to Time magazine the approach he planned to take in El Salvador, sounding like he took a page straight out of Kirkpatrick’s “The Hobbes Problem.” “You do not try to fight a civil war and institute reforms at the same time,” the president-elect said. “Get rid of the war. Then go forward with the reforms.”36 But once in office, influenced by Enders and on-the-ground counterinsurgent theorists, like John Waghelstein, Reagan greatly expanded Carter’s “nation-building” program and even continued his predecessor’s advocacy on behalf of human rights.37 Enders also incensed conservative militants when he raised the possibility of negotiating with Salvador’s rebels and proposed giving Congress the power to review and certify progress on human-rights issues and political reform. Enders’s strategy worked: talk of promoting democracy and defending human rights won over enough congressional Democrats to allow Reagan to continue funding the Salvadoran military.


        In Nicaragua, though, concern for democracy and human rights came from an unexpected source: from Enders’s opponents, the hawks. During the first year of Reagan’s term, Enders worked to find a negotiated settlement with the Nicaraguan socialist leaders (even as the interagency war party was building its Contra network). In talks with the Sandinistas, Enders didn’t push for internal reforms. He instead hewed to the accepted protocols of noninterventionist multilateralism and focused on security issues. “You can do your own thing,” Enders told a high-ranking Sandinista official, “but do it within your own borders, or else we are going to hurt you.” Mindful of Washington’s strength, Sandinista leaders cooperated and in August 1981 pledged not to try to export their revolution. They also agreed to keep the country’s military small and to limit ties with Cuba and the Soviet Union. In exchange, Enders promised that Washington would restore economic aid and sign a nonaggression pact.


        But the war party—led by Helms, Casey, Kirkpatrick, and McFarlane—pushed back. It demanded, in the words of a Helms staffer, that Enders take “harder action.”38 The militarists smartly turned Enders’s Salvadoran policy to their own ends: they demanded that Enders hold the Sandinistas to the same human-rights standard to which he was supposedly holding the Salvadoran government. In early 1982, Reagan said that any negotiated rapprochement between Washington and Managua would require the Sandinistas to adopt internal democratic reforms. Two months later, Washington told Managua that “free elections” would be “essential elements of the political context of future relations between our two countries.” Such demands derailed negotiations, with the Sandinistas balking at the sudden stipulation that the United States have a say in Nicaragua’s internal affairs. This suited the hawks just fine since they had already convinced Reagan five months earlier, in November 1981, to throw his support behind the Contras.


        The Reagan administration’s demand that the Sandinistas reform their domestic politics was, at the time, a significant break from the expectations of international law, which accepted the principle of absolute national sovereignty. In any case, Enders was pushed out in 1983, replaced by the hard-liner Elliott Abrams.

      


      
        THE NEW RIGHT REVOLUTION


        The more their atrocities were documented by the press and human-rights activists, the more Reagan and his advisers heralded the Contras as freedom’s foot soldiers. What was first dubbed by columnist Charles Krauthammer as the “Reagan Doctrine”—a pledge not just to contain world Communism but to roll it back—was most fully elaborated in relation to Nicaragua. Central American hands Elliott Abrams and Constantine Menges, an NSC adviser (and primary advocate of Reagan’s 1983 invasion of Grenada), inserted the words into the president’s 1985 State of the Union address that formed the heart of the doctrine: “We must not break faith with those who are risking their lives—on every continent, from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—to defy Soviet-supported aggression.… Support for freedom fighters is self-defense and totally consistent with the OAS and U.N. Charters.… I want to work with you to support the democratic forces whose struggle is tied to our own security.”39


        After Reagan’s speech, insurgent counterinsurgents, in and out of the government, moved to extend the relations built to support the Contras across three continents. As they did for Central America, evangelical activists raised money to ship clothes, Bibles, medical supplies, and guns.40 Beyond supplying aid and weapons, militants began to coordinate a “Democratic International” to fight the “Soviet Empire”—modeled on the storied Third International of Communism’s heyday. In June 1985, Contra supporter and head of Citizens for America Lewis Lehrman, heir to the Rite Aid pharmacy fortune, convened a “freedom fighter” summit in rebel-held Angola that brought together anti-Communist rebels from Nicaragua, Angola, Afghanistan, and Laos (the Khmer Rouge were invited but didn’t show up) to sign a unity pact. At a mass rally in a soccer stadium, Lehrman presented the rebel delegates with a copy of the Declaration of Independence and read aloud a letter from Reagan, praising the revolutionaries—including the mujahideen—as part of a worldwide revolution whose “goals are [America’s] goals.”41


        CIA director Casey was the most aggressive proponent of rollback, envisioning the Contra supply chain as a model for a global covert operational system—what he called the “Enterprise”—directed by the government yet powered by private organizations, through which arms, money, and training would surreptitiously flow to anti-Communist insurgencies in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Angola, Cuba, Mozambique, and Yemen.42 To this list the Heritage Foundation added Laos, Libya, Iran, and Vietnam.


        The Reagan administration even supported the Khmer Rouge. Fresh off its genocide of millions, the Cambodian insurgency, pushed out of power by the Vietnamese military, received the support of the Enterprise in its fight against Hanoi’s occupying government. At a Heritage Foundation dinner held in 1986, Reagan toasted “the New Right Revolution” by quoting the nineteenth-century Boston theologian William Channing: “There are seasons, in human affairs, of inward and outward revolution, when new depths seem to be broken up in the soul, when new wants are unfolded in multitudes, and a new and undefined good is thirsted for.” Reagan went on to celebrate the Contras, along with the Khmer Rouge and other anti-Communist insurgencies, who were leading the revolution globally, pushing a “forward strategy for freedom.”43


        “The insurgencies in Afghanistan, Cambodia, Nicaragua, Angola, and elsewhere,” Reagan said, provide “vivid evidence that the romance of revolution is no longer on the side of the totalitarians.” In Nicaragua, the romance of U.S. anti-Communism was fast turning into a tragedy.

        


        Propelled by the back draft generated by defeat in Vietnam and using Central America as their staging ground, militarists rehabilitated the most repressive aspects of the covert operations and counterinsurgent doctrines of the 1950s and 1960s in order to reverse what they believed was a dangerous recession of U.S. power in the world. By the end of the 1980s, the White House had expanded and increased funding for the Special Forces, had set up in the Pentagon a Special Operations Command to conduct low-intensity warfare, had created a new post of assistant secretary of defense for special operations and low-intensity conflict, and had gathered together in common cause an international brigade of extremists, militarists, religious fundamentalists-cum-mercenaries John Birchers, KKKers, and soldiers of fortune who had turned Central America into the covert op of their dreams.


        Nothing was off-limits. They schemed in shabby hotels in Tegucigalpa, built landing pads in the jungle, mined harbors, tortured leftists, preached to Pentecostal warriors in jungle camps, and buttonholed reporters, hoping to spin the news their way. Drugs were rampant, supplied by Colombians, who ran guns to the Contras. Money, some of it fundraised in small donations from grassroots conservatives, some donated by Texas millionaires, Gulf oil sheiks, and Colombian drug traffickers, flowed freely. Sex was cheap, but also dangerous, since the Sandinistas, with the help of the Cuban intelligence agents, were good at sending women into Honduras to compromise high-ranking Contras. Less than a decade had passed since the U.S. had been driven out of South Vietnam, and all the sordidness associated with Washington’s intrigues in Saigon was simply restaged in Central America.


        There were of course other areas more pressing than El Salvador and Nicaragua on the White House’s foreign policy radar in the 1980s, particularly the Persian Gulf region of the Middle East. Yet no other region provided such a prolonged opportunity to reorient American militarism after the setback in Vietnam, paving the way for a relegitimation of unilateral militarism. Central America was the most important place in the world, largely because it was the least important. Reagan could give it to the insurgent counterinsurgents with little worry of cost or consequences.


        It was in the exercise of Central American policy that conservative militants turned statesmen learned how to maneuver around their more cautious colleagues in the State Department and most consistently disregarded the opinion of multilateral institutions. In 1986, the International Court of Justice ordered the United States to pay Nicaragua billions of dollars in reparations for mining its harbor and conducting an illegal war of aggression. In response to the ruling, Washington balked and withdrew from the court’s jurisdiction—a “watershed moment,” according to legal scholar Eric Posner, in the United States’ relationship with the international community, the death knell of the multilateral ideal.44 U.S. DEFIES WORLD COURT, ran a headline in the Chicago Tribune. Jesse Helms’s protégé, John Bolton—who would go on to serve George W. Bush as ambassador to the U.N. and Donald Trump as national security adviser—worked in Reagan’s Justice Department, where he obstructed investigations into Iran-Contra. He’d later cite Washington’s departure from the International Court of Justice to justify the United States’ withdrawal from a host of international treaties and obligations, including the International Criminal Court and a 1955 Treaty of Amity with Iran. And it was in Central America where unconventional warriors learned to bypass congressional oversight by creating a semiprivate, international network to carry out a clandestine foreign policy and to undermine post-Vietnam efforts to limit the use of military power for other than clearly defined, limited objectives.


        Central America also marked an important threshold in the moral evolution of U.S. foreign policy and militarism. In coming to see themselves as revolutionaries, militarists justified any and all means in relation to ends. Offering little but free-market absolutism—which is a poor program for winning “hearts and minds”—their “revolution” was entirely dependent on repression. The United States did indeed take that “step toward the primitive” when in Central America it cast its lot with the most feverish end of the anti-Communist spectrum, men who slaughtered hundreds of thousands—and their patrons in Washington called it political liberalism. Nicaragua was just the beginning. By the time Reagan left office, the United States was on the offensive, carrying out unconventional military operations throughout the third world. It moved even farther along in its journey toward the primitive in Afghanistan, when in order to force the Cold War to a conclusion the United States “unapologetically,” according to George Crile’s sympathetic history of the anti-Soviet jihad, equipped and trained “cadres of high tech holy warriors”—allies who wanted to roll back not just the USSR but the Enlightenment as well.45


        Despite the New Right’s impressive restoration of military power and global purpose, one impediment, wrote the Pentagon’s legal adviser, William O’Brien, in 1984, still remained: the “unrelenting anti-militarism” of the “American home front,” whose distaste for things like torture, extrajudicial assassinations, “dead or wounded children,” and “starvation as a means of combat” continued to handicap American action in the world.46


        The conservative movement would tackle this domestic antimilitarism head-on, bringing to the struggle the same passion it used to confront enemies in the field.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      Bringing It All Back Home


      CENTRAL AMERICA OFFERED the opportunity to roll back the antimilitarism that had infected U.S. political culture and institutions since the Vietnam War. More than any other twentieth-century conflict, Vietnam highlighted the porous border between foreign and domestic policy. Escalating protest, much of it linked to a reinvigorated internationalism, not only helped end the war but led to legislative measures that curbed the power of government security institutions, most notably the Central Intelligence Agency. At home, a deep skepticism shattered a governing consensus that had held sway for the first two decades after World War II. In what seemed a remarkably short period of time, the institutional pillars of society—universities, churches, newspapers, movies, Congress, and the judiciary—that had previously buttressed government legitimacy began to lean against it, advancing what some conservative critics came to deride as a permanent “adversary culture.”1 It was not just military defeat that brought about the turnaround but also revelations of brutality committed throughout the third world in the name of national security and of perfidy conducted under the cloak of government secrecy and executive privilege.


      By the end of the 1980s, defense intellectuals and activists had achieved a revolution in the mechanics and morals of special warfare doctrine abroad. But for their revolution to take hold, they knew they had to confront this culture of dissent at home. In the face of persistent and growing opposition to U.S. policies in El Salvador and Nicaragua, militarists countered with a series of actions that eroded the boundary between imperial policies and national politics. Making little distinction between foreign enemies and domestic opponents, the Reagan administration put in place what one government official described as a “psychological operation of the kind the military conducts to influence a population in denied or enemy territory.”2 The operation unfolded on three fronts.


      First, to confront an adversarial press, tame a presumptuous Congress, and make inroads on college campuses, the administration orchestrated a sophisticated and centralized “public diplomacy” campaign that deployed techniques drawn from both the PR world and the intelligence community. Second, the White House either loosened or circumvented restrictions placed on domestic law-and-order surveillance operations against political dissidents, reviving tactics that the FBI and other intelligence agencies had used to intimidate the antiwar movement in the 1960s, tactics that were thought to have been repudiated by the Rockefeller Committee and other congressional investigations into domestic covert actions in the mid-1970s.


      Finally, and most consequentially, the administration built countervailing grassroots support to dilute what seemed a permanently entrenched anti-imperialist opposition, mobilizing militarists and evangelicals on behalf of a hard-line foreign policy. Such a campaign allowed the White House to go forward with its Central American program. More critically, it also helped create the ideas and infrastructure that turned the Republican Party into a mass movement.


      
        BILL O’REILLY GOES TO WAR


        Coming early in the Reagan administration, the El Mozote massacre in eastern El Salvador offered a crash course on how to finesse the news at home by controlling reporters at the source. El Mozote is a small, hard-to-reach hamlet in western El Salvador. The massacre took place on December 11, 1981, carried out by the Atlacatl Battalion, established by the United States as part of its efforts to “professionalize” the Salvadoran military. The killing was savage beyond belief: between 733 and 900 villagers were slaughtered, decapitated, impaled, and burned alive. News of the massacre broke on the front page of the New York Times by the journalist Raymond Bonner and the Washington Post by Alma Guillermoprieto. Both stories were published on January 27, 1982, and accompanied by photographs taken by Susan Meiselas. Bonner and Meiselas got to El Mozote, after hearing about the killing, by walking for days from Honduras. Guillermoprieto wrote about seeing “countless bits of bones—skulls, rib cages, femurs, a spinal column” poking “out of the rubble.” Bonner noted the “charred skulls and bones of dozens of bodies buried under burned-out roofs, beams, and shattered tiles.”


        Aside from the brutality of the slaughter, El Mozote was distinguished by the velocity with which Washington moved to cover it up. It was, in a way, the first massacre of the “second Cold War,” the Reagan administration’s drive to retake the third world; what My Lai was to the 1960s, El Mozote was to the 1980s. (Later, at the end of the decade, Atlacatl would commit another infamous crime: the execution of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, Elba Ramos, and her daughter, Celina.) The reporter Mark Danner, in an essay in the New Yorker, describes the cover-up in detail: the U.S. embassy in El Salvador immediately disputed Bonner’s and Guillermoprieto’s reporting, as did New Right organizations like Accuracy in Media. Thomas Enders, Reagan’s assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, and Elliott Abrams, assistant secretary of state for human rights, denied the killing. Abrams said that “it appears to be an incident that is at least being significantly misused, at the very best, by the guerrillas.” The Wall Street Journal called Bonner “overly credulous.” He was, the paper said, “out on a limb” and placed the word massacre in “scare quotes.” The Times sided with the critics, and Bonner eventually left the paper, after first being transferred to the business section. “We finally got rid of that sonuvabitch,” said one military officer, delighted to see him go.3


        Even as this smear campaign against Bonner was unfolding, none other than a young Bill O’Reilly, who used to host a popular right-wing talk show on Fox News, was sent by his then employer CBS News to El Salvador. In O’Reilly’s words, he was sent “to check out an alleged massacre in the dangerous Morazán Territory.” This had to have been the El Mozote massacre. No other massacre was being reported on in the press that would have caught the attention of CBS producers.


        O’Reilly did go to El Salvador. But he didn’t go to El Mozote. Instead, he went to the next town over, Meanguera, a fairly large municipal seat. In his memoir, O’Reilly writes: Meanguera “was leveled to the ground and fires were still smoldering. But even though the carnage was obviously recent, we saw no one live or dead. There was absolutely nobody around who could tell us what happened. I quickly did a stand-up amid the rubble and we got the hell out of there.” This is all a lie. The video from O’Reilly’s own report—broadcast on CBS on May 20, 1982—clearly shows that Meanguera is not leveled. There are no fires. At least eight people can be seen going about their business. O’Reilly also writes that he arrived at Meanguera by car in a harrowing journey, but the clip shows him travelling at least part of the way in a Salvadoran helicopter.


        These lies—fun as they are to catch O’Reilly in—are not important. It is no surprise that O’Reilly exaggerates and distorts. What is important is how the incident illustrates the degradation of post-Vietnam investigative reporting. O’Reilly was asked to investigate the El Mozote massacre. He didn’t. O’Reilly was sent to follow up on the reports by Bonner and Guillermoprieto of a major atrocity committed by U.S. allies that would have had implications for Ronald Reagan’s hard-line Central America policy. He didn’t.


        If O’Reilly had investigated the El Mozote massacre—if he had even mentioned the El Mozote massacre—it might have kept the jackals off of Bonner. And that might have kept Bonner in Central America. And that would have provided the U.S. public with an experienced reporter sending back information that might have had an impact in the debate over Reagan’s Central American policy.* Instead, Bonner’s removal sent a message: Michael Massing, writing in the Columbia Journalism Review on the consequences of targeting Bonner, notes that reporters became “wary of provoking the embassy.” “If they can kick out a Times correspondent,” said one reporter, “you’ve got to be careful.” Apparently one Times journalist told Bonner, “I’m not going to get caught in the same trap that you did.”


        Bonner, Guillermoprieto, and Meiselas were operating under the old model, pioneered in Southeast Asia by correspondents like Neil Sheehan and Peter Arnett who questioned Washington’s version of events and did all that was necessary to get to the scene and get at the truth. Bonner and Meiselas walked for days through dense jungle to the site of the atrocity. In contrast, O’Reilly, shown in footage being whisked into the next town over on a U.S.-supplied helicopter, did, as he puts it, a ninety-second “package”—a “stand-up” routine that largely confirmed the official story, a narrative that might as well have been dictated by Enders and Abrams. Bonner was exiled for his intrepidness. O’Reilly went on to transform cable TV, accelerating the dumbing down of TV political opinion.


        O’Reilly’s cameo in El Salvador’s civil war isn’t just a sin of omission (not mentioning El Mozote and thus burying the massacre). It is a sin of commission. Take a look at the report.† O’Reilly, dressed in tight, stonewashed jeans, sounds as if he is reading a set of talking points drawn up for him by the White House. One of the key rhetorical strategies to dilute opposition to Reagan’s Central American policy was to muddy the war, to establish plausible deniability regarding violations of human rights. In the case of El Mozote, the U.S. embassy sent out a memo concluding that “it is not possible to prove or disprove excesses of violence against the civilian population of El Mozote.” Here’s O’Reilly echoing that memo in his memoir: “I explained that while a scorched-earth policy was clearly in effect in remote villages—the evidence was right there on tape—it was impossible to say just who was doing the scorching.”

      


      
        MEDIA EDUCATION


        The fallout from El Mozote—lingering questions in the press and Congress as to whether the United States was financially supporting mass murderers—lasted through a good part of 1982, convincing the Reagan administration that they needed a more comprehensive strategy for dealing with inquisitive reporters, voters, and politicians. So on January 14,1983, Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive 77, creating a domestic interagency task force “designed to generate support for our national security objectives.”4 Five months later, the Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean was born under the direction of Cuban émigré Otto Reich.‡


        The Office was officially charged with implementing a “new, nontraditional” approach to “defining the terms of the public discussion on Central American policy” and with unshackling “public perception of policy from myths and cant.”5 In reality, the Office can be thought of as the evolution of Edward Bernays and the CIA’s earlier, and more modest, domestic psyop, which helped build public support for the overthrow of Jacobo Árbenz in Guatemala. Reich’s Office of Public Diplomacy was the homeland branch of Iran-Contra, staffed by psywar operatives from the CIA and the U.S. Army’s Fourth Psychological Operations Group.6 In order to bypass the 1947 National Security Act, which prohibited the CIA from trying to influence domestic opinion, the Office was placed under the nominal authority of the State Department. But Reich himself—despite being vouched for as “politically sound” by Jeane Kirkpatrick—was reviewed weekly not by any official in the State Department but by the CIA’s Walter Raymond, a thirty-year agency operative who sat on Reagan’s National Security Council.7


        The Office worked as a crucial interface, linking the work of Republican-affiliated advertising and polling firms with New Right grassroots groups, such as Accuracy in Media, created to target the mainstream media.8 The office also worked directly with New Right cadres to raise off-the-books money, to support off-the-books propaganda work. One infamous fundraiser was Carl “Spitz” Channell, who as a private individual raised millions of dollars for various aspects of the Contra cause, mostly through front organizations like the National Endowment for the Preservation of Liberty, the American Conservative Trust, and the American Anti-Terrorism Committee. The money was used to fund “television ads, newspaper ads and grassroots activities” on behalf of the Contras.9 Channell also funneled millions of dollars in private donations through a Swiss bank account to pay for weapons for the Nicaraguan rebels.


        Such fundraising, either for arms or media work, served two purposes. First, it helped circumvent laws that barred the White House from spending public money to lobby Congress or manipulate public opinion. Second, the act of fundraising itself helped build the New Right, bringing funders together with activists and deepening their investment in the movement.


        The Office of Public Diplomacy focused mostly on Nicaragua (since Enders’s nation-building program in El Salvador was successful in convincing Congress to fund that country’s war). Reich used data collected from private polling firms to identify themes that played well with the public. The intent was to isolate Sandinista “negatives” and Contra “positives,” to compile “key words, phrases, or images” that could turn U.S. citizens against the Nicaraguan government.10 A 1985 “action plan” (formatted according to the public relations industry’s “perception management” guidelines) listed simple notions or phrases, many of them repeated multiple times with no elaboration, to help the White House and its allies to frame the debate.


        The plan offered few concepts that went beyond two or three syllables. The point was to dumb down debate, to appeal to the lowest common denominator. Mostly, memos created by the Office and passed around to White House officials chanted buzzwords with mantra-like minimalism: “military buildup,” “forced military conscription,” “terrorism,” “the drug connection,” “Panama Canal,” “human rights violations,” “Communist connection,” and “persecution of church groups.” These images, concepts, and moods worked their way into the public pronouncements of Reagan officials.11 Reading the recommendations put forth by the action plan, one gets the sense that they had hoped to hypnotize the public through the repetition of inanity, working their way into the nation’s political unconscious to create a subliminal series of negative associations. There was no forceful argument involved, no grand staking out of ideological positions. Rather, the Office perfected psychological manipulation by insinuation, by massaging sentiments. The Sandinistas were “evil,” Soviet “puppets,” “racist,” and they “repress human rights,” and are “involved in U.S. drug problems.” The Contras were “freedom fighters,” “good guys,” “underdogs,” “religious,” and “poor.” The United States didn’t want to “overthrow” the Sandinistas but only change their “behavior.” It was not “immoral” to support a “covert action.”


        Reich’s Office used the Nicaraguan campaign to shift the understanding of the threat facing the United States away from Communism toward the more capacious concept of “terrorism.” In the 1980s, the United States found itself ever more involved in Middle Eastern politics, and the Reagan administration increasingly tied Nicaragua to troubles in that region. Public Diplomacy operatives accused the Sandinistas of having “ties with the PLO, Libya, and terrorists,” linking them, as Reagan did in a 1985 speech, with “Arafat, Qadhafi, and the Ayatollah Khomeini.”12 The office even tried to tag them as persecuting Jews.13 The historian Robert Kagan took over the Office from Reich in 1986 and recommended the distribution of reports that documented Sandinista “anti-Semitism”—supplemented with “glossy pictures” and presented in an “In Their Own Words” style—to “key Jewish journalists and interreligious publications.”14 It was not the Sandinistas who traded in anti-Jewish sentiment, however. The U.S. “media was controlled by Jews,” said one CIA handler, according to a respected Contra leader, “and if we could show that Jews were being persecuted it would help a lot.”15 (In the 1960s the FBI likewise spread rumors that the Black Power movement was anti-Semitic in order to drive a wedge between it and Jewish intellectuals.)§


        Operatives worked at a breakneck pace. Over just a two-month period in early 1985 the Office laid out a chronology of seventy-nine tasks to accomplish, among them:


        
          	Assign U.S. intelligence agencies to research Sandinista violations of the Geneva Convention;


          	Prepare themes with which to approach congressmen based on listed perceptions;


          	Encourage U.S. reporters to meet individual Contra fighters;


          	Contact internal eyewitnesses/victims to testify before Congress about their abortive attempts to deal with Sandinistas;


          	Prepare list of publicly and privately expressed Congressional objections to aiding Contras;


          	Request that Zbigniew Brzezinski write a paper which points out geopolitical consequences of Communist domination of Nicaragua;


          	Hold briefings for key Congressional members and staffers;


          	Supervise preparation and assignment of articles directed to special interest groups at rate of one per week (examples: article on Nicaraguan educational system for National Education Association, article by retired military for Retired Officers Association, etc.);


          	Draft one op-ed per week for signature by administration officials. Specify themes for the op-eds and retain final editorial rights;


          	Conduct public opinion poll of American attitudes toward Sandinistas, freedom fighters;


          	Martha Lida Murillo (9-year-old atrocity victim) visit to Washington; possible photo-op with First Lady;


          	Prepare list of key media outlets interested in Central American issues; identify specific editors, commentators, talk shows, and columnists;


          	Call/visit newspaper editorial boards and give them background on the Nicaraguan freedom fighters;


          	Prepare a “Dear Colleagues” letter for signature by a responsible Democrat which counsels against “negotiating” with the Sandinistas;


          	Review and restate themes based on results of public opinion poll;


          	Prepare document on Nicaraguan narcotics involvement;


          	Publish and distribute “Nicaragua’s Development as Marxist Leninist State”;


          	Sponsor media events for Central American resistance leaders;


          	Congressional delegation visits during recess to Nicaraguan refugee camps in Honduras and Costa Rica;


          	Administration and prominent nongovernment spokesman on network shows regarding Soviet, Cuban, East German, Libyan, and Iranian connection with Sandinistas;


          	Distribute paper on geopolitical consequences [presumably the one requested of Brzezinski];


          	Release paper on Nicaraguan drug involvement;


          	Conduct telephone campaign in 120 Congressional districts. Citizens for America district activists organize phone tree to target Congressional offices encouraging them to vote for Contra aid;


          	Organize rallies featuring Central American spokesmen throughout the country in conjunction with Citizens for America activists;


          	Organize nationally coordinated sermons about aid to the freedom fighters;


          	Organize Washington conference “Central America: Resistance or Surrender” (Presidential drop-by?); and


          	Organize major rally in the Orange Bowl, Miami, attended by President Reagan.

        


        Finally, with no irony: “Release paper on Nicaraguan media manipulation.”16


        The Office produced a steady flow of white papers, briefings, talking points, pamphlets, and books on El Salvador and Nicaragua. For El Salvador, the job was primarily proving Cuban and Sandinista ties and rapidly refuting charges of atrocities committed by the Salvadoran military.17 For Nicaragua, when the White House was not fabricating facts wholesale it was amplifying every statement and action made by the Sandinistas to prove their malfeasance. Sensational reports (with titles such as “Mothers of Political Prisoners,” “Religious Repression in Nicaragua,” “Nicaragua and Cuba—Drugs,” “In Their Own Words—Former Sandinistas Tell Their Story,” “Human Costs of Communism,” “Nicaragua in Quotes,” “Inside the Sandinista Regime,” and “Christians Under Fire”) were distributed either directly by the administration or by its allies. Such allies included, by the early 1980s, an impressive array of think tanks, ad hoc committees, CIA-front publishing houses, college organizations (such as Young Americans for Freedom and Campus Crusade for Christ), and an emerging network of alternative conservative news outlets (the most important at the time, before the ascendancy of Fox News, being the Christian Broadcasting Network and the Moon-owned Washington Times).18


        The Office distributed its literature not just to New Right organizations but to mainline “church groups, human-rights organizations, lawyers, political scientists, journalists, etc.” Each recipient received “cover letters tailored” to their specific interests.19 The Office of Public Diplomacy organized conferences on Central America and invited “leaders of special interest and public policy groups (think tanks, foundations, church groups, labor organizations, Indian and Black organizations, academics) with special interest in Latin America.”20 In its first year of operations, the Office arranged more than 1,500 speaking engagements and distributed material to “1,600 libraries, 520 political science faculties, 122 editorial writers and 107 religious organizations.”21 The Office compiled a comprehensive list of moral and political objections to Contra funding and drafted appropriate responses to each one. Public diplomacy staff briefed the press and Congress on a regular basis, and wrote, or helped write, op-eds that were published in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal under the bylines of administration officials, retired military officers, Contra leaders, foreign policy experts, and sympathetic scholars.22


        The reduction of foreign policy to a series of emotionally laden talking points that linked the Sandinistas to any number of world evils manifested itself in the speeches of administration officials such as Jeane Kirkpatrick, William Casey, and Elliott Abrams. Nicaragua’s connections with terrorism, Soviet nuclear submarines, religious and ethnic persecution, totalitarianism, Castro, East Germans, Bulgarians, Libya, Iran, even the Baader-Meinhof Gang—all were to be confronted with U.S. purpose and resolve.


        Yet it was Ronald Reagan, listed by Public Diplomacy as an “asset” due to his communication skills, who best embodied the triumph of emotion over substance.23


        With little respect for history or fact, Reagan offered an image of the Nicaraguan struggle professionally tuned to resonate with popular fears and self-perceptions, presenting support for the Contras as keeping faith with America’s “revolutionary heritage.”24 After all, the PR mavens at the Office of Public Diplomacy isolated two especially effective “exploitable themes”: first, the idea that the Contras “are Freedom Fighters” fighting for “freedom in the American tradition.” And second, the idea that U.S. “history requires support to freedom fighters.” Who could argue?

      


      
        A NEW REVOLUTION


        Revolution in the name of democracy became a marketing device. Office of Public Diplomacy memos stressed the need to refer to the insurgents not as “Contras” but as either “new revolutionaries” or “freedom fighters fighting in the American tradition.” The war against the Sandinistas was to be called Nicaragua’s “New Revolution.” One memo suggested adopting as a logo for the Contras “a TORCH raised high by a hand, perhaps a shackled hand. It would signify a torch of freedom, like the Statue of Liberty’s or the Olympic Torch, or the light of freedom at the end of the tunnel of darkness of Communism.” Another idea was to commission a “song written about the freedom fighters and their struggle for freedom and democracy. Ideally, one which could be translated into either Spanish or English and sung by an American artist and can be made into a hit like the Ballad of the Green Berets. Such a song could generate publicity, especially if sung by a country western star.” Think of Willie Nelson’s character, in 1997’s Wag the Dog, commissioned by a White House fixer played by Robert De Niro to do exactly that: write a patriotic, catchy tune to support a war.


        Other recommendations included the printing of T-shirts with messages in support of the freedom fighters. “One could be given to President Reagan,” suggested one memo, as a spontaneous act to show popular support for his Central American policies. On cue, Reagan accepted such a gift from a supporter, beaming as he held it high.25


        The point of all this activity was not to create majority support for Reagan’s Central American policy. White House director of communications Patrick Buchanan admitted as much at a 1986 Low-Intensity Warfare Conference when he said that the consensus that existed between 1941 and 1966 was gone and was not coming back: “There are many Americans out there… that will tell you that the great enemy of America is our support for right-wing dictatorships.… We do not have agreement among ourselves. We are not going to have agreement. We haven’t had it for 20 years. And it seems to me there is no sense waiting for that agreement before acting.”26


        The goal, rather, was to prevent an oppositional consensus from forming.


        To that end, Public Diplomacy, much like rational choice counterinsurgency, helped shift the debate in favor of the White House not by winning over domestic hearts and minds but by making it too costly for mainstream journalists and politicians to challenge policy.


        By flooding the media with questionable facts and allegations, the Office of Public Diplomacy forced Reagan’s opponents to dissipate their energies disproving allegations rather than making their own positive case for nonintervention. Confronted by government spokespeople and sympathetic experts ready to rebut unfavorable coverage, no matter how slight the criticism or how marginal the source, reporters came to dread the amount of fact-checking it took to cover Central America.27 “I work for a network very concerned with cost and image,” complained Karen Burnes of ABC News in 1987. “It takes months and months,” she said, to do a critical story on Reagan’s Central American policy. Spending that much prep time on a story that would take up only five minutes of airtime, she said, was “not a way to be successful.”28 Burnes and ABC in fact were sued for defamation by a company called Southern Air Transport, for reporting that the company worked with South Africa to illegally supply arms to the Contras. The suit was tossed out when a district court found that “all the statements regarding Southern Air in the challenged news story were true.”29


        By offering alternative interpretations, no matter how far-fetched, to discredit charges of atrocities committed by U.S. allies, Public Diplomacy muddied the waters and made it difficult, if not impossible, for human-rights organizations to establish the facts of a case.


