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Short Abstract

This diplomatic and military history offers a new interpretation of the origins of the three
fighting fronts during the final phase of the Cold War in Angola, Central America, and
Afghanistan. Vaguely remembered today as proxy wars on the periphery, in fact, these were
protracted revolutionary civil wars and regional contests for the balance of power in which
millions died, while at the same time they were central to global superpower confrontation.
Analysis focuses on the strategy and policy of the United States. The chronology from 1975 to
1982 covers the Ford administration’s covert action intervention in the Angolan Civil War,
which came to grief at the hands of Cuban troops; Jimmy Carter’s effort to conduct foreign
policy based on principles, which ran foul of power considerations in Angola, Nicaragua, El
Salvador, and Afghanistan; and Ronald Reagan’s embrace of these wars early in his first term as

part of the revival of U.S. strength in its competition with the Soviet Union.

The principal argument is that these wars were integral to the U.S. experience of limited
war during the Cold War and that U.S. policy and strategy was ultimately consistent across
presidential administrations. In strategic terms, the main conclusion is that the U.S. restricted
itself to conducting economy of force contingency operations in Angola, Central America, and
Afghanistan as a result of its costly struggles in Korea and Vietnam. Despite declaring these
peripheral wars to be central to the Cold War, avoiding the costs of involving U.S forces directly
in Third World conflicts and minimizing the risks of escalation with the Soviet Union were

overriding political and military imperatives.



Long Abstract

This thesis presents an original interpretation of the wars in Angola, Central America,
and Afghanistan that marked the beginning of the final phase of the Cold War. Written as a
traditional diplomatic and military history, it focuses on the strategy and policy of the United
States. Rather than their accustomed portrayal as controversial proxy wars of dubious strategic
importance, the unifying argument is that the Reagan Doctrine Wars were integral to the U.S.

experience of limited war during the Cold War.

The timeframe is 1975 to 1982 and covers significant developments in three presidential
administrations: Ford’s failed intervention in the Angolan Civil War through covert action in the
immediate shadow of Vietnam; Carter’s desire to conduct foreign policy based on principles,
which ran foul of Cold War struggles for power in Angola, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and
Afghanistan; and Reagan’s embrace of these wars early in his first term to make them part of
U.S. competitive strategy against the Soviet Union. Each of these wars was very different and
had its own set of protagonists. Regarded as a whole, they were at once protracted revolutionary
civil wars, regional contests for the balance of power, and central to global confrontation
between the United Sates and the Soviet Union. For the superpowers, these were peripheral wars
of limited aims and means. But for the direct participants they were unlimited wars for survival
in which millions died and the scale of humanitarian disaster was massive. Their consequences

persist today.

These wars attracted intense attention while they were underway. Contemporary media
coverage and commentary, the published literature, and the official record are all extensive.

Numerous recently declassified documents were available for new research.



Classic strategic principles underlie the analysis, drawn, for example, from commentaries
by Thucydides on the corrosive effects of civil war and by Thomas Hobbes on the causes of
protracted war. The interpretation builds on three prominent realists whose views on these wars
were influential at the time: Hans Morgenthau, who warned of the challenges that the U.S. faced
from the forces of revolution; Robert Osgood, who wrote about the problems of limited war for
U.S. strategy in Korea and Vietnam; and Robert Tucker, who was skeptical of intervention and
idealistic foreign policies. Concepts from the social sciences provide insights into leadership,

decision-making, bureaucratic politics, and strategic behavior.

The narrative begins in April 1975, four weeks after the fall of Saigon, when President
Ford, at Henry Kissinger’s urging, approved a hasty covert paramilitary operation in Angola
aligned with a secret South African invasion. Intended to prevent Marxist-Leninists from coming
to power when the nation became independent from Portugal, the operation ended in defeat after
Fidel Castro sent combat troops to rescue his Angolan allies. Congress subsequently took the

unprecedented action of prohibiting further aid to the U.S.-backed factions.

When Jimmy Carter won the 1976 presidential election, the U.S. was in the shadow of
Vietnam and gripped by a cycle of decline. The new president promised a more benign and
principled American presence in the world based on human rights, non-intervention, and lowered
concern with the Cold War. The Soviet and Cuban military presence in Angola immediately
challenged that approach in Angola, and the U.S. proved unable to contain their further
expansion in Africa. In Central America, support for human rights destabilized the Nicaraguan
dictator Somoza, a long-time U.S. ally, contributing to the Sandinista-led insurrection and

another Soviet-Cuban advance. Carter’s overreaction to the 1979 Soviet intervention in



Afghanistan deepened Cold War confrontation. The decision to support the Afghan mujahedin

imposed major costs on the Soviet Union, but also had fateful and enduring consequences.

