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ABSTRACT 

The Recent Rapid Redefinitions of U.S. Interests 
and Diplomacy in Central America 

During the last decade, Central America has passed from 
being a quiet backwater of little interest to American policymakers 
to an area of prtority concern. This paper distinguishes five 
phases in U. S. policy toward the region during the 1975- 81 period. 
In the early 1970s, the U.S. was satisfied with the surface sta
bility provided by conservative military- dominated governments. 
In phase two, the Carter administration's human- rights policies 
disrupted traditional ties. In the third period (roughly 1978 to 
mid- 1979), the U.S . sought to stage-manage a controlled evolution 
of disintegrating political systems. When this failed, first in 
Nicaragua and then in El Salvador, an administration confronted 
with discontinuity applied distinctive policies to cope with dif
ferent situations. Finally, in 1981 the Reagan administration re
defined Central America as a major theatre of U.S. - Soviet compe
tition. This paper describes and analyzes this rapid evolution 
in U.S. perceptions of, and policies toward, Central America. 



THE RECENT RAPID REDEFINITIONS O'F U.S . INTERESTS 
AND DIPLOMACY IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

Richard Feinberg 
Fellow, The Wilson Center 

Introduction 

During the last decade , Centra1 America has passed from being 
a quiet backwater of little interest to American policymakers to an 
area of priority concern. This paper distinguishes five phases in 
U.S. policy toward the region. In the early 1970s, the U.S. was 
satisfied with the surface stability provided by conservative, military
dominated governments . In phase two, the Carter administration's 
human- rights policies disrupted traditional ties. In the third period 
(roughly 1978 to mid-1979), the U.S . sought to stage- manage a controlled 
evolution of disintegrating political systems. When this failed , first 
in Nicaragua and then in El Salvador, an administration confronted with 
discontinuity applied distinctive policies to cope with different situ
ations. Finally, in 1981 the Reagan administration redefined Central 
America as a major theatre of U.S. - Soviet competition. What follows 
is the story of this rapid evolution in U.S. perceptions of, and 
policies toward, Centra1 America. 

A Difficult Inheritance 

Important shifts occurred in the economies and societies of 
Central America during the 1960s and early 1970s.l A dynamic and 
modern export agriculture transformed the rural sector . Urban industry, 
stimulated by the Central American Connnon Market, expanded impressively. 
The growth of urban professional and entrepreneurial associations at 
tested to the dynamism, however uneven, of the local economies. Neverthe
less, the growth in the labor force exceeded the demand for full- time 
rural and industrial workers, and underemployment rose. 

The impressive economic modernization of the region stimulated 
pressures for political change. The rising urban white-collar and 
blue-collar workers sought a transfer of political power to more 
reformist political leaders and parties. Discontent mushroomed among 
the underemployed in the urban service sectors, and among seasonal 
workers and other underemployed peasants in the rural areas. Thus, 
in 1972, a broad centrist coalition of Christian Democrats, Social 
Democrats, and Communists apparently won the presidential elections 
in El Salvador. Similarly, in Guatemala in 1974 a broad centrist 
coalition led by General Efrain Rios Montt and social democrat Alberto 
Fuentes Mohr also appeared to have won a plurality of votes. In both 
cases, however, the armed forces intervened to maintain their hold on 



2 

power. In Nicaragua, President Anastasio Somoza's first term ended 
in 1971, and the constitution prohibited his reelection. Instead, 
Somoza altered the constitution to permit his effective continuity 
in office. 

In these and other instances, historic opportunities were 
lost that might have permitted a peaceful adaptation of political 
systems to the newly emerging social forces. As the 1970s wore on, 
the governments became increasingly rigid, and their power depended 
less and less on consent or passivity, and increasingly on coercion. 

Just as the political processes were hardening, the central 
motor of economic growth--the regional common market-- began to lose 
its dynamism. The. process whereby local production was substituted 
for imported light manufactures was rapidly exhausted. The uneven 
spread of benefits among the member states, foreign-exchange pressures 
on national balance-of- payments, and the 1969 "soccer war" between 
El Salvador and Honduras increased tensions within the common market. 
Global inflation and rising oil prices added to the region's economic 
problems. 

United States foreign policy failed to respond to these new 
trends. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the U.S. did not question 
the essential stability of the military-dominated regimes, not under
standing that the viability of the existing political models was being 
undermined by economic modernization. The U.S. failed to react to 
the electoral frauds and other power grabs which impeded the accession 
to power of the newly emerging social forces.2 Indeed, in some cases, 
notably in Nicaragua,3 the U.S. gave its benediction to these acts, 
believing the beneficiaries were conserving an acceptable political 
status quo. 

In addition to supporting conservative military-civilian 
governments and regional economc integration, the U.S. had fostered 
the creation, in 1965, of the regional defense pact, CONDECA. Eut 
partly as a result of the Honduran-El Salvadorean war, the pact lost 
much of its vitality. 

By 1976, an astute observer might have noticed that the main 
elements of U.S. policy toward the region, in the political, economic, 
and security areas, were all in need of revision.4 Yet Washington 
was paying little attention to a region which, on the surface, appeared 
secure. Not only was high-level attention focused elsewhere, but the 
size of the U.S. diplomatic, military, and intelligence presence in 
the area had substantially declined. 

Globalism 

The Carter administration's first policy thrusts in the Central 
American region were the negotiation and ratification of the new 
Panama Canal treaties and the initiation of a process of normalizing 
relations with Cuba. Neither was seen as a Central American issue per 
se, although the principles behind each initiative might have been 
applicable to the region. The new Panama Canal treaties were advertised 
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as exemplifying new U.S. respect for the national autonomy of small 
states. The normalization of relations with Cuba was to have symbol
ized a new willingness to tolerate a wider political diversity. 

During its first year, the Carter administration paid less 
attention to Central America than to any other subregion in the 
hemisphere. Thus, U.S. policies there tended to reflect hemispheric 
or even global postures (as well as the personalities of particular 
ambassadors and middle-level policymakers). When denouncing state 
terrorism before the Organization of American States in June 1977, 
Secretary Vance was , stating a universalist principle, and to the 
extent that he was thinking of particular countries, the Southern 
Cone states were undoubtedly uppermost in his mind. Yet, when Vance 
warned that governments which abandon respect for the rule of law 
"descend into the nether world of the terrorist and lose their 
strongest weapon, their moral authority, 11 5 the Central American gov
ernments were deeply resentful. They feared that the international 
legitimacy of their regimes was being challenged and they worried 
that this could have consequences for internal stability. The Carter 
administration's clear preference for such Caribbean-basin democratic 
nations as Jamaica, Costa Rica, and Venezuela, and for the "transition" 
states (Honduras, Peru, Ecuador, and for a time, Bolivia) deepened the 
sense of rejection felt in Managua, San Salvador, and Guatemala City. 