        In 1985, for instance, Newsweek published an article documenting Contra atrocities based on color photographs provided by Frank Wohl, a Marine ROTC graduate and anti-Communist student activist from Northwestern University who was traveling with the Contras when he witnessed the execution of a prisoner of war. Using his account, Newsweek reported that:


        
          The victim dug his own grave, scooping the dirt out with his hands. Squatting in the hole, he ate some dry powdered milk, and then lay down to die. No one gagged him. But he didn’t scream. He crossed himself. Then a contra executioner knelt and rammed a Ka-Bar knife into his throat. A second enforcer stabbed at his jugular, then his abdomen. When the corpse was finally still, the contras threw dirt over the shallow grave—and walked away.30

        


        Newsweek compared the image to the famous photograph taken during the Vietnam War, of the execution on a Saigon street of a suspected Viet Cong by the city’s police chief, “which aroused worldwide sentiment in 1968” and contributed to the public’s repudiation of U.S. support for South Vietnam. But much had changed between 1968 and 1985. Now, the Office of Public Diplomacy sprang into action. The photos were authentic, yet Otto Reich argued that they must have been faked because the Contra uniforms were too clean. Wohl’s conservative credentials didn’t stop Oliver North from accusing him of being a Sandinista sympathizer. And sure enough, major papers framed their reporting not on the execution but on Wohl’s “credibility.” LEADER OF CONTRAS CALLS PHOTOS ‘FAKE,’ ran the Chicago Tribune’s headline, on top of a story filled with information from Contra interviews pipelined through Reich’s Office. When asked about the killing by House Speaker Tip O’Neill, Reagan simply said, “I saw that picture, and I’m told that after it was taken, the so-called victim got up and walked away.”31


        Reich was a pedagogue, carrying out what he called “media education.”32 Instruction entailed personal visits to reporters whom he felt to be too sympathetic to either the Sandinistas or the Salvadoran rebels.33 At an NPR studio, Reich let journalists know that his office had contracted a “special consultant service [to listen] to all NPR programs” on Central America—a serious threat to an agency that operated by government largesse. Reich later boasted that he had succeeded in getting reporters who he felt were too easy on the Sandinistas reassigned.34 Following his visit, NPR hired conservative commentator Linda Chavez to provide “balance.”35 Reich’s Office claimed credit for “killing” numerous stories critical of the Contras.36 When the Washington Post’s John Lantigua proved too independent, Reich, through the right-wing advocacy organization Accuracy in the Media, started a rumor that he “was being furnished with live-in female Sandinista sex slaves in exchange for penning Sandinista agitprop.”37 According to journalist Robert Parry, himself the subject of innuendo, the “public diplomacy boys” during cocktail parties “would talk about American female journalists ‘sleeping with Sandinistas.’”38


        The Office of Public Diplomacy in effect “swiftboated” the United States, as the practice of using supposedly independent groups to smear opponents with unsubstantiated lies and innuendo is called. The word was coined when a right-wing veterans’ group relentlessly targeted John Kerry during his 2004 bid for the White House. The Office of Public Diplomacy likewise targeted not just journalists but politicians, especially House representatives. “Attacking the President,” Reich warned, “was no longer cost free.”39 During the 1980s the New Right, advised by PR firms under Public Diplomacy contract, focused much of its organizing work on unseating congressional antimilitarists, particularly those who opposed Reagan’s Central American policy.40 If you “cross” Reagan, said a Republican aide, “they’re going to carve you up publicly”—a fate that befell Maryland congressman Michael Barnes during his senatorial bid.41 International Business Communication, a Republican-linked PR firm, worked in tandem with Reich and Channell’s American Anti-Terrorism Committee to execute a smear campaign that cost him the election.


        “Destroy Barnes—use him as an object lesson,” said the personal notes of one of Channell’s operatives.42


        Public Diplomacy combined the power of psyops and PR tactics to blunt the distinction between foreign and domestic policy. The White House even timed Contra military operations to coincide with congressional votes on funding.43 When its actions came to light, the Office was condemned by both the Congress and the General Accounting Office as, in the words of an excised part of Congress’s Iran-Contra report, “what a covert CIA operation in a foreign country might do.”44


        Nonetheless, the administration considered the Office of Public Diplomacy such a stunning success that it “initiated” similar “methodologies” and “operations,” as Elliott Abrams put it in 1986, “for Southern Africa and for terrorism issues.”45

      


      
        A RETURN TO DEFERENCE


        In the case of the El Mozote massacre, the empire’s workshop was a slaughterhouse. The successful containment of Bonner contributed to the idea that the press and Congress could be controlled with a mixture of carrot and stick, as institutionalized in the Office of Public Diplomacy. Yet neither institution was quite as far off the reservation as their post-Vietnam and post-Watergate reputations suggested. There existed a few intrepid reporters in the mainstream and alternative press, such as Bonner and Robert Parry (who was professionally punished for reporting aggressively on Iran-Contra).¶ But for the most part, the increasingly corporate-concentrated media cut the popular Reagan considerable slack. Ben Bradlee of the Washington Post describes a “return to deference” on the part of the press corps: “We were dealing with someone this time who really, really, really disapproved of us, disliked us, distrusted us, and that [we thought] we ought not give him any opportunities to see he was right.”46 Bradlee and his colleagues also responded to a perceived public fatigue with journalists “trying to make a Watergate out of everything.” “We did ease off” the president, Bradlee recalled.


        In the field, defense strategists had analyzed the relationship between the press and the military after Vietnam and concluded that the problem in Southeast Asia was that journalists had become too independent in developing their own channels of information. In response, the Pentagon and the CIA granted privileged access to certain reporters in Central America, laying the groundwork for protocols that would be developed further in Grenada, Panama, and Iraq. John Waghelstein recounts that when he first arrived in El Salvador in the early 1980s he found that “many of the stories were written from within guerrilla-controlled areas and some of the eyewitness accounts had a pro-guerrilla bias.”47 He took “serious steps” to change this, conducting a “series of one-on-one backgrounders with a few of the more respected journalists” and holding an “informal weekly press session.” “Good Salvadoran commanders were highlighted” and “problems were discussed candidly.” He also authorized network camera crews to film the Salvadoran army in action. Such controlled access gave U.S. military advisers a way to establish cordial, respectful relations with the in-country press corps, allowing them not only to present their side of the war but to accustom select mainstream reporters to that access and make them loath to write anything that might jeopardize it.


        It also created a bonding experience in which privilege was transformed into sympathy for the institution granting the access. Fred Barnes could be thought of as Ray Bonner’s fun-house-mirror opposite. While a staff writer for the New Republic, Barnes’s CIA handlers allowed him to don a uniform and play “Contra for a Day.” The only critical note in Barnes’s chronicle of life among the anti-Communist insurgents was that the “coffee wasn’t hot enough” and he had to sleep on a “plywood slab.”48


        Waghelstein thought his reforms changed the tenor of media coverage of El Salvador, with more time granted to the administration’s point of view. But not all reporters could be brought to heel, and he complained specifically about Bonner and John Dinges, another critical journalist, whom he believed to be “dupes of a very sophisticated enemy.” Bonner and Dinges notwithstanding, those reporters Waghelstein couldn’t co-opt in the field had the full apparatus of Reich and Kagan’s Office of Public Diplomacy to “fact-check” them.


        As to the antimilitarists in Congress, they were no match for the alliance of Republicans and conservative Democrats more than willing to grant the administration the benefit of the doubt, especially when it came to foreign policy and especially in a region as inconsequential as Central America. Hard-liners like William Casey and Robert McFarlane wanted to challenge critics in the House and Senate directly on El Salvador and Nicaragua as a way of isolating and discrediting the legislative branch. There was no need for confrontation. In El Salvador, Reagan’s rhetorical support of nation building and human rights won over enough “responsible Democrats” to carry on the White House’s policy.49 Support for the Contras was trickier, but Congress was willing to challenge Reagan only so far.


        Opponents of the administration’s Nicaragua policy celebrated a number of minor victories in the early 1980s, limiting support for the Contras. But sometime between 1985 and 1986—the height of Public Diplomacy work—they noted that the public debate had gotten away from them.50 Enough Democrats had come to accept the administration’s analysis of the crisis: the Sandinistas were rogues and the Contras, however they came into being, deserved Washington’s backing.

      


      
        PLAN OF ATTACK


        The New Right came to power intent on overturning many of the checks placed on policing and intelligence gathering, either by Congress and the Justice Department or by the Warren Supreme Court.51 For law-and-order, national-security types, the Miranda requirement, restrictions on search and seizures, as well as on wiretapping, and congressional oversight of overseas covert operations were of a piece, symbols of the shackles that prevented frontline security forces from protecting the nation against crime and foreign subversion.


        In August 1979, an intelligence subcommittee of the Republican National Committee comprised of a group of former CIA and Pentagon officials and headed by Reagan’s future NSC chief, Richard Allen, produced a twelve-page plan that called for the consolidation of the diverse intelligence agencies into a single apparatus that would “mobilize” the entire government on behalf of national security. The plan advocated diluting the Freedom of Information Act and weakening constitutional protections extended by the Warren Court. It also sought the removal of prohibitions against the sharing of information between the FBI and the CIA and for the creation of “joint teams of officers from both the domestic and foreign intelligence services.”52 The 1980 Republican platform followed up by criticizing the “ill-considered restrictions sponsored by Democrats, which have debilitated U.S. intelligence capabilities.” Shortly after Reagan’s victory, the Heritage Foundation likewise issued an agenda for a conservative government that would abolish the “new restrictions” that had resulted in “fragmentation of the mission between several [intelligence] agencies and technical disciplines, as well as division of jurisdiction between foreign and domestic matters.”53


        Much of this agenda, while today largely fulfilled in the post-9/11 Patriot Act and subsequent restructuring of intelligence services, was at the time considered too radical to implement.54


        But the Heritage Foundation also specifically called for the surveillance of solidarity organizations that lobbied in support of the “Sandinistas and other Latin American… terrorists.”55 Here the FBI obliged, launching in early 1981 an investigation of the newly formed Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES).


        The impetus for the CISPES investigation came from the synergy created by the right-wing public/private network that revolved around the NSC, CIA, and Office of Public Diplomacy. The FBI launched its inquiry after the publication of an article by John Rees of the John Birch Society linking CISPES to the Salvadoran rebels. This article was based, in part, on documents made available to Rees by the CIA, which were purportedly captured from the FMLN.56 Throughout the course of the investigation, the bureau also relied heavily on information supplied by Western Goals, an outfit created by Rees and other conservative activists. In the organization’s own words, its purpose was to step in and “fill the critical gap left by the crippling of the FBI, the disabling of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, and the destruction of crucial governmental files [on dissidents and subversives].”57


        In coordination with the Office of Public Diplomacy, Western Goals—which had on its advisory board Contra activists John Singlaub and Carl Channell—created a database cataloging the names and personal information of activists in the nuclear freeze and Central American solidarity movement. It then made that information available to the FBI.


        The bureau found no evidence that CISPES was “acting on behalf” of the Salvadoran rebels or “any other foreign principle.” This finding, however, led it not to call off but to expand its hunt, now under the rubric of “international terrorism.” The investigation lasted for five years and involved all fifty-nine of the FBI’s field offices. Investigators collected information on over two thousand individuals and over one thousand groups. The main investigation generated 178 spin-off inquiries that reached into all branches of the anti-interventionist movement, including the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the InterReligious Task Force on Central America, the Maryknoll Sisters, the United Auto Workers, and the congressional offices of Pat Schroeder, Christopher Dodd, Jim Wright, John Kerry, Lee Hamilton, and David Durenberger.


        The FBI defined its mission less as a criminal investigation than as a battle campaign. It set out to, as one internal memo put it, “formulate some plan of attack against CISPES and specifically against individuals who definitely display their contempt for the U.S. government by making speeches and propagandizing their cause.”58 Agents observed rallies and churches, shadowed individuals, and intimidated activists. Designating CISPES a Soviet front organization, the bureau forwarded the names and addresses of its members to the White House, the Secret Service, the Justice Department, and the State Department—not an insignificant act considering that Oliver North had drawn up plans to arrest and detain Central American activists indefinitely in the event of an American invasion of Nicaragua.59 One woman was told by agents that she was “going around with a bunch of terrorists, and we want to help keep you clean.”60 Activists who traveled to Central America had their official documents and personal papers seized, their mail tampered with, and their landlords and employers questioned. Much of this surveillance, according to FBI director William Webster, was conducted at the request of the CIA and the NSC.61 “Members of more than 100 other groups,” according to the New York Times, “came under surveillance because of their ties to CISPES.”


        Citizens were subjected to more than observation. Throughout the 1980s, Central American solidarity activists experienced nearly two hundred incidents of harassment and intimidation, many involving break-ins of their homes and offices.62 Church leaders testified to Congress that the burglaries had a “chilling effect” on their political work. Yanira Corea, a twenty-four-year-old Salvadoran refugee, was kidnapped at knifepoint in front of CISPES Los Angeles headquarters by three men she identified as Salvadoran by their accents. The assault was but one of a wave of threats and attacks against political exiles carried out by Salvadoran death squads operating in the Los Angeles area. As they tortured and raped her, the assailants—associated with a Salvadoran security unit linked to the CIA, according to one investigative reporter—questioned Corea about her political work and demanded the names of her associates.63


        No government agency was ever linked to these crimes. But then none of them were ever solved. The bureau refused to investigate, claiming that they fell under local jurisdiction. But a number of victims—such as the International Center for Development Policy, which had its offices burgled twice and documents related to its inquiry into the Iran-Contra scandal removed—were singled out by Oliver North, who asked that the FBI keep tabs on them.64 Despite the fact that in most cases files were rifled but no property was stolen, the bureau said it saw no pattern to the break-ins.


        It should have researched its own history, for the burglaries closely resembled illegal search and seizures carried out during J. Edgar Hoover’s long reign. Indeed, one of Reagan’s very first acts in office, inexplicable by any standard save a cynical one, was to grant unconditional pardons to two former bureau officials convicted of authorizing the burglary of the homes of antiwar protesters in the early 1970s. The agents were prosecuted by Carter’s attorney general as part of the fallout from the Church and Rockefeller committees, which documented FBI harassment and illegal surveillance of antiwar activists, especially those that took place under the freewheeling and enormously destructive COINTELPRO operations. COINTELPRO lasted from 1956 to 1971 and targeted everyone from Martin Luther King to John Lennon, with most of its provocateur energies aimed at preventing transracial progressive movements from gaining ground. Reagan not only exonerated the officers but praised them for acting “on high principle to bring an end to the terrorism that was threatening our nation.”


        Vindicated, the agents described their exoneration as “the biggest shot in the arm for the intelligence community for a long time”—“A very fine thing for the present FBI,” which would allow it to do its “job 100 percent.”65


        As to the FBI’s freewheeling investigation into Central American activists, the FBI director, William Sessions, under criticism by Democrats, defended what he called a “full international terrorism investigation.”66 His agents, he said, were “not out of control.” True enough, for the “plan of attack” against CISPES wasn’t rogue. As laid out in the Heritage Foundation and other conservative organizations, it was central to the New Right agenda: work to dilute, and then dismantle, post-Vietnam, post-COINTELPRO, and post-Watergate restrictions placed on the CIA and the FBI.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      The Committee on the (Ever) Present Danger


      FOR CONSERVATIVE ACTIVISTS, both in and out of the government, taking defensive action through media manipulation and surveillance of dissidents was not enough. Just as militarists in the 1980s pushed the United States beyond a policy of containment to rollback, leaders of the New Right, in the vanguard of an emerging governing coalition, worked to dominate the debate by creating their own grassroots mobilization for an increasingly martial and imperial foreign policy. Their enforcement of an aggressive Central American policy—part of what Noam Chomsky, in 1982, called a “New Cold War” and Fred Halliday, a year later, described as the “second Cold War”—was supported by four key constituent groups: civilian Cold War policy and opinion makers; militarists and mercenaries, many of them veterans radicalized by their experience of defeat in Vietnam; the Christian Right; and intellectuals and business interests looking to open up the global market and roll back third-world economic nationalism.1


      
        THE PRESENT DANGER


        The Central American conflict breathed new life into policy lobby groups, bringing right-wing nationalists together with liberal anti-Communists—often referred to today as “neoconservatives”—in common cause. Already by the mid-1970s, just after the fall of Nixon and the fall of Saigon, the first generation of neocons had begun to gather. During the Ford administration, Donald Rumsfeld, Ford’s secretary of defense, Dick Cheney, Ford’s White House chief of staff, and Paul Wolfowitz, working under Rumsfeld, began to undermine arms treaties with the Soviet Union and set up what was known as Plan B, an effort to politicize intelligence to make the Soviets seem a bigger threat than they were.


        Then, during the presidency of Jimmy Carter, one foreign policy crisis after another—in Nicaragua, Iran, the Middle East, Southeast Asia, Afghanistan, southern Africa, Panama—gave neoconservatives a chance to set up their shops. Younger neocons joined with the nationalist Right through ad hoc and standing organizations such as the Committee on the Present Danger, the Coalition for a Democratic Majority, and the Committee to Maintain a Prudent Defense Policy (which introduced the young generation of militarists, like Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz, to venerable Cold War warriors such as Dean Acheson and Paul Nitze). They derailed arms reduction treaties, raised the alarm over Washington’s abandonment of Taiwan to embrace China, and demanded that the United States support Israel more forcefully and push back third-world revolutionary nationalism. The alliance deepened as stalwart liberals such as Daniel Patrick Moynihan and Nathan Glazer lost their fondness for the New Deal welfare state and grew increasingly disaffected with the “nihilism,” as Irving Kristol put it, of the New Left. Some became contemptuous of the Democratic Party and fed up with what conservative intellectuals called a “new class of liberal verbalists”—academic and intellectual parasites who thrived on a bloated bureaucracy and a permanent adversarial culture.2


        But it was Reagan’s Central American policy—especially his covert war in Nicaragua—that provided the opportunity for a more committed and unified engagement among the different branches of the conservative foreign policy establishment.


        Old Cold War workhorses like the American Security Council (a McCarthy-era group originally set up by right-wing opponents of America’s entry into World War II) and New Right organizations like Western Goals, Citizens for America, and the Freedom Research Foundation began to focus much of their attention on Central America, as did the storied Congress for Cultural Freedom, composed of liberal and socialist anti-Communists. The congress recycled many of its members, including unexpected figures such as civil rights activist Bayard Rustin and playwright Tom Stoppard, into the newly formed Committee for the Free World, which also included Donald Rumsfeld, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Jeane Kirkpatrick. The new organization announced its existence with a paid ad in early 1981 in the New York Times to “applaud” Ronald Reagan’s “policy in El Salvador,” understood by the group’s “intellectuals and religious leaders” to be nothing less than defense of the “values, the achievements and the institutions of Western Civilization.”


        There now existed, in the early 1980s, a solid group of policy intellectuals who saw the national malaise as a holistic problem, caused not just by Vietnam, not just by the fall of a president, not just by a cynical citizenry, not just by domestic polarization, not just by the rise of third-world nationalism, not just by too much democracy, and not just by high oil prices. The problem transcended all these single issues. For many reasons, the early Cold War foreign establishment had lost its way, reflected in, as Jeane Kirkpatrick and others kept pointing out, a lack of confidence. The most effective of New Right intellectuals didn’t get lost arguing in the weeds. They rather stepped back to paint a broader panorama: of decline that would be stemmed not through endless debates over the reasons for decline but through action.


        Central America was where the action was—or at least action that carried little risk of blowback (unlike what the CIA was up to in Afghanistan, where, with considerably less fanfare than it backed the Contras, it was supporting a mujahideen war against Soviet occupation, the effects of which continue to shape geopolitics). No matter how bad things went, and things went considerably bad for Central Americans, there would be no worries, no regrets, at least for the United States.


        A group of legal-minded second-tier officials within the administration (Elliott Abrams and John Negroponte at State and John Bolton at the Justice Department, for examples), along with allies in Congress, like Wyoming representative Dick Cheney, provided the covert operation against the Sandinistas its justification. Under the broad umbrella of what became known as Iran-Contra, Abrams perverted the concepts of human rights and democracy, transforming them into crass tools of regime change. Negroponte, as Reagan’s ambassador to Honduras, turned the running of death squads into a diplomatic function. Bolton and Cheney, after Iran-Contra broke as a scandal in the national press and almost brought down Reagan, put forward aggressive legal arguments to justify broad presidential powers to wage war. All these men had long legs, going on to have extensive foreign service careers. Cheney, of course, served as George W. Bush’s influential vice president and the architect of his post-9/11 wars. Negroponte, as Bush’s national intelligence director and ambassador to the U.N., climbed to the highest rungs of the foreign service and intelligence ladders. Bolton and Abrams likewise found places for themselves, in both the Bush and the Donald Trump administrations. Taken together, they represented the most bellicose policy vanguard pushing the most extreme policies, the absolute antithesis of the New Deal recognition of national sovereignty and disavowal of interventionism. George Kennan, in 1950, visited Venezuela and imagined, trancelike, what Washington might do with the country’s oil were the United States not held hostage to the “theory of state sovereignty and the principle of non-intervention.”


        These were some of the men who freed the hostage.

      


      
        SOLDIERS OF FORTUNE


        The second constituency, the militarists—those looking to go on the offensive, to turn the counterrevolution into a revolution—became key players in setting up the clandestine Contra supply operation. Retired general John Singlaub raised millions of dollars for the rebels, creating a funding network that brought Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, and South Korea together with conservative financiers in the United States such as Bert Hurlbut, president of the First Texas Royalty and Exploration Company, and Joseph Coors, the beer magnate and financial patron of much of the right-wing activism that emerged in the 1970s.3 Singlaub’s organizing work largely drew on his connections in the Unification Church–affiliated World Anti-Communist League, of which he was the president. Made up of “fascists, militarists, [and] right wing terrorists,” the league dates from the beginning of the Cold War and represented, according to one of its own members, a “world of ideological fanaticism, racialism, ignorance and fear which is almost beyond the comprehension of the average American.”4 One reporter observed that death squads in Latin America were essentially local franchises of the league, a characterization that though exaggerated (since it omits the importance of Washington’s military aid and training in sustaining the death-squad network) is not far off the mark.5


        Singlaub also established the private Institute for Regional and International Studies, located in Boulder, Colorado, and headed by an editor of Soldier of Fortune magazine, to provide military training to the Contras and to Salvador’s security forces, as well as to paramilitary organizations in the Philippines. Just as the Civil War produced a generation of itinerant soldiers, many of them from the losing side, who put their energies into informally expanding U.S. power in Central America and the Caribbean, Vietnam resulted in a legion of mercenaries who worked the trouble spots of the American empire.


        Bored and adrift during the post-Vietnam drawdown, they began to mobilize during Reagan’s campaign. Mercenaries from the U.S. and other countries, the “romantics” Reagan talked about with long experience in either Vietnam or Africa, were already showing up in Pakistan to work with the Afghan mujahideen.6 In the United States, Vietnam vet Franklin Joseph Camper, who had run small-unit Special Forces into Cambodia, found selling insurance policies in Birmingham uninspiring. So in 1980 he set up a paramilitary training school in rural Hueytown, Alabama—in terrain that was said to be similar to El Salvador’s—offering instruction in the handling of plastic explosives, field survival, and assassination techniques. “The basics,” he called his curriculum. Advertising in the back pages of Soldier of Fortune and Gung-Ho, Camper’s students, in addition to those who came from the United States, were Irish, British, Sikh (including a group that blew up an Air India passenger flight and were involved in planning the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi), German, Ghanaian, Tunisian, and, of course, Nicaraguan and Cuban, and many others. A year later, a few of his white-supremacist graduates who were affiliated with the Alabama Klan tried to seize the Caribbean island nation of Dominica, with the hope of setting up an all-white Aryan paradise (the plan was to transfer the island’s seventy thousand or so African-descendent residents to Mississippi).


        Soon, as the White House focused on Nicaragua and El Salvador, Camper’s school, which received some funding from the federal government, increasingly concentrated on Central America, channeling recruits into Reagan’s anti-Sandinista campaign (the school ran for about seven years, until Camper, hired by a private school in California to terrorize union activists, was convicted of firebombing the cars of two teachers).7


        The spread of domestic paramilitaries in the 1980s, as Kyle Burke writes in his recently published Revolutionaries for the Right: Anticommunist Internationalism and Paramilitary Warfare in the Cold War, “provided a fertile breeding ground” to recruit for Central America. Along with Singlaub’s organizations and Camper’s mercenary school, other groups, such as the Florida-based Air Commando Association, composed of Special Forces veterans, the Klan-linked, Alabama-based Civilian Materiel Assistance group, and the Washington-based GeoMiliTech, kept the flow of men, money, and weapons going, much of it patronized by wealthy conservatives or grassroots fundraising networks.8 According to Burke, one of the bestselling Soldier of Fortune posters featured the Atlacatl Battalion, the unit responsible for the El Mozote massacre discussed earlier. Reagan sent letters to these mercenaries in the field, likening them to fighters in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade—that is, to those volunteers from the U.S. Communist Party who traveled to Spain in the 1930s to fight Communism: “Our combined efforts are moving the tide of history toward world freedom,” Reagan wrote. “We must persevere and never falter.”9


        These mercenary outfits were the precursors to the private defense contractors like DynCorp and Blackwater who used the post-9/11 war on terror to engage in a vast upscaling of their operations. The end of U.S. involvement in Vietnam brought years of ideological churn. They were also a period of economic restructuring, when many saw the money that could be made. Frank Camper, just discussed above, told the Kerry Senate subcommittee looking into the connection between drugs and the Contras that sometime around 1979 he “had the idea of setting up a private school for people who would be interested in paramilitary work or in foreign security work.… I saw the need for a private training for people who would come and work with corporations, say like the Vanell [sic] Corp. that was doing security work in the Mideast. People, especially men, who were going overseas usually as American veterans, say Vietnam veterans or veterans out of different branches of the American service, they had no idea what it would take to work under foreign conditions.”* There was Communism to beat. And money to be made. One mercenary joined up with Camper after anti-Communist Salvadoran death squads murdered three U.S. nuns and a lay worker. Confused as to the ideology of their executioners—the apprentice soldier of fortune thought the Christians were murdered by Communists, when they were in fact killed by U.S.-backed anti-Communists—he said he hoped he could work a few months a year as a mercenary fighting Communism in El Salvador, enough to save up enough to start his own car pinstriping business.10


        Better known, and somewhat more ambitious, Erik Prince, the radical Calvinist who founded the infamous private security firm Blackwater, was too young to be active in the Contra War. From an influential Michigan-based New Right Christian family, Prince didn’t visit Nicaragua until 1991, after the Contra War was over and the Sandinistas had lost a national election. He traveled as part of an advance team for California House representative Dana Rohrabacher, with the objective of exhuming mass graves of Sandinista victims. The trip gave him a taste of covert excitement: “It was the first time I had to shake a surveillance tail, from the Sandinistas.” Rohrabacher would claim that his team found two mass graves containing 118 bodies, including the corpses of anti-Sandinista civilian peasants. For Prince, in addition to the thrill of dodging the Sandinistas, who by this time were out of office, the trip also provided gravitas, reminding him of his family’s recent pilgrimage to Dachau. “We found a mass grave: bones sticking out of the ground, hands tied with wire at the wrists,” he later recalled of the trip.†


        An investigation carried out by an independent human-rights forensic team located only four bodies in the region Rohrabacher’s team operated.11 No matter. The New Right had its Holocaust—an update of a moral parable warning against totalitarianism—though it was a Holocaust of Washington’s own making. By a wide margin, most political murders in Nicaragua—be it in the 1930s (during Sandino’s insurgency); the 1970s (under Somoza); or the 1980s (the Contra War)—were committed by U.S. allies.

      


      
        CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS


        The third constituency for a Central American hard line came out of the religious New Right. While American expansion has long been bound up with notions of religious purpose and moral meaning, the relationship between evangelicalism and support of imperial militarism has not always been harmonious. Throughout the whole of the twentieth century, evangelicals had continued to proselytize abroad, understanding their missionary work in Latin America and elsewhere as contributing to biblical fulfillment.12 And in the conflict-ridden third world, they often found themselves siding, out of either conviction or expedience, with violent anti-Communist regimes. But as part of their general retreat from secular politics, American evangelicals, even as they accepted the tenets of anti-Communism, tended to stay out of international politics. According to the historian Andrew Bacevich, they even developed something of an “anti-war tradition.” This began to change in the 1960s, when preachers like Billy Graham increasingly drew connections between the crisis at home and the crisis abroad, particularly in the third world.


        As did secular neoconservative declinists, evangelical theologians such as John Price and Jerry Falwell interpreted defeat in Vietnam as a signal moment of world history in which the United States stood at the precipice of spiritual collapse. They pushed the Christian Right not only to fight what would become known as the culture wars—the campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment, abortion, gay rights, and so forth—but to get more involved in foreign affairs as well.


        From the mid-1970s, Christian organizations would begin to play a more prominent role in international politics, supporting causes associated with a resurgent U.S. nationalism. Some worked with the American Security Council to oppose disarmament treaties and defend the white government of Rhodesia. Jerry Falwell and other ministers traveled to Taiwan and Israel, developing close ties with leaders of those countries.13 Soon, a fully conceived and powerful right-wing Christian Zionist movement would ally with the most theocratic forces in Israel. And soon, political Islam would be the main religious enemy the New Christian Right would focus on. For now, in the mid-1980s, it was in Central America, which brought together a hodgepodge of improbable sects such as Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church and Pat Robertson’s 700 Club, where the New Christian Right would receive its first sustained international apprenticeship.


        Grassroots Christian groups such as Gospel Outreach and Trans World Missions had been sending charitable aid to Central America’s military governments since the early 1970s. In Guatemala, Pentecostals became especially powerful after a devastating 1976 earthquake. These organizations greatly increased their activity following the 1979 Sandinista revolution. After Reagan’s 1980 election, and at the request of the White House, Pat Robertson used his Christian Broadcasting Network to raise money for Efraín Ríos Montt, the evangelical Christian (mentioned earlier) who presided over the Guatemala genocide.


        Most of the Guatemalan relief aid raised by evangelicals in the United States, by groups such as the California-based, charismatic Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship, went to help the military’s efforts to establish control in the countryside in the wake of its campaign of massacres. In Honduras, Gospel Crusade, Inc., Friends of the Americas, Operation Blessing, World Vision, the Wycliffe Bible Translators, and World Medical Relief shipped hundreds of tons of humanitarian aid to Contra and refugee camps, where they established schools, health clinics, and religious missions. Phyllis Schlafly’s Eagle Forum sent “Freedom Fighter Friendship Kits” to the Nicaraguan rebels, complete with toothpaste, insect repellent, and a Bible. In El Salvador, Harvesting in Spanish, Paralife Ministries, the National Association of Evangelicals, the Nicaraguan Freedom Fund (affiliated with the Unification Church), and the Christian Anti-Communism Crusade broadcast radio programs, handed out Bibles, ran schools, established medical and dental clinics, and provided moral education to the soldiers. In Nicaragua, groups like Christian Aid for Romania and Trans World Missions used the cover of humanitarian aid to organize Christian opposition to the Sandinistas. In the United States, Campus Crusade for Christ and the Moon-affiliated Collegiate Association for the Research of Principles countered the fast-growing student movement opposed to Reagan’s Central American policy.

      


      
        THE ECONOMICS OF SATAN


        It was more than anti-Communism that created such an odd coalition in Central America. The fact that both the Central American left and their supporters in the United States drew inspiration from Christianity provided an ideological challenge that conservatives, both religious and secular, could not afford to leave unmet.


        In Central America, the socialism of the revolutionary movements was motivated by liberation theology—a current in Catholicism that challenged Latin American militarism and sought to achieve social justice through a redistribution of wealth—as much as it was by traditional socialism. Many high-ranking members of the Sandinista party were avowed Catholics and even ordained priests. “Christ led me to Marx,” said the Catholic poet priest Ernesto Cardenal, the Sandinista minister of culture. The Peruvian Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of the intellectual founders of liberation theology, wrote in 1971 that “among more alert groups today, what we have called a new awareness of Latin American reality is making headway. They believe that there can be authentic development for Latin America only if there is liberation from the domination exercised by the great capitalist countries, especially by the most powerful, the United States of America.” Considering that for centuries the Catholic Church in Latin America served as the handmaiden to the rich and powerful, this turn was, as Michael Novak wrote, “electrifying.” With Cuba, the Soviet Union, and secular third-world nationalism largely discredited as moral models to follow, liberation theology was taken by many, like Novak—a self-described liberal Catholic who supported Reagan’s Central American war—as the last serious obstacle standing in the way of the long struggle to affirm unbridled capitalism’s inextricable relationship to human freedom.14


        Latin American nuns, priests, and lay Christians were doing more than presenting democracy and capitalism as antithetical values. Many of them were endorsing, and even joining, armed insurgencies as a way to bring about social justice on earth. In the United States, the solidarity movement that opposed Reagan’s foreign policy was largely Christian. Groups such as the Religious Task Force on El Salvador, the Ecumenical Program on Central America and the Caribbean, the U.S. Catholic Conference, and the National Council of Churches actively mobilized hundreds of thousands of citizens in opposition to Reagan’s policy. The local branches of these organizations often were extremely energetic in lobbying their House representative to oppose Reagan’s policies. The Nicaragua Action Group in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for example, had a near-open door to the Catholic Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill’s office.15 For their part, the Quakers organized an underground railroad that gave refuge to exiles fleeing persecution in El Salvador, publicly breaking federal immigration laws.16 Tucson, in particular, was singled out as a “sanctuary city” and bore the brunt of much of the mobilized right’s ire.