By the end of his term, the Carter administration had attempted to resume aid to Angolan
insurgents, was supporting resistance to the Nicaraguan Sandinistas, adopted counterinsurgency
to forestall revolution in neighboring El Salvador, and was committed to backing the mujahedin
against Soviet troops in Afghanistan. Thus, contrary to collective memory, the U.S. was well-
engaged in these wars when Ronald Reagan took office in January 1981. His principal changes
were to increase resources and to shift from defensive reaction to an offensive “forward strategy
for freedom.” While he continued the revival of American military strength begun under Carter,
Reagan’s war record was actually modest and he prudently kept the United States out of
quagmires. In fact, the administration never declared a Reagan Doctrine of supporting anti-
communist forces, which was instead the clever invention of a journalist. More accurately, U.S.
support for insurgency in Angola, Nicaragua, and Afghanistan and for counterinsurgency in El
Salvador was a variant of the global strategy to contain the Soviet Union that George Kennan
first envisioned in 1947. The deep historical continuity of the determination to exclude hostile
foreign powers from areas declared to be of interest to the United States began with the Monroe

Doctrine in 1823.

The limited wars that the United States fought in Korea and Vietnam inflicted high
casualties, wearied the public, and came to unsatisfactory ends. They extinguished the will to
commit U.S. forces to combat in the Third World and made it politically imperative to insulate
the American people from the direct costs of war. The Reagan Doctrine Wars resulted. From the
beginning, these wars also figured prominently in the struggle over authority and accountability

between the U.S. Congress and the Executive that arose from the Watergate scandal and
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Vietnam. It was under these constraints that the national security and foreign policy agencies,
with the National Security Council at the apex, remained dedicated to Cold War containment and
deterrence. Conduct of these wars, termed “Low Intensity Conflict,” was indirect and diverged
from the conventional model of civil-military relations and military operations. Paramilitary aid
to insurgents came under primary control of the civilian CIA, while counter-insurgency remained
the mission of the Special Forces. The pedigree of this arrangement evolved from support to
partisans in Europe and Asia during World War 11, pioneered by the British Special Operations
Executive (SOE) and pursued energetically by the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), in which

resistance groups received support without regard for their political character.

What the U.S. decided not to do was as important as what it did. Despite the claims of
highest purpose in resisting Soviet expansion in the Third World, the desire to avoid escalation
was the governing factor. For example, the Ford, Carter, and Reagan administrations seriously
considered attacking Cuba, but the precedent of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis and uncertainty
over the Soviet reaction determined against it in each instance. As with all wars, the demands of
these wars drove U.S. actions as much as intentional strategy, and the U.S. confronted limits to
power at every turn. Allies such as South Africa, Zaire, Argentina, Honduras, Pakistan, and
Saudi Arabia, pursued their own interests, often in contradiction to U.S wishes. Interventions in
support of Angolan, Nicaraguan, and Afghan insurgents came with multiple complications and
controversies, which were even more entangling in the case of counterinsurgency in El Salvador.

It is a myth that the Cold War was a simpler time.

U.S. involvement in the Reagan Doctrine Wars is comparable to what the British
maritime strategist Julian Corbett, following Clausewitz, termed “war limited by contingent.”

They were economy of force operations to secure gains at the lowest possible cost with the aim
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of containing Soviet expansion and imposing costs while controlling the scope of conflict. The
United States did not set out to achieve victory in the Reagan Doctrine Wars. Rather, they served
U.S. grand strategy in the Cold War by expressing America’s will to contend with the Soviet

Union.

For both Great Powers, despite their stakes in the ideological Cold War and regional
balances of power in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, these limited wars on the periphery
substituted indirect confrontation for direct conflict and protraction for escalation. Mutual
deterrence compelled the United States and the Soviet Union to avoid rather than to fight nuclear
or conventional war in their core areas. Instead, they practiced restrictive deterrence in which
actual fighting remained limited to Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan. At the time these
wars began in the 1970s, no one knew that within a decade the Soviet Union would collapse and
the Cold War itself would end. This meant that the incentive to perpetuate these conflicts was

stronger than desires either to prevail or to resolve them.
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So bloody was the march of revolution . . . one may say, the whole world was
convulsed; in war, with an alliance always at the command of either faction . . . the
sufferings which revolution entailed . . . were many and terrible, such as have
occurred and will always occur as long as the nature of mankind remains the same;
The cause of all these evils was the struggle for power . . . and from these passions
proceeded the violence of parties once engaged in contention.!

— Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War

For Warre, consisteth not in Battel onely, or the act of fighting, but in a tract of
time, wherein the Will to contend . . . is sufficiently known: and the notion of Time,
is to be considered in the nature of Warre; as in the nature of foule Weather.?

— Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan

There is no such thing as a little war for a great Nation.®

— Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington

! Robert B. Strassler (ed.), The Landmark Thucydides: A Comprehensive Guide to the Peloponnesian War (New
York, 1998), 3.82, pp. 199-200.

2 Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan, ed. C.B. McPherson (London, 1968), p. 183.

3 The Speeches of the Duke of Wellington in Parliament, Vol 2, 1839 (London, 1854), p. 259.
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Abbreviations and Style

This thesis uses American spellings and dates, consistent with the majority of sources and

quotations, as well as with the U.S. subject matter. Web citations with permanent URLs from
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abbreviated where sufficient for immediate location. More complete reference information,

including the date of accession, is noted where this is not the case.
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Preface

This is a thesis about the origins of war, and it seems fitting to begin with a comment
about the origins of this study. Fortuitously, I met Sir Hew Strachan in Kandahar while he was
on a NATO tour of Afghanistan in early 2011. | was serving there as head of the strategic
advisory group for the U.S. military command. During a long evening’s discussion, I confessed
to him my recurring desire to get a doctorate. Sir Hew responded by suggesting that | might join
his Changing Character of War Programme at Oxford. The seed germinated. The following year
| came to Oxford. My journeyman’s experience in the practice of history has been at once a

challenging intellectual expedition and fulfilling opportunity for professional development.

The topic for the thesis came quite naturally for two reasons. First, what | am calling here
the Reagan Doctrine Wars were the three final fighting fronts of the long Cold War, and it
seemed worthwhile to work on a new interpretation of their significance before they slipped
further over the horizon of memory. Second, it occurred to me the moment | set foot on the
ground at Bagram Air Base in 2008 that | had served as a Foreign Service Officer in all three of
these protracted wars — in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan. The thesis, of course, is

not a memoir, but this experience does contribute a measure of ground truth.

My crossover from practicing international affairs to the field of strategic studies
occurred when | served as a member of the exceptional faculty of the Strategy and Policy
Department at the U.S. Naval War College in 2002-04. Subsequently, it continued when | was a
visiting scholar at the Merrill Center for Strategic Studies at Johns Hopkins SAIS, where Eliot

Cohen and Tom Mahnken were unflaggingly gracious hosts. | have also had the good fortune to
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have two generous mentors in George Baer, former S&P Chairman, and Bob Tucker, professor

emeritus of foreign policy at SAIS.

| am most deeply indebted to Sir Hew and CCW Director Rob Johnson, whose guidance
as supervisor-colleagues has been in equal measure civilized, diligent, generous, enlightening,
and absolutely essential. Rob and Sir Hew would set demanding tasks with great subtlety. They

They also consistently encouraged me to keep the scope of the thesis broad rather than narrow.

One major course correction did become necessary. Originally | had set out to write
about the consequences of the Reagan Doctrine Wars. This seemed the most direct way to derive
current value from the “lessons” of our recent past. However, the impossibility of portraying the
aftermath of these wars without getting the beginning of the story right soon became evident.
Thus, the refocus on origins, and, | believe, a richer interpretation built on a firmer foundation.
While clambering on the wisdom of many predecessors, the result of my scholarship, for better

and for worse, is my own responsibility.
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Introduction

The Nature and Character of the Reagan Doctrine Wars

Among the more than a dozen conflicts that erupted during the late-1970s throughout
what was at the time referred to as the Third World, the wars in Angola, Central America, and
Afghanistan became the principal fighting fronts that marked the final phase of the global Cold
War.* These were the “Reagan Doctrine Wars.” Their effects continued beyond the end of the
Cold War into the era of US ‘unipolar’ dominance. Afghanistan provides the most obvious link,
with it and Iragq prompting major US interventions after the terrorist attacks of September 11,

2001. The involvement of the United States as these wars began is the subject of this thesis.

The narrative sections take up each of the three in sequence, following a chronology that
encompasses three presidential administrations. They begin with the second half of Gerald
Ford’s term in 1975, cover Jimmy Carter from January 1977 to January 1981, and end halfway
through Ronald Reagan’s first term in 1982. These wars attracted intense attention while under
way and the published literature about them is vast. There are no major disagreements regarding
the events or the actions of the participants. | build on existing knowledge and take advantage of
recently released official documents and other new information to present an original historical
interpretation of the events and to build a fuller picture of U.S. decision-making. My purpose is
to deepen understanding of the origins of the wars in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan

as strategic events in the Cold War, while placing them in the context of American policy and

4 B.R. Tomlinson, “What Was the Third World?”, Journal of Contemporary History, 38:2, 2003, pp. 307-321.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Journal_of_Contemporary_History

politics. In providing analysis and commentary on the character of these conflicts, my larger

ambition is to further understanding of American strategic behavior.