It was in response to the human-rights policy in general, 
more than in opposition to any bilateral slight, that the govern
ments of Guatemala and El Salvador rejected U.S. security assistance 
in 1977.6 In the absence of high-level attention, the Latin American 
Bureau (ARA) in the State Department took few bilateral initiatives in 
Central America; if anything there was a tendency to try to protect 
formerly friendly "clients'' from those p0litical appointees pressing 
for a more activist human-rights approach. During this first phase, 
the human-rights policy as applied to Central America was not based 
on a clearcut strategy that, for example, detailed the political 
actors and institutions in each country and included a game plan 
for their desired evolution. Indeed, the strong currents of "non
interventionism" present in portions of the administration inhibited 
such an approach. 

The human-rights policy was, of course, based on a liberal 
conception of freedom which inherently opposed rightist authoritarian 
as well as collectivist or Leninist models, but the policy was not 
actively and explicitly targeted toward the prevention of a collec
tivist outcome. The initial thrust of the policy7 in Central America, 
as well as throughout most of the hemisphere, gave greater weight to 
the more positive benefits that resulted from improved humancrights 
conditions than to the barriers democracy erected against radical 
change. The Carter administration did, however, adhere, to a general 
theory regarding the nature of social change. Stated simply, the 
administration believed that social explosions leading to radical 
outcomes were less likely if tensions could be directed through open 
government channels.8 Exclusivist regimes might retain power through 
coercion for a while, but a more open system was more likely to be 
relatively stable in the long run. 
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In Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, the immediate re
sults of globalist expressions on human rights and democracy were 
not satisfying. (In Honduras, the more tolerant political atmosphere 
remained essentially unchanged.) By the end of 1977, all three 
nations were still under authoritarian rule. In Nicaragua, however, 
U.S. policy did provoke a dramatic and tangib1e response. Somoza 
sought to make some concessions to appease Washington, and more 
importantly, an already agitated opposition decided that the U.S. 
would tolerate, and might even support, a change of regime. Opposi
tionists among the business sector and middle classes especially were 
encour.aged. Thu::;, U.S. policy reinforced an internal dynamic already 
underway, and the result was explosive. When a leading opposition 
figure, Pedro Joaqu1n Chamorro, was assassinated in January 1978, 
widespread demonstrations, strikes, anEl rioting ensued. A second, 
more impressive insurrection occurred nine months later. Washington 
began to focus more carefu1ly on Central America. 

Controlled Evolutionism 

During 1978 and 1979, the Carter administration attempted to 
formulate a more detailed and considered policy toward the region--
one which would preserve many of the original intentions of the 
globalist human-rights policy but would reduce the perceived risks 
inherent in sudden or rapid regime transformations. In this new policy 
approach, dubbed here 11controlled evolutionism, 0 the U.S. would play 
a much more active role in trying to control political processes 
within the Central American states. 

The administration concluded that, indeed, the region's existing 
po.litica1 institutions had failed to evolve in response to changing 
economic realities, and new social groupings were being excluded from 
po1itical participation.9 The exclusivist regimes were necessarily 
becoming more repressive. Otherwise moderately reformist or centrist 
political movements, deprived of an opportunity to enter a meaningful 
political process, were being driven toward considering more extreme 
measures or else were joining other groups already so inclined . In an 
increasingly polarized environment, an undesirab:le radical outcome 
became more likely.10 The inherited policy of supporting the military
dominated governments no longer guaranteed stability. But an unconsidered 
globalist human-rights policy was also dangerous. 

The advocates of controlled evo.lutionism (the author's nomen
c1ature for a policy tendency, not a self-identified group) worried 
that Centra.l American political institutions, always fragile, had 
become even less secure during the 1970s. A growing proportion of 
the population no .longer had faith in existing political institutions 
or processes. Thus, a process of political evo1ution, no matter how 
gradual, would be a delicate and dangerous affair. The greatest fear 
was that the existing structures might quickly disintegrate should a 
leftist political movement capture the popular imagination.11 The 
threat of a defensive coup by the most intransigent conservative 
forces--which in turn could lead to rapid polarization and revolution-
was another reason for caution. 
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The advocates of controlled evolutionism believed, or hoped, 
that the rulers of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua could be 
prevailed upon to begin a process of political transition. The pro
ponents of evolutionism recognized that Presidents Lucas and Romero 
were unimaginative and mediocre men, and that Somoza was devious and 
accustomed to arbitrary rule. Yet, U.S. policymakers hoped that a 
gradual opening could be sufficiently attractive to each of these three 
men. The integrity of the institution of first loyalty, the military, 
would be preserved, any associated political parties would continue 
to play an important and perhaps dominant role, and their personal 
wealth, or most of it, would be sateguarded. Moreover, having pre
sided over a praiseworthy process of political transition, they would 
gain an honorable place in their nations' histories. 

The proponents of evolutionism believed that a guiding U.S. hand 
could compensate for the personal limitations of the Central American 
rulers. U.S. shrewdness and leverage could also help overcome destruc
tive personal or group clashes that threatened to undo the delicate 
transition process. U.S. loans and grants could provide economies 
with the resources needed to compensate those whose financial interests 
might be sacrificed in the reform process. 

The character of the controlled-evolut~on model can be elucidated 
by comparing it to two contrasting approaches: supporting the status quo, 
or disassociating the U.S. from the regime in power. Supporting the 
status quo was rejected as being unrealistic, illegal, and immoral: 
propping up visibly decaying regimes would have been costly and perhaps 
futile, would have contradicted legal prohibitions against providing 
economic and security assistance to governments guilty of systematically 
violating human rights, and would have been contrary to the Carter ad
ministration's own global human-rights posture. The alternative of 
sharply reducing or eliminating U.S. aid programs and maintaining a 
cool, distant diplomatic posture was considered too risky. Accomplished 
in the absence of a transition plan agreed upon by the incumbent gov
ernment, a policy of disassociation might weaken the regime without pre
paring for its replacement. The U.S. could be left without leverage with 
either the government or its opposition and be unable to shape the outcome 
of an ensuing power struggle. The U.S. would become irrelevant, and 
project an image of impotence, both in the region and beyond. Moreover, 
the disassociation policy was also risky for domestic political reasons. 
If the situation went sour, conservative critics in the United States 
would charge that the administration had abandoned its responsibilities 
and failed to energetically protect U.S. interests. Yet, the proponents 
of controlled evolutionism had concluded that the globalist human-rights 
approach, especially as advanced by some liberal members of Congress, 
was leading U.S. policy in this direction. 