        So when Jeane Kirkpatrick remarked that the three U.S. nuns and one lay worker who were raped, mutilated, and murdered by Salvadoran security forces in 1980 were “not just nuns, they were political activists,” she was being more than cruel—she was signaling her disapproval of peace Christianity. Just as Reagan’s Central America policy helped unite the old and new secular right, mainstream religious conservatives and the pulpit-thumping fringe came together to oppose the socialist values of liberation theology—which Rousas John Rushdoony, the founder of Christian Reconstructionism, the influential branch of the evangelical movement that seeks to replace the Constitution with biblical law, described as the “economics of Satan.”17


        For instance, the Institute on Religion and Democracy, organized in 1981 by intellectuals associated with the American Enterprise Institute, presented itself as a reformist, liberal organization that supported the administration’s efforts at political reform in Central America. Yet IRD allied with evangelicals like Jimmy Swaggart, Jerry Falwell, and Pat Robertson and worked with Oliver North and Otto Reich to discredit not only explicitly leftist Christian groups but mainstream organizations, such as the National Council of Churches, that were critical of Central American policy.18 With the support of PR firms contracted by the Office of Public Diplomacy, the Institute on Religion and Democracy, for example, engaged in a mass mailing campaign to the Catholic rank and file to “generate some heat”—that is, to drive a wedge between liberal Catholic bishops and their supposedly more conservative flock.19


        The power of liberation theology, along with other variants of peace Christianity, resided not just in its political analysis of global poverty but in its ethical imperative that to be a good Christian one had to do more than dispense charity. A good Christian had to transform the structural causes of inequality and violence. Thus, it was not enough, for theologians opposed to such a view, to neutralize the activism of liberal religious organizations. They had to go on the offensive and make the case that corporate capitalism “mirrors God’s presence” on earth, as Catholic theologian Michael Novak put it.20


        Well before “political Islam” became the paramount spiritual enemy of the New Right, religious conservatives singled out Christian humanism for attack. In a series of books and articles challenging the major tenets and proponents of liberation theology, Christians connected with the American Enterprise Institute and its affiliated Institute on Religion and Democracy, such as Novak and Lutheran pastor (eventually turned Catholic) Richard Neuhaus, elaborated a set of ideals specific to capitalism that they believed complemented the Christian understanding of free will.21 To those who said that capitalism embodied the worst of acquisitive individualism, Novak countered with his “theology of the corporation.” The business firm, Novak said, was “an expression of the social nature of humans.”22 Novak dedicated much of his work to refuting liberation theology’s insistence that third-world poverty could be blamed on economic exploitation by the first world. Latin America’s failure to modernize, Novak said, must be blamed on indigenous cultural factors dating back to the Spanish Crown’s seventeenth-century counterreformation, which placed strictures on economic freedoms.23


        As did their mainstream coreligionists, fundamentalists formulated their free-market moralism as a quarrel with liberation theology—which they described as a “theology of mass murder” and “the single most critical problem that Christianity has faced in all of its 2000-year history.”24 Fundamentalists had no need for Novak’s professed liberalism. But they agreed that capitalism was an ethical system, one that corresponded to God’s gift of free will. Man lives in a “fundamentally scarce world,” Christian economist John Cooper argued, not an abundant one only in need of more equitable distribution, as the liberation theologians would have it.25 The profit motive, rather than being an amoral economic mechanism, is part of a divine plan to discipline fallen man and make him produce. Where Christian humanists contended that people were fundamentally good and that “evil” was a condition of class exploitation, Christian capitalists such as Amway’s Richard DeVos, head of the Christian Freedom Foundation, insisted that evil is found in the heart of man.


        Liberation theology held that humans could fully realize their potential here on earth. As a counter, fundamentalist economists argued that attempts to distribute wealth and regulate production were based on an incorrect understanding of society—an understanding that incited disobedience to proper authority and, by focusing on economic inequality, generated guilt, envy, and conflict. God’s kingdom, they insisted, would be established not by a war between the classes but by a struggle between the wicked and the just.


        Like Novak, evangelicals sought to rebut liberation theology’s critique of the global political economy. Third-world poverty, according to evangelical economist Ronald Nash, has a “cultural, moral, and even religious dimension” that reveals itself in a “lack of respect for any private property,” “lack of initiative,” and “high leisure preference.” Some took this argument to its logical conclusion. Gary North, another influential Christian economist, insisted that the “Third World’s problems are religious: moral perversity, a long history of demonism, and outright paganism.” “The citizens of the Third World,” he wrote, “ought to feel guilt, to fall on their knees and repent from their Godless, rebellious, socialistic ways. They should feel guilty because they are guilty, both individually and corporately.”26


        Evangelical Christianity’s elaboration of a theological justification for free-market capitalism, along with its view of an immoral third world, resonated with other ideological currents within the New Right, making possible the remoralization of U.S. global power. In a universe of free will where good work is rewarded and bad works are punished, the fact of U.S. prosperity was a self-evident confirmation of God’s blessing of U.S. power in the world. Third-world misery, in contrast, was proof of “God’s curse.” David Chilton, of the Institute for Christian Economics, a think tank affiliated with Reconstructionism—a branch of the evangelical movement that sought to synthesize economic libertarianism and theocracy—wrote that poverty is how “God controls heathen cultures: they must spend so much time surviving that they are unable to exercise ungodly dominion over the earth.”27 This is the worldview that later, in 2010, Pat Robertson would muster to blame Haitians themselves for bringing on a devastating earthquake, saying that they were “cursed” for having made a “pact with the devil” to free themselves from French slavery.


        Mainstream theologians like Novak would not use such stark terms. Yet the sentiment is not far removed from their logic. “God has made no special covenant with America as such,” conceded the Institute on Religion and Democracy’s mission statement, written by Richard Neuhaus. Nonetheless, “because America is a large and influential part of his creation, because America is the home of most of the heirs of Israel of old, and because this is a land in which his church is vibrantly free to live and proclaim the gospel to the world, we believe that America has a peculiar place in God’s promises and purposes.” Thus the IRD anointed the United States the “primary bearer of the democratic possibility in the world today.”28 Such an opinion nestled comfortably with evangelical notions of America as a “redeemer nation.”


        The apocalyptic and universalist passions of conservative Christianity melded with other, secular elements in the Reagan coalition, providing political and theological justification for death-squad and Contra terror. The transformation of conservative activists into world revolutionaries entailed adopting an ethics of absolutism, sacrificing any qualms they may have had about means at the altar of ends. The violence of counterinsurgent war stoked the fires of evangelical Manichaeanism, leading Falwell, Robertson, and others to ally with the worst murderers and torturers in Central and Latin America.‡ “For the Christian,” wrote Rus Walton, a fundamentalist activist, “there can be no neutrality in this battle: ‘He that is not with Me is against Me’ (Matthew 12:30).”29


        Many of the death-squad members were themselves conservative religious ideologues, taking the fight against liberation theology to the trenches. Guatemalan security forces regularly questioned their prisoners about their “views on liberation theology,” as they did when they tortured Clemente Díaz Aguilar, who turned out to be an evangelical himself, having been mistaken by his captors for a political dissident.30 Others report being tortured to the singing of hymns and reciting of prayers. Some evangelicals excused such suffering. “Killing for the joy of it was wrong,” a Paralife minister from the United States comforted his flock of Salvadoran soldiers, “but killing because it was necessary to fight against an anti-Christ system, communism, was not only right but a duty of every Christian.”31


        Many fundamentalists supported Reagan’s resuscitation of the United States’ revolutionary heritage on behalf of, as a special bicentennial issue of Rushdoony’s Journal of Christian Reconstruction put it, a “conservative counter-revolution.”32 Others, such as Gary North, understood themselves as leading a Christian “anti-Humanist revolution.”33 They shared with neocons and militarists a sense that America had grown dangerously weak and scorned the purposelessness of détente and the naivete of rapprochement with Communist China. As it did for secular militarists, the “Churchill versus Chamberlain drama” loomed large in evangelical internationalism, used to frame all foreign policy debates in terms of resolve and appeasement.34 Where neocons called for renewal of political will, evangelicals believed that America’s revival would come about through spiritual rebirth. Their sense of themselves as a persecuted people, engaged in a life-and-death end-time struggle between the forces of good and evil mapped easily onto the millennialism of anti-Communist militarists, particularly those involved in Central America. Many of these militarists—Singlaub, Vernon Walters, and North (whom Falwell likened to Jesus Christ himself)—were themselves members of conservative Protestant congregations or of ultramontane sects within the Catholic Church, such as Opus Dei and the Knights of Malta. Reagan’s CIA director William Casey, who filled his Long Island mansion with statues of the Virgin Mary and went to Mass daily, was educated by the Jesuits at Fordham University, and he must have felt unnerved by the sharp left turn taken by the Jesuits in Central America.35

      


      
        GOING ON THE OFFENSIVE


        Central American policy, as well as the grassroots mobilization that supported it—especially support for the Contras—became the linchpin that helped hold the Reagan coalition together. The conservative coalition that helped elect Reagan in 1980 gave him a tripartite mandate to pursue an anti-Communist foreign policy, restore traditional morality, and end the welfare state—a mandate he at best only partly fulfilled. He implemented a tax reform, which began to weaken the redistributive capacity of the state, yet was largely unable to dismantle social entitlements. He named close to half the judges serving in the lower federal courts and appointed two Supreme Court judges, actions that would pay dividends in the years to come. But abortion remained legal, affirmative action in force, and school prayer unconstitutional.


        It was foreign policy, as Sara Diamond, who has written on the rise of the Christian Right, has argued, that “offered the greatest opportunities” for maintaining the “flourishing alliance” between the administration and its potentially rancorous base.36 But even here there existed conciliation (Reagan’s befriending of Gorbachev), humiliations (withdrawal from Lebanon), and setbacks (being forced by anti-racist activists to place sanctions on South Africa). By midpoint in Reagan’s second term, the Right had had enough of his timidity, condemning their president as an appeaser and “useful idiot” of the Soviet Union for his willingness to negotiate arms reductions with Moscow.37


        But on Central America—a region whose unimportance made it critically important—there was no compromise, no light between rhetoric and policy. Ties between the White House and conservative groups focused on Central America were tight and grew tighter still as the Contra War escalated. Reagan’s assistant Faith Ryan Whittlesey—a self-described “conviction conservative”—presided over a White House Outreach Working Group on Central America, which coordinated the efforts of the National Security Council and the Central Intelligence Agency with those of more than fifty private conservative organizations, including Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, Pat Robertson’s Freedom Council, Phyllis Schlafly’s Eagle Forum, and the Heritage Foundation.38 Relatively obscure Christian economists such as Gary North, Richard DeVos, and Rousas John Rushdoony, along with more well-known personas, including Robertson, Falwell, Schlafly, and North (himself a member of the charismatic Church of the Apostles) founded the Council for National Policy, which worked as the religious right’s steering committee in the 1980s and was deeply involved in North’s Central American exploits. Christian businessmen funded the myriad organizations that collaborated with the National Security Council and the Office of Public Diplomacy to sway public opinion and congressional votes in favor of Reagan’s policy in El Salvador and Nicaragua. They raised money for arms and humanitarian work and joined with Opus Dei and other conservative Catholics to form a broad front to counter peace Christianity.


        The White House, through the offices of Oliver North, supervised much of the Christian mobilization.39 In 1984, the administration made it easier for evangelical groups to synchronize their activities with USAID. It pushed through Congress a law that allowed the Defense Department to use its planes and ships to transport privately raised humanitarian aid and established a “coordinator for humanitarian assistance.” These measures effectively reversed a 1976 ban that prohibited the CIA from entering into contractual relations with missionaries.40 At the same time as the FBI was launching its “plan of attack” against CISPES, the Internal Revenue Service was granting tax-exempt status to Singlaub’s Council for World Freedom and other New Right “humanitarian” organizations.


        Designed and executed by the hardest of the hard-liners in his administration, Reagan’s policy toward the poor, powerless region gathered together the disparate passions of the conservative alliance into a single mission. It melded diverse constituencies together, organizing them into a dense, interlocking network of action groups and social movements, uniting mainstream conservatives with militants from the carnivalesque right. Respectable intellectuals and religious leaders from the Committee for the Free World and the Institute on Religion and Democracy and capitalists from the Business Roundtable found themselves making common cause with World Anti-Communist League revanchists, evangelicals such as Falwell, Robertson, and Schlafly, end-timers like Tim LaHaye, and Moonies from the Nicaraguan Freedom Fund. John Singlaub, “virtual director” of the Contra War, built a fundraising network that stretched from Taiwan to Texas, Bogotá to southern California, the Persian Gulf to Michigan, soliciting funds to buy arms and supplies for the Contras.41


        Central America helped tie the conservative movement together. But for a movement getting a sense of its own power, Central America was too small a prize. It was around now, in early 1985, when the Reagan administration began to put forth what became known as the Reagan Doctrine, a commitment to support “freedom fighters” throughout the world.42 And for about a year, conviction conservatives mobilized. They imagined themselves creating a Democratic International, hoping to join anti-Communist insurgencies—from Angola to Cambodia, from Nicaragua to Yemen to Laos to Afghanistan—into a global movement.

      


      
        WHAT NOW, RAMBO?


        But on October 5, 1986, a young Sandinista soldier named José Fernando Canales Alemán fired a SAM-7 surface-to-air missile and brought down a C-123K CIA supply plane.43 Of its crew, only Eugene Hasenfus survived, parachuting into the jungle. “What now, Rambo?” a Sandinista asked him after he was captured a day later. Hasenfus had previously flown CIA missions in Laos and Vietnam, in the CIA’s infamous Air America program. In Nicaragua, he confessed he was part of a clandestine network that was illegally supplying arms to the Ronald Reagan–supported Contras, flying out of Ilopango, El Salvador, and dropping weapons caches at arranged spots.


        Then, on November 3, 1986, a Lebanese weekly newspaper, Al-Shiraa, was the first to report the other side—the Iran side—of Iran-Contra: that early in the Reagan administration, key officials, including Robert McFarlane, then national security adviser, and Oliver North, an NSC staffer, had visited revolutionary Iran and worked out an arms sale with representatives of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Follow-up reports initially presented the operation as a bid by the White House to open a back channel with Tehran to negotiate the release of U.S. hostages being held in Lebanon.44 But it was soon revealed that profits from the off-the-books arms sales to Iran, brokered by Israel, were used to purchase the weapons that Hasenfus and others were passing along to the Contras. In 1982, and then again in 1984, Congress had prohibited the United States from providing military aid to the Contras, so this was a criminal work-around.


        Looking to cover up the extent of the crime, Oliver North and his boss, John Poindexter (who had replaced McFarlane as national security adviser), spent a weekend in the bowels of the White House shredding documents and deleting e-mails. When North’s shredder overloaded from the volume, his secretary, Fawn Hall, smuggled documents in her boots to another machine.45 §


        Over the course of the next few years, numerous official investigations—including a presidential commission chaired by John Tower, an independent counsel inquiry led by Lawrence Walsh, and multiple investigations by House and Senate committees, including one headed by then senator John Kerry—revealed various aspects of the conspiracy. Heroic frontline investigative journalists, among them Robert Parry, Peter Kornbluh, Alfonso Chardy, and, later, Gary Webb, uncovered more details.


        The amount of information and the dense nexus of political and economic relationships—the way they reveal less a crime but a coming-out party, a debutante ball for the New Right—uncovered in this conspiracy is staggering. Reagan, however, survived the scandal. At the end of the day, eleven midlevel officials were convicted, including Elliott Abrams and Oliver North, mostly of crimes such as destruction of evidence. All were eventually pardoned, most by George H. W. Bush on Christmas Eve 1992, just after he’d lost the White House to Bill Clinton.


        Even before that pardon, however, the public had lost the thread. Democrats, in all the many, many hours of hearings broadcast on PBS, never once questioned the underlying objectives Iran-Contra was designed to carry out. They never once critiqued the premise that underwrote Reagan’s brutal war on the Sandinistas: that the United States had the right to interfere in the domestic politics of Nicaragua. They instead focused on procedural issues, or on criticizing the White House for lack of supervision of the National Security Council. In 1988, during the presidential campaign to succeed Ronald Reagan, Michael Dukakis, Democratic nominee for the presidency, tried to make something out of Iran-Contra. But he fell flat. After raising the issue in one of his debates with George H. W. Bush, Bush responded as if he were brushing away a fly: “I will take all the blame” for Iran-Contra, he said, “if you give me half the credit for all of the good things that have happened in world peace since Ronald Reagan and I took over from the Carter administration.”


        Dukakis dropped the issue and didn’t raise it again for the remainder of the race.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      The Road from Serfdom


      MILTON FRIEDMAN HAD no idea that his six-day trip to Chile in March 1975 would generate so much controversy. He was invited to Santiago by a group of Chilean economists who over the previous decades had been educated at the University of Chicago, in a program set up by Friedman’s colleague Arnold Harberger. Two years after the overthrow of Salvador Allende, with the dictatorship unable to get inflation under control, the “Chicago Boys” began to gain real influence in General Augusto Pinochet’s military government. They recommended the application of what Friedman had already taken to calling “shock treatment” or a “shock program”—immediately halting the printing of money to finance the budget deficit, cutting state spending 20 to 25 percent, laying off tens of thousands of government workers, ending wage and price controls, privatizing state industries, and deregulating capital markets. “Complete free trade,” Friedman advised.1


      Friedman and Harberger were flown down to “help to sell” the plan to the military junta, which, despite its zealous defense of the abstraction of free enterprise, was partial to corporatism and the maintenance of a large state sector. Friedman gave a series of lectures and met with Pinochet for forty-five minutes, during which the general “indicated very little indeed about his own or the government’s feeling.” But Friedman noted that the dictator, responsible for the torture of tens of thousands of Chileans, seemed “sympathetically attracted to the idea of a shock treatment.”


      Friedman returned home to a firestorm of protest, aggravated by his celebrity as a Newsweek columnist and ongoing revelations about Washington and corporate America’s involvement in the overthrow of Allende. Not only had Nixon, the CIA, and ITT, along with other companies, plotted to destabilize Allende’s “democratic road to socialism,” but now a renowned University of Chicago economist, whose promotion of the wonders of the free market was heavily subsidized by corporations such as Bechtel, PepsiCo, Getty, Pfizer, General Motors, W. R. Grace, and Firestone, was advising the dictator who overthrew him on how to complete the counterrevolution—at the cost of skyrocketing unemployment among Chile’s poor. The New York Times identified Friedman as the “guiding light of the junta’s economic policy,” while columnist Anthony Lewis asked: If “pure Chicago economic theory can be carried out in Chile only at the price of repression, should its authors feel some responsibility?” At the University of Chicago, the Spartacus Youth League pledged to “drive Friedman off campus through protest and exposure,” while the student government, replicating the Church Committee that was just then investigating U.S. crimes in Chile, convened a “Commission of Inquiry on the Friedman/Harberger Issue.” Everywhere in the press the name Friedman was paired with the adjectives draconian and shock, with small but persistent protests dogging the professor at many of his public appearances.


      In letters to various editors and detractors, Friedman downplayed the extent of his involvement in Chile, fingering Harberger as more directly involved in the mentoring of Chilean economists. While defensive, he nevertheless reveled in the controversy and the frisson of being ushered into speaking engagements via kitchens and back doors to avoid demonstrators. He enjoyed exposing the double standard of “liberal McCarthyism,” pointing out that he was never criticized for giving similar advice to Red China, the Soviet Union, or Yugoslavia. In recounting an episode in which a man was dragged out of the Nobel award ceremony after shouting “Down with capitalism, freedom for Chile,” Friedman delighted in noting that the protest backfired, resulting in his receiving “twice as long an ovation” as any other laureate.2


      Friedman defended his relationship with Pinochet by saying that if Allende had been allowed to remain in office Chileans would have suffered “the elimination of thousands [of people] and perhaps mass starvation,… torture and unjust imprisonment.” But the elimination of thousands, hunger, torture, and unjust imprisonment were exactly what was taking place in Chile at the moment the Chicago economist was defending his protégé. Allende’s downfall came because he refused to betray Chile’s long democratic tradition and invoke martial law. Friedman nevertheless insisted that the military junta offered “more room for individual initiative and for a private sphere of life” and thus a greater “chance of a return to a democratic society.” It was pure boilerplate—the same kind of argument put forth by Jeane Kirkpatrick to justify supporting authoritarian regions—but it gave Friedman a chance to rehearse his understanding of the relationship between capitalism and freedom.


      Critics of both Pinochet and Friedman took Chile as proof positive that the kind of free-market absolutism advocated by the Chicago School was only possible through repression. So Friedman countered by redefining the meaning of freedom. Contrary to the prevailing postwar belief that political liberty was dependent on some form of mild social leveling, he insisted that “economic freedom is an essential requisite for political freedom.” More than his monetarist theorems, this equation of “capitalism and freedom” was his greatest contribution to the rehabilitation of conservatism in the 1970s. Where pre–New Deal conservatives positioned themselves in defense of social hierarchy, privilege, and order, postwar conservatives instead celebrated the free market as a venue of creativity and liberty.3 Necessitous men aren’t free, FDR liked to say. No, said the Chicago School. The only free men are necessitous men, since the drive to overcome necessity expands the realm of freedom. Such a formulation today stands at the heart of the conservative movement, having been accepted as common sense by mainline politicians and opinion makers.


      While he was in Chile Friedman gave a speech titled “The Fragility of Freedom” in which he described the “role in the destruction of a free society that was played by the emergence of the welfare state.” Chile’s present difficulties, he argued, “were due almost entirely to the forty-year trend toward collectivism, socialism and the welfare state,… a course that would lead to coercion rather than freedom.”4 The Pinochet regime, he argued, represented a turning point in a protracted campaign, a tearing off of democracy’s false husks to reach true freedom’s inner core. “The problem is not of recent origin,” Friedman wrote in a follow-up letter to Pinochet, but “arises from trends toward socialism that started forty years ago, and reached their logical—and terrible—climax in the Allende regime.” He praised the general for putting Chile back on the “right track” with the “many measures you have already taken to reverse this trend.” “Shock,” in the form of a dramatic tightening of the money supply, Friedman said, was “the only medicine. Absolutely. There is no other. There is no other long-term solution.”


      Friedman understood the struggle to be a long one, and indeed some of the first recruits for the battle of Chile had been conscripted decades earlier. With financial funding from the U.S. government’s Point Four foreign aid program and the Rockefeller Foundation, the University of Chicago’s Department of Economics set up scholarship programs in the mid-1950s with Chile’s Catholic and public universities. Between 1957 and 1970, about one hundred select students became “Chicago boys”—receiving close, hands-on training, first in an apprenticeship program in Chile and then in postgraduate work in Chicago. In principle, Friedman and his colleagues opposed as a market distortion the kind of developmental largesse that funded the exchange program. Yet they took the cash to finance their department’s graduate program. Ideology and political commitment, as their actions showed over and over again, always trumped theory and first principles. They had a revolution to launch, and Latin America was the perfect staging ground.


      
        INFINITE HAPPINESS


        Starting in the 1950s, Latin America, particularly the Southern Cone countries of Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, had become a laboratory for developmentalist economics.5 Social scientists such as the Argentine Raúl Prebisch, head of the U.N. Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, expanded Keynesianism—after John Maynard Keynes, who elaborated the dominant postwar economic philosophy that envisioned an active role for the state in the workings of the market—beyond its focus on managing countervailing cycles of inflation and unemployment to question the terms of international trade. Chronic inflation, as understood by Prebisch and other Latin American economists, was not a reflex of a given country’s irresponsible monetary system but a symptom of deep structural inequalities that divided the global economy between the developed and the undeveloped world. Volatile commodity prices and capital investment reinforced first-world advantage and third-world disadvantage.


        Prebisch, along with the Dutch economist Hans Singer, advanced what became known as the influential Prebisch-Singer thesis, which held that in a global economy divided between nonindustrial and industrial nations—that is, between nations that mostly export primary resources and nations that transform those resources into manufactured goods—the terms of trade inevitably would steadily worsen, to the detriment of the resource-exporting nations. Economists and politicians across the political spectrum accepted the need for state planning, regulation, and intervention. Such ideas not only drove the economic policies of developing nations but echoed through the corridors and conference rooms of the United Nations and the World Bank, as well as in the NonAligned Movement’s 1973 call for a New International Economic Order, or the NIEO.


        As mentioned earlier, Latin American nations were important voices in this call for a new order. In 1952, Chile introduced a resolution at the United Nations that “the right of peoples to self-determination shall also include permanent sovereignty over their natural wealth and resource,” and the country, then mostly governed by the Christian Democrats, continued to push for it until the resolution was finally approved a decade later.6 Venezuela in the 1960s was as close an ally as Washington could have in the region, with the country’s two-party system held up by U.S. political scientists as a model of moderation that the rest of tumultuous Latin America should emulate. Still, its political and economic elites pushed to expand the ideal of resource sovereignty. In 1969 one of its top diplomats, Manuel Pérez Guerrero, became the director of the U.N.’s Council on Trade and Development. There, he helped cobble together many of the legal justifications for the NIEO’s other demands, including the right of governments to bargain collectively in order to fix the price of basic commodities, a global tariff structure that gave preferential treatment to poor countries, and a transfer of technology and scientific knowledge from developed to less developed nations. Then Chile elected Allende and pushed the principle of “permanent sovereignty” over resources even further, to include the right of developing countries to demand that foreign companies pay back any “excess profit” they had earned in the past. The NIEO, in other words, was the Chicago School’s vision of hell, the New Deal writ large across the world stage.


        Ideas such as those put forward by Prebisch and other developmentalists “fell like a bomb” on those who had long stood against Keynesianism at home only to see a radicalized version spread globally.7 The Chilean scholarship program was intended to counter such a vision. “University of Chile economists have been followers of Keynes and Prebisch more than of Marx,” wrote William Benton, a former president of the University of Chicago and the State Department’s director of overseas education programs. “The Chicago influence,” he said, would “introduce a third basic viewpoint, that of contemporary ‘market economics.’”8 That viewpoint proved useful to Washington, when by the 1970s men like Nixon’s secretary of the Treasury, John Connally, decided that the legal principles justifying the expropriation of U.S. corporate property had gone too far.


        Students returned to Chile not just with a well-rounded education in classical economics but with a burning dedication to carry the faith to benighted lands. They purged the economics departments of their universities of developmentalists and began to set up free-market institutes and think tanks—the Center for Social and Economic Studies, for example, and the Foundation for Liberty and Development—funded, as their counterparts in the United States were, by corporate money. These Chicago alumni understood their mission in continental terms, as a commitment—in the words of one of them, Ernesto Fontaine—“to expand throughout Latin America, confronting the ideological positions which prevented freedom and perpetuated poverty and backwardness.”9


        The program, which brought up students from universities in Argentina as well, exemplifies the erratic nature of both public and private U.S. diplomacy, conforming as it does to competing, often contradictory power interests within American society. At the same time that Kennedy was promoting Alliance for Progress reform capitalism, he was training and funding the men and institutions that would constitute the continent’s dense network of death squads. At the same time that Chase Manhattan, Chemical, Manufacturers Hanover, and Morgan Guaranty were promoting, through the establishment of the Trilateral Commission, a more conciliatory economic policy in the third world, they were cutting off credit to Chile—in accordance with Nixon’s directive, making its economy “scream.”10 And at the same time that every American president from Truman to Nixon was embracing Keynesianism, the University of Chicago’s Economics Department, with financial support from the U.S. government, had turned itself into a free-market madrassa that indoctrinated a generation of Latin American economists in the need to spearhead an international capitalist insurgency. In Chicago, they were trained not just in the technical details of what became known as monetarism but inculcated with “a religious belief in the efficient operation of the totally liberalized markets.”11


        The civilian Chicago Boys played a key role in encouraging the coup against Allende: the military was reluctant to move against the government—to break the country’s long-standing constitutional order—unless they had an alternative economic plan. And so the Chicago Boys gave them an economic plan. Then, once the coup took place and Allende was dead, it was the Chicago Boys who convinced statist military officers to take a gamble on shock therapy, bringing in Milton Friedman to close the deal.12


        “Infinite happiness” was what Pinochet’s economic minister, Sergio de Castro, said he felt on September 11, 1973, having scrambled up a hill in Santiago to watch military planes bomb the national palace. Flames were pouring out of the building’s windows, and Allende was dead on the floor, as was his idea that democracy and socialism were mutually reinforcing.

      


      
        THE ONLY MEDICINE


        A month after Friedman’s 1975 visit, the Chilean junta announced that inflation would be stopped “at any cost.”* The regime cut government spending 27 percent, practically shuttered the national mint, and set fire to bundles of escudos.13 The state divested from the banking system and deregulated finance, including interest rates. It slashed import tariffs, freed prices on over two thousand products, and removed restrictions on foreign investment. Pinochet pulled Chile out of alliances with neighboring countries intended to promote regional industrialization, turning his own country into a gateway for the introduction of cheap goods into Latin America. Tens of thousands of public workers lost their jobs as the government auctioned off, in what amounted to a spectacular transfer of wealth to the private sector, over four hundred state industries. Multinationals were not only granted the right to repatriate 100 percent of their profits but given guaranteed exchange rates to help them do so. In order to build investor confidence, the escudo was fixed to the dollar.


        Chile became, according to BusinessWeek, a “laboratory experiment” for taming inflation through monetary control, carrying out, said Barron’s, the “most important modifications implemented in the developing world in recent times.”14 American economists may have been writing “treatises” on the “way the world should work, but it [was] another country that [was] putting it into effect.” Within four years, nearly 30 percent of all property expropriated not just under Allende but under a previous Alliance for Progress land reform was returned to previous owners. New laws treated labor like any other “free” commodity, sweeping away four decades of progressive union legislation. Health care and the public pension funds were privatized, and education was made more market “competitive.”


        The immediate effect was catastrophic: GNP plummeted 13 percent, industrial production fell 28 percent, and purchasing power collapsed to 40 percent of its 1970 level. One national business after another went bankrupt. Unemployment soared. Yet by 1978 the economy rebounded, expanding 32 percent between 1978 and 1981. Though salary levels remained close to 20 percent below what they were a decade earlier, per capita income began to climb again. Perhaps even a better indicator of progress, torture and extrajudicial executions began to taper off.


        With hindsight, however, it is now clear that the Chicago economists, despite the credit they received for three years of economic growth, set Chile on the road to near collapse. The rebound of the economy was a function of the liberalization of the financial system and massive foreign investment. That investment, it turns out, led to a speculative binge, monopolization of the banking system, and heavy borrowing. The deluge of foreign capital did allow the fixed exchange rate to be maintained for a short period. But sharp increases in private debt—rising from $2 billion in 1978 to over $14 billion in 1982—put unsustainable pressure on Chile’s currency. Pegged as it was to the appreciating U.S. dollar, the value of the escudo was kept artificially high, leading to a flood of cheap imports. While consumers took advantage of liberalized credit to purchase TVs, cars, and other high-ticket items, savings shrank, debt increased, exports fell, and the trade deficit ballooned.


        In 1982 the economy fell apart. Copper prices plummeted, accelerating Chile’s balance of trade deficit. GDP plunged 15 percent, while industrial production rapidly contracted. Bankruptcies tripled and unemployment hit 30 percent. Despite his pledge to hold firm, Pinochet devalued the escudo, devastating poor Chileans who had availed themselves of liberalized credit to borrow in dollars or who held their savings in escudos. The Central Bank lost 45 percent of its reserves, while the private banking system collapsed. The crisis forced the state, dusting off laws still on the books from the Allende period, to take over nearly 70 percent of the banking system and reimpose controls on finance, industry, prices, and wages. Turning to the IMF for a bailout, Pinochet extended a public guarantee to repay foreign creditors and banks.

      


      
        A HALF CENTURY OF ERRORS


        But before the economic crisis of 1982, there were the golden years between 1978 and 1981. Just as the international left flocked to Chile during the Allende period, under Pinochet the country became a mecca for the free-market right. Economists, political scientists, and journalists came to witness the “miracle” firsthand, holding up Chile as a model to be implemented throughout the world. Representatives from European and American banks poured into Santiago, paying tribute to Pinochet by restoring credit that was denied the heretic Allende. The World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank extolled Chile as a paragon of responsibility, advancing it forty-six loans between 1976 and 1986 for over $3.1 billion.


