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Democracy promotion is an important tenet of United States foreign policy.  

However, U.S. democracy promotion efforts are conditioned by geopolitical concerns, 

economic goals, and security interests.  This thesis analyzes the impact of U.S. foreign 

policy in Chile, Colombia, El Salvador and Nicaragua.  Evidence from these cases 

suggests that United States foreign policy has contributed to the growth of unhealthy or 

pseudo-democracies in Latin America because frequently the policy reinforces the 

political and economic power of entrenched elites or the military. These groups, whose 

interests more closely align with U.S interests, are often uncommitted to supporting 

policy that promotes human rights and equitable distribution of wealth and power or that 

demands universal political liberties.  Democracy is promoted rhetorically rather than in 

practice, and consequently is unresponsive and illegitimate.  Future democracy promotion 

efforts by the United States, if they are to be successful, must overcome this illegitimacy 

by compensating for the conflicts that conditioned democracy produces. 
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Introduction 

 

Democracy promotion extends far back into the history of the United States, and 

has become an especially prominent tenet of American foreign policy since the Cold War 

(Schraeder 2002, 1).  Indeed, author Steven Hook notes that “no country has had a greater 

impact on global democratization, for better or for worse, than the United States during 

the twentieth century” (Hook 2002, 109).  In the early twentieth century, the United 

States sponsored elections in Latin American nations whose leaders had been ousted by 

military intervention, and established political aid programs that ranged from civic 

education to constitution writing to help reconstruct Germany and Japan following World 

War Two (Carothers 1999, 19).   

Since the Cold War, democracy has increasingly been considered a “universal 

value whose roots can be nurtured in all regions of the world regardless of culture” 

(Schraeder 2002, 1).  Accordingly, within the international system, democracy promotion 

has emerged as an “accepted and necessary component of international behavior” 

(Schraeder 2002, 1).  In United States foreign policy, democracy is often promoted along 

with other foreign policy goals, including strategic security and economic interests.  

These strategic interests, which may include anything that promotes and protects the 

United States‟ national security or the United States‟ investments, property, or 

businesses, often conflict with altruistic goals like democracy promotion.  When 

democracy is promoted with strategic security and economic interests, its promotion is 

often conditioned by those strategic interests.  This conditioned democracy promotion 

often leads to the creation of unhealthy or pseudo-democracies.  Therefore, despite the 
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fact that democracy promotion has consistently been a stated goal of United States 

foreign policy makers, the United States has historically had very little success at 

achieving it, and its pursuit of global democratization has “left a legacy of mistrust and 

resentment that has yet to be overcome” (Hook 2002, 109) throughout the world.   

This paper analyzes the democracy promotion policies of four Cold War 

presidents—Kennedy, Nixon, Carter, and Reagan—in four Latin American nations—

Chile, Colombia, El Salvador and Nicaragua—to determine whether democracy 

promotion efforts are conditioned by strategic interests, and if so, to determine the 

consequences of conditioned democracy promotion efforts.  Evidence from the cases 

suggests that conditioned democracy promotion leads to the creation of unhealthy or 

pseudo-democracies in Latin American because frequently the policy reinforces the 

political and economic power of the military or entrenched elites.  These groups, whose 

interests more closely align with U.S interests, are often uncommitted to supporting 

policy that promotes human rights and equitable distribution of wealth and power or that 

demands universal political liberties.  Democracy is promoted rhetorically rather than in 

practice, and consequently is unresponsive and illegitimate.  

 This study is important because understanding the successes and failures of past 

democracy promotion efforts is crucial for future foreign policy makers, especially if 

democracy promotion remains a stated goal of the United States.  Conditioned democracy 

promotion was a fairly common democracy promotion strategy during the Cold War, 

although its implementation did not result in responsive and legitimate democracy.  Post 

Cold War presidents still relied on conditioned democracy to promote democracy, and 

saw the same results.  Today, an important Latin American foreign policy interest 



 3 

 

espoused by President Barack Obama is to “...see that the people of the Americas have 

the ability to pursue their own dreams in democratic societies” (emphasis added) 

(Obama, 2009).  Should Obama rely on the conditioned democracy promotion strategy of 

his predecessors‟, his efforts in the region may be disappointing.  But if he pursues a new 

course by acknowledging and accepting the inherent conflicts within conditioned 

democracy promotion, his efforts may result in the promotion of a healthier form of 

democracy. 
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Kennedy, Johnson, and the Alliance for Progress: 1961-1969 

 

In the 1960s, United States foreign policy was dominated by anticommunism, and 

its interactions with the developing world were shaped by a strong desire to exert 

influence over and gain the loyalty of third world governments.  These interactions 

included military, covert, and economic interventions to combat the spread of leftist 

movements and regimes throughout the developing world.  At the same time, the 

Kennedy administration believed that the best way to combat these movements was to 

help third world nations overcome poverty and move away from authoritarianism to 

democracy (Carothers 1999, 20). In the 1960s, modernization theory emerged as the 

prevailing rationale driving the Kennedy administration to promote democracy in the 

third world.  Modernization theory was premised on the belief that the development and 

growth of a nation‟s economy would linearly lead to the modernization of that country‟s 

political, social and economic systems (Carothers 1999, 20).  As economic development 

increased, the propensity for a nation to democratize was believed to increase as well, as 

it was assumed that economic development would encourage the growth of the middle 

class and literacy rates, along with other socioeconomic factors that were considered 

prerequisites for democracy, creating and perpetuating a “virtuous circle” (Sigmund, 

1993, 15; Carothers 1999, 20).   

Kennedy‟s Alliance for Progress, a program launched in 1961 that funneled 

foreign aid into Latin American economies to increase growth, development, and 

democracy, was clearly influenced by modernization theory (Carothers, 1999, 20).  

Twenty billion dollars would be funneled into Latin America over twenty years, with the 
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goal of increasing economic growth by 5.5 percent (Smith, 2008, 138).  Kennedy hoped 

that the Alliance would “...develop the resources of the entire hemisphere, strengthen the 

forces of democracy, and widen the vocational and educational opportunities of every 

person in all the Americas” (Sigmund, 1993, 14).  Major components of the program 

included large increases in economic and military aid to the region; an increase in United 

States efforts to influence and promote certain political processes and policy initiatives; a 

deployment of military and intelligence personnel and equipment to aid in the training of 

defense forces; and a commitment to democratization and social reforms (Coatsworth, 

1994, 90).   

 

Chile in the 1960s: The Alliance for Progress 

To justify investing billions of dollars into Latin America, the Kennedy 

administration needed to demonstrate that its modernization and reform policies would 

work, and therefore needed a country that could be the “showcase of the Alliance” 

(Sigmund 1993, 17).  Chile was a prime candidate, as it had a long history of a fairly 

efficient and functional multi-party democratic political system, was more economically 

modern than many of its Latin American neighbors, and its centrist and right-wing parties 

(the Liberals and Conservatives) were willing to engage in social and democratic reforms 

(Sigmund, 1993, 16).  Its president at the time, Jorge Alessandri, a conservative elected in 

1958, had even invited Radicals into his cabinet to attempt reform in the countryside 

(Sigmund 1993, 16).  Following an earthquake in 1960, the United States provided the 

Alessandri government with $100 million in relief aid, ensuring that in 1961 it received 

the largest disbursement of US aid for any Latin American nation (Sigmund, 1977, 23).  
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In 1962, the US approved an aid program for Chile that provided it program loans every 

quarter (Sigmund 1993, 17).  Thus, from very early on in, the United States was 

intimately involved in supporting and monitoring Chile‟s economic policy. 

Much of the publicity for the Alliance focused on agrarian reform in Latin 

America as a means of redistributing wealth and decreasing the gap between the rich and 

the poor.  In 1962, the Alessandri government initiated a moderate land reform law, 

which allowed the government to seize “arable land that was badly cultivated or unused” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 17).  Although the government‟s goal was to create 5000 new land 

owners in the countryside by 1964, only about 1200 families actually received land by 

the time Alessandri left office in 1964 (Sigmund, 1993, 17).   

Alliance aid was used to expand the program established in 1956 between the 

University of Chicago and the Catholic University of Chile that sent gifted Catholic 

University economics students to the University of Chicago to pursue graduate studies.  

In the early 1960s, the program was expanded to include the University of Chile, and 

private organizations including the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations provided support 

for training in agricultural development and social science programs (Sigmund, 1993, 

18).  These “Chicago Boys” would later play an extremely influential role in the Pinochet 

regime of the 1970s.  Alliance aid also established an exchange program between Chile 

and the state of California, while educational advisors from the United States assisted in 

the establishment of educational reforms for the Chilean university systems in which an 

attempt was made to “move the Chilean universities from the European model to the 

American model” (Sigmund, 1993, 19).  
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   It is clear that from the onset Alliance aid was being applied to a multitude of 

social and economic areas in Chile to promote modernization.  Alliance aid was also used 

to modernize and train the military and police forces in Chile, as it received $25 million 

in military aid for “training and equipment” in 1963 (Sigmund, 1993, 19).  Whereas 

much of the aid that had been provided for social or economic programs had come in the 

forms of loans, the military aid that was provided at this time was all in grants.  

Simultaneously, the CIA became more active in Chile, as the Communist Party was well 

established, and the CIA had actively been working to counter communism since the late 

1940s (Sigmund, 1993, 20).  In late 1963 and early 1964, the CIA began funding center 

and right-wing parties like the Christian Democrats and the Radical Party in response to 

growing peasant, urban, labor, and student movements and in preparation for the 1964 

election (Sigmund, 1993, 20).   

 Four main political groupings existed in Chile prior to the 1964 election: the 

right, which included the Conservative and Liberal parties; the centrist Radicals; the 

Marxist left, which included Socialists and Communists; and the center Christian 

Democratic Party (PDC) (Skidmore and Smith, 2005, 124).  The Christian Democratic 

Party was a reform-oriented party founded in the 1930s which borrowed its political 

philosophy from Catholic social doctrine and was committed to social justice, democracy 

and anti-communism (Sigmund, 1993, 21).  In 1962, due to the widening political 

polarization and the realization that Allesandri‟s reforms were failing because elite 

conservatives were unwilling to support or implement them, the Kennedy administration 

began supporting the Christian Democrats (Munoz, 1991, 41).  Because the PDC offered 

a moderate centrist alternative, the administration believed that their victory in an 
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election would significantly damage the left‟s future political power and would halt their 

growing popularity in Chilean society.  The hope within the Kennedy administration was 

that the Christian Democrats‟ moderate reformist message could become a “showcase to 

counter the Cuban revolutionary example” (Munoz, 1991, 41), and could offer a 

moderate alternative to counter leftist movements throughout Latin America.  Thus at the 

time, Chile received an enormous amount of Alliance aid: in 1964 alone it received 15.3 

percent of all United States aid to Latin America (Munoz, 1991, 41).  

In the 1964 election, the United States supported the Christian Democrat Party 

and its candidate, Eduardo Frei.  At the same time, the right and the Radical parties, 

fearing the power and popular allure of the Socialist-Communist FRAP party and its 

candidate Salvador Allende, abstained from the election and supported Frei in an attempt 

to block Allende‟s victory (Sigmund, 1993, 22).  With almost $3 million in support from 

the CIA, Frei easily won with 56% of the vote (Sigmund, 1993, 23; 25).  His victory was 

a relief for the United States, as he defeated socialist Salvador Allende whose leftist 

politics were considered too risky to the United States in the wake of the Cuban 

revolution.   

One of Frei‟s most highly-anticipated and important reforms was his 

Chileanization of the copper industry.  Although Chile had an enormous copper reserve, a 

majority of the copper companies in Chile were foreign-owned, which was a source of 

contention within Chilean society.  The right tended to support the foreign companies, 

while the left (especially Allende‟s FRAP party) wanted to nationalize the copper 

industry.  Frei‟s Chileanization offered a middle solution, in which the government 

purchased 51 percent of the shares of a foreign company (Sigmund, 1993, 25).  
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Kennecott, a major copper company, was the first company that agreed to be Chileanized 

after it received assurances that political order and stability would be ensured.  However, 

Anaconda, the owner of Chile‟s largest and most profitable mine, refused to participate in 

Frei‟s program (Sigmund, 1993, 26).   

The implementation of Frei‟s Chileanization, along with tax reforms and his 

Promocion Popular plan (a group of social reforms targeting housing, health care, and 

education), required Congressional approval.  The right vehemently opposed Frei‟s tax 

reform, while the left, under the impression that Frei was the “new face of the Right” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 27), refused to cooperate with or support his policies.  Thus, despite the 

fact that the CIA financially supported the campaigns of Christian Democrats running for 

Congress in 1965, Frei was unable to find enough support for his reforms and they were 

ultimately stalled or defeated by the legislature (Sigmund, 1993, 26). 

For the first three years of his term, Frei‟s social and economic policies seemed to 

be improving conditions within Chilean society.  By 1967, however, Frei‟s program 

began to unravel.  Politically, the Christian Democrats lost the support of the Radicals, as 

the Radicals aligned with the left to elect Allende president of the Senate, and began 

losing popular support (Sigmund, 1993, 32).  The Socialists also became increasingly 

radicalized, rejecting the “peaceful way to socialism” (Sigmund, 1993, 33) and declaring 

instead that “revolutionary violence is inevitable and legitimate” (Sigmund, 1993, 33).  

Frei‟s government also encountered economic problems.  Despite his attempts to reduce 

inflation in Chile, inflation continued to rise, while private investment declined 

(Sigmund, 1993, 33).  Popular unrest emerged in the universities and countryside 

(Sigmund, 1993, 33).  By 1968, Frei‟s reform program was clearly failing, and the 
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amicable relationship between the Frei government and the United States began to 

deteriorate.   

Conclusions 

 Kennedy and Johnson‟s policy in Chile, consistent with Alliance goals, attempted 

to spur economic growth and modernization and increase democratization.  In Chile, a 

fairly functional democratic system already existed.  Because the Chilean left was so 

active and popular, the United States was concerned that a leftist would be elected 

president.  Thus, much of Kennedy and Johnson‟s policies in Chile attempted to create a 

moderate centrist political alternative to the left through covert support of campaigns and 

elections, which was successfully accomplished in the 1964 election of Eduardo Frei.  

 Once Frei was elected, he attempted to initiate some necessary reforms, including 

land reform and his “Chileanization.”  However, both were obstructed or defeated by the 

elite controlled legislature, which was unwilling to concede some of its power and 

wealth.  As it became evident that Frei‟s reform program would not be implemented, 

Chilean politics became increasingly polarized and radicalized, while popular movements 

increased and popularity for the left increased. 

 In Chile, economic growth certainly increased as a result of Alliance for Progress 

aid.  However, the economic growth was not distributed equally throughout society, as 

land and other social reforms were blocked by the legislature.  Most of the benefits of the 

economic growth were felt by the elite, and not the marginalized.  This, combined with 

the failure of Frei‟s reform program, led to increased support for the left.  Chilean 

democracy was sustained during the Alliance for Progress.  Although Alliance aid helped 

elect a moderate centrist, it could not ensure the success of a moderate centrist policy, 
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and therefore ultimately failed to cement a moderate centrist alternative to leftism in 

Chile.         

 

Colombia in the 1960s: The Alliance for Progress 

In 1957, following a military coup d‟etat, the Liberals and Conservatives (the two 

main Colombian political parties) aligned to force General Rojas Pinilla out of power.  

This transition away from military rule to democracy was peaceful, as it resulted from an 

“amicable bargain” (Skidmore and Smith, 2005, 243) between traditional political elites.  

The National Front government resulted from a pact between the Liberal and 

Conservative parties which stated that the presidency would alternate between Liberals 

and Conservatives, and all government positions would be distributed evenly between the 

two parties (Skidmore and Smith, 2005, 243).  The National Front attempted to end La 

Violencia (a period of violence dating back to the 1940s), restore constitutional 

democracy, and ensure that the terms of the pact were actually enforced (Skidmore and 

Smith, 2005, 243).   

In early 1960, prior to the launching of the Alliance for Progress, Liberal 

President Lleras Camargo expressed his desire to cooperate with the United States, but 

also expressed a commitment to social reforms and industrialization throughout 

Colombia and Latin America (Randall, 1992, 224).  In Colombia, with some U.S. 

assistance, he cautiously embarked on several reforms, including agrarian and 

educational reforms.  Although he favored reform, Lleras Camargo strongly endorsed 

anti-communism and feared that the existence of a communist state in the hemisphere 

would threaten the Inter-American system (Randall, 1992, 232).  Thus, when Kennedy 
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announced the Alliance for Progress, Colombian leaders responded favorably to the plan 

(Randall, 1992, 225). 

The Colombian government was one of the first to draft an “Economic 

Development Plan” (Randall, 1992, 232) under the Alliance, which established plans for 

economic and social reforms including housing, education, health care and land reforms.  

Educational reforms, as in Chile, were an important component of Colombian Alliance 

assistance.  Although it received less funding than some of its Latin American neighbors, 

educational exchange programs and research grants dominated the education budget 

(Randall, 1992, 226).  In August 1961, Alliance aid was designated to assist in the reform 

of the primary education system.  The main objective was that all children received at 

least five years of education (Randall, 1992, 232).  

Because of the Colombian government‟s ability to implement moderate reforms 

while simultaneously promoting anti-communism, the Kennedy administration viewed 

Colombia as one of the “major hopes for rapid development” (Randall, 1992, 233).  

However, problems within the National Front governing alliance were apparent.  