How did Central American regimes respond to the evolutionist 
approach? In Honduras, the military kept its promise, and the civilian 
parties elected a constituent assembly in April 1980. In El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Nicaragua, however, the presidents resisted U.S. advice 
and pressures. Somoza preferred to fight from his bunker rather than 
accept a peaceful transfer of authority. In El Salvador, President Humberto 
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Carlos Romero became increasingly isolated until he was overthrown 
in a coup in October 1979. President Romeo Lucas Garcia of Guatemala 
decided that repression was a better guarantor of stability than 
even moderate reform. A closer look at each country-case will sug
gest where some of the obstacles to U.S. policy were hidden. 

Honduras. The U.S. human-rights policy reinforced a process 
already underway in Honduras, where the military had previously an
nounced its intention to hold elections for a constituent assembly 
and for the presidency. The U.S. embassy in Tegucigalpa, in numerous 
private meetings anJ puullc vrunuu111.:emeuls, rel11fur1.:e<l Washington 1 8 

broadly stated preference for elected governments. In addition, when 
President-General Melgar Castro visited the White House at the time of 
the signing of the Panama Canal treaties, President Carter persona11y 
urged him to proceed with the promised elections. In the year pre
ceding the April 20, 1980 e1ections for the constituent assembly, the 
U.S. doubled its economic-aid levels and allocated $3.4 million for 
military assistance.12 And according to some reports, the U.S. also 
helped prevent a coup by dissident o;t;ficers in February 1980.13 

In Honduras, the task was relatively easy: the U.S·. simply 
encouraged the Honduran military to remain true to its own promises. 
The Honduran military recognized that its de facto government lacked 
legitimacy, and that popular discontent was increasing; thus, the U.S. 
was reinforcing an internal process that was obeying its own dynamic.14 

Guatemala. Among the Central American countries, only Costa 
Rica received less attention than Guatemala from the Carter admini
stration. With the traditional alliance of military, business, and 
most of the Church hierarchy intact, Guatema1a appeared relatively 
stable, at least in the short run. Moreover, General Lucas scornfully 
rebuffed the liberal U.S. critique of his methods of rule. Many in the 
Guatemalan government and military believed that the U.S. was a de
clining world power, unable or unwi1ling to meet its commitments to 
old allies, and dangerously naive with regard to Central American 
realities. Many blamed the turmoil in Nicaragua and El Salvador on 
"destabilizing" U.S. human-rights po1icies. With a firm ho1d on the 
reigns of government, a strong balance of payments, and access to 
alternative sources of weaponry, the Guatemalan government felt no 
need to sacrifice its perceived security interests to appease the United 
States. 

The U.S. recognized that it had very limited room for maneuver 
in Guatemala. Nevertheless, concerned that the political situation 
was gradua1ly deteriorating, the U.S. sought to convince the Guatema1ans 
to undertake social reforms and improve the respectability of the 
political process. Specifical1y, the U.S. proposed that the Lucas 
government try to restrain its security forces and end political 
assassinations as a necessary precondition for holding legitimate 
presidential elections in 1982.15 

The U.S. basically followed a low-profile approach inside 
Guatemala, moving neither to complete disassociation nor granting 
immediate concessions in hope of inducing the desired behavior. 
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Instead, "quiet" priyate d.iplomacy was eJJJ.ployed to advance basic 
objectives. The embassy avoided public criticism and did not 
become a focal point for local human-rights activists or political 
centrists, as occurred in Nicaragua and some South American coun
tries. On the other hand, the administration rejected internal 
recommendations made throughout 1979 and 1980 that the U.S. offer 
"carrots" to the Guatemalan government and military to increase U.S. 
influence and the Guatemalans' own sense of security~ as preparatory 
steps toward persuading them to liberalize. Moreover, a $250,000 
administration request for the renewal of military training (IMET) 
for Guatemala was deleted from the FY 1980 budget by the House J<'oreign 
Affairs Committee! in reaction to Guatemala's then-worsening human
rights situation. 6 

Had the Lucas government demonstrated any inclination to work 
with the United States, the administration would surely have re
sponded favorably, and been supportive of a modest political reform 
process. Ironically, in the absence of a serious internal challenge, 
the Lucas government felt it did not require U.S. advice and support. 

Nicaragua. The human- rights policy introduced a new, critical 
tone into the U.S. relationship with Somoza. By alternatively apply
ing pressures and offering positive inducements, the administration 
sought to improve President Somoza's respect for civil liberties. 
The administration did not, however, appear to question the legitimacy 
of the regime itself, and to the extent that a long-term strategy 
existed, the administration seemed to be hoping to create a climate 
propitious for genuine presidential elections in .late 1980. The U.S. 
embassy in Managua encouraged the opposition politicians to 11dialogue" 
with Somoza, in order to arrive at mutually acceptable rules of the 
game. 

The popular insurrection of September 1978, convinced the 
U.S. that a more urgent and deeper U.S. engagement was required. The 
administration had concluded that Somoza's removal was a sine qua non 
for avoiding a deepening spiral of rad.icalization and violence which 
would consume moderate and centrist elements and present the FSLN with 
the opportunity to seize power. With the backing of the Organization 
of American States, the U.S. led a three-nation mediation team to 
Managua in early October.17 The opposition parties, including the 
"Group of Twelve" who spoke for the FSLN, soon presented the mediation 
team with their proposal: that President Somo.za and other Somoza family 
members in the National Guard immediately resign, and that, in effect, 
the united Opposition Front (FAO) form a new government. But the medi
ation team rejected this proposal as being clearly unacceptable to 
Somoza and as failing to provide for sufficient continuity. In response, 
the FAQ submitted an amended proposal which would have allowed the exist
ing Congress, controlled by Somoza's Liberal Party, to remain in office, 
and the National Guard would have been reorganized under the purview of 
a team of incumbent National Guard officers. These concessions to 
gradual evolution (the .,.control" was provided by the umbrella of the 
U.S.-led mediation exercise) contributed to the bo.lting of the "Group 
of Twelve 11 and several other opposition groups, but were not sufficient 
for Somoza. 
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When the administration first entered into the mediation, it 
understood that Somoza's tenure was the issue, and that U.S. pressures 
would probably be necessary to bring about his resignation. Neverthe
less, when the moment came to support decisively the amended FAQ 
plan for an order1y transition, the Carter administration balked. 
Instead, it allowed the mediation team to drop the FAQ proposal and 
pick up on a proposal by Somoza's Liberal Party to hold a p1ebiscite, 
despite the warning of the State Department's Latin American ex-
perts that the plebiscite proposal was a diversionary ploy. Fol
lowing drawn-out negotiations on details, Somoza rejected the 
electoral refonus ancl internaLluual pre~euee Ll1at Ll1e mecllaLiuu Learn 
deemed necessary for a fair balloting. The last chance for an or
derly transfer of power was lost. 