        In addition to money men, right-wing activists traveled to Chile in a show of solidarity with the Pinochet regime. William Rusher, the publisher of the National Review, along with other cadres who eventually coalesced around Reagan’s 1976 and 1980 bids for the Republican nomination, organized the American-Chilean Council to counter critical press coverage of Pinochet in the United States. “I was unable to find a single opponent of the regime in Chile,” Rusher wrote after a 1978 pilgrimage, “who believes the Chilean government engages” in torture. As to the “interim human discomfort” caused by radical free-market policies, Rusher believed that “a certain amount of deprivation today, in the interest of a far healthier society tomorrow, is neither unendurable nor necessarily reprehensible.”15


        Decades later, Pinochet’s minister of economics and finance, Sergio de Castro, came to accept that the government he worked for tortured tens of thousands of citizens before killing many of them. He said knowledge of the repression caused him to feel great “pain,” not just for the “tortured” but for the “torturers.” Still, de Castro confessed he would have served Pinochet nonetheless. “There aren’t any corrective measures that are painless,” he said.16


        Friedrich von Hayek, the Austrian émigré and University of Chicago professor whose 1944 book The Road to Serfdom argued that state planning would produce not “freedom and prosperity” but “bondage and misery,” visited Pinochet’s Chile a number of times, including in 1977, one of the worst years of the repression. During that visit, Hayek received an honorary degree from the Universidad Técnica Federico Santa María in Valparaiso, met with a controversial right-wing German politician, Franz Josef Strauss, also visiting Pinochet, and had private meetings with government officials, including Pinochet himself. Later, Hayek had his secretary send some of his writings to Pinochet, including an essay with a helpful “three-page discussion of the conditions under which the adoptions of Emergency Powers and the suspension of democracy are supposedly justified.” “The coercive powers of government are restricted to the enforcement of universal rules of just conduct,” Hayek wrote in those pages. Allende refused to use the coercive powers of government to enforce his understanding of universal justice—and was called a totalitarian. Hayek had no problem with Pinochet using “coercive powers” to enforce universal rules, as Hayek and Pinochet understood them.17


        Hayek was so impressed that he helped organize a meeting of his famed Société du Mont-Pélérin there, in 1981 at Viña del Mar, the port city where the Navy planned its coup against Allende.18 The meeting was a success: “Two hundred and thirty men and women from 23 countries attended, making it a veritable International of the free-market counterrevolution.” Attendees included James Buchanan, the influential economist, Milton and Rose Friedman, and Reed Irvine, the head of Accuracy in Media, which at that moment was providing cover for Reagan’s Central American wars, downplaying atrocities committed by U.S. allies. As political scientist Corey Robin remarks, “Far from turning a blind eye to the tyranny of Pinochet,” members of the Mont-Pélérin society “freely acknowledged it,” fantasizing about what Reagan’s budget director, David Stockman, might be able to accomplish “in the land of Augusto Pinochet.”19 A year later, Hayek even recommended Chile to Margaret Thatcher as a model for completion of the free-market revolution she was leading in Britain. The prime minister, at the nadir of Chile’s 1982 financial collapse, agreed that Chile represented a “remarkable success” but believed that Britain’s “democratic institutions and the need for a high degree of consent” made “some of the measures” taken by Pinochet “quite unacceptable.”20


        Like Friedman, Hayek glimpsed in Pinochet an avatar of true freedom, who would rule as a dictator only for a “transitional period,” as long as needed to reverse decades of state regulation. “All movements in the direction of socialism, in the direction of centralized planning, involve a loss of personal freedom and end up ultimately in totalitarianism,” Hayek told a Chilean newspaper, and Latin America, greatly influenced by the utilitarian tradition of the French Revolution, was especially susceptible to such a threat. There are moments, he said, when “democracy needs ‘a good cleaning’ by strong governments.” “My personal preference,” Hayek told a Chilean interviewer, “leans toward a liberal dictatorship rather than toward a democratic government devoid of liberalism.”21 In a letter to the London Times he defended the junta, reporting that he had “not been able to find a single person even in much-maligned Chile who did not agree that personal freedom was much greater under Pinochet than it had been under Allende.”22 He couldn’t have looked very hard.


        Hayek’s University of Chicago colleague Milton Friedman got the grief, but it was Hayek who served as the true inspiration for Chile’s capitalist crusaders. It was Hayek who depicted Allende’s regime as a way station between Chile’s postwar welfare state and a hypothetical totalitarian future. Accordingly, the junta justified its terror as needed not only to prevent Chile from turning into a Stalinist gulag but to sweep away fifty years of tariffs, subsidies, capital controls, labor legislation, and social welfare provisions—a “half century of errors,” according to Finance Minister Sergio de Castro, that would, according to the deductive logic of the Department of Economics at the University of Chicago, lead Chile down its own road to serfdom.

      


      
        THE WORLD TREND


        “To us, it was a revolution,” said government economist Miguel Kast—a “mystical Catholic” Opus Dei member and follower of both Hayek and theologian Michael Novak.23


        Similar to some in the Iran-Contra coalition discussed in previous chapters, many of the Chicago Boys were right-wing Catholics, including a number of adherents of Opus Dei. They saw no contradiction between their fetish of individualism (when it came to the market) and submission to authoritarian order (when it came to submitting to Pinochet). Friedmanite celebration of the market as a site of fulfillment and creativity harmonized with the Christian fundamentalist rebuttal to liberation theology: far from being amoral, the profit motive reflects grace, since it helps fallen man escape from a world of scarcity and want. Those able to escape confirm they are touched by grace. Those, be they individuals or nations, mired in misery confirm they are wretched by divine design. Thus the paradox: market choice isn’t freedom at all but an index of predestination and legitimation of the status hierarchy, easily adapted to the worldview of both the secular and religious New Right: the rich are rich because they are worthy, the poor are poor because they are unworthy.


        Where Friedman alluded to the superiority of economic freedom over political freedom in his defense of Pinochet, the Chicago group institutionalized that hierarchy in a 1980 constitution named after Hayek’s 1960 treatise The Constitution of Liberty. The new charter enshrined economic liberty and political authoritarianism as complementary elements. The drafters justified the need for a strong executive such as Pinochet not only to bring about a profound transformation of society but to maintain it until there was a “change in Chilean mentality.” Chileans had long been “educated in weakness,” said the president of the Central Bank, and a strong hand was needed to “educate them in strength.”24 The market itself would provide tutoring: when asked about the social consequences of the high bankruptcy rate that resulted from the shock therapy, Admiral José Toribio Merino replied that “such is the jungle of… economic life. A jungle of savage beasts, where he who can kill the one next to him, kills him. That is reality.”25


        Before such a savage nirvana of pure competition and risk could be attained, a dictatorship was needed to force Chileans to accept the values of consumerism, individualism, and passive rather than participatory democracy. “Democracy is not an end in itself,” said Pinochet in a 1979 speech written by two of Friedman’s disciples, but a conduit to a truly “free society” that protected absolute economic freedom. Friedman hedged on the relationship between capitalism and dictatorship, but his former students were consistent: “A person’s actual freedom,” said Finance Minister de Castro, “can only be ensured through an authoritarian regime that exercises power by implementing equal rules for everyone.”26 “Public opinion,” he admitted, “was very much against [us], so we needed a strong personality to maintain the policy.”27 And they also needed a strong intelligence agency-cum–death squad. The Directorate of National Intelligence, DINA by its Spanish initials, was set up just after Allende’s overthrow and quickly came to comprise nearly forty thousand personnel—mostly former police and army officers—and a yearly budget of $27 million.28 DINA was an important hub of Operation Condor, described earlier, placing agents in Chile’s foreign embassies to execute dissident exiles, including setting off a bomb in Washington’s Sheridan Circle to assassinate a former Allende minister and his assistant.29 “We will go to Australia if necessary to get our enemies,” DINA’s director said.


        Jeane Kirkpatrick was among those who traveled to Chile to pay their respects to the pioneer, lauding Pinochet for his economic initiatives. “The Chilean economy is a great success,” the ambassador said. “Everyone knows it, or they should know it.”30 She was dispatched by Reagan shortly after his 1981 inauguration to “normalize completely [Washington’s] relations with Chile in order to work together in a pleasant way,” which included removing economic and arms sanctions and revoking Carter’s “discriminatory” human-rights policy.31 Such pleasantries, though, didn’t include meeting with the relatives of the disappeared, commenting on the recent deportation of leading opposition figures, or holding Pinochet responsible for the Sheridan Square car bombing—all issues Kirkpatrick insisted would be resolved with “quiet diplomacy.”


        Chile was the first country to fulfill the New Right agenda of both defining democracy in terms of economic freedom and restoring a rigid social hierarchy, organized around patriarchal power. Under Pinochet’s vengeful hand, the country, according to prominent Chicago graduate Cristián Larroulet, became a “pioneer in the world trend toward forms of government based on a free social order.”32


        Pinochet “felt he was making history,” said José Piñera, a Chicago student.33 “He wanted to be ahead of both Reagan and Thatcher.”†

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      The Third Conquest of America


      AND TRAILBLAZER PINOCHET was, harbinger of a brave and merciless new world. But if the market revolution was to spread throughout Latin America and elsewhere, it had to take hold in the United States. And indeed, even as the Chilean dictator was “torturing people so prices could be free,” as Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano once mordantly observed, the insurgency that would come to unite behind Ronald Reagan was gathering steam.


      By now, it should be clear that what I’m arguing is that Iran-Contra, with all its many tangents and tentacles, reveals the essence of what Reagan called the “New Right Revolution”: its ideological reasoning, moral worldview, and political commitments and alliances. Revealed also in Iran-Contra, through what at the time seemed a fringe movement, is the revolution’s economics. What gave Reaganism its force was, at its core, a transformation of class power in the United States and a seismic shift in how elites, across the political spectrum, viewed the third world in general and Latin America in particular.


      
        THE REVANCHISTS GO GLOBAL


        Reagan’s failed bid in 1976 for the Republican nomination was originally organized around the constituencies that stood behind Barry Goldwater’s quixotic presidential campaign a decade earlier—protectionist textile, footwear, and steel industries, independent oilmen, small businesses and domestic banks, and a rising class of Sunbelt Christian capitalists. On its own, this movement was not strong enough to breach the ramparts of the United States’ political establishment. In order to grow, therefore, it did what Jeane Kirkpatrick accused the Sandinista revolution of doing: it marshaled followers in the name of an aggressive foreign policy against an external enemy, both to solidify its core constituency and to draw new groups into its orbit.


        The Reagan revolution’s initial social base had deep chauvinist roots, led as it was by activists who saw themselves as opposed not to the political liberalism of the Democrats but to the East Coast corporate elites who dominated the Republican Party, internationalists like Henry Kissinger and Nelson Rockefeller. It is hard to imagine a group more removed from the cosmopolitan CEOs who sat around the mainstream corporate Business Roundtable than the evangelical Christian capitalists—among them, Pat Robertson, Bob Jones, president of Bob Jones University, founder of Christian Reconstructionism Rousas John Rushdoony, Amway’s Richard DeVos, John Bircher Nelson Bunker Hunt, conservative philanthropist Joseph Coors, right-wing direct-mail tactician Richard Viguerie, “Onion King” Othal Brand, ex–Ku Klux Klan leader Richard Shoff, and Sun Myung Moon publisher James Whelan—who organized the Council for National Policy.


        At first, the mainstream Business Roundtable and the fringe Council for National Policy clashed not only over trade issues, with the council tending toward protectionism and the Roundtable toward free trade, but over values. The members of the Council for National Policy saw themselves as deeply grounded in the United States, and they condemned the lack of patriotism on the part of the internationalists, who would sell out the United States to the Russians if it meant higher corporate profits. The differences between the two groups revealed themselves in such campaigns as the 1986 boycott of Chevron, organized by Pat Robertson and other Christian capitalists and activists to protest the multinational petroleum company’s deal with Angola’s Marxist government to begin oil production. Organizers of the boycott even distributed wanted flyers that accused Chevron’s CEO, George Keller, of providing “aid and comfort” to “America’s Soviet Enemy in Cuban-Occupied Angola.”1


        Such campaigns did not mean that Christian capitalists were isolationists. On the contrary, their anti-Communism made them ardent expansionists.


        Much of the financial and moral support for Reagan’s military buildup and renewed international aggression came from a network of unabashedly conservative and evangelical entrepreneurs, affiliated with Sunbelt capitalists or with traditional manufacturing, who were finding their political voice through organizations like the Religious Roundtable and the Council for National Policy. Texas oilmen like ultraconservative Nelson Bunker Hunt purchased arms and helicopters for the Contras and funded Singlaub’s World Anti-Communist League.2 Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina zealously defended tariffs and subsidies on behalf of his state’s textile and tobacco industries. Yet he was also the point man for the militarists on foreign policy nominations, ensuring that all aspirants were sufficiently committed to carry out a belligerent policy—one that contributed to the opening of the world’s economy. Likewise, stepped-up political engagement with the world on the part of evangelicals provided them with opportunities to increase their overseas economic interests.3 At the time of his boycott of Chevron, Pat Robertson had been working closely with Angola’s anti-Communist rebels, parlaying his close connections with African dictators into vast forestry and diamond-mining holdings for his African Development Corporation.*


        The militarists on the front lines of the conflicts in Central America and other third-world hot spots, such as Oliver North and Singlaub, were ideologically and politically affiliated not with the corporations that commanded the heights of world capitalism but with traditional protectionists and the new evangelical entrepreneurs who organized the Council for National Policy, of which both North and Singlaub were members. Yet an alliance with some of Latin America’s most violent avengers—such as El Salvador’s Roberto d’Aubuisson and Chile’s Pinochet—placed them in the vanguard of trade liberalization, for the murder of a generation of Latin American economic nationalists was the first step to prying open the region’s economy to U.S. capital. At a Washington dinner sponsored by a phalanx of right-wing organizations in honor of d’Aubuisson—responsible for the killing of thousands of Salvadorans, including Archbishop Romero—one cadre complained that “death squads have a very negative connotation” that was preventing the laureled executioner from getting “across his message of free enterprise, anticommunism, freedom of exports and imports.”4

      


      
        THE GLOBALISTS TURN REVANCHIST


        At the same time, changes were taking place in the global political economy that would bring the vision and interests of the mainstream Business Roundtable in line with the Sunbelt Christian capitalists who financed the Contra War. Throughout the 1970s, just as the praetorian wing of the Republican Party was gaining ground and becoming more internationalist, their establishment enemies, the corporate and political liberal elites who for decades had set U.S. foreign and domestic policy, were becoming mean.


        At the beginning of the decade, U.S. corporations could no longer count on the advantages of an expanding, noncompetitive global economy. The long postwar idyll in which U.S. firms could set prices, extract profit, and decide investment strategy largely free from serious international competition had drawn to an end. More of the U.S. economy was integrated into the world, with the international trade proportion of its GNP steadily increasing. For a moment in the early 1970s, it was hoped that détente, by opening Russia and Eastern Europe to foreign capital, would offset decreasing corporate profits due to increasing global competition. But U.S. banks found that the USSR had quickly reached the upper limit of how much capital investment it could absorb, while Western Europe proved better placed than the United States to trade with Russia and its satellites. As their dominance slipped away, corporate elites began to withdraw their support for what had been the twin pillars of the New Deal coalition that had governed the United States for decades: the welfare state at home and reform capitalism abroad.


        The death of New Deal liberalism came in the early 1970s, when the United States was hit by the twin blows of sharply rising oil prices and a seventeen-month recession, described by political scientists Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers as “the longest and deepest economic downturn the United States had experienced since the Great Depression.”5


        The contraction led to a sharpened sense of class consciousness and unity of action among corporate leaders—many of whom had previously supported the New Deal coalition but now rapidly increased their funding of conservative political action committees, advocacy advertising, ad hoc lobbying groups, and right-wing policy and legal think tanks dedicated to the dismantling of economic regulations and social entitlements. The number of pro-business political action committees jumped from 248 in 1974 to 1,100 in 1978.6 The Olin, Smith Richardson, and Scaife foundations, representing chemical, pharmaceutical, and petrochemical interests, paid scholars and journalists to produce, as corporate activist William E. Simon, Nixon’s undersecretary of the Treasury, put it, “books, books, and more books” to rejoin the “relationship between political and economic liberty.”7


        Corporate foundations and individual capitalists also began to bankroll the growing number of committees, coalitions, institutes, councils, journals, and magazines discussed earlier. Each of these hawkish venues treated specific symptoms—SALT II, the Panama Canal Treaty, the MX missile system, the Strategic Defense Initiative, Cuba, South Africa, Rhodesia, Israel, Taiwan, Central America—while all being broadly committed to remedying the “Vietnam syndrome” and establishing U.S. supremacy in the world.8


        As part of this backlash, opinion and policy makers set their sights on third-world economic nationalism, which was increasingly identified as an obstacle to economic recovery. The United States, wrote retired general Maxwell Taylor in 1974, was threatened by a “turbulent and disorderly” third world. “As the leading affluent ‘have’ power,” he said, “we may expect to have to fight for our national valuables against envious ‘have-nots.’” Jimmy Carter’s secretary of defense, Harold Brown, made the connection between domestic revival and overseas expansion explicit. “The particular manner in which our economy has expanded,” he said, “means that we have come to depend to no small degree on imports, exports and the earnings from overseas investments for our material well-being.”9 But now U.S. dependence was threatened, as a number of countries, such as Cuba and, briefly, Chile, tried to pull out of America’s orbit, while others threw up obstacles to foreign investment. Between 1970 and 1980, the number of state-owned industries in Brazil and Mexico increased from just over three hundred to more than a thousand.10


        With détente offering no relief from the crunch generated by increased global competition and a third world hostile to U.S. capital investment, the Forbes 500 knights of the Business Roundtable made their peace with the renascent Right and set out to retake the third world.11 Putting aside their qualms about a potential inflationary risk, non–defense industry CEOs joined in the call for a renewed arms buildup. Executive officers from corporations that used to be squarely in the Democratic camp began to work closely with right-wing think tanks and policy institutes such as the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation, which promoted both a dramatic expansion of U.S. military might abroad and the shredding of the New Deal at home.12


        Some businesses and intellectuals from the multilateral wing of corporate America offered tepid dissent to Reagan’s aggressive foreign policy. But increasingly, the cosmopolitans and the chauvinists came together over the need to project American power, broadly into the third world and especially into Latin America. Even David Rockefeller, an arch-internationalist and the bête noire of the conservative right, got on the bandwagon. A week after Reagan’s 1980 victory, he toured Chile, Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay to reassure the generals that, unlike Carter, the new president “will deal with the world as it is” and not as it should be, promising them that the United States would soon restore full diplomatic and military relations with them no matter what their record on human rights.13


        By the early 1980s, then, the United States had undergone a rapid transformation in the class and political relations that defined how it acted in the world. The previous decade’s protracted recession both weakened and provoked the northeastern establishment: the internationalist core of the New Deal coalition and the liberal wing of the Republican Party. At the same time, the economic base of the New Right began to expand, as steep rises in commodity prices emboldened agricultural, mineral, and independent oil interests in the South and the West, bringing them together with manufacturers demanding protection, defense contractors, an emerging network of Christian capitalists, and a steady flow of corporate defectors from the Democratic Party. A number of these conservative constituencies, particularly those from the South and Southwest, could draw on their ties with fundamentalists and right-wing populist movements to back up their free-market and foreign policy initiatives with grassroots power and theological justification.


        As economic internationalists joined with militarists and Christian capitalists to defeat world Bolshevism, avenge Vietnam, and push for open markets, the restoration of the United States’ global military power and the restoration of laissez-faire capitalism were understood to be indistinguishable goals. This fusion of the goals of the corporate world with the passion and ideas of a nationalist backlash created a perfect storm of resurgent U.S. expansionism—an expansionism that would force on the rest of the world the kind of economic regime first institutionalized in Chile.

      


      
        CHANGING THE RULES OF THE GAME


        Reagan took office juggling diverse interests, with commentators at the time criticizing the incoherence of his policies, particularly when it came to defining what, exactly, was Reaganomics.


        Any program that executes supply-side across-the-board tax cuts, massive increases in defense spending, and a tight-money austerity program to tame inflation can only be described as Whitmanesque in its contradictions. Reagan presided over a budget-breaking arms buildup and tax giveaway. “The hogs,” observed budget director David Stockman, “were really feeding. The greed level, the level of opportunism, just got out of control.”14 Reagan also continued the austerity program initiated by Carter’s Federal Reserve chair, Paul Volcker, which meant that not everybody got to nuzzle up to the trough. Interest rates were kept at a ruthlessly high level, kicking off a two-year recession. Volcker knew the effects of his high interest rates, that price stability came at the cost of unemployment.15


        “The truly unique power of a central bank,” Volcker once said, “is the power to create money, and ultimately the power to create is the power to destroy.” Destroy he did. The effect of the Volcker Shock ravaged the old order, institutionalizing a perpetual system of global austerity that transformed U.S. society and U.S. diplomacy.


        As it did a few years earlier in Chile, the anti-inflationary shock, combined with Reagan’s other, seemingly contradictory inflationary policies—renewing the arms race and tax cuts—halted and then began the reversal of what some economists had identified as a dangerous trend: the democratization of wealth brought about by the expansion of a welfare state. Union power, a progressive corporate and personal tax code, education and other social spending programs, and low unemployment took devastating hits. Over the course of the previous three decades, the amount of income claimed by the nation’s top 1 percentile dropped from 16 to 8 percent.16 Reagan’s tax cuts and increased defense spending reversed this process, creating permanent budget shortfalls and slowing bleeding social programs. When unsustainable deficits compelled Reagan to raise revenues, he did so by largely shifting the burden to payroll taxes, which only helped to further weaken support for government programs—understandably so since real wages had begun to decline for many working-class families. Tight money led to rising unemployment and to the gutting of organized labor’s bargaining power. Automatic cost-of-living salary increases, job security, and guaranteed pensions were thereby consigned to the ash heap of history. Corporations, cut off from cheap money needed to recapitalize and modernize their operations in the Northeast and Midwest, began the scuttling of the United States’ industrial base, moving production to the Southwest and overseas.


        In the international realm, high U.S. interest rates forced European governments anxious to stem the flight of capital to the dollar to respond in kind. They even compelled the French president François Mitterrand to turn, according to Reagan’s NSC international economics adviser, “full circle” and impose “severe austerity measures,” thus ending France’s experiment in democratic socialism—and what at the time was the chief ideological challenge to Reaganomics in the developed world.17 Similar monetary pressure also helped bring conservative governments to power in West Germany and Japan.


        In the third world, the global recession overwhelmed national governments. Even before the Volcker Shock, third-world loans were increasingly directed not at capital investment and infrastructure but at papering over growing deficits. Since 1973, rising energy costs had broken the budgets and trade accounts of developing countries, forcing them to borrow more and more money—which London and New York banks, engorged with petrodollars, were only too happy to lend (the percentage of foreign earnings in the thirteen largest U.S. banks increased from just under 19 to nearly 50 percent between 1970 and 1976).18


        Between 1973 and 1980, third-world debt grew from $130 to $474 billion.19 With poor nations already staggering under such a debt load, rising U.S. interest rates and an appreciating U.S. dollar turned out to be a death blow to even the mildest Alliance-for-Progress kind of third-world development strategy. Forget the New International Economic Order. Since both third-world debt and currency reserves were denominated in U.S. dollars, for every point the U.S. Fed raised its rate, $2.5 billion was added to the interest of outstanding loans; for every 20 percent the dollar appreciated, another 20 percent was added to the balance.20 And as interest payments on loans increased by over 50 percent between 1980 and 1982, the recession greatly reduced first-world demand for third-world products, with commodity prices falling nearly 30 percent from 1981 to 1982.21 Volcker didn’t take his foot off the brake of his tight-money policy until the summer of 1982, when Mexico threatened to default on its international loans.22


        Devastating for the people who lived in the countries involved, the crisis was seen as a “blessing,” as William Ryrie, executive vice president of the International Finance Corporation, put it, for the United States’ financial and political leaders.23 The “debt crisis afforded an unparalleled opportunity,” wrote Jerome Levinson, a former official of the Inter-American Development Bank, that allowed the U.S. Treasury to achieve “the structural reforms favored by the Reagan Administration,” which included a “commitment on the part of the debtor countries to reduce the role of the public sector as a vehicle for economic and social development and rely more on market forces and private enterprises.”24 As interest payments on third-world debt soared—growing between 1970 and 1987 from less than $3 billion to over $36 billion—governments, starting first in Latin America, yielded to the IMF’s demand to emulate the Chilean example. In exchange for refinancing, they cut subsidies, lowered tariffs, slashed social spending, sold off national industries, and devalued their currencies.


        Henry Nau, Reagan’s NSC adviser for international trade, described the global crisis provoked by Volcker’s austerity program not as an unfortunate consequence of the induced recession but as an intended effect: a “coherent analysis and attack on the major economic ills” of the 1970s.25 With the United States losing its edge in the postwar system of industrial capitalism to European, Japanese, and third-world producers, Reaganomics dispensed with the competitive challenge by changing the rules of the game.


        Abandoning the United States’ postwar promise to act as a global stabilizer, Reagan used monetary policy as a club to assert the United States’ national interest on the world stage, institutionalizing an international system of financial and speculative capitalism that allowed the United States to maintain its primacy even as its industrial base was eroding.†

      


      
        REAGAN IN CANCÚN, OR THE THIRD CONQUEST OF LATIN AMERICA


        Reagan unveiled the outline of this new system at the International Meeting on Cooperation and Development, held in Cancún, Mexico, in late 1981.26 At the time, discussions of the international economy were still permeated with the language of developmentalism. Throughout the preceding decades, third-world leaders had expanded on ideas, discussed earlier, grouped under the demand for a New International Economic Order. In the months leading up to the economic forum in Cancún, that demand seemed to be gaining ground. It had support from Canadian and European politicians. Canadian prime minister Pierre Trudeau and former West German chancellor Willy Brandt suggested increasing development aid from $26 billion to $50 billion a year. At the bicentennial celebration of the Battle of Yorktown in September 1981, François Mitterrand urged the United States to open its markets to third-world products, to help renegotiate crushing debt, to set stable prices for primary products, and to enter into “global negotiations” that would recognize the “legitimacy” of third-world grievances.


        But the economic ground under such proposals had already evaporated. “Trade, not aid” is how Reagan’s Treasury secretary, Donald Regan, said development would take place, backed up by a 15 percent cut in U.S. foreign assistance. In a run-up speech to the Cancún meeting in Philadelphia, Reagan chided those who “mistake compassion for development and claim massive transfers of wealth somehow will produce new well-being.” Reagan agreed with his critics that “development is human fulfillment” but lectured that such development would be achieved not through regulation or redistribution but by “free people” building “free trade.” The Boston Globe urged the president to avoid repeating in Mexico such “doctrinaire one-liners and homespun homilies about the virtues of free enterprise, the necessity of self-reliance and the need of underdeveloped countries to emulate the methods of American capitalism.”


        But homespun became the core of the United States’ economic policy in the third world. In Cancún, Reagan rejected outright the call to create new institutions and establish fixed commodity prices, along with other nonmarket mechanisms to promote third-world industrialization. Development, he said, would come about by “stimulating international trade,… opening up markets,” and rolling back regulations to “liberate individuals by creating incentives to work, save, invest, and succeed.” Without a “sound understanding of our domestic freedom and responsibilities… no amount of international goodwill and action can produce prosperity.”


        This was a radical break with past U.S. policy, one that had been based on the strategy that the Cold War would be won by providing a more equitable and successful model of development than did the Soviet Union. In contrast, Reagan in Cancún exalted the unrestrained market as both the end and the means of reform, laying out a vision of the world not as a kind of global welfare state but as a competitive arena. Success was the responsibility not of a community of nations but of each nation alone. Rather than encouraging nations to travel together on a “path to equity,” as Raúl Prebisch called on the world’s leaders to do, the new system would have winners and losers. And since throughout the previous two decades a generation of Latin America’s democrats and economic nationalists had been exiled, executed, or tortured into silence by U.S.-backed military regimes, there were few left to argue.


        Compelled by the debt crisis, one country after another implemented a program that was the mirror opposite of what was called for in the Non-Aligned Movement’s program for a New International Economic Order. They slashed taxes, drastically devalued their currencies, lowered the minimum wage, exempted foreign companies from labor and environmental laws, cut spending on health care, education, and other social services, did away with regulations, smashed unions, passed legislation that allowed up to 100 percent repatriations of profits, cut subsidies designed to protect national manufacturing, freed interest rates, and privatized state industries and public utilities. Rather than fostering unified efforts to set commodity prices and force fairer terms on the industrialized world, as poor countries were just beginning to do, the debt crisis forced a race to the bottom to attract foreign capital. Every nation for itself.


        In Latin America, the sale of state enterprises was one of the largest transfers of wealth in world history. In the second half of the nineteenth century and early part of the twentieth, Latin America experienced what some historians have described as a “second conquest.”27 The first was, of course, the plundering of American gold and silver by the Spanish and Portuguese. The second entailed the initial phase of U.S. corporate expansion, as extractive firms like United Fruit Company, Standard Oil, and Phelps Dodge turned to the region as a source of raw materials and agricultural products, coming to control most of the continent’s railroads, electric companies, ports, mines, and oil fields.


        “When the trumpet blared everything on earth was prepared,” wrote the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, capturing the Job-like scope of this dispossession, “and Jehovah distributed the world to Coca-Cola Inc., Anaconda, Ford Motor and other entities.”


        The third conquest, beginning full scale in the early 1980s, was no less epic. Railroads, postal services, roads, factories, telephone services, schools, hospitals, prisons, garbage collection services, water, broadcast frequencies, pension systems, and electric, television, and telephone companies were sold off—often not to the highest but to the best-connected bidder. In Chile, everything from “kindergartens to cemeteries and community swimming pools were put out for bid.”28 Between 1985 and 1992, over two thousand government industries were sold off throughout Latin America.29 Much of this property passed into the hands of either multinational corporations or Latin America’s “superbillionaires,” a new class that had taken advantage of the dismantling of the state to grow spectacularly rich.


        In Mexico, even as the average real minimum wage plummeted, the number of billionaires, according to Forbes, increased from one in 1987 to thirteen in 1994 and then nearly doubled the next year to twenty-four. Much of this wealth was concentrated during an orgy of “unprecedented corruption,” as a PBS documentary described the privatization program of Carlos Salinas, the Mexican president who sold off over a thousand state industries, many of them to his political cronies. Carlos Slim Helú’s acquisition of Mexico’s national telephone system catapulted him into the ranks of the world’s richest men, equal, in 2015, to that of “6.3 percent of Mexico’s gross domestic product, a percentage greater than the combined income of the poorest 20 percent of Mexicans—nearly 25 million people.”30 Meanwhile, Mexico, after decades of liberalization and proximity to history’s wealthiest nation, continues to suffer one of the lowest wage scales in the world.


        Free marketeers today single out state industries as hothouses of corruption and waste; yet, as the historians Mark Alan Healey and Ernesto Semán observe, a “vast web of bribes, subsidies, deals and swindles” accompanied the selling off of Latin American “state assets, involving many top government officials and major corporations like IBM, Citibank, and Telefónica”—all winked at by Washington and the IMF. In Argentina, the government agreed to absorb much of the debt of the privatized companies, many of which, such as Aerolíneas Argentinas, were disassembled and had their profitable assets resold. Much of the money from these transactions, write Healey and Semán, “vanished into a tangle of private accounts and offshore banks”—a disappearing act, it should be added, made possible through the magic wand of the financial deregulation that went with privatization.31 Pinochet cultivated a reputation for severe rectitude, yet he used his close ties with Riggs Bank and other U.S. financial houses to squirrel away millions of illicit dollars in hundreds of accounts and offshore shelters.32


        In Chile, public enterprises were sold at roughly 30 percent below value on terms, according to one economist, “extremely advantageous to the buyers,” many of whom had close connections with the Chicago alums and with military officers.33 In Bolivia, between 1995 and 1996, the government auctioned off the oil company, the telephone system, the national airline, and the electric company. Much of the national railroad was dismantled and sold for parts.34 The following year, the World Bank informed Bolivia that future debt relief was dependent on unloading its water company as well, which it duly did to Bechtel. Nearly overnight, families getting by on barely sixty dollars a month were told that their water bill would average fifteen dollars a month, a 200 percent hike. Bolivians were even outlawed from capturing rainwater for their personal use. The whole deal disquietingly echoed the fate of the Caribbean nation in Gabriel García Márquez’s Autumn of the Patriarch, which suddenly found itself no longer an island, having had its surrounding sea sold off to dark-suited U.S. businessmen.

        


        Latin America did not agree to be a laboratory experiment in free-market absolutism only because of the murder of a generation of economic nationalists. The allure of cheap consumer goods, along with the promise of better service that the privatization of public utilities was supposed to bring, enticed a small but politically important urban population, while the transfer of first-world production facilities to the third world offered relatively high wages to a small segment of the working class. Moreover, advanced industrial countries like Mexico and Argentina were having trouble generating or attracting enough capital to either modernize state industries or move private manufacturing beyond the light industrialization stage. Likewise, the quadrupling of energy costs in the 1970s had led to unsustainable trade and budget shortfalls, forcing governments to borrow not for investment but to cover deficits. In many countries, inflation, always present, accelerated to astronomical levels.