Although the National Front ended political instability (as both the Liberal and 

Conservative parties were guaranteed power at some point), it did not lead to the creation 

of radically new social policy or a completely open political system.  Agrarian reforms 

were often attempted by one administration, and then blocked or dropped by the next 

(Skidmore and Smith, 2005, 243).  This pattern of stalemate persisted into the 1970s, and 

bred frustration and discontent throughout the population.  As a result, armed 

revolutionary movements—excluded from the political system by virtue of their being 

neither Liberal nor Conservative—emerged in the 1960s. 
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Conclusions 

Although Colombia was chosen as a “favored recipient” (Skidmore and Smith, 

2005, 239) of Alliance for Progress aid, not much real socioeconomic change or 

modernization was achieved.  Violence and social unrest persisted despite the National 

Front‟s peaceful transition to democracy, as politicians were either unwilling or unable to 

pass necessary social and land reform through the elite-controlled legislature.  Guerrilla 

and anti-government social movements increased during this time, and the gap between 

wealthy Colombians and poor Colombians increased as well.   

As in Chile, although Colombia‟s democracy persisted, it remained at this time 

responsive only to the interests of the elite, and served to further their political and 

economic interests over the rest of society‟s needs.  Because Colombia‟s political system 

was stable and produced little leftist activity, the United States did little through the 

Alliance to challenge the fairly restrictive political system.  Here would have been an 

ideal opportunity to encourage a political opening, demand greater representation within 

the political system, and push for democratization, but because the system was stable it 

was sustained.  In this regard, the Alliance did not meet its goal increasing 

democratization in Colombia.   

 

El Salvador in the 1960s: The Alliance for Progress 

On October 26, 1960, a group of reformist military officers and their civilian 

allies overthrew the repressive right-wing dictatorship of Colonel Jose Maria Lemus.  

Lemus was fraudulently elected in 1956, and was an extremely ruthless ruler, confronting 

student and popular protests with terrible repression (Coatsworth, 1994, 97).  Despite his 
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brutality, his regime was considered friendly by the Eisenhower administration, as he was 

anti-communist and able to maintain order.  After Castro‟s communist revolution in 

Cuba, the Eisenhower administration viewed any instability in Latin America as 

indicative of a potential left-wing or communist revolution, and thus was very concerned 

by the coup in El Salvador (Coatsworth, 1994, 97).  In response, the administration 

refused to extend recognition to the new government until December 1960, at which 

point plans for a counter-coup were nearly complete (Coatswoth, 1994, 98).  On January 

25, 1961 (only four days after Kennedy‟s inauguration) right-wing military officer 

Colonel Julio Rivera successfully overthrew the previous government.  Less than a month 

later, Kennedy recognized Rivera‟s government (Coatsworth, 1994 98). 

As soon as he came to power, Rivera asserted that his government would work 

closely with the United States to pursue and eliminate communist and leftist threats and 

to implement necessary social and economic reforms in El Salvador (Coatsworth, 1994, 

103).  Rivera, after endorsing and praising the Alliance for Progress, promised to hold 

elections.  In some ways he did deliver on his promise, as he curtailed citizens‟ liberties 

in order to organize an official party, the Party for National Conciliation (PCN), and to 

have himself elected president as its candidate in March 1962 (Coatsworth, 1994, 103).  

He also began implementing moderate social reforms.  With the help of United States 

ambassador Murat Williams, Rivera attempted to impose new taxes on income and 

wealth and expand the government‟s ability to provide housing, education, and public 

health services (Coatsworth, 1994, 103).  Each of his reforms was supported by Alliance 

for Progress aid, as El Salvador received the second highest amount of Alliance aid in 

Central America after Guatemala between 1961 and 1963 (Coatsworth, 1994, 103). 
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To the Kennedy administration, Rivera (like Eduardo Frei of Chile) was a model 

leader.  He was reliably anticommunist and anti-leftist (as demonstrated by his prompt 

repression of the left after he took office), but was at the same time flexible enough to at 

least recognize the need for social and economic reforms and to implement some 

moderate measures (Coatsworth, 1994, 103).  Unfortunately, most of these reforms were 

ultimately curtailed and reversed by the Salvadoran elite, which saw no reason to 

cooperate with Rivera‟s moderate social program after he had eliminated the leftist threat 

from the government and country early in 1961 (Coatsworth, 1994, 103).        

Although Rivera‟s reform program failed, his work in the security and 

intelligence fields left a lasting impact on El Salvador.  With help from the “...United 

States Central Intelligence Agency (and most likely Alliance for Progress funding),” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 103) he created the Salvadoran National Security Agency 

(ANSESAL) to find and persecute leftists in the country.  Under Colonel Jose Medrano, 

ANSESAL created ORDEN, a security program which constructed a network of 

Salvadoran civilian informants (orejas) for the purposes of gathering intelligence against 

leftists.  By 1970, one out of every fifty Salvadoran citizens was an oreja for ORDEN 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 104).  This vast and powerful security apparatus was perhaps 

Rivera‟s—and the Alliance for Progress‟—most significant achievement in El Salvador, 

as it established an instrument by which the military government could and would 

persecute its own population.  The brutally repressive military regimes that followed in 

Rivera‟s wake would utilize ANSESAL and ORDEN extensively and both would play a 

major role in the bloody Salvadoran civil war of the 1980s. 

Conclusions 
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Like other Latin American recipients of Alliance for Progress funding, El 

Salvador did not see many tangible benefits, despite the fact that the amount of aid it 

received from the United States rose dramatically from one million dollars a year under 

the Eisenhower administration to 17.4 million dollars a year under the Kennedy 

administration (Coatsworth, 1994, 106).  Although Rivera attempted moderate reforms, 

they were blocked and reversed by the entrenched Salvadoran elites, who, like other 

Latin American elites at the time, were unwilling to surrender some of their power, 

influence, and economic superiority to implement necessary societal changes.  Rivera 

also attempted some political reforms, but these were merely cosmetic changes designed 

to appease the United States and to attempt to give his regime the appearance of some 

popular legitimacy.  By curtailing the civil and political rights of Salvadoran citizens to 

ensure that his party was the only official party in the country and to ensure his election, 

Rivera demonstrated his disregard for electoral and political legitimacy and for reforming 

the corrupt political process.   

A substantial portion of Alliance aid was used to reorganize and increase the 

security apparatus in El Salvador, and went to the creation of a national security agency.  

The Kennedy administration “enthusiastically supported” (Coatsworth, 1994, 106) 

programs that improved the image of local military and police, and El Salvador‟s 

ANSESAL and ORDEN certainly fit into this category.  Unfortunately, these reforms did 

little to help the Salvadoran people, and instead proved extremely harmful in the long-

term.  Rivera‟s government seemed more intent on serving and pleasing the United States 

than its own population.   
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Not only did the United States fail to promote the social and economic reforms 

that were inherently part of the Alliance for Progress‟ modernization plans in El 

Salvador, it also missed opportunities to encourage democratization in the country.  

Although Rivera‟s coup occurred only one week after Kennedy‟s inauguration, the 

administration could have extended recognition and friendship to the reformist 

government, thereby announcing to the region that it was serious about its desire to see 

democratization increase in Latin America.  Instead, it in effect looked the other way as 

the Rivera regime consolidated political power around a military and security apparatus 

that arbitrarily discounted the civil and human rights of Salvadoran citizens.  Thus, the 

Alliance failed to promote a democratic opening in El Salvador. 

 

Nicaragua in the 1960s: The Alliance for Progress 

After Somoza‟s assassination in 1956, his son, Luis Somoza Debayle, was elected 

president in 1957.  His rule continued much of the same corrupt and repressive policies of 

his father, which the Nicaraguan people continued to suffer under.  Luis, like his father, 

was rabidly anti-communist, and was able to masterfully manipulate the affections of the 

Untied States government throughout his rule.  Because of his ability to maintain order 

and repress leftist movements, communism, and in general any opposition to his regime, 

Luis Somoza remained on fair terms with the Untied States government throughout his 

rule.   

After Kennedy‟s inauguration, relations were slightly strained between Luis 

Somoza and the United States, as Kennedy fired the previous Nicaraguan ambassador 

and long-time friend of the Somoza family, Thomas Whelan.  However, this did not stop 



 18 

 

Nicaragua from receiving Alliance for Progress aid, especially after Somoza willingly 

supported and aided the Kennedy administration in its failed Bay of Pigs invasion.  

Somoza allowed the United States to use Nicaragua for training grounds, staging areas, 

and launching areas in the invasion of Cuba.  Somoza enthusiastically supported the anti-

communist endeavor, and as a result, aid to the regime was never significantly curtailed.   

Alliance aid mainly worked toward modernizing and strengthening the 

Nicaraguan state (Solaun, 2005, 56).  The government received aid and guidance focused 

toward institution building, especially in the socioeconomic sectors.  A land reform 

institute was created, while education and public housing projects were initiated (Solaun 

2005, 56).  Unfortunately, the education reforms left little lasting impact on Nicaraguan 

society, and were allowed to stagnate throughout Somoza‟s regime (Soluan, 2005, 56).  

The funding that focused on increasing institutionalization allowed Somoza‟s 

government to become far more interventionist (Solaun, 2005, 56).      

Conclusions 

For the most part, no serious effort was made during the Alliance for Progress to 

encourage the Somoza regime to democratize.  The regime merely engaged in “cosmetic 

liberalizations” (Coatsworth, 1994, 120) that ensured that the Somoza family and the 

National Guard retained control over the country, while the Nicaraguan citizens 

continued to face economic hardships and political repression.  Attempts at land and 

labor reforms made by Somoza were rhetorical at best, and when land was redistributed it 

was done so through force and negotiations in order to quell violent protests and to 

demonstrate that the Somoza regime had a “reformist identity” (Solaun, 2005, 59).  
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Alliance funding, as in other Latin American nations, also supported the police and 

armed forces, which further protected Somoza‟s power by supporting the National Guard. 

Kennedy‟s conflicting values in the Alliance for Progress are apparent in this 

case.  Although Kennedy wanted to promote democracy, he also wanted to combat 

leftism.  Somoza, who had complete control over the Nicaraguan National Guard and 

armed forces and who had previously expressed his dedication to anti-communism, was a 

reliable impediment to communism.  Therefore, the administrations tolerated his 

repressive authoritarian rule without requiring him to engage in any lasting reforms or to 

transition to democracy, and also provided the regime with military and police aid, which 

reinforced the power of the National Guard.  

 

The Noble Failure: the Alliance for Progress’ Legacy 

By Kennedy‟s assassination in November 1963, the Alliance had lost much of its 

original vigor, and the emphasis on promoting democracy and social reforms was 

beginning to fade.  As long as dictators promised to restore and use electoral processes 

and were committed to constitutional rule, the Kennedy administration “quickly 

accommodated” (Coatsworth, 1994, 109) itself to those regimes.  In 1964 President 

Johnson appointed Thomas Mann director of the Alliance for Progress.  Mann, who did 

not share the same enthusiasm for democracy in Latin America as some idealists 

appointed by Kennedy, pursued a more “pragmatic” (Coatsworth, 1994, 109) policy 

towards dictatorships in the region.  The Mann doctrine had four objectives: promotion of 

economic growth with neutrality on social reform; protection of United States 

investments; display of no preference for representative democratic institutions; and 
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opposition to communism (Smith, 2008, 144).  Essentially, cooperation with an unsavory 

military or dictatorial regime was acceptable because it was anti-communist.   

The Johnson administration began dealing more directly with local Latin 

American elites to promote political and security interests in the region, and many 

Alliance programs were thereafter diverted to other purposes (Coatsworth, 1994 110).  

For example, much of the aid to Latin America went to United States corporations in the 

region in the hopes of encouraging private investment, as opposed to implementing land 

reform or providing social services (Coatsworth, 1994, 111).  The United States 

government at the time viewed many of the political and social organizations that were 

the most committed to social reform as leftist, pro-communist, and a threat to the stability 

of the region and the United States itself (Coatsworth, 1994, 111).  These organizations 

were often persecuted by the local military, and were ultimately unable to implement any 

reform.  Although aid distribution under Johnson remained roughly consistent with the 

distribution levels under the Kennedy administration, armed opposition movements 

occurred in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Colombia during Johnson‟s five years in office 

while polarization of the Chilean electorate increased (Coatsworth, 1994, 111). 

The Alliance for Progress has since been called a “noble failure” (Coatsworth, 

1994, 116).  Although its main stated objectives were modernization, democratization, 

and social progress, it did very little to promote these goals and instead “contributed, in 

its obsession with security, to the wave of military coups that swept all of Latin America 

in the 1960s” (Coatsworth, 1994, 116).  After the Cuban revolution in 1959, priority was 

placed in ensuring that stability and anti-communism could be preserved.  This, along 

with elite resistance to social and economic reforms, made the Alliance‟s commitment to 
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greater socioeconomic justice and equality and to democracy primarily rhetorical, and in 

practice, hypocritical.  The program also failed to improve relations with Latin America, 

as many non-elites in Latin America began to associate the United States with the 

repressive and unresponsive ruling regimes (Coatsworth, 1994, 116).        

The failure of the Alliance for Progress in these cases illustrates larger problems 

within modernization theory itself.  Many intellectuals were (and still remain) skeptical 

of the assumed causal link between economic growth and democracy promotion.  

Although democracy necessarily entails notions of equality, economic growth via 

capitalism, with its emphasis on competition, legitimizes inequality within a society.  

Modern liberal democracies, who value liberty and freedom of association, are often 

more likely than other societies to form networks of interest groups that will pursue their 

own interests above the collective needs of society, thereby leading to socioeconomic 

inequalities and, in some cases, economic decline (Johnson, 2002, 34).  Others also argue 

that whether a nation is democratic or autocratic is inconsequential, as a state will act 

according to its own national interest based on certain constraints, like its place in the 

international system or the actions of other economic regimes (Johnson 2002, 40).       

In her work, In Pursuit of a Prosperous International System, Juliet Johnson notes 

that scholars and policymakers have often (incorrectly) assumed that “democratic 

governments, whatever other economic effects they might engender, certainly reduce 

economic inequality among citizens” (Johnson, 2002, 42) due to the fact that elected 

officials in democratic systems are more responsible to their citizenry and cannot, 

therefore, ignore the lower classes or labor movements (Johnson, 2002, 42).  However, 

Johnson notes that in fact “income inequality has become directly associated with 
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democracy,” (Johnson, 2002, 43) and concludes that in certain transition situations or 

when countries experience low economic growth, “democracy seems less powerful at 

reducing economic inequality” (Johnson, 2002, 43). 

Although modernization theory successfully predicted that aid would stimulate 

and increase economic development, it was ultimately unable to foresee that increased 

economic development would not automatically facilitate the growth of democracy.  As 

Johnson notes, democracy promotion policies premised on the assumption that 

democracy will engender economic growth, or vice versa, will often “rest on shaky 

theoretical and empirical grounds” (Johnson, 2002, 50).  Thus, Johnson cautions that, 

“...northern industrialized countries should not promote democracy in developing 

countries because democratization will lead to „something else,‟ but because northern 

policymakers and their people believe that democratic freedoms are good in and of 

themselves.  Such a policy would not only be more honest, but would be more likely to 

produce the intended results” (Johnson, 2002, 50).   
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Nixon and Support for Dictatorships: 1969-1977 

 

By the late 1960s, the Alliance for Progress had virtually failed to promote 

democracy or social progress in Latin America.  When he took office in 1968, President 

Nixon dramatically shifted policy away from the idealism that surrounded the Kennedy 

administration to a realist approach that disregarded any moral obligation to promote 

modernization and democracy in the third world (Carothers, 1999, 28).  The Nixon 

Doctrine, therefore “charged the security forces in each country with keeping their houses 

in order” (Grandin, 2007, 58).   The Alliance for Progress budget was consequently 

reduced to a minimum under both Nixon and Ford (1969- 1976).  Their agendas in Latin 

America were more “overtly conservative, pro-military and pro-business” (Coatsworth, 

1994, 129-130), while the great innovation of Nixon‟s policy towards Latin America was 

its large reduction in economic assistance. 

 

Chile and Nixon and Ford: 1969-1977 

President Nixon found the United States to be “too involved in the internal 

politics” (Sigmund, 1993, 35) of Chile generally, and argued for the creation of a “low 

profile” (Sigmund, 1993, 35) throughout Latin America.  However, by 1970, following 

increasing polarization of the Chilean electorate, it appeared very likely that Socialist 

leader Salvador Allende would be elected (Sigmund, 1993, 38-39).  President Nixon 

believed that the democratic election of a Socialist government was unacceptable in Latin 

America, especially following Castro‟s successful Communist revolution in Cuba.  The 

administration therefore was confronted, even as early as 1969, with the decision to 
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secretly intervene in the 1970 elections to prevent Allende‟s victory.  The CIA 

contributed approximately $300,000 to an anti-Communist “spoiling campaign” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 40) that used propaganda, anti-Communist pamphlets, posters, and radio 

programs to dissuade voters from the socialist candidate.  Henry Kissinger, Nixon‟s 

National Security Advisor, stipulated that no CIA funding was to go to Alessandri‟s 

campaign, but directors of the American-based International Telephone and Telegraph 

Company (ITT) conspired to pass approximately $350,000 to Alessandri and his party 

(Sigmund, 1993, 40).  However, this plan backfired for Alessandri when Chileans found 

out about the covert American support in late August 1970 (Sigmund, 1993, 41).    