Somo.za had used the mediation to splinter the opposition, buy 
time, and rearm his Nationa1 Guard. The U.S. chose not to attempt to 
apply pressures against Somoza until after the FAQ had agreed upon a 
carefully structured transition plan. The U.S. failure to halt the 
Israeli arms flow to the Guardl8--while the U.S. was pressing other 
governments to dry up weapons flow to the FSLN--deepened Somoza's 
confidence that the U.S. was not firmly resolved to force hls de
parture. When the mediation team f ina11y left in frustration, Somoza 
felt strong enough to resist at least mild U.S. slaps. 

Why did the U.S. not act in accordance with the irresistible 
logic of its own mediation plan and its earlier analysis that Somoza's 
permanence in power was feeding radicalism? The administration vascil
lated for several reasons. Some officials had both political and 
moral qualms about forcing out a friend1y head of state; the fear of 
hostile Congressional hearings was pervasive, and the memory of the 
McCarthyite period remained vivid in the State Department. It was 
especially difficult to appear to be opposing Somoza's call for 
elections. Members of Congress favorable to Somoza were blackmailing 
the White House with threats of delaying or defeating legislation 
important to the administration. Some U.S. officials were not 
thoroughly convinced that Somoza was really vulnerable, or believed 
that he could at least withstand one more round of fighting, after 
which another mediation effort might be mounted. Others, notably :the 
Defense Department, simply believed that Somoza was, in fact, the 
best guarantor of U.S. interests. Some argued that Somoza was unlikely 
to bow to the relatively mild pressures being considered (e.g., 
withdrawal of the U.S. military mission, severance of the AID pipeline). 
The administration would have confronted powerful domestic opposition 
had it attempted more biting pressures (for example, working alone or 
in the OAS to curtail official and co11)Illercial credits and arms sup
plies, and/or to sever diplomatic relations). Whether Somoza would have 
bowed to concerted U.S. pressures will forever remain a hypothetical 
question. 

Ironically, it was the pressure of the conservatives, both 
within and outside, which inhibited the administration from acting 
to preempt a Sandinista military victory. The original FAQ proposal 
(supported by the FSLN) would have eleyated a truly centrist triumvirate 
into power, consisting of businessman Alfonso Rabelo, traditional 
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politician Rafael Cordova Rivas, and center-left intellectual Sergio 
Ram!rez. The mediation team tried to forge a center-right transition 
government by including the Liberal Party and the National Guard, but 
the U.S . was not even prepared to press this solution with vigor. In 
the end, Robelo, Cordova Rivas, and Raml.rez would all p1ay important 
roles in the post-Somoza juntas, but in the shadow of Sandinista com
andantes. 

El Salvador. The U.S. first tried a "carrot and stick" approach 
with President Romero, a conservative general who took office in 
July 1977, following a disputed election capped by a harshly re-
pressed protest demonstration. The U.S. delayed a $90 million loan 
by the Inter-American Development Bank until Romero responded with 
what were interpreted by Washington as significant reforms, including 
a lifting of the state of siege and the inviting of the Inter-American 
Human Rights Commission to make an on-sight visit. However, only a 
month after the IDB approved the loan, the Romero government decreed 
the liLaw of the Defense and Guarantee of Public Order," giving the 
government broad powers of arrest. 

The U.S. then decided that political conflict, and the re
sulting coercive actions of the security forces, would only deepen 
unless the electoral process was rekindled. Widespread fraud by 
previous military governments had discredited elections, and the 
opposition had refused to participate in the March 1978 legislative 
contest. In December of 1978, the U.S. embassy in San Salvador was 
instructed to attempt to persuade Romero, the Church, the business 
organization (ANEP), and the moderate opposition (mainly the Christian 
Democrats and the social democratic NMR), to 11dialogue." The intention 
was to produce an understanding on the necessary steps Romero would 
need to take for the opposition to participate, first, in the upcoming 
March 1980 municipal and legislative elections, and then in the 1982 
presidential contest. Such an agreement, it was felt, would dr.aw 
people away from confrontational and insurrectionary strategies and 
back into electoral politics, and provide for an orderly and con
stitutional transition of power. 

Senior Romero government officials responded by forming a 
"high-level commission" to engage in lengthy discussion with the U.S. 
ambassador, Frank Devine, and the government announced the creation 
of a "national forum" in which it offered to negotiate, in an open, 
public meeting, with the opposition. However, contrary to U.S. urgings, 
even the moderate opposition, while willing to talk privately with 
the government, interpreted the government maneuver as a ploy to 
improve its image and divide the opposition, since the more leftist 
elements clearly would not participate in highly publicized negoti
ations with government officials. The opposition also argued that, 
due to the repressiveness of the security forces, the climate was 
not propitious for a political campaign and fair elections. 

The U.S. persisted. In June 1979, Ambassador Devine presented 
the Romero government with a detailed list of reforms intended to 
improve the elector al climate and election machinery. Despite lack 
of progress, in early August the Policy Review Committee of the National 
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Security Council reaffirmed the dialogue strategy: in the wake of 
the July Sandinista victory, the PRC gave greater emphasis to the 
instrumental value an elec tonal process would have--i. e., that of 
strengthening Salvadorean moderates and isolating the growing left. 
On August 16, Romero publicly acceded to several of the U.S. reform 
proposals, including an invitation for the OAS to attend the 1980 
elections. The State Department immediately issued a public statement: 
"We consider these (reforms) positive and statesmanlike moves which 
should reduce tensions and establish credible democratic processes." 
Devine urged the moderate political opposition to react positive1y 
to Romero's statement and to engage the government in private con
versations. 