        But the abandonment of state-directed development programs—which doesn’t necessarily have to imply closed markets and internally directed manufacturing strategies—resulted less from their intrinsic shortcomings than U.S. leaders’ political choice to use the dollar as a weapon. Economists like Prebisch argued that Latin America’s capital shortage was in essence a political problem and therefore could be solved with political solutions, such as the creation of an international organization to subsidize energy costs for poor countries.35 It can also be argued that the very success of state-directed developmentalism led to its downfall. Impressive levels of economic growth from the 1950s to the early 1970s produced new social groups demanding increased political and social democracy, demands to which the region’s ruling classes, under the cover of the Cold War and with tech support provided by the Pentagon, responded with wholesale slaughter.


        The world this slaughter helped bring into being, in Chile and then eventually throughout all Latin America, is the exact opposite of the world imagined by advocates of the New International Economic Order. Where the NIEO argued for the moral legitimacy of nationalization, Washington now pushes for privatization. The NIEO proposed that the producers of basic raw material, like jute, tobacco, cacao, and cotton, collectively set a minimum price for their products. Today, the world’s poorest nations are forced to compete with each other for market shares, driving a race to the bottom and pushing the price of basic resources punishingly low. The NIEO insisted that wealthy countries share technology and loosen patent law, so as to help spur industrial development in underdeveloped countries. Now, trade treaties and organizations enshrine intellectual property rights as sacrosanct, granting a handful of the world’s largest corporations monopoly protection.


        In the 1970s, Chile put forward the idea that the value of past unfair corporate practices could be quantified, and appropriate reparations could be paid. Today, countries are forced to agree to something called “investor-state dispute settlement,” which means that corporations can sue nations for future profit they might lose, due to regulations aiming to protect public health or the environment (now common in trade agreements, the investor-state dispute settlement provision was first established in the NAFTA treaty).36 Under such provisions, mining corporations have taken small countries like El Salvador to court for trying to limit their right to open-pit mine the country and pollute its rivers. Where the NIEO called for debt abolition, the IMF now leverages debt restructuring to force countries to weaken labor laws, reduce tariffs and subsidies, and privatize social services. The NIEO proposed creating a new kind of world bank, capitalized with profits from rising oil costs, that could help the vast majority of non-oil-producing nations by subsidizing their energy needs and by acting as a buffer against the price fluctuations of other commodities. In response, Washington cut deals with Riyadh and Tehran (prior to 1979) to use their petrodollars to buy billions of dollars of U.S. military equipment, and depositing the rest in private banks—which was lent out as private loans, further entrapping poor nations in more debt.


        Today, there is much debate over the term neoliberalism, and arguments over what, exactly, the word means.‡ One way to define it is as a near-perfect inversion of the economic program of the New International Economic Order.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      Historical Necessity


      GEORGE H. W. Bush entered the White House committed to consolidating the economic policies initiated by Reagan in Latin America. He took office in 1989, in the middle of what political scientists like to call Latin America’s “transition to democracy.” With the Cold War coming to an end, Washington began to encourage the dictators to yield to civilian rule. In El Salvador, the FMLN insurgency had fought the U.S.-backed regime to a draw and negotiated a truce. In Nicaragua, the bankrupted Sandinistas, forced to implement an austerity program and a national draft to defend their government, lost a national election in 1990, after which Washington withdrew support for the Contras. Back in D.C., all the many investigations into Iran-Contra, including into Bush’s role, were also winding down. Having accepted the legitimacy of the objective of Iran-Contra—to target the Sandinistas—most of the inquiries focused on procedural issues. “They labored and brought forth a mouse,” said Reagan, about the final congressional report on the matter.


      Economic nationalism wasn’t completely defeated in Latin America. But the region, aside from obstinate Cuba, seemed to be moving in Washington’s direction when it came to property rights and trade regimes. Reagan had floated the idea of what would become the North American Free Trade Agreement. Bush followed by imagining a hemispheric free trade agreement. “With each passing day,” Bush said to a meeting of Miami businessmen, “we move closer to realizing the dream of free trade, from the Arctic Circle to the Straits of Magellan.”1 The Soviet Union was collapsing. China was beginning its great turn toward market economics. Finally, the full realization of the post–World War II grand strategic objective was in reach: the creation of a closed hemisphere in what seemed to be becoming a world fully opened to the United States.


      There was, in the Western Hemisphere, one bit of unfinished business, apart from Cuba: Panama, and its dictator.


      
        EVERYBODY’S MAN


        Noriega had been a longtime ally of the United States, providing such important services that the Carter administration in 1979 blocked a federal prosecutor from indicting him on drug charges. During Reagan’s tenure, Noriega had been a key player in the shadowy network of anti-Communists, tyrants, and drug runners that made up Iran-Contra. But for the most part, Washington paid him little public attention until 1986. He was certainly better than his predecessor, Omar Torrijos, a military man with leftist sympathies. Torrijos took in Chilean exiles after Allende fell, supported Nicaragua’s Sandinistas, and tried to put into place policies that increased access to health care and education, especially to poorer, darker Panamanians, and initiated a land reform. In the United States, Torrijos became a bête noire for the right, as first Ford and then Carter negotiated the transfer of the Panama Canal to Panamanian sovereignty. Reagan made the canal an issue in the 1976 Republican primaries, often repeating the line: “We built it, we paid for it, it’s ours, and we should tell Torrijos and company that we are going to keep it.”2 Torrijos began to fade from power in the late 1970s, and then died in a plane crash in 1981, paving the way for Noriega’s rise.


        Noriega’s relationship with Washington was long. He first established contact with the Eisenhower administration in the 1950s as an informant, passing on intelligence on leftist students. He rose in the ranks of Panama’s security services, continuing as an asset to the United States during the Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan presidencies. In the 1970s, as head of Panama’s intelligence agency, Noriega had subverted a CIA spying program, turning a number of agents and bribing U.S. soldiers to gain access to the U.S. surveillance transcripts. Since Panama was an important U.S. listening post to all of Latin America (a key hub in the intelligence-gathering activities of Operation Condor), Noriega had access to continent-wide intelligence—information that Noriega fed to the Cubans. Spies were spying on the spies, wheels within wheels that brought Noriega close to George H. W. Bush, who as director of the CIA decided Noriega was too useful an ally to touch despite his double-dealing. The CIA informed neither the Justice Department nor the NSA about the turned agents. No indictments were brought against the U.S. soldiers who sold Noriega the surveillance transcripts. Bush, as head of the CIA and then as Reagan’s vice president, continued to meet with Noriega, perhaps using him to feed false intelligence to the Cubans and to broker the deals that were part of Iran-Contra. In any case, as one high-ranking intelligence officer put it, Noriega—who began to rely on Israel’s Mossad to train his bodyguards, to give him some independence from Washington—became more valuable to us than we were to him.”3


        Noriega, who owned a controlling share in an opium processing facility near Panama’s border with Colombia, regularly received letters of appreciation from the DEA. “As the New Year approaches,” Peter Bensinger, a top administrator of the DEA, wrote to Noriega in 1978, “I want you to know that the Drug Enforcement Administration very much appreciates all of the support and cooperation which you have extended to our agency during the last year.” Panama had long been an emporium nation, its merchants working the crossroads of global trade and finance, legal and illegal. Noriega did the same and more, taking advantage of the ample opportunities offered by the nexus of anti-Communist spooks and its alliance on the Andean narcotics industry to raise money and finance mercenaries to fight wars in Central America. Everybody used his services: money launderers, drug traffickers, gunrunners, and secrets traders.*


        But in 1986, Seymour Hersh published an investigation in the New York Times saying what everyone, or at least everyone in the upper rungs of the CIA, knew. The Panamanian worked both sides. He was “our man.” But he was Castro’s, too, passing on critical intelligence to Havana’s fabled intelligence agency and selling weapons to Colombia’s leftist guerrillas. Hersh documented an impressive degree of corruption, brutality, and deceit.


        For a year, Reagan mostly tried to ignore the matter, until, in the last few months of his presidency, he let the Justice Department issue a series of criminal drug-trafficking indictments.4 He did so largely to silence Democratic Party critics, who, having failed to use Iran-Contra to damage Republicans, had seized on Hersh’s reporting. They were happy to hammer the White House on drugs and on its inability to remove Noriega from power. The Noriega story wasn’t as complicated as Iran-Contra, and so the Democratic nominee for the 1988 presidential race, Michael Dukakis, unable to make Iran-Contra an issue, tried a play with Panama: “You can’t be serious about waging a real war against drugs,” he said of Bush, “when you have an administration that can’t say no to Noriega.”5 Dukakis, just as congressional Democrats did with Iran-Contra, was accepting the legitimacy of Republican policy. In the case of Iran-Contra, Democrats reinforced the idea that the United States was justified in destabilizing the Sandinista government. Here, Dukakis was endorsing the militarization of the drug problem and the right of the United States to intervene at will. His complaint was that he could run the war better.


        In any case, he lost to Bush, who didn’t have Panama high up on his foreign policy agenda. Referring to the process by which Noriega would quickly, in less than a year after Bush’s inauguration, become the United States’ most wanted international criminal, national security adviser Brent Scowcroft said: “I can’t really describe the course of events that led us this way.… Noriega, was he running drugs and stuff? Sure, but so were a lot of other people. Was he thumbing his nose at the United States? Yeah, yeah.”6

      


      
        KEYSTONE KOPS


        The tipping point toward military action was domestic politics. For most of 1989, Washington had been half-heartedly calling for a coup against Noriega. Yet, in October, Bush’s White House was caught off guard when a coup, staged by Noriega’s opponents, almost took place. The White House was totally unprepared. Bush’s foreign policy team had no clear intel as to what was happening. “All of us agreed at that point that we simply had very little to go on,” Dick Cheney, Bush’s secretary of defense, later reported.7 From Panama, the CIA listened in on the whole of Latin America. But within Panama, it was deaf and blind. So tight were the agency’s historic ties with Noriega that it had no communication with the country’s would-be rebel allies. “There was a lot of confusion at the time because there was a lot of confusion in Panama,” Cheney said.


        “We were sort of the Keystone Kops,” Scowcroft remembered, not knowing what to do or who to support. When Noriega regained the upper hand, Bush came under intense criticism at home in the press and Congress. This criticism, in turn, spurred him to act. Scowcroft recalls the movement to war: “Maybe we were looking for an opportunity to show that we were not as messed up as the Congress kept saying we were, or as timid as a number of people said.” The administration had to find a way to respond, Scowcroft said, to “the whole wimp factor.”


        Consider that statement for a moment: “the whole wimp factor,” along with the perennial need to overcome the Vietnam syndrome, the fear of a decline of U.S. military power. The United States was about to win the Cold War. The Berlin Wall would be gone in a few weeks’ time, the Soviet Union a few years later. Washington was standing at the threshold of unprecedented power—an opportunity to remake the whole world, finally, along lines laid out by foreign policy ancestors, generations upon generations back, to Thomas Jefferson when he imagined the American Revolution sparking an empire of liberty. And yet the men who controlled the levers of government during this historical threshold were still fretting about looking strong, still trapped by the trauma of having lost Vietnam. Bush would launch another war after Panama, a much bigger one with bigger consequences, into the Persian Gulf. And he still primarily referred to those victories as victories over a loss of confidence generated by Vietnam. “You know,” Bush told returning soldiers from the Persian Gulf in March 1991, “you all not only helped liberate Kuwait, you helped this country liberate itself from old ghosts and doubts.” “No one in the whole world doubts us anymore,” he said. “What you did, you helped us revive the America of our old hopes and dreams.” War, Bush said, was more than “just foreign policy.” Driving Iraq out of Kuwait “reignited Americans’ faith in themselves.”8


        And so, as events unfolded in Panama, as the Democrats brayed that Bush “do something” to get Noriega out, momentum built for action. And so did the inflationary pressure to find a suitable justification for action. It was a difficult task. For years, the United States, in order to conform to the charters of the U.N. and the OAS, justified the military actions it took as defensive, and as multilaterally sanctioned.


        But a great shift was taking place, as Washington pushed to see if it could escape the bounds of multilateralism while still claiming to be part of the multilateral order. In 1983, Reagan had invaded the small Caribbean island of Grenada, in the name of protecting U.S. citizens, forcing a regime change against a leftist government. Then the United States “walked out” of the International Court of Justice, which had ruled that Washington had to pay billions of dollars to Nicaragua for illegally mining its harbor. Soon, the United States would withdraw completely from the court’s jurisdiction.9 In 1986, Reagan bombed Libya, claiming self-defense, and that a “nation attacked by terrorists is permitted to use force to prevent or preempt future attacks.”10 The United States wasn’t attacked by terrorists (apart from those sent by Pinochet to bomb Sheridan Circle) but a number of U.S. servicemen did die in a Berlin bombing blamed on Tripoli.


        In any case, now with the Soviet Union about to collapse, Washington justified waging war in the name of an ideal higher than self-defense. On PBS’s Newshour in mid-October, shortly after the failed coup, Cheney said that the only objectives the United States had in Panama was to “safeguard American lives” and to “protect American interests” by defending access to the canal (Carter formally transferred authority over the canal to Panama in 1977). He emphasized: “We are not there to remake the Panamanian Government.” Cheney also noted that the White House had no plans to act unilaterally to extract Noriega. He specifically said the United States would not act against the wishes of the Organization of American States: the “hue and cry and the outrage that we would hear from one end of the hemisphere to the other,” were the United States to intervene, “raises serious doubts about the course of that action.”


        That comment came in mid-October. Then, in early November, the Berlin Wall fell. By the eve of December 20, the campaign against Noriega went from happenchance (“I can’t really describe the course of events that led us this way”) to historic: the objective became nothing less than the advance of democracy and the remaking of the Panamanian government.

      


      
        WILD FIRE


        Cheney wasn’t wrong about the “hue and cry.” Every single country other than the United States in the Organization of American States voted against the invasion. But Bush acted anyway.


        The fall of the Berlin Wall proved decisive, for as the Soviet Union’s influence in its backyard (Eastern Europe) unraveled, Washington had more room to maneuver in its backyard (Latin America). The collapse of Soviet-style Communism also gave the White House an opportunity to go on the ideological and moral offensive. Like most military actions, the invasion of Panama to capture Noriega was justified by a hierarchy of causes. But high on the list was the goal of installing a democratic regime in power. Washington was in effect attempting a radical revision of the terms of international diplomacy, arguing that “democracy,” as defined not by a multinational body such as the U.N. or the OAS but by Washington, trumped the principle of national sovereignty.


        Latin America’s opposition gave Bush’s ambassador, Luigi Einaudi, a chance to up the ethical ante. In a remarkably ideological and ambitious speech given to the OAS two days after the invasion, Einaudi radically redefined the meaning of “just war,” away from understanding such a war as containing an aggressor nation or reestablishing a status quo upturned by war toward an ideal that legitimated the use of violent, deadly force to establish a new moral order.11 “There are times in the life of men and of nations,” Einaudi lectured his fellow delegates:


        
          when history seems to take charge of events and to sweep all obstacles from its chosen path. At such moments, history appears to incarnate some great and irresistible principle, such as the nation-state in the 17th century, nationalism in the 19th century, and decolonization in the middle part of this century. Today, we are once again living in historic times, a time when a great principle is spreading across the world like wild fire. That principle, as we all know, is the revolutionary idea that the people, not governments, are sovereign. This principle is the essence of the democratic form of government. It is an idea which has, in this decade, and especially in this historic year—1989—acquired the force of historical necessity.12

        


        The United States was historical necessity’s executor, and it was history itself, and not George Bush or quibbling Democrats trying to score points, that required war.


        Einaudi’s remarks hit on all the points we would see later in the post-9/11 neoconservative “Freedom Agenda”—particularly the idea that “democracy” (as defined by Washington) was a universal value; that “history” represented a movement toward the fulfillment of that value; and that any nation or person who stood in the way of that fulfillment would be swept away. And while the United States might be the executor of historical necessity, it was also, at the same time, its arbiter, defining when war was necessary. Einaudi reminded the other delegates that the “great democratic tide which is now sweeping the globe” actually started in Latin America, with human-rights movements working to end abuses by military juntas and dictators.


        Einaudi’s speech went beyond idealistically hectoring to threatening. He told his fellow ambassador to “pause long and hard” before invoking the “principle of nonintervention” to oppose the United States’ invasion. “I am using strong language,” he said, and then went on to use stronger: “I reflect the long simmering outrage of the people of my own country and, I believe, of many in this hemisphere who are sick of stolen elections, sick of military dictatorships, and sick of the likes of Manuel Noriega.”


        The U.S.-backed Contra War was then still going on, and Washington had been allies with the “likes” of Noriega, and others similar, for decades. The Reagan Revolution had left behind a mountain of corpses in Guatemala and El Salvador—indeed, just one month earlier, the U.S.-created and U.S.-funded Atlacatl Battalion had executed six Jesuits, their housekeeper, and her daughter in El Salvador. And the United States helped build the machinery of extrajudicial murder that held South Americans in terror for decades. So Einaudi’s “outrage” required an impressive degree of pretense.


        The marching orders of “historical necessity” required a denial of history itself.


        Bush’s ambassador to the U.N., Thomas Pickering, was more modest, building his case for war by first invoking self-defense and the need to protect U.S. lives. But he, too, at the end of his speech, put forth more ethical justifications: “Together, here in the Americas, we are building the world’s first democratic hemisphere.” And in public pronouncements, “democracy” quickly worked itself up the short list of casus belli. In his speech announcing the invasion, President Bush gave “democracy” as a second reason for going to war, behind safeguarding American lives but ahead of combatting drug trafficking and protecting the Panama Canal. The next day, though, in a press conference, democracy jumped to the top of the list. His opening remarks began with this sentence: “Our efforts to support the democratic processes in Panama and to ensure continued safety of American citizens is now moving into its second day.”


        George Will, the conservative pundit, was quick to realize the significance of this new post–Cold War rationale for military action. Will praised the invasion in his syndicated column (which in some papers ran under the headline DRUGS AND CANAL ARE SECONDARY: RESTORING DEMOCRACY WAS REASON ENOUGH TO ACT). “By stressing, among the reasons for intervention, the restoration of democracy,” Will wrote, “the president put himself squarely in a tradition with a distinguished pedigree. It holds that America’s fundamental national interest is to be America, and the nation’s identity (its sense of its self, its peculiar purposefulness) is inseparable from a commitment to the spread—not the aggressive universalization, but the civilized advancement—of the proposition to which we, unique among nations, are as the greatest American said, dedicated.”13


        That was fast. From Keystone Kops to Thomas Paine in but two months: the Berlin Wall had just fallen in November, and now in December the White House had seized the moment to radically revise the terms by which the United States engaged the world. In so doing, it overthrew not just Manuel Noriega but what had for half a century been the bedrock foundation of the liberal multilateral order: the ideal of national sovereignty.

      


      
        JUST CAUSE


        Operation Just Cause, launched in December 1989, was one of the most successful military actions in U.S. history—at least in tactical terms. There were casualties. Over twenty U.S. soldiers were killed, and between three hundred and five hundred Panamanian combatants died, though disagreement exists over how many civilians perished. Washington said few, in the “low hundreds.”


        But the United States didn’t bother to count the dead in El Chorrillos, a poor barrio its planes indiscriminately bombed because it was thought to be a bastion of support for Noriega. By some estimates, the assault killed twenty-five hundred to three thousand noncombatant Panamanians and displaced over fifteen thousand, which is a very high combatant-to-noncombatant ratio. Human Rights Watch writes that these numbers suggest “that the rule of proportionality and the duty to minimize harm to civilians” was “not faithfully observed by the invading U.S. forces” (a rather mild way to describe the indiscriminate bombing of a civilian population, but the point is made).14 Civilians were given no notice. The Cobra and Apache helicopters that came over the ridge didn’t have to broadcast their pending arrival by blasting Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.” Shaking earth announced their approach. The University of Panama’s seismograph marked 442 major explosions in the first twelve hours of the invasion—that’s about one major bomb every two minutes. An estimated four thousand of El Chorrillos’s tinderbox wooden homes were set aflame by bombs, a fire that some residents likened to a “little Hiroshima.” Shortly after hostilities ended, bulldozers excavated mass graves and shoveled in the bodies. “Buried,” said the mother of one of the civilians killed, “like dogs.”


        The actual invasion was a qualitative leap in scale, intensity, and visibility over past military actions. Think of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger’s illegal bombing of Cambodia, conducted for over five years in secrecy, because they were afraid of what the public’s reaction would be. Think of the time lag between when actual fighting in South Vietnam took place and when, days later, that fighting was reported in the United States.


        In contrast, the invasion of Panama was covered as it occurred, a remarkably short burst of shock and awe meant to capture and keep the public’s attention: Just Cause, as the invasion was called, was “one of the shortest armed conflicts in American military history,” writes Brigadier General John Brown, who served as chief of military history of the U.S. Army Center of Military History. The invasion was, Brown writes, “extraordinarily complex, involving the deployment of thousands of personnel and equipment from distant military installations and striking almost two-dozen objectives within a 24-hour period of time.… Just Cause represented a bold new era in American military force projection: speed, mass, and precision, coupled with immediate public visibility.”15 Well, a certain kind of visibility at least. The devastation of Chorrillos was ignored by the U.S. press.


        In this sense, the invasion of Panama was the forgotten warm-up for the first Gulf War, which took place a little over a year later. That assault was specifically designed for all the world to see. “Smart bombs” lit up the sky over Baghdad as the TV cameras rolled. Featured were new night-vision equipment, real-time satellite communications, and cable TV (as well as former U.S. commanders ready to narrate the war in the style of football announcers, right down to instant replays). All this allowed for public consumption of a techno-display of apparent omnipotence that, at least for a short time, helped consolidate mass approval and was meant as both a lesson and a warning for the rest of the world. “By God,” Bush said in triumph, “we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all.”


        Just Cause not only broke with Washington’s decades-long policy of delegating hemispheric administration to Latin American surrogates but helped, according to James Mann in his history of George H. W. Bush’s war cabinet, “overcome resistance within the Pentagon itself to the use of force.” Thus where Nicaragua revived covert war, Panama rehabilitated overt war, serving as prelude to the first Gulf War and the liberation of Kuwait from Iraq’s occupation, which took place a little over a year after the capture of Noriega.16 In the mythology of U.S. militarism, the men who led us into the Gulf are held up as prudent realists, almost cautious to a fault (why didn’t the United States, many wanted to know, march into Iraq from Kuwait and overthrow Saddam Hussein when it had the chance?), especially when compared to the reckless lunacy of Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, and George W. Bush, and their post-9/11 disasters in Afghanistan and Iraq. But it was George H. W. Bush who first rolled out a “freedom agenda” to legitimize war, whose ambassador—sounding not unlike Hegel’s celebration of Napoleon’s overthrow of Europe’s ancien régime—called the military invasion of Panama inevitable, driven by the force of history.


        Likewise, the moderation of George W. Bush’s secretary of state, Colin Powell, is contrasted favorably to the neocons. But Powell, as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1989, was hot for getting Noriega. In discussions leading up to the invasion, he advocated for military action, believing it offered an opportunity to try out what would later become known as the Powell Doctrine. That doctrine was meant to avoid the kind of escalation that resulted in disaster in Vietnam by asking test questions of any potential operation involving troops, among them: Is the action in response to direct threat to national security? Do we have a clear goal? Is there an exit strategy? These questions are meant to limit military operations to their defined objective.


        But it was Powell who pushed for a more exalted name to brand the war, one that undermined the very idea of “limits.” Following the Pentagon’s standing practice, the operational plan to capture Noriega went by the meaningless name “Blue Spoon.” That, Powell wrote in My American Journey, was “hardly a rousing call to arms.” “We kicked around a number of ideas and finally settled on… Just Cause. Along with the inspirational ring, I liked something else about it. Even our severest critics would have to utter ‘Just Cause’ while denouncing us.”


        Powell says he hesitated on the eve of the invasion, wondering if it really was the best course of action. But he let out a “whoop and a holler” when he learned that Noriega had been found. A new Panamanian president had already been sworn in at Fort Clayton, a U.S. military base in the Canal Zone—hours before the invasion had begun. “President Bush had been vindicated in a bold political decision,” Powell wrote. Here’s the lesson Powell took from Panama: the invasion confirmed all of his “convictions over the preceding twenty years, since the days of doubt over Vietnam. Have a clear political objective and stick to it. Use all the force necessary, and do not apologize for going in big if that is what it takes.… As I write these words, almost six years after Just Cause, Mr. Noriega, convicted on the drug charges contained in the indictments, sits in an American prison cell. Panama has a new security force, and the country is still a democracy.”

        


        That assessment was made in 1995. A later vantage point suggests repercussions that were not so happy, that far from putting limits on U.S. action, the war removed all limits, tossing Powell’s short-lived doctrine into the dustbin. Looking back, after the full catastrophe of the 2003 invasion of Iraq had become apparent, George H. W. Bush’s ambassador to the United Nations, Thomas Pickering, said this about Operation Just Cause: “Having used force in Panama… there was a propensity in Washington to think that force could provide a result more rapidly, more effectively, more surgically than diplomacy.” The easy capture of Noriega meant “the notion that the international community had to be engaged… was ignored.”17 “Iraq in 2003 was all of that shortsightedness in spades,” Pickering said, “we were going to do it all ourselves.”


        And we did. After 9/11, after all of the constituencies that had come together in Central America, including the neocons, theocons, and militarists, rejoined forces to launch their global war on terror, George W. Bush insisted that the ideal of national sovereignty was a thing of the past. Nothing, he said—certainly not international law, which George Kennan in 1950 likened to hostage taking—could stand in the way of the “great mission” of the United States to “extend the benefits of freedom across the globe.”


        The road to Baghdad ran through Panama City.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      Globalization’s Showpiece


      AFTER PANAMA, WASHINGTON began encouraging Latin America’s remaining dictators, such as Pinochet in Chile, to yield to elected governments and urging terror states such as Guatemala and El Salvador to negotiate ends to their civil wars. By the end of George H. W. Bush’s presidency, every country in the hemisphere except Cuba was nominally democratic, prompting talk of a Free Trade Agreement of the Americas. And while the first wave of economic restructuring was imposed by military regimes, Latin America’s return to constitutional rule did not end IMF-imposed austerity. The violence visited on nationalists and socialists during the Cold War made the region’s new democratic leaders all too aware of the costs of challenging Washington’s authority. Desperate for investment and burdened with undercapitalized state industries and services, they didn’t depart from laissez-faire absolutism but extended and institutionalized it.


      Finally, it seemed, the abstraction of free markets and free people was made manifest. Advocates of economic liberalism could wash the stink of Pinochet off themselves, vindicated by the fact that even Chile had turned democratic. The “proof is available for all to see,” wrote Milton Friedman following the 1990 restoration of something like a freer society in Chile—with Pinochet made a senator for life, still in charge of the military—“the sound operation of a free-market economy in a free society.”1


      With the Cold War over, and the Soviet Union gone, the United States once again held up the Western Hemisphere as a model of cooperative international relations, a contrast to the “uncertainty of the rest of the world,” as General Barry McCaffrey, the head of the Southern Command, or Southcom—the branch of the Pentagon responsible for policing Latin America south of Mexico—put it in 1995.2 In March of that year, President Bill Clinton met with the leaders of thirty-three other hemispheric nations “to celebrate the emergence of political freedom and economic prosperity in the Western Hemisphere.” The goal was to extend the North American Free Trade Agreement, which went into effect the previous year, into “a hemispheric free trade zone.”


      Cuba was excluded from the celebrations, and Clinton would soon, with an eye on Florida’s large number of electoral votes needed for his 1996 reelection, sign hard-line legislation, drafted by Jesse Helms, that strengthened the sanctions first placed on the nation during the early 1960s. Still, Washington could point to important signs of progress: The Army’s School of the Americas, which had been based in Panama and trained many of the torturers and murderers who held Latin America in a state of terror for decades, was being moved to Fort Benning, Georgia, and assigned a military chaplain, an international law expert, and a public affairs officer to address “ethical issues.” The United States was drawing down its military presence in Panama. But, ominously as a sign to come, Washington was finding new uses for Guantánamo, which it had seized from Cuba in 1898 and turned into a navy base. Both George H. W. Bush and then Bill Clinton found that the United States could avoid adhering to international law by stashing Haitians fleeing political repression there, preventing them from claiming asylum in the United States. An “HIV prison camp,” was how one U.S. district court judge in 1993 famously described the holding facility—later transformed into a torture center for prisoners taken in the post-9/11 war on terror.3 The United States under Clinton also escalated its war on drugs in the Andes, especially in Colombia, fueling a conflict that resulted in millions of displaced rural people. NAFTA, too, was displacing peasants in Mexico, as nearly five million peasant families would lose their land, unable to compete with cheap Kansas corn.


      Still, with Europe reeling from the breakup of Yugoslavia and its resulting wars and ethnic cleansings, and with Hutus massacring hundreds of thousands of Tutsis in Rwanda, Latin America seemed to shine, a crown jewel in what became known as the Washington Consensus, the idea that the world’s nations should be organized around “a shared commitment to democracy, respect for human rights, market economics and free trade.” The “Western Hemisphere has a lot to teach the world,” said Secretary of Defense William S. Cohen in 1997, “as the world reaches for the kind of progress we have made.”4


      Back in the 1940s, Franklin Roosevelt and other New Dealers similarly held up Latin America as a “showcase.” As FDR said, “All the usual rivalries, all the normal human desires for power and expansion, all of the commercial problems” are “not wanting here” in the Western Hemisphere. But “a new, and powerful idea—that of the community of nations”—had created the conditions for peace and cooperation.


      But a lot had changed since the 1940s, since the New Right supplanted the New Deal as the nation’s governing coalition.


      
        GONE, GONE, GONE


        Gone was FDR’s pledge to honor the “absolute sovereignty” of Latin American nations, in both their internal and external affairs. In its place was a new doctrine of preemptive intervention, supported by both conservatives (to defend national security and interests) and liberals (to defend democracy and prevent human-rights atrocities). Luigi Einaudi, who gave that rousing speech to the OAS arguing that historical necessity required the United States to invade Panama, was no fringe Iran-Contra militarist but a two-decade career diplomat who served Democrats and Republicans. Clinton used military power considerably more often than did Bush and Reagan combined, in Africa, Europe, the Persian Gulf, and the Caribbean, including dispatching the Marines to restore Haiti’s president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide—who had been overthrown, in 1991, by right-wing forces funded by the United States, largely in reaction to Aristide’s efforts to raise Haiti’s minimum wage and collect taxes on the country’s financial elites.5


        Gone was the New Deal’s tolerance of economic nationalism, and gone also was the idea that the end goal of development was a functioning welfare state. Now, the world was to be organized around “free” and “open” economies, which for poor countries meant a desperate race to the bottom, to make sure the prices of their commodities stayed competitive and the cost of their labor stayed as low as possible.


        The two parts of the Washington Consensus—“free trade” and interventionism—often worked nakedly hand in hand. Bill Clinton only agreed to use the U.S. military to return Aristide to power in Haiti if he set aside his opposition to a set of neoliberal reforms and opened up Haiti’s economy. The result was economic devastation. After Haiti’s powerful 2010 earthquake, which killed hundreds of thousands of Haitians and caused billions of dollars in damages, Clinton, long out of the White House, apologized for forcing Haiti to do away with tariffs protecting its rice industry. Prior to the radical reduction of tariffs, Haiti was largely self-sufficient in food. Soon after Aristide’s 1994 restoration, when cheap U.S. rice flowed into Haiti—cheap both because of high-tech farming methods and billions of dollars in Washington subsidies—Haitian rice farmers couldn’t compete, lost their land, and moved to cities.* Sprawling shantytowns filled with displaced rural people were among the hardest-hit areas by the quake. The cause-and-effect relationship between Washington-pushed economic restructuring and increased vulnerability to natural disasters was so obvious that it even led Clinton himself to say: “It may have been good for some of my farmers in Arkansas, but it has not worked. It was a mistake… I had to live everyday with the consequences of the loss of capacity to produce a rice crop in Haiti to feed those people because of what I did; nobody else.”6

      


      
        THE WASHINGTON CONSENSUS: ARGENTINA, MEXICO, BOLIVIA, BRAZIL, AND CHILE


        Stacked up against the previous developmental model, the new economic regime spearheaded by Milton Friedman and his colleagues and imposed by Reagan and institutionalized by Clinton failed miserably. Taking Latin America as a whole, between 1947 and 1973—the heyday of state developmentalism—per capita income rose 73 percent in real wages. In contrast, between 1980 and 1998—the heyday of free-market fundamentalism—median per capita income stagnated at 0 percent.7 By the end of the 1960s, 11 percent of Latin Americans were destitute, defined as those who live on today’s equivalent of two dollars a day. By 1996, the total number of destitute grew to a full third of the population. That’s 165 million people.8 As of 2005, 221 million lived below the poverty level, an increase of over 20 million in just a decade.9 Additional burdens were placed on the poor as governments, starting in the 1980s, shifted their revenue base from progressive income taxes on wealth and profit to either sales or the equivalent of payroll taxes.10


        In terms of specific countries, Argentina and Mexico both followed IMF and U.S. Treasury Department guidelines nearly to the letter, lowering inflation, reducing the gap between spending and income, deregulating the financial sector, privatizing state industries and services, and liberalizing trade. And both went to great pains to ensure a stable fiscal environment to attract investment. In 1991, Argentina took monetary policy out of the hands of politicians, setting up a currency board that all but replaced the peso with the dollar and ceded financial sovereignty to Alan Greenspan, Paul Volcker’s successor at the Federal Reserve.11 In 1988, Mexico began to dismantle the large public sector that had emerged out of the Mexican Revolution. It once again tethered its fortunes to the United States through trade negotiations that would eventually yield the 1992 NAFTA accord.12


        As expected, shock therapy produced prolonged recessions, wrenchingly high unemployment, and dramatic reductions in social services. In Argentina, the industrial labor force contracted by a third. Poverty increased, made worse by the shredding of what was one of Latin America’s most reliable social safety nets.13 But shock therapy also eventually led to lower inflation rates and to economic growth that made it seem, to some, that the pain was worth it. The early 1990s were boom years, and Argentina’s and Mexico’s economies expanded at a steady clip in the 1990s. Billions poured into the two nations, either in the form of new loans (to cover persistent trade deficits) or as private capital to take advantage of the opportunities offered by financial deregulation and privatization. Mexico loosened environmental and labor laws along its northern border to turn the region into a vast assembly zone for medium-to-high-technology products, where workers pieced together parts manufactured elsewhere for re-export to the U.S. market. Maquiladoras, as these reprocessing plants are called, today employ over a million Mexicans and bring in more than $10 billion in foreign exchange. For its part, Argentina sold much of its industrial plant and nearly 100 percent of its banks to foreign corporations.