Despite the covert funding and propaganda, Allende received the largest 

percentage of the vote with 36.1 percent, while Alessandri received 34.9 percent, and 

Tomic received 27.8 percent (Sigmund, 1993, 42).  According to Chilean law, the 

Congress must approve the president‟s election.  Thus, immediately after the election the 

Nixon administration began concocting strategies to deny Allende congressional approval 

and for his removal from office.  The CIA devised two covert strategies.  Track I, or the 

“Frei Gambit” (Sigmund, 1993, 50), included an anti-Allende propaganda campaign, the 

exertion of economic pressure on Chile, and the appropriation of $250,000 to support 

Frei and to bribe members of Congress to vote for Alessandri (Sigmund, 1993, 50).  If 

Alessandri was elected by the Congress, he would agree to resign from the presidency 

and to hold new elections, thereby allowing Frei to circumvent Chilean term-limit 

regulations and challenge Allende (Sigmund, 1993, 49).  Frei refused to support the 

CIA‟s plan, and it was abandoned after President Nixon and his national security council 

decided to pursue a more overtly hostile operation.  Track II laid the foundation for a 
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United States-supported military coup d‟etat, and instructed CIA officials to begin 

making contacts in the Chilean military (Sigmund, 1993, 51).  The economic pressure 

campaign was carried over from Track I and ramped up for Track II, as President Nixon 

instructed his CIA Director Richard Helms to “make the economy scream” (Sigmund, 

1993, 50).  Ultimately, following a series of blunders (most notably that of the murder of 

Chilean General Rene Schneider, whose support for constitutional government made him 

an obstacle that needed to be “neutralized” (Sigmund, 1993, 50)), Track II failed and 

Salvador Allende was elected president of Chile by the legislature on October 24, 1970 

(Sigmund, 1993, 54). 

An extremely contentious issue between the United States and Allende 

governments arose fairly early in 1971 in Allende‟s plan for the nationalization of 

foreign-owned companies in Chile.  A sizeable amount of United States capital was 

threatened by Allende‟s nationalization plans, as the United States had over $1 billion 

worth of investments in Chile in 1971 (Sigmund, 1993, 58).  Complicating matters 

further was the Hickenlooper Amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1963, which 

stated that all foreign aid be suspended to any nation that nationalized a United States-

owned company without compensation (Sigmund, 1993, 59).  To accomplish his 

takeovers of the copper mines (which were still owned in part by the United States), 

Allende attempted nationalization through a constitutional amendment.  At the time, the 

response from the Nixon administration was cool.  The CIA continued its anti-

Communist propaganda campaigns and its support for opposition parties, but no terribly 

hostile efforts were taken early in Allende‟s regime. 
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Although Allende‟s policies were initially successful (both inflation and 

unemployment decreased), his systematic nationalization of American-owned companies 

with no intention to compensate owners (in fact, the Anaconda and Kennecott 

corporations actually owed the Chilean government money) constantly irritated the Nixon 

administration.  The issue prompted the United States government to again exert pressure 

on the Chilean economy, including persuading the Export-Import Bank to end the 

disbursement of loans to Chile (Sigmund, 1993, 62).  In January 1972 Nixon announced 

that new United States aid would not be extended to those countries nationalizing 

American companies without taking “reasonable steps” (Sigmund, 1993, 63) toward 

compensation (Sigmund, 1993, 63).  Because of its inability to receive EXIM loans, its 

lack of United States foreign aid, and the fact that many of its investors were pulling out 

of Chile, Allende accused the United States of creating an “invisible blockade” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 67) against the country.  Although Allende‟s accusations may have been 

exaggerated (at the time of the coup in 1973, Chile was still receiving loans from two 

American banks (Sigmund, 1993, 67) it is fairly clear that the Nixon administration was 

actively working to destabilize the Chilean economy.   

Perhaps the most damaging event for Allende‟s economy was the truckers‟ strike 

in October 1972.  In response to the government‟s declaration that it would establish a 

state trucking firm, a group of private truckers in southern Chile announced an “indefinite 

strike” (Sigmund, 1993, 69) on October 11.  The country was quickly “paralyzed” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 69), as Chile depended on truckers for the majority of its shipping and 

transportation.  Within a week most sectors of Chilean society (including workers, 

peasants, professionals, and the middle class)—approximately 700,000 citizens—
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participated in the strike (Sigmund, 1993, 69).  Whether the truckers were encouraged to 

prolong the strike or were financially supported by the United States CIA is a contested 

issue, but most likely the CIA did provide some aid to the truckers (Sigmund, 1993, 71).  

Ultimately, Allende was able to end the strike only after inviting members of the military 

into his government, which pacified the opposition (Sigmund, 1993, 71).  This however, 

proved to be a fatal mistake. 

In early 1973, Chile was facing extreme inflation (136 percent) and food 

shortages (Sigmund, 1993, 72).  High-ranking members of the armed forces—including 

General Augusto Pinochet—were concerned by what they perceived to be a lack of law 

and order in the face of growing opposition to the government and popular resistance.  

Although he later began negotiating with the military, following a failed coup attempt by 

the Second Armored Regiment in June, Allende announced an entirely civilian cabinet 

(Sigmund, 1993, 75).  This act further alienated the growing section of the military that 

opposed the government, while Chilean society, in the face of unyielding economic 

turmoil, became increasingly polarized and radicalized.  Members of the left and the right 

began organizing and militarizing themselves and the truckers initiated another strike 

(Sigmund, 1993, 76).  

By September 1973, conditions were ripe for a coup.  Members of the military 

who opposed Allende were intimately involved in his government, while popular 

demonstrations in the face of a deteriorating economy continued to grow in number and 

strength.  Allende‟s inability to control the economy alienated much of the middle class, 

and his popular support was eroding.  On September 11, 1973 in an extremely violent 

coup in which the National Palace was bombed and Allende killed, the Chilean military 
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overthrew Allende‟s government and, in the process, Chilean democracy (Sigmund, 

1993, 79). 

Relations with the Pinochet Government: 1973-1977 

 Internationally, especially in the United States and Europe, many people were 

horrified by the coup.  The military junta defended its actions by claiming that it was “at 

war with 10,000 leftist foreigners... and their Marxist Chilean collaborators” (Sigmund, 

1993, 86).  Although initially the junta announced that “in due time” (Sigmund, 1993, 94) 

it would restore the government to civilian rule, Pinochet‟s consolidation and 

centralization of all power in himself ensured that this was empty rhetoric, and by 1974 

was president of Chile.  His authorization of the creation of the Directorate of National 

Intelligence (DINA) in 1974 to centralize intelligence efforts and to “carry out the fight 

against real or imagined opposition” (Sigmund, 1993, 94) ensured that all opposition (and 

in this case that meant former Allende supporters, leftists, or anyone opposed to 

Pinochet‟s regime generally) would be persecuted and eliminated.  DINA was a 

“powerful instrument of terror which until its dissolution in 1977 engaged in a ruthless 

campaign of torture and murder against „subversives‟” (Sigmund, 1993, 94).  Through his 

terror campaign, Pinochet established a rule based on the doctrine of national security, or 

one in which the greatest perceived threat to national security is not an external foreign 

aggressor, but is the country‟s own internal population. 

 Although public opinion in the United States expressed disgust and condemnation 

for the Pinochet regime and the U.S. Congress found Chile in the mid-1970s to be a 

“prime example of the need for legislative action to give a greater humanitarian 

orientation to U.S. foreign policy” (Sigmund, 1993, 94) the Ford administration (whose 
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foreign policy apparatus was still controlled by Nixon-appointee Henry Kissinger) 

supported the regime for its anticommunism and its economic policies, which were in 

part crafted with United States assistance.  Pinochet‟s “economic miracle” was the result 

of a group of Chilean technocrats trained at the University of Chicago in free market 

economics, in a program supported by Alliance for Progress aid (Grandin, 2007, 169).  

These “Chicago Boys” initiated austerity measures in Chile that attempted to reduce 

inflation through monetary controls and encourage economic growth through the 

reduction of trade barriers, deregulatory measures, foreign investment, and the 

privatization of industry and businesses.  Chile became a “laboratory experiment” 

(Grandin, 2007, 169) for what would later in the 1980s become standard IMF austerity 

measures throughout the developing world.   

Pinochet vowed to reduce inflation “at any cost” (Grandin, 2007, 170).  He cut 

government spending by 27 percent, deregulated finance and interest rates, allowed 

prices to float freely for many products, reduced tariffs and opened Chile up to foreign 

investment by removing restrictions and tariffs (Grandin, 2007, 170).  The country‟s 

major trading partner at the time was the United States, and Pinochet allowed Chile to 

become a “gateway for the introduction of cheap goods into Latin America” (Grandin, 

2007, 170).  By 1977, nearly 30 percent of all lands that had been expropriated by the 

Allende and Frei governments were returned to previous owners, while many social 

services, like health care, were privatized (Grandin, 2007, 170).  Although initially the 

economy suffered under these measures, by 1978 economic growth began to increase.  

Thus, by implementing austerity measures without much concern for socioeconomic 

equality, Pinochet managed to improve Chile‟s economy. 
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Conclusions 

 Nixon did not attempt to promote democracy in Chile.  His foreign policy goal 

was instead to ensure that a leftist was not elected in Chile.  His initial plans for covertly 

sabotaging Allende‟s approval by the Chilean Senate failed, and his only policy option 

left was to destabilize the country to the point that Allende‟s regime was overthrown.  

Nixon‟s policy of applying pressure to Chile‟s economy certainly perpetuated the 

economic problems that the country was facing, while Allende‟s own reforms also 

contributed to his alienation of the middle class and his decreasing base of support.  As 

popular disorder increased, right-wing anticommunist elements within the military 

became more concerned with the apparent lack of order within society.  To impose order 

and remove the communist threat, the military overthrew Allende‟s regime, with the 

support of the United States.  Indeed, Henry Kissinger, Nixon‟s National Security 

Advisor, once noted, “I don‟t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go 

Communist because of the irresponsibility of its own people” (Sigmund, 1993, 40).   

 Nixon‟s policy in Chile achieved his goal of eliminating the leftist threat.  In the 

process, though, Nixon‟s policy also contributed to the breakdown of a fairly functional 

democratic government and to its replacement by a repressive military dictatorship.  

From this case, it is apparent that Nixon had no interest in promoting democracy or even 

respecting it.  It is also apparent that in the context of the Cold War, the Nixon 

administration (or any United States administration) would tolerate a democracy only if it 

could be assured that a leftist would not be elected.  The concern was that Chile under 

Allende could act as an example of a democratically elected socialist government that 

could then be emulated and recreated throughout Latin America, thereby leading to a 
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leftist bloc that could counter United States hegemony in the western hemisphere.  This 

potential was considered too great a security risk to the Nixon administration.  Thus, the 

Chilean case suggests that when democracy threatens an American security or economic 

interest (Allende‟s nationalization program certainly threatened United States companies, 

investments, and property), it will likely be abandoned for those strategic interests.                    

 

Colombia and Nixon and Ford: 1969-1976 

 Initially, Liberal Colombian president Lleras had some reservations about the 

conservative President Richard Nixon.  Although officially he had no opinion on the 

1968 American presidential election, the general fear among sectors of the Colombian 

Liberal party was that Nixon was a “declared enemy of the left and a devout believer in 

the export of the „American way of life‟” (Randall, 1992, 244).  Despite some concerns, 

the election of Conservative President Misael Pastrana Borrero in 1970 provided some 

common links between the two governments.  The Pastrana government, thanks to its 

conservative politics, was more favorably disposed to the Nixon administration, and was 

more concerned by the Cuban threat (Randall, 1992, 245).  The Conservative 

administration more seriously attempted to work towards collective security against 

communism for the region than its predecessor, and for the most part attempted to 

maintain harmonious relations with the United States. 

In 1974 the radical Liberal candidate Alfonso Lopez Michelsen was elected 

president.  Because of his political persuasion he might have pursued a less conciliatory 

relationship with the United States than his Conservative predecessor had, but instead 

Lopez Michelesen pursued a foreign policy based on pragmatic interests as opposed to 
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ideological concerns, which aligned him well with the Ford administration (Randall, 

1992, 245).  However, the Liberal administration did wish to see Cuba returned to the 

Organization of American states and preferred that the Panama Canal (which had 

historically been owned by the United States) be returned to Panamanian control 

(Randall, 1992, 245-246).  In the mid-1970s Lopez Michelesen accepted assistance from 

the United States when attempting to shut down cocaine processing plants and smuggling 

operations (Randall, 1992, 246).  During the early stages of the United States‟ war on 

drugs, equipment and training was provided by the United States to the Colombian 

National Police and customs agents (Randall, 1992, 246). 

For the most part, relations between the United States and Colombian 

governments remained cordial.  Throughout the late 1960s and mid 1970s, main foreign 

policy issues continued to be the modernization of Colombian agriculture and narcotics 

control.  In 1976 the Ford administration expanded aid to support Colombian agricultural 

programs and to increase the anti-drug operations (Randall, 1992, 246).  Because 

Colombian leaders‟ foreign policies tended to reflect some of the same interests held by 

the Nixon and Ford administrations, there was little tension between the United States 

and Colombia at the time.  Colombia‟s National Front democracy was also working fairly 

well at the time, and leftist and armed guerilla movements had not strongly emerged yet, 

so Colombia did not threaten any United States strategic security interests.  Colombia‟s 

economic interests aligned well with U.S. economic interests as well, as Colombian 

leaders were interested in maintaining foreign investment and open trade relations.   
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El Salvador and Nixon and Ford: 1969-1976 

In the 1972 Salvadoran presidential election three major opposition groups 

combined to form the National Opposition Union (UNO), led by conservative centrist 

Christian Democrat Jose Napoleon Duarte (Jung, 1981, 78).  Although Duarte most likely 

would have won the election, blatant election fraud by the military ensured the victory of 

the PCN candidate (Jung, 1981, 78).  A “constitutionalist faction in the army” (Jung, 

1981, 78) overthrew the fraudulently elected government and installed Duarte as the 

president, but within a few days he was overthrown by the Salvadoran army.  Colonel 

Molina, who led the second coup, became president and immediately increased 

government repression against all of the left, even the moderate reformists.  Intellectuals 

and trade union members were imprisoned or expelled from the country, while ORDEN 

began a “policy of systematic persecution and assassination” (Jung, 1981, 79) of peasant 

leaders, union members and intellectuals.  This persecution led to the radicalization of the 

left and to attempts to merge the moderate reformists with revolutionary groups (Jung, 

1981, 79).     

Following the obvious military manipulation of the 1972 election and the severe 

repression that followed, many Salvadorans across various social and political sectors 

realized that attempting meaningful social, economic, and political reforms through the 

electoral process was useless (CIPSES, 1981, 61).  At this time the popularity of and 

support for armed guerilla movements began to increase.  The Popular Liberation Forces 

(FPL) argued for mass mobilization and armed resistance, and believed that its main 

objective was the defense of the peasants‟ and workers‟ organizations persecuted by 

ORDEN (Jung, 1981, 80).  The FARN, a militaristic guerilla group formed in 1975, 
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actually kidnapped and held for ransom representatives of corporations in El Salvador 

and members of the super elite (Jung, 1981, 80).   

Clearly the political and social tensions in El Salvador were reaching dangerous 

levels.  In an attempt to defuse the situation, in 1975 Molina began modest agrarian 

reforms (Jung, 1981, 81).  However, the landowners affected by the reform adamantly 

refused to cooperate with it, and instead organized into the Eastern Region Farmer‟s 

Front (FARO), which, with the association of private businessmen (ANEP), mobilized 

almost all of the private sector in El Salvador against the reform (Jung, 1981, 81).  This 

led to a government crisis, which resulted in the destruction of Molina‟s government.  

The opponents of the reform, the extreme right wing of the PCN, and the army under 

General Romero gained control of the government in another fraudulent election in 

December 1977 (Jung, 1981, 81).  More disturbingly, the extreme right wing faction of 

the PCN and members of FARO and ANEP organized the radical paramilitary groups 

Falange and UGB, who “proceeded with murder, torture, and terror against both 

revolutionary and reformists forces in the trade unions, parties, popular organizations and 

church” (Jung, 1981, 81).  Now not only did the Salvadoran ruling elite have at its 

disposal the government-sanctioned modes of terror ANSESAL and ORDEN, but it also 

had extra-governmental death squads with which terrorize its population.   

Conclusions 

 The Nixon administration was fairly uninvolved in El Salvador at this time, as 

unlike in Chile, the country‟s social, political and economic situations did not threaten 

American interests.  The administration was unwilling to support the conservative centrist 

political base that was growing in El Salvador at the time.  Duarte‟s UNO party may have 
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represented an ideal moderate political alternative to leftism, as his party could both 

institute social and economic reforms and work with the military, thereby resulting in a 

liberalization of the political system.  But Nixon‟s main goal was to ensure that the 

growth of leftism was contained at all costs, and that United States‟ businesses and 

investments were protected.  Thus, he ignored the election fraud in 1972 that cost Duarte 

his victory, and overlooked the military government‟s repression that followed.  Because 

the military governments were so adept at repressing all leftist activity, Nixon had no 

reason to “invest much time or resources” (Coatsworth, 1994, 160) into El Salvador.  

This case demonstrates the Nixon administration‟s willingness to overlook the repressive 

nature of dictatorial regimes because of their ability to maintain order and repress leftism.           