Once again, raised U.S. expectations were frustrated. In 
early September Romero abruptly cancelled a private meeting schedu1ed 
with the moderate opposition to consider electoral reforms. The 
government's "national forum" issued conclusions which failed to 
include significant steps to improve the electoral climate or pro
cedures. Some observers close to the Salvadorean government commented 
that the very favorable U.S. response to his August 16 speech had 
led Romero to believe that the U.S. had already been satisfied. 

Despite the widening rift and distrust between the government 
and even the moderate opposition, the U.S. still hoped to work thr0ugh 
Romero,19 and lobbied hard into early October, urging all groups to 
converse with the government. However, on October 15, Romero was 
ousted in a palace coup engineered by reform-minded military officers 
who had concluded that Romero was either unwil1ing or unable to 
undertake the reforms needed to halt the spiralling radica1ization 
and violence. 

Explaining the Outcomes. Why did the contro1led-evo1ution 
approach fail in three otit of four cases? Two broad exp1anations 
are possible: one emphasizes problems in policymaking and imple
mentation, whi1e the other locates the basic cause in the .local actors 
and dynamics. 

The carrot-and-stick tactics, which are so important to the 
contro1led-evolution approach, can be 'extremely difficult to orchestrate. 
Judging the seriousness and importance of a positive step by the gov
ernment requires a profound understanding of the nation's history and 
political structures, as we11 as good intelligence gathering and 
analysis. A premature positive response might lead the foreign ruler 
to beLleve the U.S. to be either naive or cynical. Responding too 
slowly can convince the ruler that he can do nothing to placate the 
U.S.--a conclusion that hardliners in and around his regime will 
encourage him to reach. The U.S. generally only possesses a limited 
number of instruments, and they must be used sparingly and wel1. 

U.S. dip1omacy is further complicated by intra-bureaucratic 
rivalries at home. Some bureaucrats may have ideo1ogical or senti
mental attachments to either the regime in power or the opposition, 
which cloud their perception of reality. Each agency will object 
to the use of its particular program for more general diplomatic 
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purposes. The occasional orders issued by the president or other 
high officials not following a situation. on a close, day- to-day basis 
can be disruptive. Finally, interference from Congress, private 
economic interests , and other lobbyists complicates the implementa
tion of a consistent policy. 

The alternative explanation argues that the controlled
evolution approach often misjudges the nature of the local actors 
and the dynamics of their interaction. It overestimates the wil
lingness or the ability of the local governments to compromise . It 
fails to recognize the fear of opposition leaders that striking 
deals with the government will cost them credibility with their 
followers. Moreover, a compromise sufficient to satisfy the govern
ment may be acceptable to only the more moderate opposition. Yet 
if the more radical parties break from their more moderate allies, 
the government may decide that it no longer needs to yield to a 
splintered and weakened opposition. 

U.S . policymakers are likely to have the interests and 
leverage needed to pressure a regime toward even a gradual evolution 
only when the opposition has reached an impressive strength . Yet in 
this polarized environment, compromise can be very difficult. Con
servatives fear that moderate reforms, far from pacifying the oppo
sition, will only encourage it, while radicals are aiming for a thorough 
regime transformation . 

Either policymaking or local dynamics offer sufficient explana
tion for the failures of the controlled- evo1ution model in Nicaragua , 
El Salvador, and Guatemala. The model seemed to demand a sophisti
cated orchestration of po1icies beyond the apparent capabilities of 
the U.S. political system. Yet, even it the U.S . bureaucracy were 
more unified and intelligent, the controlled- evolution model seemed 
to demand too much from the local incumbents while being too cautious 
for much of the opposition. Both bureaucratic inefficiencies and 
U.S. caution contributed to the frequently noted impression that 
the U.S. was continually seeking solutions which were running behind 
local events. 

Political systems can, of course, undergo a contro1led trans
formation even from authoritarian to democratic rule, as Spain and 
perhaps Brazil are demonstrating. But Central America was to witness 
more abrupt processes of social change. 

Dealing with Discontinuity 

The Nicaraguan mediation had collapsed by the end of January 
197 9. By May, the Sandinis tas had launched their final - off ens.j:ve. 
The mainstays of the Somoza reginie, the National Guard and the Liberal 
Party, disso1ved and, along with the Samoza family, fled into exile. 
Discontinuity, not gradual evolution, matked the end of the Somoza 
era. 
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The year 1979 also witnessed the fall of the Shah of Iran, 
an event which accelerated, but did not initiate, important trans
formations in U.S. foreign policy. The Soviet intervention in 
Afghanistan capped a year in which the United States had become 
increasingly concerned with Soviet activities in the third world. 
The Carter administration was bracing for a presidential campaign 
in which it would be attacked for having "lost" Nicaragua and Iran, 
and having failed to respond with sufficient vigor to Soviet probes 
and advances elsewhere. The Carter White Rouse did not want any new 
countries added to these lists before the 1980 elections. 

With these concerns forming the prism through which the ad
ministration was perceiving events overseas, the main lesson drawn 
from the Nicaraguan experience was the urgency of deeper U.S. in
volvement in Central America. The very day after the Sandinistas 
entered Managua, the administration decided to augment its economic 
and diplomatic commitment to the region. To better coordinate the 
use of these resources, the administration selected three of its 
most creative and activist hemispheric ambassadors then serv~ng in 
more prestigious South American posts.20 The appointment of Lawrence 
Pezzullo (Nicaragua), Robert Wh.ite (El Salvador), and later, George 
Landau (never granted agreement by the Guatemalans) illustrated the 
administration's determination to shape events in Central America to 
conform with U.S. interests. 

In El Salvador, the U.S. continued to try to convince Romero 
and his more moderate opposition to enter into negotiations not 
unlike those unsuccessfully pursued in Nicaragua. But only three 
months after Somoza fled Managua, a bloodless coup ousted Romero. 
Once again, the U.S. was confronted with discontinuity. The new 
Salvadorean junta, consisting cif reformist colonels and civilians, 
did not represent as total a break with the past as the Sandinista
dominated government in Nicaragua, but its composition and stated 
intentions were markedly different from those of the Romero regime. 

The October 15 Junta. In retrospect~ the junta formed on 
October 15, 1979 was the golden, last opportunity to avoid civil 
war in El Salvador. Here was a genuinely broad-based government 
containing all the centrist elements in Salvadorean society. Once 
the junta was established, the United States publicly and privately 
offered its support--a reformist, democratic junta could advance 
U.S. interests in human rights and, at the same time, be capable of 
containing the more radical left. Yet, when the junta collapsed at 
the end of December 1979, the U.S. did not mourn its passing. What 
had happened? 