        But as happened in Chile, boom years preceded the collapse. Mexico was the first to give, buckling under the weight of one too many high-interest, short-term dollar-denominated bonds issued to cover a trade deficit that was spiraling out of control and to prop up an overvalued peso. On December 18, 1994, after well-connected Mexicans converted billions of pesos into dollars, the government devalued, and then devalued again. The banking system began to melt down as capital fled. It was saved from complete collapse by a last-minute $50 billion loan brokered by Clinton and Greenspan that, according to conservative economist Lawrence Kudlow, was in effect a “bailout of U.S. banks, brokerage firms, pension funds and insurance companies” that had heavily invested in Mexico.14 Clinton could have saved on transaction fees and deposited the money directly into Wall Street’s coffers.


        Washington’s rescue stabilized the peso and allowed the economy to recover, yet structural problems remained, including high rates of nonproductive speculative investment, declining wages in proportion to growth, and staggering levels of poverty. Most disruptive, the importation of cheap goods decimated domestic manufacturing and small-scale farming, which could not compete with U.S. agro-industry. Millions of peasants were driven off their land, as cheap corn flooded the market.15 And since NAFTA compelled the state to slash food subsidies, “free trade” actually increased the cost of meeting basic nutritional requirements. As in Haiti, malnutrition, and often starvation, were policies engineered in Washington.16 While Mexican officials insisted that the peasant sector was doomed anyway—a self-fulfilling prophecy since the state directed meager resources to sustain it—the NAFTA model provided no mechanisms to incorporate displaced peasants into the new global economy, except pushing them to travel north to supply cheap labor to service the American economy.


        Then it was Argentina’s turn. For those who insisted on blaming the disappointment of neoliberalism not on the theory itself but on the failure of Latin American politicians to implement it correctly, Argentina proved a problem. The country applied the prescribed economics to a T. As old Committee of Santa Fe hand Roger Fontaine put it in 1996, Buenos Aires provided “a clear example of how it can be accomplished.”17


        What an example it was, ushering in, according to one observer, the “worst peacetime economic collapse in recorded history.”18 Since the Argentine peso was pegged to the dollar, deficit spending to expand the economy was off-limits. The only way to grow was to bring in foreign currency, through privatization, investments, loans, or trade earnings. But by the mid-1990s, there was very little left to privatize, foreign investment was mostly short-term speculation, while an overvalued dollar worsened balance-of-trade account. That left borrowing and more borrowing. With the country in recession since 1998, Argentina, despite ever more draconian cuts in social services, found it impossible to pay its debt. In 2002, the country defaulted, scrapped its currency board, and devalued the peso. The number of those living below the poverty line rose to 58 percent of the population—twenty-one million people, ten million of whom were totally destitute.


        For its part, Brazil, comprising a third of Latin America’s population and generating a third of the continent’s GDP, escaped some of the harshest experiences of its neighbors. Brazil’s economic might was largely due to the success of the state-developmentalist model the free-market program was intent on dismantling, which, despite generating chronic inflation and high external debt, greatly expanded the country’s industrial base. Consequently, Brazil proved more reluctant to dance to the IMF’s tune. Notwithstanding significant privatization, the state remained heavily involved in the economy, retaining control of 40 percent of its financial sector. And despite years of dictatorship followed by civilian presidents implementing neoliberal prescriptions, the country never launched an all-out assault on the power of organized labor, as did Chile and Argentina. Financial crisis hit in 1998, precipitated by the Asian meltdown, yet it was nowhere near as brutal as what occurred elsewhere in Latin America. Because it retained considerable financial autonomy from the U.S. Treasury—Brazil was not “dollarized” to the degree Argentina and Mexico were—it had more latitude to devalue without provoking a run on its banks.


        And what of desperately poor Bolivia? By 1985, with inflation spiraling out of control at an annual percentage rate of 23,000, the country, unable to meet the interest on its debt, prostrated itself before the IMF. In exchange for divesting from the public sector and for submitting to shock therapy, the government was allowed to reschedule its debt payments and take out new loans. Inflation fell and the economy stabilized and even grew, but poverty rose to inhumane levels, engulfing 97 percent of the rural countryside.19 Cheap imported food hammered the peasantry, which began to suffer from high levels of malnutrition and infectious diseases, while low-priced manufactures led to the shuttering of over a hundred factories. Unions were busted and labor protections eviscerated, contributing to rising unemployment and longer work weeks for those lucky enough to hold on to their jobs. “Working harder,” write economists Carlos Arze and Tom Kruse, many Bolivians “barely manage[d] to maintain themselves even at the same level of poverty.”20


        The imposition of the neoliberal program led directly to the escalation of Bolivia’s drug crisis. The decimation of the peasantry and the mining industry left no alternative for thousands of indigenous peasants and laid-off workers other than moving down to the country’s tropical Chapare region, where they established small-scale coca farms. And while growing, selling, and chewing coca leaves are legal in Bolivia—an important part of Quechua and Aymara culture for centuries—much of this new cultivation provided the raw material for the processing of cocaine for export. At the same time, financial liberalization made it easier to launder drug money and other forms of illicit profit through Latin America’s banking system. Just as coca production came to sustain what was left of rural society, coca dollars propped up Bolivia’s banking system, always at the point of collapsing from unsustainable balance-of-trade deficits.


        There was, of course, Chile, still the lodestar for free-market true believers. The figures were impressive. Since 1990, the economy seemed to have avoided the pitched cycles of expansion and contraction that whipsawed Chileans under Pinochet to attain a steady 7 percent growth rate through much of the decade. Inflation fell to single digits, while unemployment and underemployment declined. Millions prospered, as the number of those living in poverty decreased from 39 to 23 percent. Indices surrounding health, education, and life expectancy improved considerably, especially compared with figures during the Pinochet years and in other Latin American countries.21 But this growth turned the country into a workhouse, whipping ever-higher rates of productivity out of the labor force. By 2004, workers in Santiago, Chile’s capital, were logging an average of 2,250 hours per year, the world’s record and fifty hours more than their second-place counterparts in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.22 This, of course, is the fulcrum of the neoliberal model: instead of progressive taxation, the provision of government welfare, and planned development to generate employment, the burden of improving aggregate living conditions is placed on an expanding economy, which means not only extracting more profit from workers but leaving that profit to accumulate in fewer hands.


        At the start of this century, after a decade of celebrated growth, three million Chileans—one in five—were living in poverty, with 83 percent of the population reporting that their lot had not improved under democratic rule. One indication that the Chilean model was coming up short was that its privatized pension plan—the one George W. Bush hoped to use as a model to privatize Social Security—not only failed to provide dignified pensions for many retirees but, as the New York Times reported, was unable to match the annuities Chileans would have received if the system had remained in government hands.23


        What success Chile did enjoy stemmed from breaking from the dogma. After the economic collapse of 1983, Pinochet opted for a more pragmatic economic strategy, one that assertively used the state to promote exports and made liberal use of regulatory laws still on the books, including some enacted by the vilified Allende government. Chile imposed a number of restrictions, including financial penalties, on the currency market, buffering its economy from the market panics that plagued its neighbors.24 Pinochet had it both ways, enjoying the praise of being “economic freedom’s” pioneer, but holding the economy together with considerable under-the-table state intervention to make it look like a neoliberal success story.†

      


      
        ACCEPTABLE BY AMERICAN STANDARDS: CENTRAL AMERICA


        Then there’s Central America, so “colossally important” to U.S. interests in the 1980s.


        Washington spent billions in Nicaragua and El Salvador throughout the wars of the 1980s yet refused to take responsibility for postwar reconstruction. Instead, it delegated the jobs of demobilizing combatants and enacting political and judicial reform to the United Nations. While the United States financed some of these efforts, it soon turned its attentions elsewhere, mostly to Colombia and the war on drugs. What has become of the region now that Washington has moved on? Political terror has certainly abated. Nicaragua, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador are all nominally constitutional democracies, holding regularly scheduled elections. Yet the devastation that began a quarter century ago has accelerated.25


        Roughly 60 percent of Guatemala’s 16 million people live below an already low poverty line, with about a third living in extreme poverty. The numbers are even worse among the country’s indigenous population: 79 percent of them live in poverty, about half in extreme poverty. Inequality is intense: “0.001% of the almost 16 million Guatemalans have more capital than the rest” of society.26 Comparable numbers describe Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua.27 In Guatemala, almost six million people survive on less than two dollars a day. After Haiti, Nicaragua is the poorest country in the hemisphere. In Guatemala, there are thirty-eight deaths for every thousand live births—a rate more than five times greater than that of the United States. At the same time, wealth inequality is at an all-time high.28 Privileged elites live in garrison communities, with private, heavily armed security guards protecting them from the constant threat of kidnapping for ransom. In the countryside, hunger, infectious disease, and malnutrition are endemic and starvation has become common.29 Families survive by feeding off the scraps at city dumps, while their children entertain on street corners for coins, swallowing gasoline, spitting fire, and destroying their lungs. Environmental degradation—deforestation, soil erosion, poisoned water, and polluted air—has reached crisis proportions. Panama fares no better, plagued as it is by corruption, violence, high unemployment, and severe malnutrition. The country has the “fourth-worst distribution of wealth in the world,” with the “average poor Panamanian” making “40 times less than the average rich Panamanian.”30


        The end of Reagan’s wars brought no peace for many in the region, for the postwar policies pushed by Washington brought new afflictions under the banner of “free trade”: deregulated mining, which poisoned ever scarcer water sources; widespread planting of African palm to produce biofuel for export; privately owned hydroelectric dams, which dry up rivers; hardwood timbering; and monopoly control of seeds by U.S. corporations such as Monsanto.31 The importation of cheap U.S. foodstuff led, as it did in Mexico and Haiti, to a mass removal of peasant farmers from their land. Climate change has led to prolonged droughts, yet another blow to peasant corn production. In Guatemala, nearly half of all children under five are chronically malnourished, reaching upward of 80 percent in rural indigenous areas. Throughout the 2010s, drug-related crime and violence engulfed Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Mexico, largely as a result of U.S. policy, a topic to which we shall return. Cartels came to take over large swaths of the countryside, while gangs rule the cities, making Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador the murder capitals of the world.


        In 2003, RAND Corporation analyst James Dobbins summed up the situation clearly in terms of Panama: “Panama is far from perfect, but perfectly acceptable by American standards,” he said. “It’s not the worst regime in the region, its behavior doesn’t challenge U.S. interests in any fundamental way, it’s acceptably democratic and thus not out of tune with the hemisphere as a whole.” As long as Central America doesn’t act up, as it did in the 1980s, misery is all that its citizens can hope for living in an American imperium, where “acceptably democratic” is defined as a 60 percent poverty rate and mass malnutrition.


        With no work, no land, no food, and with cartel and gang violence regnant, the only chance many have is to travel north to Mexico or the United States, where increased border patrols and rising nativist hatred have made that route more hazardous than ever.


        Those lucky few who make it across can always enlist in the U.S. Army. This is what José Gutierrez did. Having lost his parents in Guatemala’s thirty-six-year counterinsurgency, Gutierrez survived life on Guatemala City’s streets, a two-thousand-mile trek through Mexico into the United States, and L.A.’s prison system, where he didn’t join a gang but rather enlisted in the U.S. military. Along with three fellow Marines—all of them Mexicans—Gutierrez was among the first American fatalities in the Iraq War.32


        Posthumously, Gutierrez was granted U.S. citizenship.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      We’ve Got Plans


      COUNTERINSURGENCY. IT FAILED in Vietnam. It worked in El Salvador. Then it failed in Iraq and Afghanistan. But, apparently, it worked in Colombia. Just as counterinsurgent theorists invoked the Salvador Option when the war in Iraq first started going bad, Washington began holding up Colombia as the model to follow in, well, just about anywhere: in Iraq and Afghanistan, in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Mexico. Plan Colombia, a multibillion-dollar military aid program directed at breaking up the country’s cocaine cartels and defeating leftist guerrillas, became the new counterinsurgent marquee, its imagined lessons incorporated into the curriculums of U.S. military colleges and celebrated by policy makers and pundits anxious to put right wars that had gone catastrophically wrong.1


      “Colombia is what Iraq should eventually look like,” wrote Atlantic contributor Robert Kaplan, “in our best dreams.”


      Success is relative, and few prior to the United States’ post-9/11 overreach would have considered Colombia a model to emulate. Washington had been supporting Colombia’s counterinsurgent campaign for more than four decades, since after the Cuban Revolution. It had little to show for its commitment but a deadlocked war, a trail of dead bodies, a still-strong insurgency, and paramilitary allies who were increasingly doing the bidding not only of the Colombian military but of drug lords.


      Still, a workshop is a workshop, and one of the most important strategies the United States perfected in its long Latin American tutorial is a coping one: denial, the ability to ignore the terrible effects of intended policy and say, all right, then, that worked, so let’s try it elsewhere.


      
        THE CREATION OF THE NARCO-TERRORIST


        Before getting to Plan Colombia, which went into effect in 2000, the last year of Bill Clinton’s administration, let’s back up for a moment and consider that Colombia’s war might have ended fifteen years earlier, in the mid-1980s, when the country’s conservative president, Belisario Betancur, wanted to deescalate the fight against the insurgent Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC in Spanish, and focus on combatting the rising power of drug lords, or narcos. Ronald Reagan had other ideas.


        Up until that point, Washington’s counterinsurgent aid to Colombia, which had started decades earlier, was low-key, absent the passions that drove the New Right’s campaign in Nicaragua and El Salvador. That began to change with Reagan’s appointment of Lewis Tambs, in 1983, as ambassador to Colombia. A former civil engineer for Standard Oil in Venezuela, Tambs was the primary author of the influential 1980 Committee of Santa Fe manifesto (which urged Washington to use Central America to avenge Vietnam). He was one of “Jesse Helms’ boys,” meaning that the senator’s office had vetted him and found his ideology sound.2 A staunch cold warrior, Tambs was committed to the Reagan administration’s push to conflate the war on drugs with the war on Communism. He landed, as he put it, in Bogotá with “two songs on my harp: marijuana and Marxists; cocaine and communists.”3


        Tambs presented his credentials to President Betancur as peace talks between the government and the FARC advanced. The new ambassador quickly began, in his public statements, to conflate the leftist insurgency with drug traffickers. In so doing, Tambs was drawing on the focus-group research commissioned by the Office of Public Diplomacy which said such a conflation polled well, applied as it was to Nicaragua. Betancur pushed back: “There is no analogy” between leftist insurgents and drug runners.4 Tambs dealt with Betancur’s reluctance to play along by coining a new term, “narco-guerrilla,” signaling that Washington saw the fight against the armed left and the fight against cocaine as the same fight—and that the FARC were criminals to be prosecuted, not legitimate political opponents with which to parlay.5


        Despite Washington’s disapproval, the government and guerrilla leaders agreed to a breakthrough cease-fire in 1985, and the FARC began organizing a political party to compete in elections. Political repression, mostly directed at labor organizers, peasant leaders, and leftist politicians, carried out by either the military or death-squad paramilitaries, often acting on orders from rural landlords and, increasingly, drug lords, had been a constant in Colombian life. After the 1985 cease-fire, a new stage of the killing began. From 1985 to 1990—with public attention in the United States focused on Central America—soldiers and paramilitaries murdered between four and six thousand members of the Patriotic Union—the FARC’s political party.6 Among those killed were mayors, congressional deputies, and two presidential candidates.


        Washington increased its military aid to Colombia, even as both Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch said that the “hit lists” used by death squads were drawn up by army officials. When questioned about this “deliberate policy of political murder,” Reagan officials, Human Rights Watch complained, simply “sidestepped the military’s involvement and focused narrowly” on the threat of “narco-guerrillas.”7 The United States leveraged the violence to push the Colombian government to give up on its peace initiative.8 The cease-fire eventually collapsed. The FARC returned not just to war but to a new phase of the war, with the guerrilla army increasingly dependent on cocaine profits to fund its activities. At the same time, the FARC grew more vicious, taking, as the historian Forrest Hylton writes, “kidnapping, extortion, and political murder to hitherto unimaginable levels, eroding what minimal political legitimacy they had once enjoyed in the cities.”9


        In El Salvador, the U.S. counterinsurgency created the insurgency it was charged to fight. In Colombia, the United States’ war against an imagined “narco-left”—a war that included letting the narcos murder leftists with impunity—summoned into existence an actual narco-left.* But, for New Right Reagan officials waging their wars in Central America, the worst outcome was avoided: a lasting peace, which might have served as inspiration for winding down conflicts in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua.10

      


      
        PLAN COLOMBIA


        Bill Clinton, in the last year of his presidency, put into place the massively funded Plan Colombia, which became the centerpiece operation of the ongoing war on drugs. Over the course of about a decade, the initiative channeled over $10 billion to Colombian security forces, as well as to U.S. defense contractors, like Bell Helicopter and U.S. private mercenary companies, the corporatized heirs to the freelance mercenaries who helped execute Reagan’s Central American wars.11


        By 2003, at least sixteen private U.S. contractors were working in Colombia, all being paid by Washington.12 Flying its own mini–air force, the Virginia-based DynCorp, as per the terms of its $600 million Plan Colombia contract, transported equipment and personnel from one country to another, carried out reconnaissance and search and rescue missions, conducted fumigation flights, and engaged in at least sixty gunfights with insurgents in the year 2000 alone.13 These firms operated with minimal oversight and no accountability, applying highly toxic herbicides with little precision, destroying legitimate crops and contaminating water supplies. In September 2001, thousands of Ecuadorian peasants filed a class-action lawsuit against DynCorp for indiscriminate fumigation with untested chemicals, including glyphosate, commonly sold in the United States under the brand Roundup, which ruined their food harvests, poisoned adults, and killed children and livestock.14 (The suit was dismissed by a U.S. federal judge.)†


        At first, Plan Colombia’s billions were restricted to antidrug operations. U.S. personnel were prohibited from directly fighting the FARC insurgency. But 9/11 removed this proscription, after the White House lobbied Congress to include in its global counterterrorism funding bill authorization to fight a “unified campaign” in Colombia, making no distinction between narcotics traffickers, Marxist rebels, and Islamic terrorists.


        Plan Colombia slid into the wider war on terror. In the early days of that war, Washington funding flowed liberally to defense intellectuals, many of whom identified Islam in Latin America as a special threat. They built on Tambs’s original narco-guerrilla neologism, to identify all criminal activity as a vector for terrorism. The theory advanced was that Islamist extremists, denied a state patron in Afghanistan after the United States’ invasion, would make common cause with secular transnational criminals trafficking guns, drugs, untaxed cigarettes, or pirated DVDs. Much attention focused on the tri-border region, a honky-tonk frontier zone centered on Paraguay’s Ciudad del Este that should have been celebrated by the conservatives as liberated territory (due to its large number of merchants selling tax-free goods). Instead, it was identified as a shadowy place where, as a 2002 article in Military Review observed, “all the components of transnational lawlessness seem to converge.” The region, which links Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay, was, according to terrorist scholar Jessica Stern, “the world’s new Libya, a place where terrorists with widely disparate ideologies—Marxist Colombian rebels, American white supremacists, Hamas, Hezbollah, and others—meet to swap tradecraft.”15 Others worried about the large number of Shia mosques and cultural centers in Chile, arguing that Latin America would be used as a “launching pad” for terror strikes into the United States. As of this writing in 2020, no Islamic terrorist attacks on the United States have originated in Latin America.‡


        Plan Colombia itself was a bloodbath. During its heyday, between 2002 and 2008, the military and death squads executed tens of thousands of Colombians. An especially notorious practice was the military’s killing of poor peasants—about three thousand of them—and dressing their bodies in rebel olive-green and placing weapons on their corpses to make them look like guerrillas. These “false positives,” as the dressed-up dead were called, were used by the army to “boost combat statistics to prove that the government’s campaign against Colombia’s rebels was working.”16 Plan Colombia did nothing to decrease narcotic production and trafficking, any more than the global war on terror decreased global terror. Between 1988 and 2018, planting land for cocaine production in Colombia has increased about sixty-two-fold, from roughly 84,000 acres to 513,979 acres. Cocaine’s street price over the same period has dropped dramatically, and its production has increased.

      


      
        CLEAR, HOLD, BUILD


        Such is success. According to a wide spectrum of opinion, what the United States did in Colombia is held up as a model of counterinsurgent and counternarcotic nation building to be applied elsewhere. In particular, the bipartisan Plan Colombia was taken as a correct application of the “clear, hold, and build” sequence favored by celebrity COIN, or counterinsurgency, theorists like General David Petraeus.17 According to Petraeus’s Army field manual, the goal of the “clear” stage is to “remove all enemy forces and eliminate organized resistance,” an objective that, in the history of counterinsurgent practice, required the use of death-squad terror: Operation Phoenix in Vietnam or the Mano Blanca in El Salvador. Colombia, where the United States first helped establish death squads in the 1960s, was no different. There, the military depended heavily on the terror generated by right-wing paramilitaries loosely organized in the late 1990s under the name United Self-Defense Forces, or AUC in Spanish. In addition to the financial patronage of drug traffickers, ranchers, and large landowners, the AUC received funds from the Colombian military, and thus indirectly from Washington.18 None of the billions of dollars earmarked for Colombia was officially meant to go to the AUC, which the United States formally declared to be a terrorist organization. Yet, as in Central America, the distinction between military and paramilitary killing was flimsy.19


        And so, much of the “clearing” work of Plan Colombia was done by the AUC, in a series of massacres carried out with military backup.20 Plan Colombia was technically meant to transfer responsibility for this kind of vanguard work to government troops. And the military did launch its own offensive in 2002. According to the Washington Post, “government troops were often followed by right-wing militias that targeted suspected rebel sympathizers and massacred civilians. More Colombians were driven from their homes during the first stages of Plan Colombia than at any other time in the half-century conflict.”§ Colombia is distinguished for having the largest internally displaced—just under seven million people—population in the world, more than Syria and Iraq combined.21 And Washington was fully aware that the military continued to rely on death squads: “The argument at the time, always made privately,” Washington Post journalist Scott Wilson reported, “was that the paramilitaries provided the force that the army did not yet have.” Through it all, the United States continued to supply funds, training, and equipment, including C-26 and AC-47 planes and Huey II and Black Hawk helicopters, along with more fumigation planes. The Pentagon, along with private security contractors, passed on intelligence to the military, which continued to pass it on to the death squads.


        Next came the “hold” phase, described by Forrest Hylton as “the largest land grab in Colombian history, as 5.5 million hectares of land were usurped or forcibly abandoned between 1999 and 2007.”22 “Sell, or your widow will” started many an opening bid. This dispossession was furthered by indiscriminate fumigation, which poisoned farmlands, turning millions of peasants into refugees. Paramilitaries, along with their narcotraficante allies, now control about 10 million acres, roughly half of the country’s most fertile land.23


        Finally, it came time to “build” the state, the much-heralded phase of counterinsurgent doctrine. In Colombia, this entailed allowing the paramilitaries, after doing such vital duty in the “clear” and “hold” stages, to effectively become government authority. The AUC had served as the political base for the rise of Álvaro Uribe, a rural oligarch who, in 1991, was identified by U.S. Army intelligence as a “close personal friend” of drug lord Pablo Escobar. That same year, U.S. intelligence described Uribe as among “important Colombian narco-traffickers,” a Senator “dedicated to collaboration with the Medellín Cartel at high government levels.” After winning the presidency in 2002, and after the clear and hold stages were well advanced, Uribe pushed through a controversial amnesty law, which provided a smoke screen for paramilitarists to take over hundreds of municipalities. Establishing what Colombian social scientist León Valencia calls “true local dictatorships,” death squads consolidated their property seizures and tightened their ties to the drug lords, regional landed elites, and local and national politicians.24 Drug-trafficking paramilitary leaders deepened their own investment in biofuel production, counting on start-up loans from USAID, even while they continued to offer protection, for a price, to foreign investors and corporations.25 Chiquita Bananas (the successor company to United Fruit, which in an earlier moment ran filibusters to overthrow Honduras’s government and worked with the CIA to execute Guatemala’s 1954 coup) paid at least $1.7 million to AUC for its services, which included terrorizing trade unionists.26 Meanwhile, the country’s sprawling intelligence apparatus became infiltrated by this death-squad/narco combine, as did its judiciary and Congress, where scores of Uribe-allied deputies were revealed to have links to the AUC.27


        “By any standard,” writes Max Boot, U.S. policy in Colombia was a “spectacular success,” having brought about peace.¶ Plan Colombia, another analyst writes, was nothing less than a “revolution in military affairs.” This revolution entailed the full integration of regular troops, private contractors, “accentuated paramilitarisation,” and expansive public surveillance (Uribe at one point claimed to have one and a half million informants)—justified by a capacious redefinition of security to include fighting not just the “narco-guerrilla,” but terrorism, radicalism, and a wide assortment of crimes.28


        What follows such spectacular success? An increase of 30 percent in the number of mass killings and a sharp rise in murders of political activists. As of late 2020, according to the scholar Thomas Powers, “every day there is news of another massacre in Colombia.”

      


      
        PLAN COLOMBIA FOR THE WORLD


        Like all good revolutions (according to Jeane Kirkpatrick), this one had to be exported. As Washington’s post-9/11 wars went wrong, politicians and pundits floated a “Plan Colombia for Iraq” and a “Plan Colombia for Afghanistan” to justify troop surges. In the second decade of the twenty-first century, Mexican and Central American societies had started to unravel, leading many to suggest a “Plan Colombia” for the region. “Why don’t we have a Plan Colombia for Central America?” then vice president Joe Biden wanted to know. “The clear-hold-build strategy employed in COIN operations as part of Plan Colombia can be modified for application in Mexico. Colombia offers a viable blueprint,” wrote one military analyst. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton wanted to expand the initiative to cover the Caribbean. Plan Colombia worked, she said, and “we need to figure out what are the equivalents for Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean.”


        As a model for large parts of the world, Plan Colombia became diplomatic shorthand, crystallizing the limits of what had by the first decade of this century become an extremely pinched foreign-policy consensus.


        Earlier, the New Deal held up the Good Neighbor policy as a happy vision of democracy—robust national development, social welfare, economic redistribution, and multilateral cooperation aimed at preventing war. Now, Plan Colombia imagined endless war as a permanent element of diplomacy, and volatile neoliberal economics as the best poor countries could expect from Washington. Even before al-Qaeda’s September 2001 attacks, and the United States’ self-inflicted wound of a response, George W. Bush, just elected president, said he hoped to expand Plan Colombia through all of Latin America. At a meeting of hemispheric heads of state, Bush said he wanted to “assure the presidents that Plan Colombia means more than Colombia… we’ve got plans for all the countries in the region.”


        But it was in Afghanistan, starting around 2006, where Washington first consciously attempted to replicate Plan Colombia. The sources of conflict in Afghanistan differ widely from that of Colombia. In Colombia, despite the hype, Washington funded a fairly routine terror campaign against an unpopular, ideologically exhausted insurgency that was confined mostly to the rural frontier. Unless you were politically active, the civilian fatalities and land theft occurred far away from the experience of most Colombians, the majority of whom live in cities. Afghanistan is overwhelmingly rural, and the Taliban deeply integrated into society.


        These differences mattered little, though, for a superpower thrashing around for a way out. “It worked okay in Colombia,” said William Wood, Bush’s ambassador to Colombia since 2003, and then to Afghanistan in 2007, “but it should work really well in Afghanistan.” That Afghan poppy production for heroin surged in the wake of the U.S. invasion added to the appeal of globalizing Plan Colombia. And so, with Afghanistan leading the world in heroin and opium exports, the Bush administration pushed for Plan Afghanistan modeled on Colombia. At first, the Pentagon balked, reluctant to expand its already overstretched operations to include disrupting the poppy industry.29 Besides, it knew that the CIA and Pentagon intelligence worked (as they did in Colombia) with Afghani drug warlords—“the worst of the worst, and they didn’t care what these did on the side,” as one DEA agent in the Kabul embassy put it. To have the military move into drug interdiction would be to enter a messy, shadowy world best left to the spooks. Those arguing for widening the war to target poppy production won the debate, largely by presenting data that hyped Plan Colombia’s success. The journalist Steve Coll writes that “Bush’s adaption of Plan Colombia for Afghanistan constituted the most significant change in U.S. policy in the war since 2002.” Diplomats stationed in Colombia during the apex of the bloodletting there were transferred to Kabul and Pakistan, and thousands of U.S. Marines were dispatched to Helmand province, “the heartland of the poppy economy.”


        There was one hitch, however, that prevented a simple reapplication of the Colombia model to South Central Asia: A key element of Plan Colombia was aerial fumigation, mostly of the chemical glyphosate. Afghans, especially those trained in U.S. universities in public health and biology and working in their country’s agricultural and health ministries, objected. Afghani president Hamid Karzai, unlike the more pliable Uribe, took a strong stance against aerial spraying: “Karzai’s instinctive sense was that if farmers and itinerant poppy pickers in Helmand and Kandahar looked up and saw American helicopters thundering over the horizon as dusters poured chemicals onto their fields, they would recall the atrocities of Soviet aerial warfare.”30 Afghanis were already fed up with the airborne chemicals that accompanied years of bombing, which led to chemical fires and spread radioactive depleted uranium dust. Bush kept pushing for aerial fumigation, yet Karzai still refused. And so, in Helmand and Kandahar provinces, U.S. Marines, DynCorp contractors, and Afghan soldiers set out to eradicate poppy on the ground, with sticks, oxen, and tractors to harrow the fields and destroy the plants. It seemed archaic, and Washington continued to push Kabul to mount a full-press program of aerial fumigation. Glyphosate, one U.S. official said to the Afghanis, “is the most popular chemical in the world.” Or at least next to the ones it’s meant to eradicate. In any case, despite that so far Afghanistan has continued to resist such pressure, the results of an eradication program using an ox pulling a plow can’t be any worse than in the Andes, where, after over a decade of massive fumigation by private contractors using modern planes, more fields are growing coca than ever.


        To compensate, the United States abandoned the premise of Plan Colombia: that is, to work with local small-unit security forces to stage boots-on-the-ground assaults on occupied territory. Instead, it launched Operation Iron Tempest, which deployed “jaw-dropping… precision bombing,” some of the most “advanced military technology ever devised, including a B-52 strategic bomber, an F-22 Raptor stealth fighter and an M142 tactical rocket launcher,” all aimed at poppy fields and heroin processing plants. The weapons apparently repeatedly missed their targets, hitting “little more than mud huts” that had nothing to do with heroin production.31


        As of 2020, the Taliban was still strong, and still financed by the heroin industry, which is thriving.

      


      
        PLANS AND MORE PLANS


        “The lessons of Plan Colombia should guide the rationale and objectives of U.S. engagement in Central America today,” argued Michael Shifter, who leads the influential beltway Inter-American Dialogue, in 2012. They have.