 

Nicaragua under Nixon and Ford: 1969-1976 

In February 1967 Anastasio Somza Debayle, the leader of the National Guard and 

younger brother of Luis Somoza, was elected president of Nicaragua.  During his term, 

Somoza, returning the country to “rule by a strongman” (Solaun, 2005, 79), actively 

reverted the political liberalizations that occurred during the early 1960s.  His term 

involved greater repression than his older brother‟s had previously, as Anastasio tolerated 

little opposition to his government.  Somoza‟s rule was also marked by corruption, as he 

focused on expanding his business empire by retaining monopolies on Nicaraguan 

industries and land (Solaun, 2005, 78).  He used the National Guard as if it were his 

personal army, allowing it to engage in “wanton...repression” (Solaun, 2005, 78).  

Although armed guerilla groups were growing in number and strength, especially 

the FSLN, Somoza‟s National Guard successfully repressed a number of offensives in 
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1967 and 1972 (Coatsworth, 1994, 137).  However, the power of the Somoza regime 

began to deteriorate rapidly after a devastating earthquake in 1972.  Somoza‟s corrupt 

mismanagement of aid donations and inability to provide relief to the Nicaraguan people 

demonstrated to many citizens that his rule was unresponsive and ineffective.  His actions 

also resulted in the alienation of many who tolerated and even supported his regime, 

detracting greatly from his perceived legitimacy (Coatsworth, 1994, 137).   

Throughout the early 1970s popular dissent in Nicaragua continued to grow.  

Trade unions saw huge increases in membership in response to the deteriorating economy 

and wages, peasant protests increased, and students and intellectuals began calling for 

social justice and democracy (Coatsworth, 1994, 137).  The FSLN raided a private party 

hosted by members of the Nicaraguan elite and government to honor a departing United 

States ambassador.  The raid forced Somoza to release fourteen political prisoners, and 

ensured that the FSLN “became identified in the popular imagination as the major force 

in the struggle against the [Somoza] regime” (Coatsworth, 1994, 138).  Although the 

strength of resistance and opposition increased throughout Nicaragua, the FSLN was 

ultimately at this time unable to provoke and encourage large public demonstrations 

against the regime (Coatsworth, 1994, 138), especially after the government announced a 

state of siege in December 1974, in which the right to assemble, freedom of expression 

and the press, and other civil and political rights were temporarily suspended until 1977 

(Solaun, 2005, 83).  

Despite this, relations with the United States remained amicable.  The Nixon 

administration often overlooked many of Somoza‟s more egregious and corrupt actions, 

because of his ability to repress leftist opposition and activity and to maintain order.  
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Although President Ford‟s human rights policies began to sour Nicaraguan-American ties 

and support for the regime decreased, processes for destabilizing or breaking down the 

Somoza regime were never considered (Solaun, 2005, 83).  As in the Alliance for 

Progress, Nicargua‟s corrupt leaders were tolerated by the United States government, 

because at the time and in the context of the Cold War, a dictator was more desirable than 

a leftist. 

Conclusions 

 Nixon‟s goal in Nicaragua was to maintain friendly relations with the Somoza 

government, as this supported his greater anti-leftist policy for Latin America.  Despite 

Somoza‟s human and civil rights abuses, flagrant corruption, and repressive political 

system, no calls for reform or criticism emanated from the United States until the end of 

Ford‟s term.  This support for Somoza was again motivated by Nixon‟s desire to contain 

leftist movements, and to support those in Latin America who were best equipped to 

repress leftist movements: the militaries and dictators.  Because at the time Nicaragua did 

not threaten any United States economic or security interests, Nixon was not compelled 

to intervene in Somoza‟s government.  However, Nixon‟s antipathy towards promoting 

reform in Nicaragua may have in the long-run contributed to the Sandinista victory in 

1979.  Had Nixon more proactively promoted democratic reforms and political 

liberalizations, the leftist Sandinistas may have had no reason to overthrow the Somoza 

government.     
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Nixon and Ford: Conclusions 

 It is clear from these cases that the Nixon administration‟s foreign policy goals 

did not include democracy promotion, but were instead focused on preventing the spread 

of communism.  For the Nixon administration, it mattered little whether a regime 

protected the civil, political, and human rights of its people, or employed a democratic 

method to address and respond to citizens‟ needs.  Whatever else a government did was 

inconsequential, so long as it did not pose a leftist or communist threat to the hemisphere 

or threaten the United States‟ economic or security interests.   

This is evident in all four cases, but perhaps most strongly in Chile, where the 

Nixon administration, motivated by its belief that a leftist government in Latin America 

threatened U.S. security and economic interests, contributed to the breakdown of a 

democratic government.  The Colombian case demonstrates, however, that Nixon was not 

opposed to democracy in Latin America as a rule, only when a democracy threatened to 

promote leftism, or threatened United States strategic interests.  Because the Colombian 

National Front government allowed for the peaceful transition of power and did not allow 

radical leftists in the government there was no potential for the election of a socialist or 

communist, and Nixon had no reason to intervene in Colombia.  El Salvador and 

Nicaragua both demonstrate Nixon‟s support for authoritarian regimes that repress leftist 

activity, but they also demonstrate that in rejecting democracy promotion, Nixon may 

have contributed to the later growth and success of the leftist guerilla groups in both 

nations.  The Salvadoran FMLN would evolve into one of the most organized opposition 

groups in Central America in the 1980s, while the Nicaraguan Sandinistas would, only 

three years later, overthrow Somoza‟s regime.       
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Carter and Human Rights: 1977-1981 

 

Following Nixon‟s Watergate scandal and subsequent impeachment, the long and 

bitter Vietnam War, and Kissinger‟s morally questionable foreign policy of supporting 

brutal dictators for their ability to provide order in Latin America, American citizens 

elected Jimmy Carter, a Democrat who ran on a foreign policy platform of supporting 

human rights.  Carter attempted to refocus American foreign policy on human rights 

because he hoped to infuse foreign policy with a moral purpose that it appeared to be 

lacking.  In 1976 during the Ford administration, Congress implemented a new law that 

required the President to report on the status human rights in all countries receiving 

military aid from the United States (Coatsworth, 1994, 135).  The Carter administration 

attempted to extend this small concession to human rights policy into an overarching 

doctrine and immediately after taking office created the office of the assistant secretary of 

state for human rights in the State Department (Coatsworth, 1994, 135).  The 

administration also cut military aid from any countries with documented human rights 

abuses, while Congress, embracing Carter‟s policy, extended human rights performance 

conditionality to economic aid as well (Coatsworth, 1994, 135).  Thus the support for 

dictatorships and military regimes that had been the status quo for American foreign 

policy in Latin America for three previous administrations (Johnson, Nixon and Ford) 

was replaced by the Carter administration‟s more humanitarian and moral foreign policy 

objective.  In theory, this transformation represented a positive step for the growth of 

democracy in Latin America, as focusing on human rights abuses should have thoroughly 

discredited the military and dictatorial regimes in the region, thereby allowing for at least 
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minor liberalizations in the political systems.  However, as the cases demonstrate, 

Carter‟s policy of making aid contingent on the respect of human rights was implemented 

inconsistently, and was consequently viewed by many in the United States and in Latin 

America as a hypocritical and ineffective foreign policy, and undermined democracy in 

the process (Smith, 2008, 171). 

 

Chile and Carter: 1977-1981 

 Augusto Pinochet‟s dictatorial regime was a fairly obvious target for the 

implementation of Carter‟s human rights policy, as the government‟s repression and 

abuses had been well publicized and international criticism of the regime had been 

steadily increasing.  Following Carter‟s inaugural address, in which he announced his 

intention to make the promotion of human rights a priority in his foreign policy, Pinochet 

released 300 political prisoners and closed two detention centers (Sigmund, 1993, 108).  

Thanks to congressional limitations placed on aid that conditioned its disbursement on 

the respect of human rights, United States aid to Chile dramatically decreased during the 

Carter administration.  Military aid was suspended completely after 1977, while 

economic aid also dropped significantly (Sigmund, 1993, 109).  As a result, the cases of 

documented disappearances, or the clandestine abduction, detention, and often murder of 

people in Chile by Pinochet‟s government, significantly decreased, although torture and 

mass detentions still occurred (Sigmund, 1993, 109).  

 The Carter administration also attempted to apply pressure to Pinochet to return 

Chile to a civilian-led democratic government.  In 1977 United States officials met with 

members of the Chilean opposition—including Christian Democrat Eduardo Frei—to 
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offer advice, and later at the OAS Assembly called for the dissolution of the DINA (the 

Chilean intelligence agency created by Pinochet to eliminate opposition) and a return to 

civilian rule (Sigmund, 1993, 110).  In July 1977, Pinochet announced his Chacarillas 

Plan, which established a plan for the gradual return to democracy through three stages, 

cementing his rule until 1990 (Sigmund, 1993, 110).  One month later, Pinochet also 

agreed to dissolve the DINA, and replaced it with the National Information Center (CNI).  

Although many criticized the CNI as being merely a “cosmetic change” (Sigmund, 1993, 

111) to the DINA, following its creation cases of documented disappearances ended 

completely (Sigmund, 1993, 111).      

 Following the announcement of his Chacarillas Plan, Pinochet allowed work to 

begin on the new constitution that was to be ratified by a plebiscite in 1980 (Sigmund, 

1993, 110; 123).  Pinochet gave a number of principles that he wanted included in the 

constitution to the Committee for the Study of a New Constitution, including the 

“institutionalization of a special role for the armed forces... the direct appointment of a 

number of senators by either the president or functional groups, and the guarantee of a 

free enterprise government as a bulwark against an „enslaving and omnipotent state‟” 

(Sigmund, 1993, 123).  After rounds of revisions, the constitution, which included 

provisions that banned communism and allowed the president to appoint nine senate 

seats, was accepted by the Chilean people in the 1980 plebiscite (Sigmund, 1993, 125-

126; 127).  Although the 1980 constitution was a step in the direction towards the 

renewal of democratic government, the inclusion of provisions that banned communism 

and vastly expanded the powers of the president created a “flawed constitutionalism” 
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(Sigmund, 1993, 128) that undermined the rule of law and the independence of the 

political system.   

 After increasing attacks by the Carter administration for human rights abuses and 

bolstered by his success in the 1980 plebiscite, Pinochet criticized Carter‟s foreign policy 

in Chile.  He demanded that the United States “...leave Chile alone” (Sigmund, 1993, 

127), and noted that “...it did not cost the United States a dollar to get rid of the 

Communists in 1973, adding, „But when we need the United States, instead of helping us, 

they beat on us‟” (Sigmund, 1993, 127-128).   

Conclusions 

 Carter‟s human rights policy was fairly successful in Chile.  The administration‟s 

decision to suspend military aid completely and decrease economic aid pressured 

Pinochet to dissolve his government‟s infamous secret police force, the DINA, and begin 

the process of transitioning to a civilian-led democratic government.  Pinochet also 

agreed to lift the state of siege that had been imposed upon the country following the 

1973 coup and released most political prisoners in 1977.  Thus, although Chile was still 

effectively run by a dictator, Carter‟s policies facilitated a narrow opening of the political 

system and provided the Chilean people with some relief from repression. 

 However, many authoritarian elements persisted within Chile, despite Carter‟s 

policies.  Although the CNI was less brutal than the DINA, it was still criticized for its 

reliance on torture and long detentions to collect information on and apprehend the 

opposition.  Also, the 1980 constitution did more to institutionalize and secure the 

Chilean military‟s presence in the political system and to ensure Pinochet‟s continued 
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existence within the government than to actually facilitate a free and open democratic 

political system.   

 Despite these issues, Carter‟s attempt to facilitate democratization through the 

promotion of human rights was fairly successful.  The administration was willing to 

remain loyal to its human rights and democracy promotion policies because Chile 

presented no leftist threat, thanks to Pinochet‟s repression of all leftist opposition 

following the coup.  The Communist party was banned, both before the implementation 

of the 1980 constitution and after, and the administration knew that promoting democracy 

in an already stabilized Chile would not lead to too much instability and would not, 

therefore, compromise or threaten security interests.  Thus, this case demonstrates that 

when a leftist group is unlikely to gain power, the United States is more likely to 

consistently promote democracy.          

 

El Salvador and Carter: 1977-1981 

 The Central American nations became prime targets for Carter‟s human rights 

policy, as they harbored some of the most nefarious dictators and military regimes in 

Latin America.  El Salvador, having had a long history of government-sanctioned 

military repression and, by the mid-1970s, active armed popular opposition organizations 

and radical right-wing death squad activity, was an obvious and early target for the Carter 

administration.  In 1977 the United States withdrew military aid from El Salvador.  

However, the military regime, having previously received substantial military aid and 

training from the United States, rejected U.S. military assistance and denounced Carter‟s 

policy as an “unwarranted intrusion into their internal affairs” (Coatsworth, 1994, 135).  
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Instead of denying the obstinate regime further aid contributions, Carter, fearing that a 

drastic reduction would be “...punishing needy recipients for the sins of their repressive 

government” (Coatsworth, 1994, 135), decided to continue El Salvador‟s economic aid.  

Predictably, when the 1977 presidential election produced another fraudulent victory for 

the military, widespread popular protests erupted and were ruthlessly suppressed by the 

military government.  The newly elected government of General Carlos Romero, using 

ORDEN in conjunction with the right-wing Falange and UGB death squads, began 

terrorizing its population to root out and eliminate growing opposition guerilla activity.  

To eliminate the political left, including moderate and centrist leftists like the Christian 

Democrats, Romero also instituted the “Law for Defense and Public Order,” which 

allowed the police and army to repress any social or political movement opposed to the 

government (Coatsworth, 1994, 136; 147; 149).  With Romero‟s election, the Salvadoran 

ruling elite effectively expressed its lack of desire to engage in economic or social 

reforms, and endorsed a solution that was contingent upon the use of terror to cement its 

political power in the Salvadoran system.  Clearly, democracy was not on El Salvador‟s 

radar at this time; any hope of even a meager political opening or moderate reforms had 

been dashed by Romero‟s fraudulent election.   

 Despite its initial blunder in 1977, the Carter administration adopted a fairly 

hostile stance to the Romero regime between 1977 and 1979, primarily for its human 

rights abuses (Coatsworth, 1994, 147).  The administration initially hoped to modify the 

regime‟s repressive behavior enough to facilitate a transition to democracy (Coatsworth, 

1994, 147).  However, because of two important factors, this outcome was not only 

unlikely, but ultimately after 1979 abandoned by the United States.  First, United States‟ 
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intelligence officials in El Salvador reported that three main guerilla groups operated in 

opposition to the Romero regime, but none of these three groups were judged to have 

enough popular support to adequately challenge the regime, nor was their success 

guaranteed should they combine together under an umbrella organization (Coatsworth, 

1994, 147).  Therefore, a United States policy of supporting popular opposition groups 

was abandoned.  Second, following the successful overthrow of the Somoza government 

in Nicaragua by the leftist Sandinista revolutionary movement, the Carter administration 

abruptly switched its policy objective from promoting a democratic regime through the 

promotion of human rights to one that attempted to avoid a Sandinista-like revolution 

elsewhere in Latin America (Coatsworth, 1994, 148).  Thus, the Carter administration, 

like the idealistic Kennedy administration before it, came to rely on the military 

government to ensure that a leftist revolution never came to fruition.              

 The Carter administration was not entirely willing to deny its human rights policy 

(as this would certainly cause it to lose face internationally and within Congress), but was 

still committed to preventing a leftist coup in El Salvador.  To reconcile these conflicting 

goals, the administration attempted to create a pro-United States, civilian government that 

was willing to cooperate and collaborate with the Salvadoran military, while 

simultaneously calling for an end to human rights abuses (Coatsworth, 1994, 148).  Even 

within this policy conflicting goals still existed, as the reduction of human rights directly 

threatened the military‟s hegemony over social control.   

 Romero was not easily controlled, nor was he very willing to cooperate with 

Carter‟s objectives.  In early 1979, after two separate reports from the U.S. State 

Department and the Organization of American States criticized his regime for human 
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rights abuses, he agreed to repeal the Law for Defense and Guarantee of Public Order, 

but because guerrilla activity continued to grow and because Romero refused to allow 

opposition to participate in the government, military and death squad repression 

continued, even without the law (Coatsworth, 1994, 150).  Assassinations of government 

officials and kidnappings of Salvadoran businessmen by the guerilla groups led to calls 

for law and order by the military and the elite, while Carter‟s refusal to support Somoza 

during the Sandinista revolution shocked Romero into action, but his reforms, which 

included increasing wages and promising to allow the opposition political participation, 

were too late (Coatsworth, 1994, 150).  On October 15, 1979 elements of the Salvadoran 

military announced a coup (with the support of the Carter regime), and Romero resigned 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 150). 

 The coup leaders created a five-person junta with two military officers and three 

civilians and proclaimed full civil liberties for Salvadoran citizens and its intention to 

undertake agrarian reforms (Coatsworth, 1994, 151).  All political parties were legalized, 

the dissolution of ORDEN was ordered, and the junta pledged to promote and support 

free and open elections (Coatsworth, 1994, 151).  The civilians in the junta struggled 

throughout 1979 to consolidate the government‟s power and to institute reforms, but the 

majority of the military and its elite allies consistently undermined the government and 

attacked the newly free Salvadoran population (Coatsworth, 1994, 151).  Police and 

military repression became more brutal than ever before, and as a result, the civilians and 

reformist military officers were unable to implement their promised reforms or to create 

conditions necessary for peaceful democratic elections (Coatsworth, 1994, 151-152).   
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 Again, a chance for democracy evaded El Salvador.  The Carter administration, 

still fearing a Sandinista-like revolution, provided no new aid for the junta, as it was still 

wary of taking any actions that might have undermined the power of the military 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 152).  The United States ambassador, Frank Devine, rarely met or 

consulted with civilian leaders in the junta, but instead frequently met with its military 

leaders (Coatsworth, 1994, 152).  After the military increased its public attacks in 

December 1979, the civilian members of the junta resigned, as they believed that the 

opportunity for a democratic transition had been “...exhausted by the behavior of the 

armed forces” (Coatsworth, 1994, 152).  The United States persuaded the military to 

invite the Christian Democratic Party (PDC) to serve as the civilian component in the 

new cabinet, but the PDC relied almost exclusively on United States support to remain in 

power, while the military launched a full-scale counter-insurgency campaign against all 

opposition groups (Coatsworth, 1994, 152-153).         