Most of the civilians in the cabinet and the junta resigned 
in protest at the military's slowness in iro.plementing the proposed 
social and economic reforms, especially the agrarian reform, and, 
more importantly, in opposition to the aggressiyeness of the security 
forces in responding to mass demonstrations, strikes, and sit-ins. 
The civilians believed that the stability and durability of their 
progressive experiment would require the participation, or at least 
the support, of some of the leftist unions and political movements.21 
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The aggressiveness of the security forces undermined whatever op
portunities existed for the junta to reach out toward these groups. 

The U.S. was not, of course, in control of the Salvadorean 
security forces. But the U.S. may have, perhaps inadvertently, en
couraged their aggressive behavior. In December, the U.S. embassy, 
while continuing to underline its support for the promised social 
and economic reforms, began to place greater emphasis, especially 
in private conversations with military officers, on the need to 
restore authority.22 This attitude was reinforced by the chilling 
report of a U.S. Department of Defense survey team. The report, 
presented in mid- December to the Salvadorean Ministry of Defense, 
warned that the Salvadorean security forces were ill-prepared to 
cope with the advancing insurgency, and suggested the innnediate 
purchase of counter-insurgency equipment.23 

The embassy appeared generally unaware that efforts by the 
security forces to restore "authori ty 11 would render the junta asunder. 
Indeed, poor connnunications with the civilians in the government 
resulted in the embassy being taken by surprise by the announcement 
on December 27 that the civilians were threatening to resign. 

The U.S. failed to react with vigor to try to prevent the 
junta from collapsing. Due to inadequate embassy reporting, 
Washington had been unprepared for the civilian withdrawal, and 
was in the midst of the Christmas holidays. The U.S. did not try 
to mediate the differences between the military and civilian tenden
cies in the junta. Nor did it suggest to the military that U.S. 
security assistance was conditional upon a compxomise. Instead, the 
U.S. quickly seized upon the offer of the Christian Democrats to enter 
the government, and indicated to both the military and the Christian 
Democrats that the U.S. would support such a new junta. 

While the U.S. was not unfavorable toward the civilians in 
the October 15 junta, it found the Christian Democrats to be more 
moderate, flexible, and cohesive--in short, easier to work with. 
Indeed, a Christian Democrat-military understanding has been the 
basic objective of U.S. efforts during the Romero period. 

Whether the October 15 junta could have survived with greater 
U.S. support and sensitivity is another hypothetical question whose 
answer cannot be known. Some U.S. government analysts believed that 
important leftist elements mi ght have come to accept the junta and 
even participate in elections bad reforms proceeded and the security 
forces been restrained . One of the three civilian junta members sub
sequently argued that had the civilians and the more reform-minded 
officers moved immediately to purge some fifty conservative officers, 
the junta might have steadied itself.24 Instead, the U.S. had 
counseled the younger officers to compromise with their superiors in 
the name of institutional cohesion. Perhaps if the U.S. had placed 
its weight behind the reform-minded officers and civilians, they 
might have had the necessary strength and determination. :But the 
risk that such a purge could have split the armed f orces- -and opened 
the gates to a leftist insurrection--was sufficient cause for the 
U.S. to demur. 
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The Christian Democrat-Military Juntas. The U.S. recognized 
that the CD-military government was extremely weak and vulnerable to 
either a rightist coup or, in the medium term, to a leftist insur
rection. 25 The junta did not enjoy the firm support of either busi
ness, the Church, most unions, nor of the other civilian political 
parties and movements. The security forces themselves were poli
tically divided, and the Christian Democratic party was a shell of 
what it had been during its apogee in the early 1970s. The junta's 
political base was narrow--considerably narrower than the October 15 
junta--and its military capabilities shaky. Neverthe1ess, the ad
ministration's overri<'ling concerns with regional security and domestic 
politics--the fear of 11losing" yet another country--dictated that 
the U.S. commit its resources and efforts to the new junta. 

The U.S. undertook to shoulder a series of major tasks in
tended to strengthen the junta. The U.S. helped design the agrarian 
reform,26 and gain mi1itary acceptance of it, while giving the of
ficers the backing they needed to break their tradd.tlonal financial 
and psychological dependence on the large landowners. The U.S. 
lobbied hard with the business community, especially the urban indus
trialists and merchants, to convince them that; limited reform was 
preferable to revolution.27 U.S. economic aid he1ped fund the 
agrarian reform, and thereby indirectly financed the transfer of 
property from the traditional .large landowners to the peasantry. 
The U.S. lobbied, with less success, to persuade the center-left 
political parties and the Church to back the regime. When disputes 
arose within the government, the U.S. served as mediator, while 
threatening aid cut-offs to avert rightist coups. U.S. diplomacy . 
was supported by increasing levels of material resources. Economic 
assistance reached $56 million in FY 80 and Sl1rpassed $60 m~illion in 
FY 81. Though military aid remained modest, it increased steadily 
throughout 1980, and U.S. mi1itary advise.rs were stationed in the 
headquarters of the army high command. 

The U.S. also 'lobbied hard throughout the hemisphere and in 
western Europe to gain international suppo::rt for the junta, and pressed 
the multilatera1 deve1opment banks to assist the deteriorating Sa1va
dorean economy. Policy was closely coordinated with Venezuela's 
ruling Christian Democratic government, which was especia1ly friendly 
to the junta's 'leading Christian Democrat, Napolean Duarte.28 

In sum, the U.S. acted as the junta's foreign ministry, close 
domestic political counsellor and propagandist, arbiter of internal 
disputes, liaiaon with business interests, consultant on agrarian 
reform and labor organization, and, increasingly, military adviser. 
The U.S. had not become so deeply inv.olved in assisting a government 
in the hemisphere since the Dominican crisis of the early and mid-1960s. 

At this writing, it is still too early to judge definitively 
the results of Carter administration efforts. A number of successes 
and disappointments could be listed. The formation and perseverance 
of the DC-military junta and the implementation of the agrarian reform, 
however flawed, did seize the political initiative away from the left, 
and the guerrilla offensive of January 198.l failed to defeat the armed 
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forces or even splinter the junta. Relations improved between the 
government and most of the business sector. The Carter administration 
also succeeded in winning some international as well as congressional 
support for the junta. 