        After 9/11 Washington did try to expand Plan Colombia, in spirit if not in name, across the hemisphere, into what Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld called the “integration” of “various specialized capabilities into larger regional capabilities”—that is, the fusion of the region’s military and intelligence agencies into a unified campaign and extension of Patriot Act–like legislation that weakened civil liberties and broadened the definition of terrorism.32 South America, then mostly governed by a new cohort of leftists who refused to be conscripted into yet another global ideological campaign, refused.33 Their generation had spilt much blood pushing the military back into the barracks, restoring the rule of law and democracy, and dismantling the death squads. Having barely recovered from World War III, Washington’s proposals sounded too much like an invitation to World War IV, too much like Condor 2.0.**


        Rebuffed in South America, Washington committed to building a security corridor running from Colombia through Central America to Mexico. A hodgepodge of treaties and initiatives put into place a unified, supranational counterinsurgent infrastructure, a buffer-zone security corridor from the foothills of the Andes to the Rio Grande. In Central America, Washington helped set up a regional “rapid response” team composed of military and police units to deal with cross-border drug trafficking and gang violence. Other initiatives included a program by which Colombians trained Mexican and Central Americans to fight gangs; the El Salvador–based and Washington-funded International Law Enforcement Academy, which critics have described as a new School of the Americas;34 the use of airbases in Panama and Honduras to launch U.S. drones; and the construction of even more U.S. military bases. Thousands of U.S. troops are stationed throughout Central America, and, along with DEA agents, have near-full immunity (the DEA, for instance, recently “absolved itself” for the murder of four innocent peasants; in Colombia, an immunity agreement with Washington protected U.S. soldiers and private contractors involved in a range of crimes from rape to drug running and weapons smuggling).* Throughout Central America, the U.S. military is involved in a wide variety of construction and civil society projects, from building prisons to supervising judicial reform.


        If you want a visual of what this “security corridor” looks like, consult the map created by the Fellowship of Reconciliation—see the URL in the endnote—which lists all of the U.S. airbases in Central America.35 The isthmus looks like one big landing strip. As the migrant crisis on the U.S. border has been exploited by nativists in the United States, even more money has been poured into the region, with the policing of gangs and the interdiction of migrants understood as a single object. One objective of all these bases was, according to a 2009 Air Force budget document, to turn Central America into a forward operation base, giving the U.S. military ability to provide “full spectrum operations throughout South America,” including “expeditionary warfare,” to contain “anti-U.S. governments” in Venezuela, Bolivia, and Brazil.36 The U.S.S. Honduras of the 1980s upgraded into the U.S.S. Central America.


        From the Mexican-U.S. border down through Central America to Colombia, this built-out security corridor generates no end of death—of hunger, migration, crime, and protest. Political activists “liberating rivers” from corporate hydroelectric dams or protesting mercury-spewing mines must confront a new-style judicial system, which makes it easier to criminalize protest, or new-style paramilitary repression. Today, what used to be called “death squads” have largely gone legit, as part of the rapid growth of private security firms. In Colombia, paramilitaries have set up private security firms as fronts to disguise their crimes.37 In Guatemala and Honduras, heavily armed bodyguards outnumber police officers, and private security forces execute peasant leaders on a regular basis.38


        Meanwhile, the war on drugs has proved ruinous for Central America. The original Plan Colombia did break up the large transport cartels and shut down many of the Caribbean and Atlantic trafficking routes into Miami. But the cocaine didn’t stop coming into the United States. It now entered through Central America and Mexico. Cocaine profits have accelerated deforestation in what’s left of Central America’s forests, as the best way to launder drug money is to cut down trees, run a few cows, and jig the books. Oregon State University researchers have shown that Central America’s accelerating rate of tree loss maps perfectly on to the timeline of Plan Colombia.39 And as smaller Central American and Mexican cartels competed for control of these new routes, narco-related violence, which had earlier been mostly contained to the Andes, blasted up through the isthmus.40 As to the infamous gangs, such as Mara Salvatrucha, or MS-13, which have turned Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador into the murder and mutilation capitals of the world, driving much of the refugee flight north—they were founded in the United States, in Los Angeles’s prisons and poverty-stricken neighborhoods in the 1980s, by refugees escaping Reagan’s wars.41


        U.S. politicians, at times, reveal that they understand the effects of their policies, how they produce the chaos and misery that, in turn, calls forth ever greater militarization of society. Bill Clinton, after Haiti’s devastating earthquake, apologized for previously having forced neoliberal economics on the poor island country. He never said sorry for Plan Colombia (nor, for that matter, despite Haiti, has he ever stopped touting the wonders of free trade). But he apparently has repeatedly mentioned, according to his chief post-presidency foreign policy adviser, “his concerns that Plan Colombia has been so effective that it pushed narco-trafficking into Central America.” These “concerns,” however, didn’t stop Clinton’s adviser from touting an Americas Quarterly article recommending a Plan Colombia for Central America.42


        Then there’s Mexico. In 2006, the United States urged its southern neighbor to launch its own war on drugs, on the cartels that had grown in power and wealth as a result of Plan Colombia. Mexico City did, to horrific results. Hundreds of thousands were murdered; thousands disappeared. Political activists were targeted for execution. Washington presses Mexico City to crack down on migrants; Mexico City, in turn, presses local police to crack down on migrants. And so police, in league with paramilitary allies, crack down on migrants. In 2011, a joint police-cartel operation massacred 193 Central American migrants. By 2018, over two thousand mass clandestine graves had been uncovered in Mexico. Many of the dead had been political activists—victims of cartels, the military and police, or private security forces on the payroll of landlords and businesses.43


        As violence there escalated—largely because of the blowback from the original Plan Colombia—politicians began calling for a Plan Colombia for Mexico, and Washington increased its military aid. First, the George W. Bush administration put into place Plan Mexico, or the Mérida Initiative, followed by the Central American Regional Security Initiative, which provided billions to Mexican and Central American security forces to combat “lawlessness.” Then, as the crisis continued, Bush’s successor, Barack Obama, passed the Caribbean Basin Security Initiative, which roped Haiti and the Dominican Republic into the security zone, and, when the violence persisted, and the drugs and refugees kept coming, the Alliance for Prosperity, which Vice President Biden described as a “Plan Colombia for Central America.”


        This plan, like all of the other plans based on the hellish union of neoliberal economics and militarized security that came before, has only served to hasten the dispossession.44

        


        The “success” of Plan Colombia, like the success of El Salvador’s counterinsurgency, depended on mass terror. The United States could apply such a program with little fear of consequences in Latin America, a region largely uncontested by rival nations, where there has been no nuclear arms race and little chance of a serious interstate war. A preponderance of power within its own hemisphere—“our little region over here,” as Henry Stimson said in 1945—bred a useful lack of inhibition when acting in that hemisphere. But when exported to the other half of the globe, be it to Southeast Asia, the Persian Gulf, or the Hindu Kush, such a happy-go-lucky disregard of costs carries a significant liability.45


        Not fearing consequences meant that it was possible to ignore consequences. That is no longer true. Wave upon wave of refugees crash into an ever more militarized border, carrying with them history—of the loss of the land and homes; of death squads; of coups, counterinsurgencies, and murder and rape carried out in the name of freedom; of poisoned water, hunger, and death; of the loss of a child, mother, or father; of the effects of decades of Washington policies indifferent to suffering.


        The “crisis at the border” is the summa of all past crises. Having come into national view, first when children started arriving seeking asylum in large numbers in 2014 and then when Donald Trump rode border nativism into the White House two years later, the crisis no longer remains unnoticed. The United States can still disassociate cause from effect, as did that Clinton foreign policy adviser, when he acknowledged that Plan Colombia was a disaster for Central America while recommending a Plan Colombia for Central America.


        When it comes to imagining security threats, policy and opinion makers strive for totality. They think big, merging insurgents, drugs, migrants, terrorists, criminals, and extremists into a combined enemy. When it comes to thinking about social problems (that generate the threats), their imagination shrivels. They insist on disaggregation, on thinking small, treating issues in isolation. Drug violence in Mexico is never considered to be a consequence of drug policy in the Andes. Mass migration out of Guatemala is never related to the ongoing sequelae of Plan Colombia, or the wars of the 1980s for that matter. Former presidents may drift off cue and give onetime apologies for free-market policies that generate hunger and instability. But more corporate free-market policies are inevitably held up as remedy for hunger and instability. In the 1980s, the United States spent billions of dollars fighting counterinsurgencies in individual nations in Central America. Three decades later, it is spending billions more on a supra-counterinsurgency, required to police the fallout from its earlier counterinsurgencies.


        At the end of the day perhaps Latin America’s most useful function is that it helps create the self-deception needed to continue to do the dirty work. Flying home from a recent Bogotá-hosted conference on global counterinsurgency, the former head of Southcom wrote on his blog that Colombia is a “must see” tourist spot. Thanks to Plan Colombia, the nation has “come a long, long way in controlling a deep-seated insurgency just over two hours flight from Miami—and we could learn a great deal from their success.” Empires need their illusions.

      

    

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE


      Empire’s Junkyard?


      TWICE LAST CENTURY, in the 1900s, the United States turned to Latin America to regroup following systemic global crises. Twice last century, aspirant governing coalitions—the New Deal in the 1930s and the New Right in the 1980s—used the region to pull their people in, to bring into focus new diplomatic moralities, and to establish legitimacy, at home and abroad.


      And twice last century, after regrouping in Latin America, the United States pushed outward, using political and military techniques sharpened in its backyard “workshop” in bids for global power. The sequence is striking, a variation of clear, hold, build: secure the Western Hemisphere—hold it—and then use the hemisphere as a foundation to build out into the world.


      The United States’ ability to restart the process as needed, to retreat to Latin America to rebalance itself, to work out new strategies for new times, was a sign of its vitality. The region offered Washington proof of its ideological creativity, evidence that its capacity wasn’t spent. Actions taken toward Latin America allowed political, intellectual, and economic leaders in the United States to subsume, at home, competing constituencies and ideas into a general “national interest,” and to make, abroad, transnational alliances, whereby they presented that national interest as the world’s interest, as a universal ideal.


      That is no longer the case. One can see the outline, in looking at the first two decades of the twenty-first century, of something approximating the established sequence. As Washington confronted a global crisis of its own making—fallout from calamitous wars in the Middle East and destabilizing economic policies—it turned back to Latin America. Such turns, previously, led to rescue. This time, no salvation was forthcoming.

      


      Latin America had, by 2008, witnessed an extraordinary electoral wave, bringing left governments to power across the continent. It’s a common complaint among U.S. diplomats, starting at least with George Kennan, that Latin America can’t let go of history, can’t shake off the shackles of the past and accept the terms of the modern world, as set by Washington. And one would think that Latin Americans, after all they’ve suffered, all the tortures and terrors of the Cold War, would have given up on the idea that history is redeemable. It turns out that repression had the opposite effect, searing into the region’s political culture a kind of irrepressible Hegelianism, an ability both to recognize the dialectic lurking behind the brutality and to answer every bloody body with ever more adamant affirmations of humanity.


      Empire’s workshop, yes, but democratic socialism’s laboratory as well: in the early twentieth-first century, in one country after another, voters elected presidents representing each of the social movements targeted for elimination by Washington’s death-squad proxies: an indigenous peasant activist in Bolivia, a feminist doctor in Chile, an urban guerrilla in Uruguay, a liberation theologian in Paraguay, a Keynesian economist in Ecuador, a Peronist in Argentina, a left military populist, Hugo Chávez, in Venezuela, and a trade unionist, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, in Brazil. In Haiti, Jean-Bertrand Aristide returned to office. In Nicaragua and El Salvador, the Sandinistas and the FMLN won the presidencies. In Honduras, an activist president challenged the power of the small oligarchic clique that had long ruled that country.


      With Washington’s wars and financial markets spinning out of control, its global authority on the ropes, and its military stretched thin in the Persian Gulf and Central Asia, this resurrected Left contested all the props of U.S. power: militarism, corporate monopolies, debt, intellectual property rights, and the dominance of the dollar. The region’s government sharply criticized any number of Washington’s policies, related to the war on terror, torture, oil, immigration, drugs, Iran, Israel, and Palestine, for instance. Such dissent was unprecedented. The OAS might have balked over the Panama invasion. Never had Latin America been allowed to work with leaders from across the globe to build a counterweight to the United States, as Lula tried to do during his two terms as president of Brazil.1 Allende lasted three years before he killed himself. Castro’s revolution was blockaded since nearly its triumph. Now, though, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the region seemed to be slipping away. “Monroe certainly would be rolling over in his grave,” said a member of the beltway Council on Foreign Relations, referring to what appeared to be the end of a doctrine that has justified Washington’s hemispheric policy since 1823. The “era of U.S. hegemony in Latin America,” said a 2008 report issued by the council, is “over.”


      Late in 2008, Latin America’s new leftists, many of them governing countries that had abolished slavery decades before the United States did, celebrated the historic election of Barack Obama to the White House. They were eager to welcome the country’s first African American president into their ranks, believing that he represented the United States’ own progressive history, and a continuation of the hemisphere’s left turn. Chávez compared him to Martin Luther King Jr. and Lula called his victory “transcendent.” After eight years of Bush’s ruinous market and militarist moralism, they hoped that Obama would align the policies of the United States with the values the rest of the Americas holds dear, and once again define democracy as social democracy. “The winds of change were blowing north,” Chávez’s foreign minister said.


      Perhaps there was a chance that Obama could have followed FDR’s example and used Latin America to reject interventionism and begin a new era of multilateral cooperation. He could have, for instance, conceded to long-standing Brazilian requests to reduce tariffs and subsidies that protect the U.S. agricultural market, opening it to Brazilian commodities, especially soy and sugar, as well as value-added ethanol. He could have scaled back military operations in Colombia, including the Pentagon’s push to establish a series of controversial military bases there, and de-escalated the “war on drugs,” as Latin America’s leading intellectuals and policy makers, including many former Colombian presidents, had long demanded. The White House could have pushed for a renewal of Congress’s expired assault-weapons ban, as requested by Mexico, battered by thousands of narcotics-related murders a year, many of them committed with smuggled U.S. guns.


      Most important, Obama might have tried to leash the quasi-privatized “democracy promotion” organizations—largely funded by the federal National Endowment for Democracy and the Agency for International Development and run by the International Republican Institute—that have become a vector of transnational-conservative coalition-building throughout the hemisphere. These groups, direct outgrowths of Reagan’s Central American policy of the 1980s, are now active across the world.* They use the rhetoric of democracy and human rights to menace governments viewed unfavorably by the Department of State. In the years before Obama was elected, “democracy-promotion” destabilization was involved in an aborted coup in Venezuela, the ouster, yet again, of Aristide in Haiti, and a failed campaign to overthrow Evo Morales, the president of Bolivia.


      But Obama presided over an empire in disarray, hollowed out by decades of deindustrialization and deregulation, starved by one giant tax cut after another, incapacitated by his predecessors’ global military crusades. He also presided over a Democratic Party in thrall to corporate money and confronted a Republican Party maximalist in its opposition to even the mildest of reforms. Unable to subordinate narrow corporate and domestic political interests to put forward a broader “national” interest, to use Latin America as a showcase for a political realignment, there’d be no new substantive Good Neighbor policy.


      Obama did intially join with Brazil’s President Lula to oppose a right-wing coup in Honduras in 2009 against a reformist president, which had activated many of the revanchist actors and networks associated with Reagan’s Central American policy. Suddenly Honduras seemed to be hurled back to the 1980s, when paranoia reigned, death squads ruled, and anti-Communism justified widespread murder. Defenders of the coup included a cast of characters straight out of the Contra War: anti-liberation theology Opus Dei hierarchs, brimstone evangelicals, School of the Americas–trained military officers, and paramilitary avengers, including one member of a unit whose killings in the 1980s were covered up by then U.S. ambassador to Honduras John Negroponte. The destabilization campaign that preceded the coup came directly from the democracy-promotion handbook described above, and was initiated by none other than the first director of the Office of Public Diplomacy, Otto Reich.2 Even Pinochet’s daughter Lucía appeared on the scene to endorse the coup, praising its leaders for continuing her father’s legacy. Scores of grassroots dissidents were killed, including many gay, lesbian, and transgender activists. Violence against women skyrocketed, environmental regulations were rolled back, the minimum wage lowered, and abortion laws tightened.


      Back in the United States, a quick survey of tea-party rally placards, conservative blogs, and Republican talking points reveal that conservatives were using Obama’s opposition to the coup to link him to the much-reviled Hugo Chávez in Venezuela and Fidel Castro in Cuba, casting his centrism as wild-eyed populism. Obama broke with Brazil and endorsed the new coup government—after which he in effect ceded, as Reagan did decades earlier, Latin American policy to the right.


      It means one thing, though, to give the region to the right when it is part of your governing coalition, as Reagan did, which helped him to synchronize foreign and domestic politics. It means quite another to do so when the right is the opposition, when it can use the gift to broaden its base and focus its critique.


      By the time Obama left office, Latin America’s left electoral wave had broken and rolled back. Paraguay, Argentina, Honduras, and Brazil had fallen to the right.3 The Monroe Doctrine, said the U.S. secretary of state in 2018, a decade after the Council on Foreign Relations pronounced it dead, is “as relevant today as it was the day it was written.”

      


      Donald Trump, Obama’s successor, wanted his own Panama. He got a burlesque Iran-Contra.


      In the summer of 2017, Trump, citing George H. W. Bush’s invasion of Panama as a positive precedent, repeatedly pushed his foreign policy team to launch a military assault on Venezuela, which had fallen into a deep crisis after the death from cancer of Hugo Chávez and the collapse of global oil prices. Trump, in meeting after meeting, apparently brought up the idea of sending in troops to unseat Chávez’s successor, Nicolás Maduro, buttonholing foreign leaders at Mar-a-Lago to get their support for military intervention. Trump’s national security advisers vetoed the idea of a direct intervention, but the White House sensed it could get good political capital by taking an aggressive stance against Caracas, especially in Florida, with its near thirty electoral college votes. Trump tightened sanctions and recognized the opposition as the country’s legitimate government, delegating the hard line to anti-Castro ideologues, like Florida senator Marco Rubio, and a team of Reagan’s old Central American hands, including Elliott Abrams and John Bolton.4 “It worked in Panama, it worked in Nicaragua once, and it will work there again, and it will work in Venezuela,” said Bolton, citing past aggressive action in Central America to justify Trump’s assault on Venezuela. Back then, the war party had Honduras in which to stage its siege of Nicaragua. Today, Colombia serves that role, a launching pad into Venezuela where the United States has worked with Maduro’s opponents.


      Venezuela’s security forces even captured—just as the Sandinistas had earlier captured Eugene Hasenfus, a CIA subcontractor, leading to the public revelation of the Iran-Contra scandal—a team of U.S. mercenaries, former Green Berets working for a corporate security company called Silvercorp, who entered the country to try to capture Maduro. The mercenaries said they were working in league with Washington. As with Iran-Contra, this episode cast light on shady right-wing ideologues broadly aligned with Trumpism, many of the same covert types previously affiliated with Reaganism: anti-Communists, Cuban right-wingers, drug runners, radicalized veterans looking for new wars to fight, Colombian intelligence, and a conservative public relations firm involved in electoral fraud and social media manipulation throughout the hemisphere—even John Bolton and Elliott Abrams. The episode, according to the Washington Post, reveals the sovereign power of for-profit guns-for-hire mercenaries, of the kind paid by Plan Colombia’s billions, to distort diplomacy and “start or elongate wars for profit; a world awash in mercenaries means more war.”5


      Unlike Iran-Contra, though, Trump’s Venezuela escapades are evidence not of the rise of a new governing coalition that resets the U.S. empire but of that empire’s unraveling. Not consolidation but dissipation. George H. W. Bush made sure Panama—along with the rest of the Western Hemisphere, except for Cuba—was locked down before moving on the Persian Gulf. Now, Trump, his Venezuela policy in disarray, flails, lurching this way and that, threatening Iran, challenging China, and floating the idea of selling Puerto Rico, fruit of the war of 1898.


      The phrase “the war comes home” is used to describe the phenomenon by which the violence of U.S. foreign conflicts rebounds back into the heartland, reflected in any number of pathologies: extremist violence and mass shootings; a massive prison population; the militarization of crime policy, especially associated with drugs; the racial demonology, radicalization, and polarization of politics; and the collapse of legitimacy of the ruling elite. The war has long been “coming home,” at least since Andrew Jackson’s assault on the Creeks in 1814.


      More recently, the “war comes home” only to be reexported abroad. Over the last decade, Latin America—in response not just to left electoral gains but to the broader liberalization of society—has witnessed the diffusion of the kind of New Right “cultural” politics: Ayn Rand–style libertarianism; anti–gun control, anti-choice, anti–gay rights, including even anti–Judith Butler extremists, and Christian and white supremacists.6 Likewise, the kind of psywar hacking that manipulates social media in the U.S. has been exported to Latin America, distorting electoral campaigns.7 Trump’s misogyny, racism, nativism, homophobia, law-and-order militarism, and conspiracism are mirrored in Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, a caricature of a caricature, who became president of Brazil with the support of the NRA, U.S. megachurches, and the Koch-funded libertarian Atlas Network.†


      The spread of QAnon phantasmagoria throughout Latin America seems like the final victory of Reagan’s wars in Nicaragua and El Salvador, the New Right’s misinformation machine sweeping the continent—and the world.8


      Except there is an important difference between then and now. In the 1980s, the alliance between secular neocons and right-wing evangelicals helped transform a backlash movement—Reaganism—into a vital worldview capable of reorganizing global politics and economics. Today, Latin America, even with its left again mostly contained, offers Washington no traction to move out into the rest of the world. Who knows what will come after Trump? But it does look like, at least for now, that the workshop is closed. In the 1940s, Latin America provided the blueprint for the post-WWII liberal multilateral order. Today, the region—its reformers under attack, its domestic politics torn apart by imported obsessions—is in no position to help the United States save itself. With U.S. extremism pouring down into Latin America, the rest of the hemisphere to the south has turned into something other than a workshop: empire’s junkyard.
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          *  More than a century before George Kennan urged Washington to adopt a policy of containment to check the Soviet Union, Spanish officials used the verb form of the word in their efforts to hold back U.S. settlers from crossing the Mississippi. “It won’t be easy to contain those kind of people,” said one Spanish official in 1785, of U.S. settlers. “We have to figure out a way to contain them,” said another Spanish governor a few years later. “We have to contain the Americans within their limits,” wrote another. Jefferson understood Spain’s efforts to slow Anglo settlement as containment: “The present occupiers” of the lands west of the Mississippi, by which he meant Spain, “will just have force enough to repress and restrain the emigrations to a certain degree of consistence,” though he was certain that movement outward would not be stopped.

        


        	
          *  Later, in 1975, one of United Fruit’s (operating by then under the name United Brands) last executive officers, Eli Black, used his briefcase to smash the window glass of his forty-fourth-floor Park Avenue Pan Am Building office and jumped to his death. Black was about to be exposed for having paid more than $1 million in a bribe to the Honduran president, Oswaldo López Arellano, in exchange for Honduras’s withdrawal from a banana cartel seeking better terms from U.S. corporations. Within a few years, United Brands was sold, renamed as Chiquita Bananas.

        


        	
          *  War became a racket in a different kind of way, as the fight against Spain inaugurated a breakthrough method in how to finance war. McKinley’s assistant secretary of the Treasury, Frank Vanderlip—who would soon take National City Bank into Latin America—organized the issuance of a $200 million twenty-year war bond. The Department of the Treasury ensured that small individual investors from all parts of the country, no matter how rural and remote, could buy shares at a fixed price, accepting purchases by postal money orders, personal checks, and registered mail. Critics said that Washington would have raised more money if it sold the bonds at auction to the highest bidder. But advocates of the “popular war loan,” as the bond was called, said that lost profit was more than “compensated by the benefits to the nation of bringing a great number of people into a close and specific relation with the Government at Washington.” The bond sale “inspires and deepens patriotism and makes subscribers to the loan better citizens by giving them a direct stake in the stability and wise administration of the Government.” Having sold out quickly, the bond also gave citizens a direct stake in war, and a quick profit. Many individual subscribers immediately sold their shares to speculators. Thus, the bond both democratized the financing of war, and it advanced the linkage of militarism, patriotism, and, as one newspaper put it, “brisk hucksterism.” Finance helped make war “popular,” and war returned the favor.

        


        	
          *  Sandino said the decapitations and mutilations committed by his soldiers on U.S. troops were retaliation for atrocities visited against Nicaraguans by the United States.

        


        	
          *  One of the first uses of backyard to refer to Latin America, before the chauvinist right politicalized the term, was in reference to Soviet air power. Alexander de Seversky, whose wildly popular Victory Through Air Power analyzed the strengths and failures of the Nazi Luftwaffe, testified to Congress that Washington should focus its defense strategy on establishing air supremacy. World War III, he said, wouldn’t be fought by ground troops in Europe’s heartland but rather would be a “contest for mastery of the whole air ocean.” The Soviets had secured their “air backyard” in Eurasia. “South America is our aerial backyard.” In this usage, the term referred to the ability of the United States to protect its supply chain of natural resources in case of a war. Latin Americans themselves quickly noticed this new metaphor and immediately took it as yet another indication of U.S. disdain. After the 1959 Cuban Revolution, and the alignment of Latin American nationalists with anti-colonialists in other parts of the third world, the idea of Latin America as Washington’s “backyard” was regularly repudiated. China, just days after Fidel Castro’s rebel army marched into Havana on January 1, 1959, broadcast a repudiation of the term into Africa and Latin America: “For a long time, U.S. imperialism has taken Latin America as its ‘backyard,’ and Cuba as its ‘garden.’ But the national independence movement is surging up in Latin America,” which “is being turned into a front against U.S. colonialism” (January 23, 1959, Daily Report, Foreign Radio Broadcasts [FBIS], 1959, no. 16–20).

        


        	
          †  There are many causes of today’s epistemic crisis, of the difficulty distinguishing legitimate news from manipulation. To “flood the field with shit” means, according to Steve Bannon, the former editor of Breitbart who helped elect Donald Trump, to bombard the public with so much disinformation that a common basis of facts becomes impossible to establish, hastening polarization. One important vector of this crisis is the endless waging of war, both covert and not. Of course, “yellow journalism” had long existed, of the kind that William Randolph Hearst used to push the United States to war against Spain in 1898. But a leap took place in the years after World War II. There was the psych campaign against Árbenz, with operators planting false news at home and abroad. And then came Vietnam, which the historian Arthur Schlesinger said led to a “semantic collapse,” with relentless militarism severing words from meaning. U.S. citizens “found themselves systematically staving off reality by allowing a horrid military-bureaucratic patois to protect our sensibilities from the ghastly things we were doing,” Schlesinger wrote in 1971, sterilizing “the frightful reality of napalm and My Lai.” “Disinformation” soon migrated to the very core of the political establishment. Operators in the Nixon White House forged documents that purported to prove that it was Kennedy, not Nixon, who was responsible for the catastrophe of the war in Southeast Asia, which they offered to Life magazine for publication. Suspicious, the editors of Life declined the offer. William F. Buckley, editor of National Review, was less scrupulous. In 1971, Buckley had his staff fabricate a series of fake U.S. documents, meant to discredit the Pentagon Papers. Where the real Pentagon Papers revealed a trail of duplicity leading to escalation in Vietnam, the National Review fakes painted a picture of Pentagon competency, honesty, and intelligence. “We proceeded in something of an ethical vacuum,” Buckley told reporters when the deceit was exposed. “Smiling broadly,” Buckley, according to the New York Times, said he pursued the hoax to show, in the wake of the publication of the Pentagon Papers, that, in his words, “forged documents would be widely accepted as genuine provided their content was inherently plausible.” Iran-Contra, as we’ll see, was another step toward the abyss. Endless war is a source of our endless disorientation.

        


        	
          ‡  As an example of how the United States played “regional agencies” such as the OAS off the United Nations, the United States worded its OAS motion in a way that forced Moscow to object at the U.N., an objection that Washington then used to “clearly stamp Guatemala as a Soviet Satellite.”

        


        	
          §  The destabilization never stopped. In 2010, the Obama administration tried to introduce an alternative social media program into Cuba, modeled on Twitter, called ZunZuneo (Cuban slang for a songbird’s tweet). Documents obtained by AP reporters “show the US government planned to build a subscriber base through ‘non-controversial content’: news messages on soccer, music, and hurricane updates. Later when the network reached a critical mass of subscribers, perhaps hundreds of thousands, operators would introduce political content aimed at inspiring Cubans to organize ‘smart mobs’—mass gatherings called at a moment’s notice that might trigger a Cuban spring, or, as one USAID document put it, ‘renegotiate the balance of power between the state and society.’”

        


        	
          ¶  The Cuban Revolution had several tangential, yet consequential, effects on Cold War and post–Cold War history. Anti-Castro Cubans immediately insinuated themselves into the covert anti-Communist right in the United States, via the training work done for the failed Bay of Pigs invasion. As the 1960s shaded into the ’70s, Richard Nixon and his associate, Bebe Rebozo, cultivated “extensive and close ties to the anti-Castro Cuban exile community in Miami,” including with a number of dicey real estate developers. Among them were Bernard Barker and Eugenio Martínez, two of the Plumbers who would break into the Watergate Hotel. All told, four Cuban Americans were convicted for that break-in. All four were employees of the CIA and all were involved in the earlier Bay of Pigs invasion. In 2000, the Bush family drew on its own long-established ties (dating back at least to when George H. W. Bush headed the CIA) to right-wing Cubans when, with the help of the old Nixon operative, Roger Stone, a mob of Cuban Americans (the so-called Brooks Brothers riot) shut down the Miami-Dade presidential recount. Outside the United States, the Cuban Revolution’s breakup of the Mafia’s hold on the island had the effect of diffusing the narcotics industry throughout Latin America, especially to Colombia, Panama, and the Andes, where it merged with right-wing politics (a topic discussed later in the book). Cuba, of course, is perennially mentioned in discussions of the assassination of John F. Kennedy, not least because Richard Nixon himself repeatedly threatened to expose the CIA, on some past conspiracy too scandalous to talk about except enigmatically, unless the agency helped him shut down the Watergate investigation.

        


        	
          *  One exception: In April 1965, a month after U.S. troops landed in Da Nang, Johnson sent forty thousand U.S. soldiers to the Dominican Republic, to quash a movement he feared would align with Cuba. As with Guatemala a decade earlier, Washington obtained majority support of the OAS (over the objections of Chile, Mexico, and Peru) to provide a veneer of multilateral legitimacy to the invasion and fend off charges that LBJ was reneging on FDR’s noninterventionist promise. The OAS also provided an “Inter-American Peace Force,” comprised largely of Brazilian troops (Brazil at the time being governed, as a result of its 1964 coup, by a right-wing military government allied with Washington) that allowed Washington to quickly withdraw its Marines and claim success. This workshop model use of force was what the U.S. military hoped to replicate elsewhere. As one Marine postmortem of the invasion put it: “The overall objective of deploying U.S. forces to the Dominican Republic was to maintain some degree of control over a completely disorganized urban society in order to bring about a political solution acceptable to the United States. To achieve this objective, operations were conducted in such a way that the U.S. retained the capability to control the outcome.” Farther from home, in Southeast Asia, the United States was quickly losing such control.

        


        	
          †  In an interview given to a European journalist shortly after his 1970 election, Salvador Allende said: “In today’s era, the French and Germans have a life expectancy of 68 years, the Scandinavians of 70 years. We Chileans have a life expectancy of 52 years. We are making this revolution to be able to live 68 or 70 years like the French, like the Germans, like the Scandinavians. The goal is to live longer, but also to live in the natural state of human beings, which is called happiness.” Later, Allende, talking to his aides, wondered if “it was a mistake to talk about a right to happiness, to identify happiness as the natural state of human beings, of the human race.” He then went on to say that his notion of a “right to happiness” dated back to 1932, when a socialist air force officer, Marmaduke Grove, who led a failed twelve-day socialist government, “formulated a theory that the only true goal for Chile, this country located at the ends of the earth, is to become a happy country.” The idea actually goes back even further, at least to Simón Bolívar’s Benthamite belief that the goal of constituted societies is to create “the greatest possible sum of happiness, the greatest social security, and the highest degree of political stability.” (For Allende, see Luis Sepúlveda, “When Salvador Allende Told Us Happiness Is a Human Right,” Nation, August 25, 2017.)

        


        	
          *  The operational arm of this war party was the Restricted Interagency Group, known as “RIGlet,” established early in the Reagan presidency to oversee Central American policy. Members included officials from the Departments of State, Defense, and Justice as well as the CIA, NSC, and Joint Chiefs of Staff, and it was headed by Oliver North and Elliott Abrams. Another interagency White House group, which had much overlap with RIGlet, was the National Security Planning Group, set up the middle of 1981 so Reagan could “discuss foreign policy matters freely with those who share his political perspective.” The broader war party used these two groups to steer Reagan’s course on Central America.

        


        	
          *  “The other war” is a phrase first associated with Robert Komer, the head of the Civilian Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) program in South Vietnam. Established in 1967, CORDS represented Washington’s exportation of Alliance-for-Progress-like death-squad nation building in Southeast Asia. On the one hand, Komer said the “other war” was being fought “to win the hearts and minds of the rural people” through political and economic reform. On the other, CORDS ran Phoenix, an assassination counterterror operation that executed over twenty thousand South Vietnamese. In public, when government officials used the phrase “the other war,” they dropped its reference to paramilitary killing and focused on the “civil side” of ideological propaganda and nation building. See, for an example, the 1966 USAID report, The Other War in Vietnam: A Progress Report.