 Carter‟s last year in office was an extremely violent and contentious one for El 

Salvador.  Between 1980 and 1981 at least two coups were attempted by right-wing 

elements of the military, and were only narrowly averted by the intervention of the U.S. 

ambassador and high-ranking military officers, while the new Agrarian Reform Law, 

implemented by the remaining PDC civilians in the junta, was used by the military as a 

legal excuse to begin placing peasants into strategic hamlets to root out guerilla 

opposition (Coatsworth, 1994, 153).  Archbishop Romero, an outspoken critic of the 

Salvadoran military, denounced the reform process as “reforms bathed in blood” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 153) in December 1980 and was murdered the next day.  By late 1980 

El Salvador‟s human rights abuses became widely publicized by the media, especially 
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after the arrest, rape and murder of four U.S. churchwomen by members of the 

Salvadoran National Guard.  The Carter administration cut off all military and economic 

aid, but after receiving an assurance from the Salvadoran government that the 

perpetrators would be persecuted, reinstated economic aid one week later (Coatsworth, 

1994, 155).  The five existing guerilla groups organized into one group, the Farabundo 

Marti National Liberation Front, and in January 1981 began their “final offensive” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 155).  The military government appealed to the United States for aid, 

and Carter sent $10 million in military aid, including for the first time lethal weapons 

assistance (Coatsworth, 1994, 156).  Thus, at this time El Salvador entered into an 

extremely bloody civil war.         

Conclusions 

Clearly, Carter‟s first attempt in 1977 at promoting a human rights policy in El 

Salvador failed miserably, as the policy did nothing to challenge the violent military 

regime.  Worse still, the administration, by continuing to provide El Salvador with 

economic assistance, effectively undermined its main foreign policy goal of reducing 

human rights abuses.  Despite the fact that Carter felt compelled to send economic aid for 

the Salvadoran people, his decision to do so sent a mixed message to the Salvadoran 

military regime that it could then take advantage of and manipulate.  Essentially, under 

Carter‟s inconsistent policy, there was no genuine incentive or threat of sanction that 

could force the Salvadoran military to make any concessions to their people, because the 

military government still received economic aid that could then be used to bolster and 

secure its political power.  
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    This pattern of inconsistent aid contribution and goal promotion continued into 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, especially after the Sandinista Revolution in Nicaragua.  

At that point, Carter‟s goals of promoting human rights and preventing another leftist 

revolution directly conflicted.  Carter needed the support of the military government to 

ensure that leftist opposition was minimized.  By supporting the military, the 

administration in a way tacitly consented to the regime‟s continued human rights abuses, 

as long as it prevented a leftist revolution.  This transition in policy not only 

demonstrated to the Salvadoran regime that Carter was willing to sacrifice his 

humanitarian goals for pragmatic security interests (which seemingly gave the regime a 

blank check for violating human and civil rights) but also effectively squashed any hope 

for democratization in El Salvador, as all political opposition was violently repressed and 

the center parties (like the PDC) who represented probably the best hope for creating a 

stable democratic government, were legally and extra-legally barred from implementing 

any policies the military did not approve.  Instead of supporting the moderate and pro-

democratic elements in the junta, the United States focused its efforts on aiding the 

military.  Not only did this policy hamper democracy promotion, but it contributed to the 

escalating military, paramilitary, and guerilla violence that would eventually erupt into 

civil war.   

Carter‟s foreign policy in El Salvador, especially after its goals became directly 

confrontational in 1979, was extremely ineffective at promoting democracy through the 

reduction of human rights abuses.  Attempting to salvage a democratic transition while 

actively supporting repressive elements within society clearly led to huge structural 

problems, as repression and political liberalizations cannot exist harmoniously together.  
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Conditioned democracy promotion, as seen in Carter‟s attempt in 1979 to create a civilian 

led junta that would collaborate with the military, is entirely ineffective when no 

moderate centrist element is allowed to function free of harassment.  Had this actually 

been Carter‟s desired goal, his administration might have offered more political and 

economic support to the civilians in the junta in the form of training, advisors, and aid, 

but instead his security interest of preventing a leftist revolution prevailed.  This case 

effectively demonstrates that conditioned democracy promotion efforts (whether efforts 

are conditioned by security or economic interests) can lead to not only unhealthy 

democracies, but under certain extreme conditions, to a total lack of democracy and civil 

conflict.    

 

Nicaragua and Carter: 1977-1981 

 Following his corrupt mismanagement of earthquake aid and relief contributions 

in 1972, Anastasio Somoza Debayle‟s regime began to unravel.  Armed guerrilla activity 

increased throughout the 1970s, while popular demonstrations and strikes occurred more 

and more frequently.  When President Carter took office in January 1977, the general 

consensus throughout the intelligence community was that “...Somoza faced no 

insurmountable difficulties and would retain power indefinitely” (Coatsworth, 1994, 

139).  However, the Carter administration‟s initial policy goal in Nicaragua, consistent 

with its greater human rights policy in Latin America, was to secure Somoza‟s 

resignation without allowing the Sandinistas (the prominent leftist opposition guerilla 

group in the country) to take over (Coatsworth, 1994, 139).  This policy required the 

negotiated transition of power from Somoza to a moderate, pro-United States group, 
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along with the preservation of a purged National Guard (Coatsworth, 1994, 139).  In 

1977, the administration successfully persuaded Somoza to allow for greater civil 

liberties, as he lifted the state of siege and announced that he would not run for president 

again after 1981 (Coatsworth, 1994, 139).  But these actions were viewed by the 

opposition as an act of defiance, as Somoza effectively announced that he intended to 

remain in power for another three years (Coatsworth, 1994, 139).   

 Somoza, despite his apparent eagerness to cooperate with the Carter 

administration, would not give up his power easily.  He attempted to undermine the 

administration‟s strategy for a negotiated transition to a moderate government by 

eliminating any moderate alternative between himself and the Sandinistas, thereby 

forcing the United States to support his rule over the leftist alternative, and by making 

some concessions to the United States in an attempt to appease the administration 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 140).  Somoza‟s strategy seemed to be working in June 1978, when 

after agreeing to release political prisoners, reform the electoral process, and allow the 

OAS Human Rights Commission to visit Nicaragua, President Carter sent Somoza a 

letter congratulating him on his “...new commitment to respecting human rights and 

democratic procedures” (Coatsworth, 1994, 140).  Unfortunately for Carter, this letter 

enraged the opposition (both the moderates and Sandinistas), as the United States 

appeared to support a regime that the Nicaraguan people were resisting (Coatsworth, 

1994, 140). 

 Following increasing Sandinista victories in 1978, including the capture of the 

National Palace and a successful general strike, the Carter administration was convinced 

that the only way to stabilize Nicaragua and to avoid a leftist revolution was through 
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Somoza‟s resignation.  Thus, the administration increased its pressure on the dictator by 

suspending military aid and persuading the OAS to mediate a transition between Somoza 

and the moderate opposition (Coatsworth, 1994, 141).  For three months OAS officials 

attempted to negotiate a deal between Somoza and the Broad United Front, an umbrella 

opposition group, but ultimately efforts failed as Somoza refused to resign (Coatsworth, 

1994, 141).  Carter‟s choice to limit the United States‟ role in the mediation process to 

one that was more behind the scenes was motivated by his belief that “he should not ask a 

sitting president to step down” (Coatsworth, 1994, 141).  Had Carter more directly 

involved the U.S. in the process, it is more likely that Somoza would have resigned at the 

time, but Somoza was not “prepared to believe that the United States had abandoned him 

without hearing it directly” (Coatsworth, 1994, 141).  

 By 1979 the Carter administration began intensifying its hostilities against 

Somoza, albeit inconsistently.  In February, all military and economic aid to Nicaragua 

was suspended and the ambassador was recalled to Washington (Coatsworth, 1994, 141).  

Instead of applying more pressure to Somoza, for the next few months the Carter 

administration merely pressured other governments to stop providing arms to the 

Sandinistas (Coatsworth, 1994, 141).  In June, after the Sandinistas‟ final offensive had 

spread throughout Nicaragua, U.S. ambassador Pezzullo ascertained that Somoza was 

finally willing to resign as long as he and his family received U.S. visas and that the OAS 

negotiate the transition of power to an opposition group other than the Sandinistas 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 142).  Pezzullo was able to negotiate a transition with Somoza in 

July, in which the dictator would be replaced temporarily by Congressman Francisco 

Urcuyo Maliano and the National Guard would be purged (Coatsworth, 1994, 144).  On 
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July 17, 1978, Somoza resigned, and three days later, after announcing his intention to 

remain in office permanently and ordering the Sandinistas to surrender, Urcuyo resigned 

as well (Coatsworth, 1994, 144).  The Sandinista revolution successfully overthrew the 

Somoza regime. 

 For the remainder of his term, Carter settled into an uneasy acceptance of the 

Sandinista government.  Hoping to lead the Sandinistas toward an “accommodation” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 157) with the United States, the Carter administration tried to avoid 

confrontations with the Nicaraguan government.  Aid was continued, although no 

military aid was ever provided (Coatsworth, 1994, 158).  For their part, the Sandinistas 

were not aggressive towards the United States, preferring instead to remain non-aligned, 

but they did engage in some activities that “irritated” (Coatsworth, 1994, 159) the 

administration, including inviting Fidel Castro to the first anniversary celebration of the 

Sandinista victory.  However, the Carter administration could not overlook evidence that 

implicated the Sandinista government in providing aid to the Salvadoran guerrilla group, 

the FMLN, and by 1981, the U.S. claimed to have “irrefutable evidence” (Coatsworth, 

1994, 159) of Sandinista involvement.  Although the administration repeated its 

accusations, it did not suspend aid to or take more hostile measures against the 

Nicaraguan government, instead leaving the issue to the incoming Reagan administration 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 160). 

Conclusions 

 Carter‟s main goal in Nicaragua was to secure Somoza‟s resignation, while 

simultaneously ensuring that the Sandinistas did not gain power. The administration also 

wanted to maintain a purged version of the National Guard to ensure that further leftist 
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movements were prevented.  As it became increasingly clear that securing a transition 

from Somoza‟s regime to a moderate democracy would not be easily achieved, the Carter 

administration began placing more pressure on Somoza.  However, this pressure (usually 

enacted through economic sanctions or denial of aid) was not consistently applied, and 

the Carter administration accepted minor concessions made by Somoza to appease the 

United States.  Not only did this ensure that Somoza never made any concerted efforts to 

transition to democracy, it also angered and alienated the Nicaraguan people, who viewed 

Carter‟s acceptance of these reforms as the United States supporting a regime the 

Nicaraguan people resented.    

Carter‟s policy was partly successful, in that Somoza eventually agreed to resign, 

but the Sandinistas ultimately took over.  This most likely occurred because Carter tried 

to keep the United States out of the OAS transition negotiations in 1978, which 

contributed to their failure.      

 

Carter: Conclusions 

 Carter‟s human rights policy had mixed results across the cases.  The policy was 

most successfully implemented in Chile, as Carter‟s consistent denial of military aid 

motivated Pinochet to remove the state of siege and dissolve his repressive police force, 

the DINA.  The policy was also fairly successful in Nicaragua, although here it became 

somewhat apparent that Carter‟s goals of democracy promotion and prevention of leftist 

movements could not be successfully implemented simultaneously.  Somoza was 

removed, but that success can more heavily be attributed to the Sandinistas, although the 

pressures that were inconsistently provided by the administration certainly contributed to 
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his resignation (especially the visa incentive that was provided to Somoza in 1979 by the 

administration).   

Carter‟s policy was least successful in El Salvador, where Carter‟s initial 

inconsistent denial of aid allowed the military regime to ignore his demands and made his 

foreign policy appear weak.  After the 1979 Sandinista Revolution, Carter‟s goals 

conflicted in El Salvador, as promoting a democratic transition while preventing leftist 

movements cannot harmoniously coexist.  To prevent leftism, Carter needed the support 

of the military government that he had previously condemned, and as a result reinstated 

military aid.  Repression and human rights abuses increased, and the chance for a 

political opening disappeared as a violent civil war between the military government and 

the FMLN guerilla group intensified.  Not only did this policy fail to promote human 

rights or democracy, it damaged democracy‟s legitimacy in El Salvador, as people 

learned that democracy can be imposed or removed at will by a foreign power and that if 

it produces a certain outcome, like leftism, it will be replaced with repression.  Thus, 

Carter‟s policy did very little to promote democracy in Latin America.    
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Reagan and the Roll Back: 1981-1989 

 

 In 1981, President Ronald Reagan was determined to distance his administration‟s 

foreign policy from that of his predecessor‟s as much as possible.  Members of the 

Reagan administration argued that Carter‟s human rights policy violated the “strategic 

and economic interests of the United States” (Kirkpatrick, 1981, 32), and even 

contributed to the Sandinistas‟ success in Nicaragua in 1979 (Sigmund, 1993, 132).  

Members also argued that the human rights policy was hypocritical, as it only targeted 

right-wing dictatorial or military regimes with human rights abuses, and ignored left-

wing governments with human rights abuses.  Thus the Reagan administration worked to 

overcome the “deteriorating U.S. position throughout the Third World” (Coatsworth, 

1994, 163).   

Reagan argued that this deterioration was due to his predecessors‟ reluctance to 

use the United States‟ powerful economic and military resources to contain leftist 

movements (Coatsworth, 1994, 163).  Reagan‟s foreign policy in Latin America was 

therefore concerned with “rolling back” the growth of leftist movements in the region, 

appearing tough on Communism, and ultimately restoring United States predominance in 

the region (Coatsworth, 1994, 164).  The administration attempted to repair relations with 

Latin American authoritarian regimes and adopted a “more actively hostile stance toward 

revolutionary and reformist regimes and movements deemed unfriendly to U.S. interests” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 164).  Although these efforts were made in the name of promoting 

democracy in the region, democracy was often used as a convenient rationale for 
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promoting strategic interests.  As the cases demonstrate, very little democracy was 

promoted in Latin America during Reagan‟s term in office.         

 

Reagan and Chile (1981-1988) 

Early in 1981, Ronald Reagan attempted to “normalize” (Sigmund, 1993 136) 

foreign relations with Chile through “quiet diplomacy” (Sigmund, 1993, 133), or a policy 

of quietly, and not publicly, pressuring Pinochet to alter his government, as opposed to 

Carter‟s highly visible and public criticism of the regime.  Reagan‟s administration lifted 

some of the sanctions imposed on Chile by the previous administration, and initially 

allowed the human rights issue that had so pervaded Carter‟s policy to drop.  However, 

the United States Congress at this time pressured the administration to continue 

promoting human rights, and consequently was hesitant to allow Reagan to repeal the 

1976 Kennedy Amendment, which had ended all military aid to Chile (Sigmund, 1993, 

135; 137).  In December 1981 the new Chilean foreign aid bill was approved by 

Congress.  It did not entirely repeal the 1976 amendment, as it tied military aid to a 

presidential certification that Chile had made progress in ensuring human rights, and that 

military aid was given in the “national interest of the United States” (Sigmund, 1933, 

138), but it ensured that human rights remained a priority in Reagan‟s policy. 

By 1982 the Reagan administration began to reconsider the utility of its quiet 

diplomacy tactic in Chile.  Due to Pinochet‟s reluctance to improve human rights and his 

repression of political liberties, it became clear that quiet diplomacy was not improving 

the human rights situation.  In 1983, Chilean citizens (led by the copper workers‟ union) 

began widespread protests against Pinochet‟s rule (Sigmund, 1993, 143).  The 
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demonstrations not only resulted in the Chilean government granting some concessions to 

laborers, but also motivated the Reagan administration to begin publicly criticizing the 

regime‟s human rights abuses and calling for a transition to democracy (Sigmund, 1993, 

142; 144).  Following increasingly violent public demonstrations in Chile, the formal 

organization of the Chilean opposition into the Democratic Alliance, and a U.S. 

congressional appeal to the Reagan administration calling for “a rapid and peaceful 

restoration of democracy in Chile” (Sigmund, 1993, 144), Pinochet appointed right-wing 

politician Sergio Onofre Jarpa to open negotiations with the Democratic Alliance 

opposition (Sigmund, 1993, 144-145).  But it was soon evident that Pinochet would not 

speed up the constitutional timetable that was established in 1980 (Sigmund, 1993, 144).  

In its 1984 annual human rights report, the United States noted that respect for human 

rights had deteriorated in Chile during 1983, most likely in response to the increasingly 

widespread popular demonstrations (Sigmund, 1993, 146-147).        