On the other hand, U.S. officials'. recognized that the junta had 
failed to gain significant popular support, or the adhesion of other · 
centrist parties, in part because of the widespread terror generated 
by right-wing "death squads':' and the security forces. 29 U.S. efforts 
to make the counter-insurgency efforts more refined and selective 
were ui1::;m:c:essful, .auJ L11e securlty furces seemeJ u11willlng Lu muve 
against privately funded assassination teams. If the left was unable 
to gain the intensity of popular support needed to stimulate a mass 
insurrection, the guerrilla forces themselves grew in numbers, tactical 
skill, and armaments during the course of 1980. In this climate of 
widespread violence and uncertainty, the economy declined by 8-10 
percent, and international commercial credit dried up. Finally, as 
the intensity of the fighting increased, so did the danger of a region
alization of the conflict. 

Accommodation with Nicaragua. The U.S. had worked hard to 
prevent the Sandinistas from acceding to power. When the FSLN col
umns entered Managua on July 19, 1979, the U.S. faced circumstances 
not of its own choosing, and a new set of options. The U.S. could 
either adopt a policy of hostility toward the new Sandinista-dominated 
government, could simply grant it unqualified acceptance, or else seek 
to accommodate and moderate the new government. The Carter admini
stration chose accommodation. 

The administration had several motives for adopting an ac
commodationist strategy. Given the strength of the FSLN and its 
control over the armed forces, a policy of hostility would only serve 
to radicalize the internal political dynamic and drive the FSLN to 
look to Cuba for security assistance; a "second'.'·' Cuba might be avoided 
by not repeating the mistakes made with the first Cuba. Moreover, a 
policy of hostility would create the impression in U.S. domestic 
opinion that the administration had, indeed, "lost" Nicaragua. But if 
a policy of hostility seemed counterproductive, a policy of laissez
faire was not even considered. The U.S. was prepared to accommodate 
itself to a liberalized definition of what could be tolerated in 
Central America, .but outer boundaries would still be drawn. 

The U.S. made clear that Nicaragua ought not to allow foreign 
troops or bases, nor attempt to "export revolution." Otherwise, the 
U.S. was prepared to tolerate radical rhetoric on international issues 
distant to the Central American reality. The administration decided 
to focus less on these immediate foreign-policy postures of the FSLN, 
and more on assuring the continuity of Nicaragua's material interaction 
with the rest of the world, and on the maintenance of a domestic 
private business sector. A Nicaragua enmeshed in trade and financial 
links with other Central American, Latin, and industrial nations was 
bound to moderate its foreign policy over time. A strong private 
sector within Nicaragua would be an important advocate of a pragmatic 
acco.mmodation to international economic realities. Nicaragua seemed 
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especiallb fertile ground for applying this strategy of "neo
realism"3 which was fundamental to the approach of some Carter 
administration officials to radical change in the third world. 
Nicaragua was a small, open economy, with tight trading and fi
nancial links to the U.S. and western Europe, the /Sandi~ista leader
ship31 were materialists in need of the West's economic--r-esources, 
and the Nicaraguan business clasf?, having participated in the anti
Somoza struggle, enjoyed some post-revolutionary :legitimacy. 

The Carter administration did not clearly define, either 
publicly or in its own mind, exactly what its vision of an accep
table "plm:ralistic" Nicaragua entailed. 32 Many recognized that the 
FSLN was dete.nnined to retain control of the executive branch of 
government, with Nicaragua perhaps evolving toward a Mexican-like 
model with a dominant official party within a mixed economy, while 
other U.S. officials seemed to hope that Nicaragua would become a 
truly competitive, multi-party system similar to Costa Rica. 

The $75 million aid package announced in late 1979 was in
tended to signal to the international financial institutions, other 
bilateral donors, and commercial lenders and traders that they ought 
to do business with Nicaragua. Some 60 percent of the $75 million 
was to be channeled to the Nicaraguan priyate sector. The large AID 
program would, of course, provide the U.S. with potential avenues 
of influence in Nicaraguan society, and allow for a direct U.S. 
presence to compete with the large influx of Cuban personnel. To 
reduce distrust, President Carter invited Nicaraguan government 
leaders to the White House in September 197 9. To alleviate regional 
tensions which threatened t:o upset the delicate political balance in 
Managua, the U. S. urged other Caribbean-basin states to befriend 
the Nicaraguan regime. The U.S. especially urged Honduras tp prevent 
former National Guardsmen from using Honduran territory as sanctuaries 
from which to harrass the FSLN. 

At first the U.S. was reasonably pleased with the FSLN response.33 
The government's economic team was composed largely of businessmen and 
technocrats. Nicaragua acknow:ledged foreign debts accrued during the 
Somoza era and renegotiated its debts with the international banking 
community.34 Internally, the government sought to moderate wage de
mands and repressed the ultra-left. Opposition political activity and 
media were tolerated. 

By the seco11d half of 1980, however, U. S. officials, ·were in
creasingly disturbed with Nicaraguan developments. The reasons were 
11umerous. Those U.S. officials who hoped Nicaragua would become a 
second Costa Rica became disillusioned.35 Nearly all officials reacted 
negatively to the FSLN's approach to mass mobilization, which was 
seen in Washington not as legitimate popular participation but as a 
form of political control. Since the U.S. looked to the fortunes of 
the private sector as the key to pluralism and the continued integra
tion of Nicaragua into the international economy, Washington was very 
sensitive to the heightened, if not yet inflamed, tensions between the 
FSLN and Nicaraguan businessmen. The presence of large numbers of Cuban 
propagandists and security advisers was viewed ominously, especially in 
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light of Washington's growing agitation over Cuban and Soviet activi
ties in the third world. Nevertheless, given the Nicaraguan govern
ment's pragmatic economic policies, these developments might have 
been seen as irritating and worrisome, but not cause for abandoning 
the accommodationist policy- -were it not for the civil war in El 
Salvador. 

The Nicaraguan government had indd'. cated its willingness to 
support the October 15 junta, in part because it recognized that 
deepening conflict in El Salvador could threaten U.S. - Nicaraguan 
relations. But the conflict in El Sal vador did polarize, and the U.S . 
and the FSLN were inevitably drawn in on opposite sides. One of the 
Carter administration's last acts was to suspend economic- aid dis
bursements to Nicaragua, on the grounds that the Nicaraguan govern
ment was funnelling arms to the Salvadorean guerrillas. 