        


        	
          †  Yarborough’s Green Berets worked with the Colombian military to stage a prelude of the tactics the United States would soon execute in Vietnam. In 1964, the U.S.-trained Colombian armed forces, working with U.S. advisers, enacted a scorched-earth campaign against insurgent peasants who had created a series of autonomous “peasant republics.” The assault, according to investigative reporter Gerard Colby, served as a “pre-Vietnam experiment” in the “systems approach” later applied by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara on a large scale in Southeast Asia, which included “integrating communications (command and control), rapid air mobility, concentrated firepower, and computer-assisted intelligence for finding and tracking an enemy.” Troops razed rebellious villages, herding survivors into “strategic hamlets,” just as they soon would do in Vietnam.

        


        	
          ‡  In the late 1970s, a local dentist, Hector Antonio Regalado, turned his Boy Scout troop into a death squad, teaching its teenage members to kidnap and kill suspected leftists. After a murder, the squad would “often celebrate a successful action by hiring expensive prostitutes, smoking marijuana and listening to pounding rock music for days at a time.” At some point, though, Regalado grew paranoid that his Scouts knew too much about him, so he executed ten of them. This squad, like many others, was financed by wealthy landowners. (Douglas Farah, “Death Squad Began as Scout Troop,” Washington Post, August 29, 1988.)

        


        	
          §  Guatemala was three months into its nearly two-year-long genocide when an anonymous back-channel dissent, probably written by the U.S. ambassador to the country, Frederic Chapin, urged the State Department to distance itself from the regime. Ríos Montt “may not be in full possession of his mental facilities,” the worried envoy wrote; he “believes he rules by divine will.” His superior, Paul Wolfowitz, thanked the dissident for his concern but insisted it made sense to legitimate the new Guatemalan government. Ríos Montt, Wolfowitz believed, would provide “positive leadership” for Guatemala.

        


        	
          *  Sarkesian revealed the movement’s sentiments a bit too well considering that he was referencing, without acknowledgment, a phrase from a 1923 book called Das Dritte Reich—The Third Reich—by Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, a German historian from whom the Nazis drew many of their ideas.

        


        	
          †  The Boland Amendment to the 1982 House Appropriations Bill—the provision that prohibited military support to the Contras “for the purpose of overthrowing the Government of Nicaragua”—was not nearly as strict as an earlier 1970s ban on funding anti-Communist rebels in Angola. The Democratic Party was slipping away from its post-Vietnam anti-interventionism, with its congressional members allowing what was called “humanitarian aid” to flow to the anti-Sandinista group. In 1986, Congress approved $100 million to the Contras, and continued to support them in one form or another, even after the Iran-Contra scandal erupted. The 1986 funding bill was bound up with other legislation placing sanctions on Apartheid South Africa. The Democrats, joined by many Republicans, held firm on overwhelmingly passing the South African sanctions bill, but split over Contra aid, with enough Democrats joining Republicans to give Reagan his Contra money (Steven V. Roberts, “President Wins Test in Senate on Contra Aid,” New York Times, August 14, 1986).

        


        	
          ‡  A 1993 Senate inquiry uncovered what one staffer called a “precursor to Iran-Contra, an illegal, off-the-shelf operation involving the NSC and private funds just like Iran-Contra”—a covert plan, drawn up as early as March 1981, to “roll back communism worldwide by aiding resistance forces in Afghanistan, Cuba, Grenada, Iran, Libya, Nicaragua, Cambodia and Laos.” Laos was especially prominent in this scheme, where a “Reagan administration official secretly used donations from POW-MIA groups to arm and supply Laotian rebels in the early 1980s.” It “sounds like a dry run” for Iran-Contra, said Jack Blum, a former investigator for the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Important to keep in mind is that covert support for the Afghan mujahideen started during the Carter administration, first as nonlethal aid before the Soviet invasion and then, after Moscow’s military intervention, with Operation Cyclone, which, with help from the Saudis and Pakistanis, covertly armed “the seven most extreme Islamist Mujahedin groups.” Reagan expanded Cyclone with “increasing enthusiasm and resources” into one of the largest covert operations in the CIA’s history.

        


        	
          *  Bonner, in an article published in April 1983, was among the first to break the “Contra” side of what became known as Iran-Contra. See “U.S. Ties to Anti-Sandinists Are Reported to Be Extensive,” New York Times, April 3, 1983.

        


        	
          †  Available in the two essays I did for the Nation, “Did Bill O’Reilly Cover Up a War Crime in El Salvador?” (February 9, 2015) and “What Bill O’Reilly Did in El Salvador Was Really Worse Than Lying” (February 27, 2015).

        


        	
          ‡  One of Bonner’s last reported stories on Central America for the New York Times was based on the leaked minutes of a high-level White House meeting on Central America, where officials complained of “serious difficulties” with public opinion, which “jeopardizes our ability to stay the course.” The group recommended the White House run a “concerted public information effort”—a program that would become the Office of Public Diplomacy. Reagan’s Justice Department said it would open an investigation into how Bonner acquired the documents, though nothing came of the inquiry.

        


        	
          §  The Argentine military regime, which first patronized the Contras and had close ties to New Right ideologues, was infamously anti-Semitic. One of its generals pledged to fight against the influence of three Jews in particular: “Karl Marx, because he tried to destroy the Christian concept of society; Sigmund Freud, because he tried to destroy the Christian concept of the family; and Albert Einstein, because he tried to destroy the Christian concept of time and space.”

        


        	
          ¶  Another reporter who had his career damaged, and lost his life, as a result of this “return to deference” was the Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Gary Webb, who committed suicide in 2004. Webb came late to the Iran-Contra scandal, long after most of the mainstream media had moved on. In 1996, he wrote a three-part series for the San Jose Mercury News, “Dark Alliance,” that exposed the distribution network, which included the Nicaraguan Contras, responsible for supplying the cocaine that helped kick off South Central Los Angeles’s crack epidemic. The allegations were not new. Earlier, in the 1980s, Robert Parry and Brian Barger reported on the story for AP, which was picked up by then freshman senator John Kerry, who in 1988 released an extensively documented committee report showing the ways the Contras, backed by Ronald Reagan’s White House, were turning Central America into a transshipment point for Colombian cocaine, using the drug revenue to fund their war on the Sandinistas. Rather than follow up on Webb’s findings—and on Kerry’s and Parry’s earlier investigations—the New York Times, the Washington Post, and, especially, the Los Angeles Times destroyed Webb’s reputation, driving him out of the profession and into a suicidal depression. The Los Angeles Times alone assigned seventeen reporters to cast doubt on Webb’s findings. Much of the L.A. Times “attack was clever misdirection,” as Nick Schou writes in Kill the Messenger, attacking “a claim that Webb never made: that the CIA had intentionally (emphasis mine) addicted African-Americans to crack.” The point of such misdirection was to make Webb sound conspiratorial. Did Webb write “past what he knew,” as one of his critics claimed? Of course he did. He was writing about the covert activities of the rogue National Security Council and CIA and their shadowy relations with drug runners, a topic as mysterious as the Almighty. (Recall that in its 1954 how-to assassination manual distributed to Guatemalan assets, the CIA instructed readers not to put anything in writing.) Pick any one paragraph of the Kerry Committee Report on the CIA and drug running, and your mind will be sent spinning as it tries to process the connections: Colombia, Cuba, Miami, Israel, Panama, Haitian secret police, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Argentina, suitcases stuffed with stacks of hundred and thousand dollar bills, the Cuban CIA operative who captured Che Guevara in Bolivia, agents, double agents, spies, and corrupt military officials and drug-running defense contractors. In the 1991 federal trial, held in Miami, of deposed Panamanian president Manuel Noriega on drug charges, the Colombian drug trafficker Carlos Lehder testified that “U.S. government officials offered him a green light to smuggle drugs into the United States in exchange for use of a Bahamian island to ship weapons to the Nicaraguan contras” and that the Medellín cartel gave $10 million to the Contras and that the CIA knew about it. Government lawyers managed to suppress Lehder’s testimony (even though he was their witness!) on the grounds that it was irrelevant. This is Kerry’s conclusion to his Senate report: “Individuals who provided support for the contras were involved in drug trafficking organizations, and elements of the contras themselves knowingly received financial material assistance from drug traffickers. In each case, one or another agency of the U.S. government had information regarding the involvement either while it was occurring, or immediately thereafter.” As in Vietnam and Afghanistan, where secret wars were bound up with the opium economy, so in Central America: profit from Colombian cocaine, and the routes used to traffic the drug, were part of what Kerry called “the covert war structure of the supply system.”

        


        	
          *  Camper is referring to the Vinnell Corporation, which the Pentagon in 1975 granted a $77 million contract to modernize the Saudi national guard. Most of Vinnell’s employees were former Special Forces and other Vietnam vets. According to the New York Times, “it is the first such contract ever given to a private American company to train a foreign army.”

        


        	
          †  Prince, following his visit to Nicaragua and after his stint in the Navy, founded Blackwater and went on to play an outsized role in George W. Bush’s post-9/11 wars, earning lucrative Pentagon contracts. He eventually became powerful enough to cut out the Pentagon and truly go global, setting up bases of operations staffed by South Africans and Colombians in places like Abu Dhabi—where no congressional investigation could touch him. Funded by Gulf and Chinese capital, his men policed shipping lanes, oil wells, and mines in northern Africa. He’s still influential in the United States, having served as something like a paramilitary whisperer to Donald Trump, in effect urging that Afghanistan be turned over to private military contractors, their activities paid for through the plunder of its natural resources. On a related note, Prince’s sister, Betsy DeVos, married into another fundamentalist activist family that helped push the Republican Party far right. Active in the charter-school movement, DeVos has drawn inspiration from the privatization of education that took place after Chile’s 1973 coup, led by Augusto Pinochet. After the 1973 coup, Chile was turned into the “most pro-market school system in the world,” as Mario Waissbluth, a professor at the Universidad de Chile, writes, a pioneer in charter schools, vouchers, elimination of job security for teachers, and for-profit universities.

        


        	
          ‡  That said, for all the apocalyptical, end-time phantasmagoria, for all the putting forward of a doctrine of punitive predestination, where the wealthy are happy, fat, gilded, and guiltless and the poor suffer God’s wrath because of God’s will, the postwar period in Central America also provided an opening for a less overtly punishing Protestantism, a Central American “prosperity gospel.” On this, see Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009), and Kevin Lewis O’Neill, City of God: Christian Citizenship in Postwar Guatemala (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).

        


        	
          §  The White House was using email as early as 1982, with an IBM application called Professional Office System, or PROFS. PROFS had no “select all,” “delete all” function. So, in addition to the paper documents that needed to be shredded, and the other records smuggled out of the office in Fawn Hall’s boots, North and Poindexter had to sit at their respective terminals and delete each message individually. A massive amount of information was destroyed that weekend.

        


        	
          *  Chile wasn’t the only Latin American dictatorship that had looked to Milton Freidman for advice. In 1973, the military junta in Brazil, which took power in 1964, invited Friedman down for advice, which it took for a while. A severe recession and skyrocketing unemployment followed. Friedman pronounced this first application of “shock therapy” an “economic miracle” (Newsweek, January 21, 1974). But the generals, wisely it seems, demurred, returning to their state-directed program of industrialization, which, even though it failed to curb inflation, lowered unemployment and laid the foundation for Brazil’s future industrial growth. Richard Nixon, too, early in his first term, showed promise, but then he raised tariffs, introduced wage and price controls, and, with an eye to the 1972 election, declared himself a Keynesian and opened up the money spout. Nixon was an “enormous disappointment,” reflected Friedman (Sidney Blumenthal, The Rise of the Counter-Establishment: From Conservative Ideology to Political Power [New York: Times Books, 1986], p. 111). That left Pinochet not the most reputable of characters but willing to go the distance.

        


        	
          †  Chile’s privatization of pensions and health care, capital gains tax cuts, and the use of vouchers to weaken public education—based on principles worked out in Chicago’s Department of Economics—have been held up by policy makers to apply in the United States. During his 2000 run for the White House, for example, George W. Bush explicitly credited the Chicago Boys for his plan to privatize Social Security: “Back in 1980, Chile faced problems with its retirement system. They decided to convert the pay-as-you-go system into a system of personal retirement accounts—in which contributions are invested in a safe portfolio of bonds and shares… to empower the common man.… The Chilean economists who originally designed these reforms studied here in the United States—at Harvard and the University of Chicago. They learned here and now it is time for us to learn from them.” What Bush didn’t mention is that the cost of the conversion to private accounts was one of the precipitating factors in Chile’s 1982 collapse. See Richard W. Stevenson, “For Bush, a Long Embrace of Social Security Plan,” New York Times, February 27, 2005.

        


        	
          *  Lara Zizic and David Turner’s documentary, Mission Congo, reveals that Robertson diverted money he raised to help Rwandan genocide refugees to his African diamond enterprise.

        


        	
          †  The relationship between Latin American death squads and the gutting of social welfare policies at home and abroad is multidimensional. For instance, the Los Angeles Times reports that part of the start-up money for Mitt Romney’s Bain Capital came from “rich Latin Americans, including powerful Salvadoran families living in Miami during their country’s brutal civil war.” At that moment, human-rights groups were “publicly accusing some exiles in Miami of funding right-wing death squads in El Salvador. Some family members of the first Bain Capital investors were later linked to groups responsible for killings.” Bain, founded in 1984, became infamous for buying up profitable companies and starving them of capital while stripping their assets—one of the largest U.S. private-equity firms driving the deindustrialization and offshoring of the U.S. economy. During Bain’s first decade—roughly overlapping with Salvador’s civil war—the company paid out “a stunning 173% in average annual returns,” with some of the profits going to oligarch investors funding El Salvador’s death squads. Reagan’s Central American wars unfolded concurrently with a series of financial crises—such as BCCI, Keating, Savings and Loan, and so on—that revealed ever tighter connections between paramilitarism, covert transnational right-wing politics, and neoliberalism (neoliberalism will be discussed below but here can be understood as a stage of capitalism dominated by finance, petroleum, and other extractive-resource interests, including drug cartels, and weapons and security industries). Here’s one description of Iran-Contra from Time: “The Iran-contra affair may be only part of a broader and previously undisclosed pattern of illegal activities by intelligence agencies during the tenure of Ronald Reagan and his CIA chief, William Casey. Sources close to the unfolding investigation of the Bank of Credit & Commerce International told Time that U.S. intelligence agencies, including the CIA, maintained secret accounts with the globe-girdling financial empire, which has been accused of laundering billions of dollars in drug money, financing illegal arms deals, and engaging in other crimes”—including funding death squads, covert wars, and dictators. Pinochet himself laundered millions of dollars related to arms, drugs, and death squads through more than 125 private bank accounts, at prestigious firms such as Citigroup, Riggs, Espírito Santo Bank of Miami, and Coutts & Co. A Senate investigation found that Citibank Private Bank “helped the Pinochet family set up two offshore holding companies and provided family members with lines of credit in countries including Argentina, the Bahamas, Switzerland and the UK, as well as Chile.”

        


        	
          ‡  In English, in the United States, the use of the word neoliberalism to critique the rise of market orthodoxy often leads to confusion. In other countries, especially in Latin America, with strong socialist and social-democratic traditions, liberalismo is more specifically understood as economic liberalism, of the kind represented by nineteenth-century authoritarian strongmen (Mexico’s Porfirio Díaz being the archetype) who opened up their country’s economies to U.S. capital. Thus, when a new generation of such strongmen—like Pinochet in Chile—came on the scene to roll back redistributivist policies, the phrase neoliberalismo easily entered the vocabulary to describe the rollback. I first heard the term in the early 1990s, in Guatemala, and its meaning was clear: it referred to IMF structural-adjustment demands to reduce tariffs and subsidies, weaken the political power of organized labor, open markets, and implement austerity (to keep inflation in check, and therefore the high profits to bondholders flowing). The anthropologist Roger Lancaster tells me he first heard the term in Nicaragua, to refer to the Sandinistas’ turn to austerity, which they were forced to do due to the bankrupting cost of fighting the Contras. In any case, in the United States, the term liberalism has a different history and is often used to refer to what in other countries is called social democracy, which makes its usage more complicated. Today, throughout the Americas, neoliberalism, or neoliberalismo, can mean many things: austerity; privatization; increased resource extraction; financialization; the triumph of subjective judgment (based on supply and demand) to define value (rather than objective ones, based on fixed notions of the worth of labor or national sovereignty); the subordination of public policy and politics to the law of the market; the weakening of collective bargaining and the rise of vulnerable, precarious labor; and heightened individualism. However defined, both the word and the practice are intimately bound up in the history of the United States and Latin America, as part of Washington’s ongoing effort to manage, contain, and defeat Latin America’s strong claim to national and resource sovereignty. Many different arcs could narrate a history of the term, but a clear one runs from the 1930s, when Mexico forced the United States to recognize the legitimacy of nationalization of foreign property, to the 1970s, when Chile expanded the principle of resource nationalism to include the concept of excess historic profits, to the 1990s, when NAFTA codified the investor-state dispute settlement mechanism, which gives foreign corporations the right to sue to recuperate expected future profits lost due to government regulation.

        


        	
          *  Frank Snepp, a former CIA agent, said in an interview that Noriega was “being run by the Mossad” (according to an off-the-record source, Mossad had wired Noriega’s entire presidential palace with video cameras, so as to blackmail foreign diplomats who used the building to meet with sex workers). Snepp related the invasion of Panama to Reagan’s Nicaragua policy, to all the “key components of the scandal that made up Iran-Contra and its satellites.” He said the full story of that scandal is “not anywhere in the files” (files included in the discovery material for Noriega’s trial in Miami, which took place two years after the invasion) but it went well beyond simply supporting the Contras. Those that do know the whole story, Snepp said, are “dying off.” There was one person, he said, who kept the secrets. Asked by the interviewer, “Who?” Snepp answered: Colin Powell. Powell had served, from 1981 to 1987, as military assistant to Reagan’s secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger, who was indicted on five felony charges related to Iran-Contra but was pardoned by George H. W. Bush before his trial had begun. Powell has denied any involvement in Iran-Contra.

        


        	
          *  Aristide, a Catholic priest and liberation theologian, was elected in 1991, the first truly democratic president of a country that for decades was ruled by the murderous Washington-supported Duvaliers, “Papa Doc” and “Baby Doc,” and their U.S.-trained and -funded secret police and intelligence agency. Aristide won with more than 67 percent of the vote. The George H. W. Bush administration disliked Aristide due to his politics, and USAID funded a host of local actors to destabilize his government and drive him from power. After his 1994 restoration, he finished his term, governing, as a result of the Clinton-imposed economic policy, from a greatly restricted position. He was reelected for a second term in 2000, with over 90 percent of the vote. Now, it was George W. Bush’s turn to hem him in, with Washington applying extreme economic pressure on the poor island and supporting the same kind of destabilizing “democracy promotion” campaign (discussed in earlier chapters) that was expressly designed to eliminate the middle political ground, tilt the power in the direction of Aristide’s extremist opponents, and prevent Aristide from offering any concessions to calm tensions. And so Aristide, having been ousted by George H. W. Bush, was now ousted by George W. Bush. In both cases, Aristide’s politics, particularly his liberation theology, was anathema to the Bush war clan. See Jeffrey D. Sachs, “From His First Day in Office, Bush Was Ousting Aristide,” Los Angeles Times, May 4, 2004.

        


        	
          †  Chile today is home to the most irrepressible, inspiring protest movement in the hemisphere, a model of intersectional analysis and dissent related to reforming the country’s political institutions, restoring public education, and fighting for labor rights, education, same-sex civil unions, abortion, better wages, and the environment. For over a decade now, protesters, initially led by students but then joined by unions and other social groups, have revealed an impressive depth of historical knowledge. In the United States, it’s difficult to relate today’s crisis to as recent a president as George W. Bush. In Chile, citizens born decades after the 1973 coup single out Augusto Pinochet as one of the founders of a “system” that had a local expression in Chile but was global in its reach: neoliberalismo. And they make it clear that neoliberalismo is much more than a set of policies or privatizations: it is the colonization of consciousness, a “way of life,” a capitalist metaphysics. Dressed as zombies, protesters staged public performances of Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” followed up by mass public kiss-ins. The message was clear: stand for social-solidarity life against neoliberal death. On placards, Pinochet is portrayed as an “eternal dictator.” Though dead, “he mocks us,” he “continues governing,” he “continues to give orders”—through both the market and center-left politicians who argue that there is no alternative to austerity. Accused by politicians of being “over-ideologized,” students throw the charge back, saying the country’s elites are the over-ideologized ones: fascist, neoliberal, Pinochetista. The thesis by Juan Federico Holzmann Illanes, “Los memes y caricaturas del movimiento estudiantil chileno” (Santiago, Chile: Diego Portales University, 2012) gives an idea of the movement’s marriage of visual and verbal creativity and structural analysis.


          As this book was going into final production, Chileans, after more than a decade of protest, were given the chance to vote on a new constitution. In October 2020, 78.2 percent of voters—a vast majority in every region except for a few rich enclaves in Santiago—cast a ballot rejecting Pinochet’s Hayek-inspired constitution. A constitutional assembly will now be convened to write a new, hopefully more democratic one, guaranteeing gender equity, redressing the historical exploitation of Mapuche and other indigenous groups, making it easier to pass legislation addressing climate change, and restoring a social-democratic welfare state.

        


        	
          *  Tambs, in 1985, had moved on to Costa Rica, where as ambassador he took orders not from the State Department but from Oliver North. North told Tambs to “open a southern front for the Contras” by expanding an existing jungle landing strip into a larger base of operations, which became known as Santa Elena, or Point West. Tambs’s transfer from Colombia to Costa Rica maps the CIA’s increasing dependence on cocaine profits and drug trafficking routes in its support of the Contras. These were the infamous years of the Medellín cartel and the exploits of Pablo Escobar, when billions in cocaine profit poured into Colombian, Panamanian, Caymanian, and Miami banks, laundered through a myriad of construction projects and real estate deals. Along with infusions of petrodollars from Gulf States, this flood of deposits provoked that decade’s storied speculative scandals, including BCCI and Lincoln Savings and Loan—scandals that included not a small amount of dollars sloshing over into the Contra cause. As for Tambs’s Santa Elena air base, it was used as a weapons drop for the anti-Sandinista army and a transshipment point for Medellín cocaine heading to the United States. One Costa Rican official told John Kerry’s Senate subcommittee investigation into the Contras and drug running that “Contra operations on the Southern Front were in fact funded by drug operations… the pilots unloaded the weapons, refueled, and headed north toward the U.S. with drugs.” Colombians were the main users of Tambs’s airstrip, but Honduran, Panamanian, and Cuban American drug runners also made good use of the landing field.

        


        	
          †  In 2009, thirty thousand Ecuadorian peasants filed another lawsuit, against Chevron for dumping billions of gallons of toxic water into Amazonian rivers. Chevron lost in an Ecuadorian court but refused to pay the settlement. Instead, it pulled out of the country and devoted its considerable resources to hound the claimants’ U.S. lawyer, Steven Donziger. As Sharon Lerner at the Intercept (January 29, 2020) writes, Donziger was disbarred, his bank accounts were frozen, and a lien was placed on his apartment. Facing unpayable fines and prohibited from earning money, Donziger had his passport taken away and was put under house arrest—all part of not a criminal but civil case, which gives a single judge, in this case, Lewis Kaplan, extraordinary power.

        


        	
          ‡  Immediately after 9/11, Pentagon undersecretary Douglas Feith suggested that the United States hold off invading Afghanistan and instead bomb the tri-border region, home to a large Lebanese and Syrian population that reportedly supported Shiite Hezbollah. The attack, Feith suggested, would “surprise” Sunni al-Qaeda and throw it off guard. No doubt.

        


        	
          §  It should be noted that, in addition to ongoing profits earned from cocaine production, the “clear and hold” phase of Plan Colombia corresponded to a substantial legit payoff as well. Between 2002 and 2008, foreign direct investment in Colombia increased fivefold, mostly in petroleum, mining, and finance—those economic sectors unleashed by the global deregulation that started under Reagan and were institutionalized by Clinton.

        


        	
          ¶  Colombia’s president Juan Manuel Santos won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to end the war with the FARC, efforts that were successful, so far, not because of but despite Plan Colombia. Washington didn’t directly oppose Santos’s peace bid, as it did in 1985, but was, at best, lukewarm toward it. Leading the charge to sink the negotiations was the public face of Plan Colombia, and Washington’s most important ally in the region (and good friend of Bill and Hillary Clinton), former president Álvaro Uribe. With the United States on the sidelines, Cuba, led by Fidel Castro’s brother, Raúl, brokered the final deal that ended the war. As part of the negotiations, President Santos, speaking on behalf of the nation, accepted responsibility for the earlier slaughter of thousands of Patriotic Union members. Santos, however, was succeeded by a right-wing ally of Uribe, and the killings of social activists, leftist politicians, and demobilized FARC members are skyrocketing, putting in doubt the future of the peace.

        


        	
          **  All told, fifty-four countries across the globe supported in various ways Rumsfeld’s “extraordinary rendition” system, hosting CIA “black site” prisons, allowing their airspace and airports to be used for secret flights, providing intelligence, and kidnapping foreign nationals or their own citizens and handing them over to U.S. agents to be “rendered” to third-party countries like Egypt and Syria. No region escaped the stain. Not North America, home to the global gulag’s command center. Not Europe, the Middle East, Africa, or Asia. Not even social-democratic Scandinavia. Sweden turned over at least two people to the CIA, who were then rendered to Egypt, where they were subject to electric shocks, among other abuses. No region refused to cooperate, except, according to an Open Society report, South America. See “Globalizing Torture: CIA Secret Detention and Extraordinary Rendition” (February 2013). Found here: https://www.justiceinitiative.org/publications/globalizing-torture-cia-secret-detention-and-extraordinary-rendition.

        


        	
          * According to Adam Isacson, with the Washington Office of Latin America, DEA agents regularly held “sex parties” that “were often funded by narco-traffickers.” Only a small fraction of the crimes that no doubt take place under the shield of military-aid and private-contractor programs have come to light. In 2005, five U.S. soldiers were caught trying to smuggle Colombian cocaine into the United States. They had earlier been arrested in Colombia but were released under a U.S.-Colombian immunity agreement. That same year, Colombian authorities arrested two other U.S. soldiers for selling 32,000 rounds of ammunition to death squads. They too were released and sent back to the United States.

        


        	
          * Since about the mid-1980s, after its Cold War run of “classic coups,” that is, regime changes directly coordinated by the Central Intelligence Agency, Washington began moving back toward this earlier strategy pioneered by Joel Poinsett in the 1820s in Mexico, of using nongovernmental civil society organizations to destabilize governments. Now, instead of agitation taking place through Freemason lodges, U.S.-funded “democracy promotion” organizations—many of them carrying hard-to-argue-with names tagging human rights, a free press, and social justice—accuse governments that show too much independence from Washington of actual, exaggerated, or manufactured transgressions. As Allen Weinstein, who helped set up the National Endowment for Democracy during Ronald Reagan’s presidency (largely created to isolate the Sandinistas), put it in the 1980s: “A lot of what we do today was done covertly twenty-five years ago by the CIA.” At times, the crimes and abuses highlighted by these groups are real. But they are weighted according to their usefulness to Washington, amplified by the international press, and repeated by government officials, thereby laying the foundation for delegitimating unwanted governments. Facts or consistency matter little, as the 2009 coup in Honduras confirms. There, President Manuel Zelaya was brought down, justified on the uncontestably false charge that he wanted to revise the constitution, which mandated one-term presidencies, so as to run for reelection. Back in 1954, Edward Bernays had to actively manipulate the U.S. press to prime his anti-Guatemala PR campaign. Now, the propaganda machine—what CIA agent Frank Wisner, who ran the covert op in Guatemala, called a “Mighty Wurlitzer”—goes on its own, propelled by a profit-driven media more concerned with punditry than investigation. The charge against the Honduran president was never fact-checked in the English-language international press. In due course, once Honduras’s troublesome government had been changed, a subsequent coup president, Juan Orlando Hernández, sanctioned by Washington, changed the constitution so that he could run for a second term. He did, and won, with barely a squib about it in the international press. Since then, Hernández, along with his brother, have been implicated (by the Southern District of New York’s attorney’s office) in running cocaine north to the United States, reportedly agreeing to “facilitate the use of Honduran armed forces personnel as security” for drug traffickers.

        


        	
          †  Over the last few decades, the transnational far right has engaged in an effective process of world building, conjuring a shared demi-universe of frightening cultural Marxists, feminist activists, and corporate globalists, among other fabulous creatures. In Latin America, Judith Butler, an academic gender theorist, features prominently. In Brazil in 2017, Christian extremists protested Butler’s visit to São Paulo, holding up Bibles and crucifixes and burning the Berkeley professor in effigy. In Colombia, opponents to the peace agreement with the FARC likewise invoked Butler to warn that a peace agreement would abolish the family. At the beginning of the 2000s, in Brazil and other places, so-called social and cultural issues linked to U.S. politics had little national traction. Now, though, Bolsonaro, pushing white-supremacist and COVID-19 conspiracies, looks as if he emerged from the deepest cesspools of 4chan. In retrospect, a 2005 national referendum Brazil held to limit access to guns, during Lula’s first term, should have been a warning. At first, polls showed that up to 80 percent of the population supported the ban. Until then, there had been no real politicized gun-rights culture in Brazil, or at least not anything that looked like the United States’ cult of the Second Amendment. But after the National Rifle Association began pouring money into the campaign, paying for ads urging Brazilians to vote no—to defend their right to bear arms, even though Brazil’s Constitution contains no such right—the referendum lost, with more than 60 percent voting no. Meanwhile, many of Bolsonaro’s supporters openly carry assault weapons, defending what they imagine is their universal right to bear arms. Bolsonaro’s son Eduardo, a member of Brazil’s congress, a regular visitor to Mar-a-Lago (where he has chanted, “Build the wall”), and a star at Washington’s annual Conservative Political Action Conference, has a “shrine” to the NRA in his office, which includes a tiny plastic fetus; bobblehead dolls of George Washington, Ronald Reagan, and Donald Trump; and the Gadsden flag’s coiled “Don’t tread on me” snake.
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      “A pathbreaking work about how policies forged in blood and fire in Latin America were then exported to every corner of the globe. This brilliant and up-to-the-minute new edition is absolutely crucial to understanding our perilous present.”


      —Naomi Klein, author of The Shock Doctrine


      “Greg Grandin’s examination of America’s empire in Latin America provides a critical view—squarely opposing any notion that the United States has advanced toleration, the rule of law, or democracy in its imperial realm.… He addresses empire in terms of its dominated periphery and makes important contributions by presenting imperial and domestic policies as inseparable realms.”


      —Emily S. Rosenberg, The Chronicle of Higher Education


      “With its vivid depiction of neocon militarists, religious evangelicals, and neoliberal economists coming together, Empire’s Workshop offers a cogent analysis of how past interventions in Latin America provide the United States with a troubling model for present policy.”


      —Mother Jones


      “Read Empire’s Workshop and the whole disastrous Bush adventure in Iraq suddenly appears as the logical continuation of a century of U.S. interventions in that sad laboratory called Latin America.”


      —Ariel Dorfman, The Guardian


      “Insightful and informative.”


      —San Francisco Chronicle


      “Grandin shows how much of Latin America, which today clearly opposes the domination of Washington, questions the ability of this superpower to bring prosperity, stability, and democracy to the rest of the world when she was unable to do so in her own backyard.”


      —Le Monde


      “A superb book that clarifies, like few others, the role of Latin America in Washington’s grand design and the importance of the current uprising against the empire in Venezuela, Bolivia, and beyond.”


      —John Pilger, author of The New Rulers of the World


      “Grandin is especially good on the odious ‘public diplomacy’ of Reagan/Bush I/Bush II, a giant step in the degradation of American democracy.”


      —George Scialabba, The Nation


      “In this incisive study, historian Greg Grandin sketches the vexed course of U.S. relations with Latin America.… This timely book offers an analysis of the ideological foundations of today’s foreign policy consensus and a cautionary tale about its dark legacy.”


      —Publishers Weekly


      “If you want to know why the American intervention in Iraq has failed, look at the El Salvador of a quarter century ago.… Nixon observed that the U.S. could do what it wanted in Latin America because his compatriots didn’t give a damn about the place. Grandin’s excellent book makes a good case for caring.”


      —Kirkus Reviews


      “Meticulous… Greg Grandin’s book is a highly readable and deeply unsettling account of how the strategies, tactics, and diplomacy that the United States government developed to deal with the Central American ‘crisis’ of the 1980s became the very policies that resulted in the current U.S. involvement in Iraq.”


      —The American Historical Review


      “Grandin convincingly argues that Latin America served as a crucible in which the ingredients of current U.S. foreign policy were first blended.… Grandin’s distinctive contribution lies in documenting Latin America’s role as a staging ground for the rise of militaristic idealists within the Republican Party.… Vivid.”


      —Global Policy Forum
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