In March 1984 the Reagan administration‟s policy towards Chile shifted away 

from quietly supporting the friendly authoritarian regime to publicly favoring a 

democratic transition with a moderate centrist political base (Sigmund, 1993, 147).  The 

administration feared that Pinochet‟s obstinacy combined with a deteriorating human 

rights situation and widespread social unrest would create an “increasingly destabilized 

political situation” (Sigmund, 1993, 147), which would hinder a democratic transition 

and could potentially lead to the growth of leftist movements.  Popular violence 

continued into November 1984, at which point, following bombings and strikes, Pinochet 

re-imposed the curfew and state of siege and cracked down on opposition groups 

(Sigmund, 1993, 148).  In December 1984, in a speech made for Human Rights Day, 
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President Reagan singled out Chile for condemnation, noting that it had made little 

progress towards democracy (Sigmund, 1993, 149).  Pinochet responded three days later 

by warning the United States not to “...stick your nose in affairs that don‟t concern you... 

your own democratic system is in danger” (Sigmund, 1993, 149).   In response to the 

extension of the state of siege in early 1985, the administration for the first time abstained 

from providing a loan to Chile by the Interamerican Development Bank (Sigmund, 1993, 

150).  Most importantly, in 1985, the United States also began imposing conditions on 

aid sent to Chile, including the removal of the state of siege (Sigmund, 1993, 151).  In 

June, one month after the state of siege had been extended, Pinochet lifted it.  The next 

day, the administration approved a loan package for Chile (Sigmund, 1993, 151).           

For the remainder of its term, the Reagan administration publicly called for a 

democratic transition in Chile, sent advisors to meet with and support the opposition, and 

criticized Pinochet‟s regime for its human rights abuses and repressive political system.  

Strangely by 1986 (especially considering the events occurring in Central America at the 

same time), members of the Reagan administration began denying Pinochet‟s claims that 

democracy in Chile would lead to a Marxist government, instead claiming that “the evils 

of democracy can best be cured with more democracy,” (Sigmund, 1993, 157) and that 

“U.S. support for democracy is „direct and unequivocal‟ and is seen as the „most effective 

way‟ to achieve other U.S. interests” (Sigmund, 1993, 157).  The United States supported 

the efforts of the National Accord for the Transition to Full Democracy, created in 1985 

by an alliance of 11 Chilean political parties ranging from socialists to right-wing 

nationalists (Sigmund, 1993, 155).  The accord called for the “...reestablishment of civil 

and political liberties; the election of a Congress and president; the legalization of 
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political parties; and constitutional guarantees of the right of private property” (Sigmund, 

1993, 155).  Although Pinochet rejected the accord, the United States could support it, as 

it ensured that leftism would most likely be dissuaded in Chilean politics and would not 

emerge due to a democratic election.
1
  

Following an assassination attempt by a guerilla group in September 1986, 

Pinochet again imposed a state of siege, banned opposition publications, and four leftist 

opposition leaders were assassinated by right-wing death squads (Sigmund, 1993, 162).  

After repeated condemnations of the state of siege by the United States, Pinochet began 

to gradually lift it (Sigmund, 1993, 163).  Following another U.S. abstention on an 

Interamerican aid loan to Chile, in 1987 Pinochet removed the state of siege, lifted the 

curfew that had been imposed since 1984 and approved the Statute of Political Parties, 

which at the very least removed the Constitutional Tribunal‟s ability to ban a party if it 

was suspected of being communist (Sigmund, 1993, 164).  Despite this opening, it was 

clear that Pinochet, and not a junta-supported civilian, would run in the 1988 presidential 

election.   

In October 1988, immediately prior to the plebiscite vote in which Chileans 

would decide whether to retain Pinochet until 1997, the United States could not ensure 

that the election would be free and fair (Sigmund, 1993, 174).  Power blackouts preceded 

the election, while U.S. officials heard of plans to sabotage the vote (Sigmund, 1993, 

174).  For the October 5 election day, the administration sent election observers, while 

other American nongovernmental organizations sent observers as well (Sigmund, 1993, 

175).  The next day, after confirming that the No received 53.5 percent of the vote and 

                                                 
1
 The constitutional guarantee to the right of private property would legally protect against state 

nationalization efforts and also against a violent revolution in which the modes of production are destroyed, 

both of which were outcomes that were considered threatening to U.S. national security. 
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the Yes only 44.3 percent, Pinochet “formally conceded defeat and pledged to carry out 

the provisions of the constitution” (Sigmund, 1993, 177).  The presence of United States 

election observers and officials in Chile most likely created a deterrent that prevented 

Pinochet‟s government from announcing a fraudulent victory, or attempting to incite 

public violence as a means to call in the army or cancel the election (Sigmund, 1993, 

177).  By 1989, Pinochet would transition power to a civilian-led democratic 

government.  

Conclusions 

The Reagan administration‟s initial goal in Chile was to normalize relations with 

Pinochet‟s government, or to reduce the level of hostilities that had been imposed by the 

Carter administration.  It attempted to accomplish this through the use of quiet 

diplomacy, where pressures were applied to the Pinochet government behind the scenes.  

Initially, the administration hoped to establish friendlier relations with Chile by 

overlooking its human rights abuses, but the United States congress would not allow this.  

The administration could not successfully repeal the Kennedy Amendment, and after 

facing Pinochet‟s intransigence about improving human rights ultimately abandoned its 

quiet diplomacy tactic and changed its policy goal to promoting a democratic transition.  

This new goal was implemented through the administration‟s frequent public criticisms 

of Pinochet‟s human rights abuses and authoritarian government, refusal to provide 

Pinochet‟s government with aid and loans, and through the advice and support U.S. 

advisors provided to the Chilean opposition.   

Reagan‟s policy in Chile was fairly successful, as there is little doubt that his 

administration‟s frequent public criticisms of the regime and its refusal to provide aid to 
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Chile at critical moments (especially following the reinstatements of the states of siege) 

contributed to the deterioration of Pinochet‟s legitimacy and public support.  However, it 

is likely that had the United States not intervened in Chile, the same outcome would have 

occurred eventually.  Chilean opposition to Pinochet was not only confined to the upper 

classes, but was spreading throughout society.  When in the late 1980s it became clear to 

not only the United States but to the Chilean citizens as well that Pinochet had no 

intention of giving up power for another ten years, the strength of the opposition 

increased.   

The Reagan administration‟s policy in Chile was much different than its policy in 

Central America, especially in Nicaragua and El Salvador.  Instead of supporting the 

right-wing authoritarian dictator, in Chile Reagan opposed the dictator and actively 

worked to promote a political opening and a democratic transition.  This likely occurred 

for a couple of reasons.  First, there was no leftist threat in Chile, as Pinochet had 

effectively eliminated Chile‟s leftist base in the 1970s.  Thus, it was unlikely—especially 

after the opposition codified its support for private property into its National Accord—

that a radical leftist would be democratically elected in Chile, and Chile would not pose a 

threat to United States‟ security interests.  Second, the United States Congress would not 

allow the Reagan administration to circumvent or abandon human rights promotion, 

especially following Carter‟s successes with Pinochet earlier.  To retain its funding for its 

Central American campaign, the Reagan administration needed to prove to Congress that 

it was willing—and able—to promote democracy in Latin America. Thus, in the face of 

the administration‟s anti-democratic actions in Central America, Chile represented a sort 

of concession made to the U.S. Congress and people.   
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This case also reveals that at the time, and due in large part to Pinochet‟s 

repression, democracy could safely be promoted.  Democracy would not lead to 

communism, nor would it lead to instability or disorder, and therefore it would not 

conflict with the Reagan administration‟s hard-core economic or security interests.  Thus, 

when democracy does not mean much—that is, when its imposition or growth does not 

include a radical restructuring of society or the economic system—the United States is 

often more likely to promote it, and to promote it successfully.         

 

Colombia and Reagan: 1981-1989 

Colombia was facing economic crisis during the 1980s.  As a result, guerilla and 

social movements increased oppositional efforts against the government, but instead of 

responding to the popular movements through agrarian or social reforms the Colombian 

government enacted political and institutional reforms combined with free market 

economic policies designed to “internationalize” the economy (Aviles, 2006, 45).  These 

economic measures encouraged economic growth, but did little to alleviate social 

tensions, as they mainly favored the Colombian elite and international investors.  Guerilla 

activity, especially by the M-19 group, increased throughout the 1980s.  The Reagan 

administration and Colombian governments during the 1980s viewed the guerilla 

movements as threats not only to Colombian national security, but to United States 

national security as well, especially as the leftist guerilla movement became increasingly 

tied to the narcotics industry (Randall, 1995, 248; 250).   

President Turbay (1978-1982) viewed the Colombian guerilla activity in terms of 

an “international communist subversion rather than an indigenous response to social and 
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economic injustices” (Randall, 1992, 251).  As a result Turbay, fearing that Colombia 

was vulnerable to leftism due to guerilla activity and its proximity to Cuba and 

Nicaragua, collaborated with the Reagan administration through “ideological 

submission” (Tokatlian, 2000, 336) to pursue a domestic offensive against the leftist 

guerilla groups.  With “Washington‟s blessing” (Tokatlian, 2000, 337) Turbay could 

repress, using paramilitary forces and the National Security Statute, leftist guerilla 

activity, thereby contributing to the violent clashes that often arose between the two 

groups.  Despite these measures, Colombia was not criticized for human rights violations 

by the United States like other countries in the region, and it received economic and 

military aid from the Reagan administration with no protest from Congress (Tokatlian, 

2000, 337).  Turaby‟s anti-communist views suited his regime well to the Reagan 

administration, and the existence of Colombia‟s democratic political system ensured that 

Congress had little to protest (Randall, 1992, 251). 

President Belisario Betancur‟s (1982-1986) foreign policy was much less 

consistent with the Reagan administration‟s policies.  Not only did the Betancur 

administration adhere to a policy of non-alignment (or international neutrality), but it also 

attempted to become more actively involved in the Third World by extending amnesty to 

the Colombian guerilla forces and supporting the Contadora peace efforts in Central 

America (Randall, 1992, 252).  Because of his concerns that the Central American 

situation would lead to the “escalation of a surrogate U.S. war or unilateral U.S. military 

intervention” (Randall, 1992, 252), Betancur ensured that Colombian officials 

participated in the Contadora peace negotiations in 1983.  But by 1984, the Reagan 

administration attempted to prevent Colombia from “moving any further along its 



 65 

 

divergent foreign policy path” (Randall, 1992, 253) by connecting its anti-drug policy to 

United States national security.  The administration, in coining the term “narcoguerilla” 

(Tokatlian, 2000, 339), for the first time linked leftist guerilla activity to the increasing 

drug trafficking trade.  By openly negotiating with the M-19 in Colombia, Betancur‟s 

Colombia appeared to be evolving into a security threat.  However, by 1985, due in part 

to a financial crisis that prompted IMF intervention and a $1 billion loan from the United 

States, to apparent connections between guerrilla activity and drug trafficking, and to the 

hostage crisis between the M-19 and the Colombian Supreme Court, Betancur began 

taking a harder line against insurgents and leftist movements and falling more closely in 

line with the Reagan administration‟s foreign policy (Randall, 1992, 253; Tokatlian, 

2000, 339).       

Betancur‟s successor, Virgilio Barco, expanded and maintained friendly relations 

with Cuban leader Fidel Castrol during the late 1980s.  Both countries agreed on a series 

of foreign policy issues, including opposing the Reagan administration‟s policies in 

Central America and promoting peace in the region (Tokatlian, 2000, 341).  Although 

this collaboration with Cuba should have marked Barco‟s Colombia as a threat to United 

States security, Barco‟s strong anti-drug policies and repression of guerilla activity and 

leftist movements (later known as the “dirty war” (Tokatlian, 2000, 342)) actually 

endeared Colombia to the Reagan administration (Tokatlian, 2000, 341).  Despite the fact 

that in the late 1980s there were “massive human rights abuses” (Tokatlian, 2000, 342) 

and increasing violence between the government and guerillas and leftists, Colombia was 

not criticized for human rights abuses by the United States or the international 

community. 
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Conclusions 

 Again it is apparent that the United States was not interested in intervening in 

Colombia.  Although at some point all three Colombian leaders contested Reagan‟s 

actions in Latin America, they all ultimately cooperated with the administration‟s foreign 

policy and were rewarded with economic and military aid as a result.  Reagan‟s main 

policy in Colombia, consistent with his overall policy for Latin America, was the 

containment of leftist activity.  By linking drug trafficking to guerilla activity, the 

administration was able to specifically target Colombia in both its foreign policy and 

anti-drug policies.  But the administration did not need to work hard to implement its 

policies in Colombia, as for the most part Colombia‟s leaders were willing to implement 

them domestically without much incentive or threat.  Colombia‟s democracy persisted, 

but guerilla activity and violence increased, suggesting that Colombia‟s democracy was 

eroding.    

 

El Salvador and Reagan: 1981-1989 

 Reagan‟s inauguration on January 20, 1981 came at a time when El Salvador was 

facing a bloody civil conflict between the repressive right-wing military government and 

its elite allies, and the popular opposition groups, formed under an umbrella guerilla and 

political group, the FDR-FMLN.  Although the FMLN‟s final offensive had failed in 

early January, the insurgent group had demonstrated a tenacity and eagerness to fight the 

military and death squads.  Thus, Reagan‟s initial objective in El Salvador, consistent 

with his overall anti-leftist policy in Latin America, was to prevent the FMLN‟s victory 

over the military regime (Coatsworth, 1994, 170).  To accomplish this, the administration 
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needed to increase military and economic aid to the country, which required 

congressional approval.  Although few members of congress opposed the goal of 

defeating the insurgents, many were wary of providing the military regime with aid in the 

face of its constant human rights abuses.  Members argued that the Salvadoran 

government and military needed to make themselves “...more attractive to the Salvadoran 

population by ending human rights abuses, creating democratic institutions, and 

implementing social reforms, particularly agrarian reforms” (Coatsworth, 1994, 170).   

 To circumvent the human rights and democracy obstacles Congress posed, the 

Reagan administration created a security threat by claiming that the FMLN guerrillas 

were involved in a “Soviet-Cuban-Nicaraguan plot aimed at the United States” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 170).  In 1981 the State Department released its White Paper, 

“Communist Interference in El Salvador,” in which the Department claimed to have 

“definitive evidence of the clandestine military support given by the Soviet Union, Cuba, 

and their Communist allies to Marxist-Leninist guerillas now fighting to overthrow the 

established government of El Salvador” (U.S. State Department, 1981, 230).  The Paper 

also argued that the some of the FMLN‟s main goals were “...to discredit the Salvadoran 

government, to misrepresent U.S. policies and actions, and to foster the impression of 

overwhelming popular support for the revolutionary movement” (US State Department, 

1981, 232).  However, the White Paper proved to be fairly inaccurate, and Congress 

reduced El Salvador‟s aid package as a result (Coatsworth, 1994, 171). 

 The Reagan administration, after facing congressional pressure, was forced to 

reconsider its circumvention of the human rights issue.  In July 1981, Thomas Enders, the 

assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, announced that the administration 
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would work to pursue “human rights, democracy, agrarian reform, and a negotiated end 

to the civil war” (Coatsworth, 1994, 171) in El Salvador.  In practice, however, the 

administration subordinated these issues to supporting the Salvadoran government in its 

fight against the FMLN.  Although the administration orchestrated the resignation of the 

notorious Salvadoran Defense Minister General Garcia, his replacement, General Vides 

Casanova, had a comparably poor human rights record (Coatsworth, 1994 171).  In 1983 

Vice President Bush visited El Salvador and demanded the removal or transfer of high-

ranking officers with poor human rights records.  Although the military made most of the 

changes, the decline of human rights abuses probably occurred as a result of the exodus 

of hundreds of thousands of Salvadorans from the country and the deaths of 

approximately 40,000 citizens (Coatsworth, 1994 171).   

After the FMLN had conquered about a third of the territory in El Salvador by 

1983, the Reagan administration began making innovations to the Salvadoran military 

(Coatsworth, 1994 172).  Units were decreased, so they could be more mobile, while 

aircraft usage increased against the guerillas (Coatsworth, 1994, 172).  The size of the 

military was also vastly increased, and by 1984 had grown from 12,000 troops to 50,000 

troops (Coatsworth, 1994, 172).  The Reagan administration also encouraged the military 

to “improve relations with the civilian population and thus reduce the guerrillas‟ base of 

support” (Coatsworth, 1994, 172).  But ultimately by the late 1980s, the guerrillas had 

adjusted their tactics to respond to these innovations, and little was accomplished for 

either side. 

   The United States also encouraged junta president Jose Napoleon Duarte to 

enact political reforms in hopes of opening the system and making it at least appear more 
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democratic.  In 1982 elections were held for a new constituent assembly that would elect 

an interim president and draft a new constitution (Coatsworth, 1994, 172).  Although this 

appeared to be a step in the direction of popular participation and democracy, because it 

occurred during a bloody civil war, in a country where civil liberties did not exist and at 

the urging of a superior power, the election was a “classic demonstration election, whose 

purpose was mainly to legitimate the Salvadoran government in the eyes of the U.S. 

public and Congress” (Coatsworth, 1994, 172).  The Christian Democrats emerged with a 

plurality in the election, but two right-wing parties received the majority of the vote: the 

PCN, traditionally controlled by the military and elites, and the super right-wing ARENA 

party, whose leader, Roberto D‟Aubuisson, had connections to death squads and was 

implicated in the murder of Archbishop Romero (Coatsworth, 1994, 173).  D‟Aubisson 

was elected assembly president, and immediately began working to overturn agrarian 

reforms implemented in 1981.     

      After the agrarian reform was overturned, the U.S. Congress began reducing 

Salvadoran aid.  The Reagan administration realized that a conservative centrist electoral 

victory was crucial in gaining the support of Congress for aid (Coatsworth, 1994, 173).  