The Reagan Administration 

Paralleling the early days of the Carter administration, the 
Reagan team approached Central .America through globalist lens. :But 
whereas the early Carter administration had emphasized human-rights 
principles, Reagan s aw the need to rescue the isthmus from what were 
perceived as Soviet-bloc incursions. In its campaign to reverse the 
decline in U.S . power, the Reagan administration made Central America, 
and El Salvador in particular, its initial foreign-policy priority . 
This extraordinary show of interest proceeded from two convergent 
concerns within the administration. First, having argued that the 
Carter administration had been overly tolerant of leftist political 
forces in the third world, especially when supported by the Cubans 
or Soviets, the Reagan administration chose El Salvador to demonstrate 
its counter- revolutionary anti- Sovietism.36 Second, responding to 
perceptions in the Defense Department37 and in branches of the in
telligence community, the administration sought to reassert U.S. 
control of the Caribbean basin, and to eliminate any actual or po
tential threats to U.S. security interests. 

Central America offered favorable geopolitical terrain for 
a demonstration of U.S. resolve .. to respond forcefully to Cuban or 
Soviet "risk-taking'' (a term used repeatedly by Secretary of State 
Alexander Haig ) . If the U.S. failed to act decisively so near to home, 
the Soviets would not be convinced of the seriousness of U.S. intent. 
Moreover, Central America had to be secured ~ and quickly, in order 
to free U. S. resources for use in theat res of greater inherent str a
tegic or economic importance--notably, the Persian Gulf. 

The new administration moved rapidly to provide the Salvadorean 
security f orces with materials and advisers. The failure of the Janu
ary 1981 offensive by the left had opened a possible window for a 
mediated solution, but the Reagan administration preferred to pursue 
a military victory; a political compromise seemed difficult, but, in 
any case, the administration preferred to illustrate U. S. willingness 
and capability to successfully project force in the third world against 
revolutionaries. Moreover, a mediated so.lution could leave the left 
with considerable actua.l or potential influence, and any centrist 
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solution in El Salvador would be destabilizing in Guatemala. The 
U.S. did continue to support President Dua.rte and important ele
ments of the ag.:rarian reform, recognizing that they strengthened the 
government's domes tic and international images. 

Mutual distrust between the Reagan administration and the 
FSLN appeared certain to draw the two nations into conflict. A 
likely signal of a rupture would be the cancellation of economic
assistance flows, whether due to intelligence reports of continu-
ing Nicaraguan engagement in channe1ling arms to the Salvado.rean 
guerrillas, or to the vio1ation of other conditions placed by Congress 
on aid to Nicaragua.38 A hostile U.S . attitude would threaten the 
internal coalition between the private sector and the FSLN, compelling 
the FSLN to assert control in order to survive. It also seemed 
probable that the new administration would renew security assistance 
to Guatemala to help the security forces combat a growing insurgency, 
hoping to repeat the success of U.S. counter-insurgency programs 
against Guatemalan guerrillas in the late 1960s.39 In .Honduras, the 
Reagan administration decided to maintain the policy inherited from 
Carter, and support the democrati.zation process, albeit with less 
intensity . 40 

The Evolution of the U.S. National Interest 

In the short span between 1975 and .1981, the U.S. government's 
definition of the national interest in Central America changed with 
remarkable frequency. These shifts in priorities resulted from rapid 
changes within Centra.l America, altering perceptions of global trends, 
lurches in American public opinion, and variations in the relative 
power of individuals and agencies both within and between admini
strations. 

In the ear1y and mid-1970s, Central America normally received 
low-level attention, while the permanent bureaucracy concentrated on 
fostering economic growth and regional stabi1ity as the best antidotes 
against the entrance of forces hostile to U.S. influence. In 1977, the 
Carter administration's assertion of its concern for human rights 
automatically provoked a rift in U.S. relations with formerly friendly 
regimes. U.S. involvement in Central America during this period was 
tempered by the region's relatively low visibi1ity, the Latin American 
Bureau's protection of its traditional client governments, and the 
non-interventionist scruples of some Carter administration officials. 
By mid-1978, however, the administration became anxious that U.S. in
f1uence in the region was potentially threatened by political unrest 
unguided by the United States. The existing concern for human rights and 
the heightened security interest both caused the U.S. to favor po1itical 
change in Nicaragua and El Salvador, although security interests increased 
U.S. caution and involvement. Mor eover , whereas human rights had 
illnitially been viewed primarily as an end in itse1f, increasingly the 
advancement of human rights and democracy was seen as an instrument 
whereby U.S. security interests could be pursued. 
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The Sandinista victory offered an opportunity fot the United 
States to redefine the limits of its tolerance in the region. The 
presence of a leftist, nationalist government, while never welcome, 
was judged potentially not threatening to U.S. economic, political, 
or even security interests. 

In apparent contradiction to the policy of accommodation with 
the Sandinistas, the U. S. worked hard to preclude a leftist victory 
in El Salvador. In fact, both policies were derived from the same 
objectives: to work within each reality for non- radical outcomes and 
to contain the spread of Cuban influence. A policy of cooperation with 
Nicaragua was considered the best method to preserve pluralism and to 
lessen the Nicaraguan incentive to invite Cuban assistance. In El 
Salvador, it was still possible to assure that Marxist - oriented parties 
and Cuban influence were precluded altogether. The two po.licies did, 
however, face a potentially real contradiction: escalating foreign 
involvement in El Salvador threatened to undermine the U.S. - Nicaraguan 
entente . 

As U. S . interests evolved from an emphasis on human rights to 
an emphasis on regional security and containing Cuban influence, the 
degree of U.S. activism increased dramatically. The U.S. decision to 
launch a mediation effort in Nicaragua signalled a sharp increase in 
U.S. direct involvement, but the administration was still careful to 
multilateralize the medi ation effort, gain an OAS mandate, and secure 
the support of the hemisphere's democracies. .By 1981, the U. S . was 
prepared to act alone in playing an extremely activist role in El 
Salvador, although the support of other governments was encouraged. 

On the surface, the Reagan administration represents a return 
to a traditional definition of U.S. security interests in the region- 
that the region ought to be denied to any hostile powers. A public 
human- rights policy was rejected as threatening to the coherence of 
military institutions considered the most reliable partners in the 
defense of these interests. New, however, was the administration's 
public emphasis on viewing Central America as a testing ground for 
East-West competition in the third world. This prism momentarily 
elevated Central America to a theatre of high prior i ty; however, the 
intention was to quickly secure the isthmus so that U.S. attention 
could be directed to more distant trouble spots of greater inherent 
importance. The feasibility of this optimistic scenario is very un
certain . During the last decade, the polit i cal dynamics i n Cent r al 
America have become significantly more complex and difficult to 
control. 
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