In the 1984 presidential election, the CIA covertly supported Duarte‟s campaign over 

D‟Aubuisson‟s (Coatsworth, 1994, 173).  Duarte‟s victory allowed the administration to 

gain Congress‟ support for increases in economic and military aid, without, for the first 

time, the presidential certification that human rights abuses were decreasing (Coatsworth, 

1994, 174).  Although Duarte‟s presidency was marked by failures, like his inability to 

negotiate an end to the civil war, and his inability to reform the military or control it, his 

presidency ultimately produced an odd form of “democracy” in El Salvador (Coatsworth, 
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1994, 174-175).  While at the time it was clear that the Salvadoran government was not a 

democracy, under Duarte political representation increased, and some opposition parties 

were allowed to participate in elections.  The PDC victory also demonstrated that 

moderate challenges to the status quo would be tolerated, and it allowed for a cautious 

growth of social movements that had been previously repressed by the military 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 174).  Thus, although Duarte did not accomplish much real reform, 

nor did the Reagan administration achieve its goal of defeating the guerrilla insurgency, 

by 1989 a slightly more open political system had emerged in El Salvador. 

Conclusions 

 The Reagan administration‟s main policy goal in El Salvador was to prevent the 

FMLN from overthrowing the military regime.  Although the administration 

implemented this policy through hostile means, including providing military funding, 

support, training, and equipment to the military regime that ultimately exacerbated and 

prolonged the civil war between the Salvadoran government and the FMLN, by 1989 El 

Salvador experienced a minor political opening.  This is likely due to a few factors.  First, 

as in Chile, the United States Congress posed an obstacle to Reagan‟s unimpeded 

implementation of his policy in El Salvador.  Congress, by refusing to allocate aid, would 

not allow the President to circumvent human rights or democracy issues.  Therefore, to 

continue providing military aid and support to the Salvadoran government, Reagan was 

forced to promote democracy.  Although Duarte‟s 1984 election was clearly a 

“demonstration election” that did not reflect the Salvadoran citizens‟ interests and was 

held during a time of severe repression and conflict, the Reagan administration convinced 

the military regime to loosen its hold over society enough to allow for some conservative 
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opposition to emerge.  This in itself can be considered a very small victory for the 

Reagan administration, although despite its rhetoric, it is unlikely that the administration 

ever intended to facilitate a democratic opening in El Salvador.   

Democracy, in this case, was used rhetorically or promoted shallowly, in an 

attempt to promote strategic security interests.  Had the 1984 election been free and open 

with the participation of all political parties (not only the right-wing and conservative 

centrist parties) a leftist might have been elected.  But Reagan‟s primary goal was not to 

promote democracy; it was to prevent the FMLN from gaining power.  Democracy may 

very well have led to an FMLN victory, which would have defeated Reagan‟s purpose.  

Thus, as opposed to the Chilean case, the stakes were too high in El Salvador, as 

democracy meant too much.  It meant the potential loss of a friendly regime in the region 

and its replacement by a hostile, anti-U.S. regime; it meant the destabilization of Central 

America; and it meant that another country in Central America would join the Soviet-

Cuban-Nicaraguan network, thereby contributing to a Soviet infiltration of the Western 

hemisphere. 

 This case also demonstrates, to a lesser degree than the Nicaraguan case, the 

lengths that the Reagan administration was willing to pursue to combat leftism.  

Ultimately though, the administration was unable to eliminate the FMLN, as by 1989, it 

had grown into the “most effective guerilla army in [Central America‟s] history” 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 165).  The guerillas were especially adept at adapting to innovations 

made by the Salvadoran military, and were tenaciously dedicated to overthrowing the 

government.  Even Duarte‟s election could not pacify the group, indicating that none of 

Reagan‟s policies in El Salvador were successful.   
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Reagan and Nicaragua (1981-1989) 

 In July 1979, the leftist Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) overthrew 

the Somoza regime and established a democratic government.  The Sandinistas attempted 

to create a representative government with a mixed economy that combined socialist and 

capitalist elements, and also intended to remain non-aligned or neutral in the international 

system (Wheelock Roman, 1997, 73).  Because of their leftist political ideology, United 

States foreign policy towards the Sandinista regime became distinctly hostile in the 

1980s.  Although President Carter initially supported the Sandinistas, he soon after 

retracted his support and began working to prevent similar revolutions throughout Latin 

America.  His successor, Ronald Reagan, raised the level of hostilities to a fever-pitch, as 

he actively attempted to overthrow the Sandinista government entirely because, in his 

view, Nicaragua “endangered U.S. national security” (Wheelock Roman, 1997, 75) 

because of its connections to the Soviet Union and Cuba, as it was considered totalitarian, 

and because it threatened the stability of its neighbors by supporting insurgency groups 

(specifically the Salvadoran FMLN).    

 In Nicaragua, the Reagan administration‟s policies towards the Sandinistas varied 

throughout his eight-year term, although the overall goal of removing the leftist group 

from power remained constant.  From early 1981 until late 1983, tensions between the 

United States and Nicaragua escalated, as Reagan authorized funding for the organization 

and training of paramilitary, counter-insurgency forces, which would later be called the 

contras (Coatsworth, 1994, 176).  Bases constructed by the United States in Honduras 

were used for training exercises and the storage of weapons and equipment (Coatsworth, 

1994, 177).  Economic pressure was also applied, as the Reagan administration 
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suspended economic aid programs to Nicaragua that had been implemented by Carter, 

successfully encouraged other Western European donors to decrease their funding to 

Nicaragua, and pressured international lending organizations to suspend loans to the 

country (Coatsworth, 1994, 177).  Although these policies undermined the Sandinista‟s 

government, in late 1983 Reagan was persuaded to temporarily end his escalation of 

tensions in the face of making Central America an issue in the 1984 presidential election 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 177). 

 During the campaign season, the United States eased its hostilities towards the 

Sandinistas by engaging in diplomatic negotiations with the regime, and rhetorically 

supporting a congressional ban on contra aid and mediation efforts by the Contadora 

Group (Coatsworth, 1994, 177).  The Contadora group, led by Mexico, was founded in 

the 1980s and was dedicated to peacefully resolving the conflicts pervading Central 

America, especially in El Salvador and Nicaragua.  In 1984, the Contadora Group, taking 

advantage of Reagan‟s de-escalation, drafted a treaty that required Nicaragua to end its 

aid contributions to the Salvadoran FMLN, remove all Soviet and Cuban advisors, and 

limit the size of its army (Coatsworth, 1994, 197).  When the Sandinistas agreed to 

comply with this settlement (which addressed many of the Reagan administration‟s 

security concerns), the administration was forced to obstruct the negotiation process such 

that after Reagan‟s election in November 1984, any hope for further negotiations 

disappeared (Coatsworth, 1994, 198). 

 Following Reagan‟s re-election in 1984, hostilities again increased.  Between 

November 1984 and November 1986, diplomatic negotiations were suspended, a full-

scale economic embargo was imposed, and peace negotiations were circumvented 
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(Coatsworth, 1994, 177).  Most importantly, the war between the U.S.-backed contras 

and the Sandinista government vastly increased, as Reagan finally secured congressional 

approval for military aid for the contras (Coatsworth, 1994, 177).  In the early 1980s, the 

contras began as disorganized groups of former National Guardsmen who attacked towns 

and government buildings.  Because the contras opposed the Sandinistas, their growth 

and organization was encouraged by the Reagan administration, so that by the late 1980s, 

their numbers had grown to around 15,000 (Coatsworth, 1994, 182).  The contras‟ 

success depended on the ability of the United States to provide them with weapons, 

supplies and funding, which, before 1986, was channeled clandestinely through the CIA 

(Coatsworth, 1994, 183).  Congress was hesitant to provide aid to the contras, because 

their human rights record was appalling, but by 1986, Congress approved an aid package 

worth $100 million, $30 million of which could be spent on weapons (Coatsworth, 1994, 

183).  Although the contras failed to “come close to their objective of overthrowing the 

Sandinista regime” (Coatsworth, 1994, 184) the civil war that the Sandinista government 

was forced to fight ensured that the “entire Sandinista plan, including democratic reform, 

became subordinated to the national military defense” (Wheelock, 1997, Roman 75). 

 Perhaps the most egregious component of the Reagan administration‟s policy in 

Nicaragua was its willingness to engage in illegal activities to provide funding to the 

contras.  When Congress cut funding to the contras in 1983 due to their human rights 

record, members of Reagan‟s National Security Council instituted an arms sale 

agreement, where arms were sold to Iran and the funds were covertly used to support the 

contras.  Congress was not informed of the arms sale agreement until 1986.  When the 

agreement became publicized in 1986, it erupted in a huge scandal (Hastedt, 2006, 66-
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67).  Thanks in part to the Iran-contra affair, for the last two years of Reagan‟s term, the 

administration “effectively lost control of events in Central America” (Coatsworth, 1994, 

178).  After the implementation of the Arias peace plan in 1987, Congress refused to fund 

the Contras and only approved humanitarian aid for Nicaragua.  By 1989, when the 

Sandinista government was preparing for elections (in which they would be defeated by a 

13 party coalition), U.S policy towards Nicaragua had “virtually collapsed” (Coatsworth, 

1994, 178).         

Conclusions 

Although one of Reagan‟s stated goals for Latin America was the promotion of 

democracy, his actions in Nicaragua suggest that he was attempting to promote 

something else.  It is clear that from the beginning of his term, Reagan‟s actual foreign 

policy goal for Nicaragua was the removal of the leftist Sandinista government from 

power.  To implement this policy, the Reagan administration provided covert and overt 

funding and support to the right-wing Sandinista opposition group, the contras, but 

because of their poor human rights record, Reagan could not convince the United States 

Congress to provide the group with funding until 1986.  In the meantime, the 

administration devised an illegal and clandestine arms sale agreement in which arms were 

sold to Iran and the profits were used to fund the contras.  The resultant Iran-Contra 

Affair effectively ruined Reagan‟s foreign policy in Nicaragua and ensured that Congress 

would not support the contras again.  Also, the administration actively obstructed the 

Contadora peace process in 1984, ensuring that the war it was supporting between the 

contras and the Sandinistas would continue indefinitely until the Sandinista government 

was overthrown.   
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Reagan‟s obsession with overthrowing the Sandinista government was motivated 

by his belief that it threatened U.S. security interests, as he claimed that the government 

was part of a Soviet-Cuban network, was attempting to spread communism throughout 

Central America starting with El Salvador, and was building an army.  His defense of the 

contras as “freedom fighters,” who were combating leftism and promoting democracy, 

and his obstruction of the Contadora peace processes, which if not interfered with might 

have eliminated all of the administration‟s security concerns that the Sandinista 

government raised, reveal that Reagan‟s support for democracy promotion in Nicaragua 

was merely rhetorical.  Democracy was used in this case as a convenient rationale to 

promote security interests.  Had Reagan actually been interested in allowing democracy 

to flourish in the region, he would not have intervened in the Sandinista‟s government.       

   

Reagan: Conclusions 

 Reagan‟s main policy goals of rolling back the growth of leftism in Latin 

America, increasing American credibility, and reestablishing American predominance in 

the region failed, especially in the Central American cases.  The administration attempted 

to implement its policy through the support of right-wing governments against leftists 

within their populations and through the support of right-wing insurgency groups against 

leftist governments.  Central America became the centerpiece of Reagan‟s foreign policy, 

as interventions in El Salvador and Nicaragua would not negatively impact U.S. 

economic or security interests.  Reagan believed that victories against leftists in those 

countries would allow the American public to overcome its “Vietnam Syndrome,” or its 

perception that unilateral interventions would automatically result in another quagmire, 
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Vietnam-like conflict.  Also, victories would increase the United States‟ credibility, or its 

perception in the international system.  If the United States could successfully defend the 

Western hemisphere against leftist threats, then it and its foreign policy would appear 

tough and strong.   

 The Reagan administration was therefore obsessed with overthrowing the 

Sandinista government in Nicaragua, so much so that it was entirely willing to engage in 

illegal activities and to support a group with a reputation for violating human rights to 

achieve its goal.  Ultimately however, the contras had little hope of ever defeating the 

Sandinistas, as the group was completely dependent on American funding and support.  

Reagan‟s policy in Nicaragua failed.  His support for the contras contributed to a violent 

war between the Sandinistas and the contras, and ensured that Sandinistas were unable to 

implement any democratic or social reforms.   

Reagan‟s policy in El Salvador was similar to his policy in Nicaragua, although 

Congress would not allow Reagan to so easily circumvent human rights issues.  His 

support for the Salvadoran government also prolonged the Salvadoran civil war between 

the military government and the FMLN, and although a small political opening occurred, 

democracy was not promoted.  Chile was Reagan‟s democratic concession, as he needed 

to prove to Congress, the American public and the international community that his 

foreign policy in Latin America was not completely devoid of democracy.  His policy 

was fairly successful in Chile, as his administration could consistently call for 

democratization and respect for human rights, as those goals would not lead to the growth 

of leftism following almost 15 years of Pinochet‟s repression.  Colombia‟s foreign policy 

was unique, in that the Reagan administration linked the growth of leftist guerilla activity 
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to the increasing narcotics trade.  Here, Reagan‟s anti-leftist policy was also successfully 

implemented by the Colombian leaders themselves. 

 From the cases, especially the Central American cases, it is apparent that Reagan 

promoted democracy rhetorically and subordinated democracy promotion to the 

promotion of economic and security interests.  Democracy was mainly used as a rationale 

for intervention in a Latin American nation, or for the promotion of a security interest.        
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General Conclusions 

 

 American foreign policy in Latin America has varied over time and with policy 

makers.  Carter‟s human rights policy was certainly at odds with Nixon‟s pragmatic 

realist approach, while Kennedy‟s theme of challenging the growth of leftist movements 

through modernization represented a different form of idealism than Reagan‟s moral 

crusade to roll back communism.  However, all policy makers, despite their divergent 

time periods and constraints, share some common elements within their Latin American 

foreign policies, including the Cold War context under which they operated, the fact that 

all four promoted strategic interests at the expense of other humanitarian interests, and 

the fact that each policy maker in some way conditioned democracy promotion efforts on 

those strategic interests.   

All four major policy makers analyzed in this study—Kennedy, Nixon, Carter and 

Reagan—operated during the Cold War.  The Cold War established a bipolar 

international system, with two major hegemons in the eastern and western hemispheres: 

the Soviet Union and the United States.  Both superpowers were fighting to extend and 

retain their sphere of influence and domination throughout the world, and both ostensibly 

viewed any incursion into the other‟s sphere of influence as a major security threat, 

especially in the wake of a major nuclear arms race and the nearly constant threat of 

nuclear war.  Although security considerations were an integral component of American 

Cold War foreign policy, because the Cold War pitted two antithetical economic and 

political ideologies—democracy and communism—against each other, American Cold 

War foreign policy included an ideological component as well.  In this context, the 
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United States must not only prevail over the Soviet Union for reasons of national 

security, but free market capitalism must prevail over the command system, and most 

importantly, democracy—its political systems and values—must triumph over 

communism as a statement of the validity of the American political system, economic 

system, and way of life.   

In this context, it is not difficult to understand why foreign policy makers drew 

such an absolute line between promoting democracy and containing communism, and 

why leftist movements were so strongly targeted.  The United States could not 

strategically or ideologically afford a communist threat in its own hemisphere, and after 

the loss of Cuba in 1959, no president would willingly and idly allow a nation in the 

Western Hemisphere to fall to communism under his watch.  Thus blatantly aggressive 

and seemingly irrational efforts were taken to destabilize and undermine multiple leftist 

regimes in Latin America by, most infamously, Nixon against the Allende regime in 

Chile in 1973 and Reagan against the Sandinistas in Nicaragua in the 1980s. 

 The Cold War context under which all four policy makers operated reveals 

another common element within their foreign policies: all four actively promoted 

geopolitical strategic security and economic interests, often at the expense of other stated 

goals.  The promotion of security and economic interests by the president in his foreign 

policy is not a uniquely Cold War phenomenon, nor was it exclusively confined to that 

time period.  However, the Cold War intensified international tensions to the point that 

even the slightest political or economic instability in the Western Hemisphere came to 

represent a weakness for the communists to exploit or an opportunity for the Soviet 

Union to make inroads into the United States‟ sphere of influence and to challenge its 



 81 

 

hegemony.  The most common American security interest in Latin America included 

maintaining stability and order, and was executed in foreign policy by creating, 

organizing and financially supporting the military and police forces and by ensuring the 

continued prosperity of the Latin America elite, who were more committed to free market 

policies and who had greater economic and cultural ties to the United States than to their 

own native countries.  Thus, popular movements, political instability, or economic crises 

in Latin American nations were often viewed with suspicion and were dealt with in a 

disproportionately harsh manner, as if they were legitimate threats to the United States‟ 

national security or economic welfare, when in reality they were not.  This is especially 

evident in the Central American cases under Reagan in the 1980s, and in Chile under 

Nixon.  Not all policy makers reacted to political instability and economic crises in such a 

hostile manner, though; Kennedy‟s Alliance for Progress attempted to contain the growth 

of communism through measures enacted to spur economic and political modernization, 

while Carter quietly tolerated the leftist Sandinista government for the remainder of his 

term in 1979 to 1980.   

 All four policy makers also professed an interest in promoting democracy in Latin 

America.  This is not surprising considering the outbreak of the ideological war that 

accompanied the Cold War, as democracy was viewed as the logical, and in some cases, 

moral alternative to communism.  Although all policy makers professed a desire to 

promote democracy in Latin America, none were willing to sustain it if it conflicted with 

a strategic security or economic interest.  Thus, democracy promotion during the Cold 

War tended to be conditioned by the security and economic interests that accompanied it, 
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often leading to inherently anti-democratic political systems, unhealthy democracies, or 

political systems with little hope of ever experiencing democratization.   

This conditioned democracy promotion took different forms under different 

policy makers.  Kennedy believed that the best way to counter communism was through 

economic growth and political modernization, as he believed that economic growth 

would eventually lead to democratization.  Although Alliance aid certainly induced 

economic growth, very little of that economic growth went to the poor and marginalized.  

The wealthy elite became wealthier, while the poor became poorer, and the already huge 

divide between the haves and the have-nots increased.  Also, a significant portion of 

Alliance aid was used to organize, professionalize, train, equip, and fund the military and 

police forces, as these forces could best provide order and resist leftist activity.  Although 

his policy was obviously motivated by a desire to create democratization, Kennedy‟s 

Alliance for Progress actually contributed to the strength of the elite and the military in 

all four cases.  Thus the Alliance for Progress led to the emergence of the most repressive 

and violent elements of the Salvadoran military, ANSESAL and ORDEN, and sustained 

and supported the brutal Nicaraguan National Guard, the personal army of the repressive 

Somoza family.  In return for the aid, Kennedy and Johnson accepted mere cosmetic 

liberalizations of the political and social systems in each country, with no real reform 

ever accomplished.  The Alliance also increased the rift between the wealthy and the 

marginalized poor in Colombia, and ultimately led to the emergence of armed guerilla 

movements, as the National Front government remained responsive to only the elite‟s 

needs.  In Chile, despite the substantial aid provided to centrist moderate Eduardo Frei, 

necessary land reform and nationalization measures were never passed by the elite 
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controlled legislature, and again, most of the economic growth benefited the elite.  

Ultimately in Chile, the failure of Frei‟s government to institute reforms led to the 

increasing polarization of the electorate that resulted in the election of socialist Salvador 

Allende. 

The Alliance for Progress ultimately hindered democratization in the long run in 

all four cases.  The Alliance was premised on a flawed modernization theory that 

ethnocentrically assumed that Latin America‟s development process would naturally 

follow the same course of development that the United States and other developed 

nations followed.  Had the Kennedy administration seriously attempted to reform the 

structural issues that pervaded Latin America and retarded its political development, like 

intractable poverty, illiteracy, lack of infrastructure, food shortages, and its economic 

dependence on the United States, its democracy promotion efforts may have been more 

successful in the long term.  But the reform of these structural problems often requires a 

radical restructuring of society, the political system, or the economic system, which in 

turn results in instability, which was considered a primary threat to American security 

interests.  Thus the cases reveal that from early on in the Cold War, democracy was in 

some instances inimical to American security interests, and promoting it in tandem with 

the promotion of security interests could lead to greater structural problems within 

countries.       

Nixon‟s foreign policy greatly differed from Kennedy‟s, as his foreign policy was 

immersed in the realist perspective and devoid of any idealism.  As a result, most 

democracy promotion efforts in Latin America were abandoned by the Nixon 

administration.  Instead, Latin American dictatorships and military governments 
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prospered under the administration, as they could be trusted to repress leftist activity and 

maintain order and stability.  Nixon‟s foreign policy in Latin America was motivated by 

his paranoid concern that he not be the president who presided over another Cuba.  When 

framed in this context, his extreme reaction to socialist Salvador Allende‟s election in 

Chile in 1970 and his subsequent involvement of the United States in the violent coup 

that deposed Allende are better understood.  Following the coup, the administration 

supported Pinochet‟s repressive rule, as he was virulently anticommunist, eliminated the 

leftist threat, and was devoted to implementing United States-approved free market 

economic policies.  Obviously, Nixon was willing to sacrifice democracy for the 

promotion of security and economic interests.  Although his foreign policy was morally 

vapid and his support for dictators condemnable, Nixon‟s policy at the very least did not 

condition democracy promotion on the prevailing security and economic interests at the 

time.  Of course, it was never Nixon‟s intention to promote democracy in the first place, 

but in this case, the retardation of democratization could not be blamed on actions taken 

by the United States, but instead on its inaction and on the activities of the Latin 

American governments themselves.   

Carter‟s foreign policy was in part a reaction to Nixon‟s amoral foreign policy, in 

that Carter attempted to foster democratization through the promotion of human rights.  

While Carter‟s policy was admirable, his inept and inconsistent application of it in Latin 

America not only gave the impression that Carter himself was bumbling, but that his 

belief that foreign policy should be based on a moral interest like human rights, and not 

on a strategic interest, was wrong and led to the creation of weak foreign policy.  As the 

cases demonstrate, not only were Latin American governments unwilling to take Carter‟s 



 85 

 

policy seriously, they were also not compelled to abide by his human rights demands.  

Thus, his human rights policy quickly failed in Latin America.   

Following the 1979 Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua, Carter‟s foreign policy in 

Latin America became two-fold: continue the promotion of human rights and democracy, 

while also preventing further Sandinista-like revolutions.  These goals conflicted, as 

Carter needed the support of the military and police forces to repress leftist activity and 

prevent a leftist revolution, for which he was willing to sacrifice human rights and 

democracy.  Carter‟s final two years in office provide some of the most illustrative 

examples of conditioned democracy promotion in Latin America.  Instead of contributing 

to a political opening, Carter‟s efforts merely allowed the military regime in El Salvador 

to continue its repression, but this time cloaked under the guise of democratic reforms.  

Instances such as this are the most harmful to democracy—to its message, ideology, and 

potential—as democracy is not only structurally retarded by the regime‟s repressive 

actions, but its legitimacy and reliability are damaged in the process as well.  For the 

people who could most greatly benefit from a representative and responsive democratic 

government, democracy comes to represent an ideology full of empty rhetoric and 

promises, but no real action or results.  Democracy can seemingly be imposed or 

removed randomly by a foreign power (like the United States) or by factions within 

society, and it is as unreliable and unresponsive as the current dictator or junta.  The 

greatest potential harm within conditioned democracy promotion is not its potential to 

increase societal marginalization or cause violent conflicts between the regime and 

opposition, but is instead its ability to destroy democracy‟s legitimacy for generations.   
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 Reagan‟s foreign policy in Latin America was motivated by his belief that the 

United States needed to “roll back” the growth of communism and leftism that had 

evolved since the 1960s and regain ground in the Third World.  To achieve this goal the 

administration supported insurgent and counter-insurgent movements against leftist 

governments (as in the Nicaraguan case) and supported right-wing governments against 

leftist threats within their populations (as in the Salvadoran case).  Reagan‟s policy was 

premised on the assumption that although right-wing tyrants may be illegitimate, 

totalitarian communist governments are utterly intolerable.  Thus, democracy promotion 

was often used within Reagan‟s foreign policy as a rhetorical rationale for supporting 

dictators over leftists, as the leftists represented a greater threat to democracy than did 

tyrannical dictators.  He believed that previous administrations had not adequately dealt 

with the leftist threat in the Western Hemisphere, and as a result his policy, especially in 

Central America, was distinctly more hostile toward leftists than Carter‟s.  

 Reagan‟s policy in Central America became the centerpiece of his Latin 

American foreign policy.  In the wake of the failures of the Alliance for Progress, 

Carter‟s human rights policy, and the Vietnam War, Reagan needed to implement 

successful foreign policy in Central America to demonstrate to the world that U.S. 

foreign policy was valid, important, and credible and that the United States was strong.  

Thus, his actions in Central America, including his administration‟s willingness to 

disregard national sovereignty rights, conduct illegal activities, and especially his 

obsession with eliminating the leftist Sandinistas in Nicaragua, are better understood in 

the context of his desire to increase American credibility, overcome the Vietnam 

syndrome (that is, the American public‟s reticence to support any sort of unilateral 
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military operation for fear that it may result in another Vietnam situation), and roll back 

communism. 

 Reagan‟s policy was mostly unsuccessful, especially in Central America.  

Nicaragua suffered through a civil war between the Sandinista government and the 

contras, while the potential for democratization and political and social reform that the 

Sandinista government offered was hindered by the war with the United States.  In El 

Salvador, despite the minor political opening that occurred as a result of the 

administration‟s support for conservative centrist Duarte, the civil war between the 

military and the FMLN continued, and repression continued.  These conditions are not 

conducive for the future growth of democracy, as it cannot truly exist in a political 

system riddled with repression.  As far as credibility is concerned, the Iran Contra affair 

that occurred as a result of Reagan‟s policy in Nicaragua effectively diminished the 

United States‟ credibility in the region. 

 An interesting exception to Reagan‟s hostile foreign policy was Chile, as after the 

mid-1980s, he began actively calling for Pinochet‟s resignation and for his replacement 

by a civilian democratic government.  This policy is wholly divergent from the 

administration‟s policy in Central America, but can be explained by two factors.  First, 

the administration was constantly pressured by Congress to account for its actions in 

Latin America, especially its support for dictators and its wavering support for human 

rights.  Chile may have been the administration‟s concession to Congress and the 

American public in the face of constant pressure to promote a functioning democracy.  

Second, Pinochet had effectively eliminated the leftist threat in Chile, and thus the 

Reagan administration did not view Chile as a security threat.  Democracy could be 
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promoted safely in Chile, as there was no concern that it would lead to the election of a 

leftist.  This demonstrates a fairly typical trend in American democracy promotion during 

the Cold War: democracy can be promoted and maintained when it does not include 

reforms that will lead to instability or to the ascension to power of a leftist, or in other 

words, when the stakes are low.  If the stakes are too high—if democracy involves too 

much instability—then it will be abandoned.  

 Reagan‟s democracy promotion was not so much conditioned by strategic security 

interests as it was completely subordinated to them.  For much of Reagan‟s foreign policy 

in Central America, democracy was used as a convenient rationale for promoting security 

interests.  If democracy was promoted at all, it was in an attempt to appease the United 

States Congress or the American public.  This policy did not lead to more favorable 

outcomes in Latin America, as democratization—not being in practice an important or 

sought-after interest—did not increase during the Reagan administration.       

 Overall, the cases demonstrate that United States foreign policy makers during the 

Cold War failed to promote lasting or legitimate democracy in Latin America, due in 

large part to the fact that it was conditioned by other strategic interests.  Conditioned 

democracy promotion efforts were attempted by every major policy maker except Nixon, 

and the results were poor.  Not only did each policy maker fail to promote democracy, 

but the contradictions inherent in conditioned democracy promotion often created worse 

social and political conditions in each of the cases, especially in the Central American 

cases.  Kennedy‟s Alliance for Progress was probably the best attempted democracy 

promotion policy, in that it had the most potential to succeed.  Had its aid actually been 

used to reform economic inequality and not gone to the military and elite, Latin 
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American nations may have experienced not only economic growth, but social and 

political development as well.  Carter‟s inconsistent application of conditioned 

democracy promotion was the worst strategy attempted, as it revealed that democracy 

meant little, could be accepted or rejected by the government or a foreign power at 

random, could be unresponsive, and was illegitimate.  Carter‟s human rights message was 

important and should always be promoted by the United States, but his human rights 

policy should have either been consistently applied despite security and economic 

interests, or abandoned completely when it became evident that the strategic interests 

were more important. 

 

Post Cold War Policy Makers 

 Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War in 1989, 

democracy promotion has become no less important, as new radical ideologies, economic 

superpowers, and security threats emerge to challenge the United States‟ hegemony.  

Indeed, the collapse of the Soviet Union has had important implications for democracy 

promotion, as the transitions and consolidations of fledgling new democracies allowed 

the United States to respond to the appeals for help from the citizens of those countries 

(Carothers, 1999, 45).  Also, because the Soviet Union no longer represented a serious 

threat to the balance of power in a region, other nations‟ attitudes about intervention by 

the United States were less distrustful and skeptical, as the main and obvious objective of 

the U.S. was no longer to displace a leftist regime (Carothers and Ottaway, 2000, 6).   

Perhaps most importantly, the ideology surrounding democracy promotion was 

far more optimistic and idealistic following the surge of democratization that took place 
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throughout the world in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The democratic peace theory, 

which stated that democracies do not fight each other because democracies share liberal 

norms and values and rely on common political institutions that ensure that the impulse to 

negotiate a conflict is higher than the impulse to resort to armed force, emerged in the 

early 1990s and became a prevalent theory in United States democracy promotion 

(Kegley and Hermann 2002, 17).  Indeed, both the foreign policies of Presidents Clinton 

and George W. Bush were influenced by the democratic peace theory, although for the 

most part their foreign policies did not focus on Latin America.  It is important to note 

that military confrontations staged by liberal democracies against autocratic regimes are 

not inconsistent with the logic of democratic-peace theory, because the confrontation may 

force a conversion from autocracy to democracy, thereby enlarging the international 

“zone of peace” (Kegley and Hermann, 2002, 19).  Thus democracy promotion under 

Clinton and Bush became not only an idealistic interest of the United States, but also a 

pragmatic, security interest.   

Despite this merging, Clinton and Bush‟s democracy promotion efforts were no 

more successful than their Cold War predecessors‟ efforts.  Clinton‟s attempt to “enlarge 

the community of democracies” (Haass, 1997, 113) was fairly unsuccessful, especially as 

his efforts in China suggest, as his attempt to improve the country‟s human rights 

conditions by linking them to trading privileges failed (Haass, 1997, 113).  Bush‟s 

democracy promotion efforts have also proven to be fairly unsuccessful, as his policy in 

Iraq has demonstrated.  Although the administration‟s military intervention deposed the 

long-standing dictator, Saddam Hussein, the administration was unable to leave a 
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functioning democracy behind.  Thus following the Cold War, the successful promotion 

of democracy has still eluded American foreign policy makers.            

 

Recommendations for Future Policy Makers 

The United States government has, and will again, use democracy to challenge 

new threats and to protect its economic and security interests.  But for future democracy 

promotion endeavors to be successful, the United States government must embrace a 

foreign policy that accepts the potential consequences that arise as a result of conditioned 

democracy promotion and strives to overcome them.  This may include, as the Clinton 

administration did in the 1990s, elevating democracy to the level of a strategic security or 

economic interest and ensuring that in the execution of policies, the interests do not 

conflict.  This outcome, as demonstrated by Clinton‟s foreign policy failures, is unlikely, 

as anything that threatens an economic or security interest at some point must be 

eliminated.  The cases have demonstrated that democracy can produce instability or lead 

to the ascension to power an individual the United States does not support.  Because 

democracy itself may lead to outcomes considered contrary to economic or security 

interests, it is unlikely that it will ever again be considered as important as a strategic 

interest in United States foreign policy.   

The United States must also consistently promote democracy, especially if it has 

publicly stated that its goal is to promote democracy.  When democracy is rhetorically 

appealed to and then abandoned for a policy that is anti-democratic, the United States 

loses credibility and people lose faith in democracy.  Also, leaders should promote 

democracy multilaterally, either with the support of other nations or through 
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nongovernmental organizations like the Organization of American States.  This will 

reduce not only the monetary costs associated with democracy promotion but it will also 

ensure that any actions taken by the United States will be validated by other international 

actors.  Should any negative consequences arise from the policies, the United States will 

less likely be blamed exclusively, thereby protecting its reputation in the international 

system.    

Another potential alternative is for the United States government to abandon 

democracy promotion as a foreign policy goal completely, and allow it instead to be 

attended to by private organizations.  This is not to suggest that the government should 

not publicly endorse democracy, democratic values, and human rights and civil liberties.  

But if the government focused its foreign policy exclusively on its strategic interests, then 

many of the problems that arise as a result of conditioned democracy promotion may be 

overcome.  Private organizations on the other hand can promote whatever kind of 

democracy or development they choose.  Provided the organizations receive no 

government funding, or that the government funding they receive is relatively free from 

conditions and restrictions, privately supported democracy promotion may also eliminate 

the conflicts that arise from conditioned promotion efforts.  

Most importantly, explicit attempts to promote democracy are likely to fail unless 

policymakers admit to and accept the contradictions within conditioned democracy 

promotion and prepare for some of the consequences that may arise as a result of it.  The 

case studies suggest that strategic security and economic interests will conflict with the 

promotion of democracy.  Consequences of conditioned democracy promotion include 

increased societal disorder, popular demonstrations and unrest, violence, civil conflicts or 
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wars, the erosion of the moderate center political base, a movement towards the radical 

extreme left or right, economic crises, and human and civil rights violations within the 

foreign nation, and may result in a loss of credibility and respect for the United States.  

Although it is early in his term, President Obama seems to be willing to accept the 

contradictions of conditioned democracy promotion.  In his opening remarks at the 

Summit of the Americas in April 2009 Obama stated that, “while the United States has 

done much to promote peace and prosperity in the hemisphere, we have at times been 

disengaged, and at times we sought to dictate our own terms.  But I pledge to you that we 

seek an equal partnership.  There is no senior partner and junior partner in our relations; 

there is simply engagement based on mutual respect and common interests and shared 

values” (Obama, 2009).  It appears that President Obama may be taking a new course in 

democracy promotion in Latin America, as his statement implies an acknowledgement of 

the faults of previous foreign policy in the region.  It also suggests that Obama intends to 

refocus foreign policy on Latin America, and pursue it multilaterally with Latin 

American nations, as opposed to imposing policy on them.  Although it is still early, if 

Obama consistently implements foreign policy and remains loyal to his “equal 

partnership” cause, he may have greater success in the region than most of his 

predecessors.        
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