This thesis addresses several myths. One of them is that somehow the Cold War was a
simpler time. The common reference to these conflicts as “proxy wars” hardly captures their
complexity. These were no mere “small wars” of dubious strategic significance. Even though
they took place under varying circumstances with widely differing actors and geography, they
can be conceived as a whole. They were wars-within-war, at once revolutionary civil wars and
regional conflicts at the intersection of long-term superpower competition over the geopolitical
and ideological balance of power. For the United States and the Soviet Union, they were
peripheral wars whose aims and means were limited and presented no direct threats to security.
For the direct participants, they were unlimited wars for survival that involved multiple
antagonists and tens of thousands of combatants, and directly affected millions of people in
Southern Africa, Central America, and Southwest Asia. None of these wars proceeded as their
protagonists had envisioned. Atrocities occurred on all sides, millions died, the scale of
humanitarian disaster was massive, and each continued for well over a decade, their disastrous

consequences outlasting the end of the Cold War itself.

Although this aspect is largely forgotten, the impact on the American scene was
profound. The shadow of Vietnam loomed over United States involvement as powerfully as the
Cold War itself. These wars were constantly on the front pages and led the television news.
Despite minimizing direct U.S. military commitment, the interplay of policy and politics was

exceedingly messy:



Saigon fell in April 1975. Four months later, President Ford, at Henry Kissinger’s urging,
authorized a hasty covert paramilitary operation, aligned with a secret invasion by apartheid
South Africa, to confront the challenge of Marxist-Leninist revolution in Angola. When Fidel
Castro sent combat troops to rescue his Angolan allies, the United States lacked the freedom to
escalate. Angola inflamed the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate contest between the executive and
legislative branches, and Congress took unprecedented action by cutting funds for the program.

The failure resulted in a Soviet and Cuban success.

Jimmy Carter won the 1976 presidential election promising a principled American
presence in the world and downplaying the Cold War. However, as his term progressed, multiple
crises left Carter a conflicted moralist and contributed to the perception that his foreign policy
had failed. The administration’s problems included an inability to stem Soviet and Cuban
expansion in Africa, support for human rights that helped prompt insurrection in Nicaragua, and
the December 1979 Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, which brought U.S. hostility toward
Moscow to its lowest point since the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. In cumulative reaction, Carter,
egged on by his National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski and facing a strong challenge
from Ronald Reagan in the 1980 election, had by the end of his term adopted militarized
containment and reverted thoroughly to the Cold War. In addition to increasing the defense
budget and deploying military forces to the Persian Gulf under the Carter Doctrine, the
administration attempted to resume support for Angolan insurgents, was supporting opposition to
the Nicaraguan Sandinistas, approved armed counterinsurgency assistance to forestall revolution

in El Salvador, and was backing the mujahedin against Soviet troops in Afghanistan.

Thus, it is another myth that Ronald Reagan initiated the U.S. interventions in Angola,

Central America, and Afghanistan. Led by Reagan’s own long and deeply held moral conviction
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that the United States could and should prevail in the Cold War, the new administration shifted
from a defensive to an offensive posture toward these wars. This was what was new about
Reagan. Despite this clear vision, the administration floundered at first. It was some time before
its response added up to a coherent strategy, and the politics remained messy. The most intense
focus throughout 1981 and into 1982 was on Central America. El Salvador was the
administration’s first foreign policy crisis, Secretary of State Al Haig provoked major domestic
and international jitters with threats to attack Cuba, and paramilitary support for the Nicaraguan
Contras got underway but quickly ran into controversy. By the mid-point of 1982, the
administration had embraced support for Angolan, Nicaraguan, and Afghan insurgents as
protagonists in a “forward strategy for freedom.”®> However, Congress was deeply skeptical of
the Contras from the beginning, and kept its prohibition on funding for Angola in place until
1985. Texas Congressman Charlie Wilson, not the administration, was the principal champion

of the mujahedin.

It was only by Reagan’s second term that U.S. involvement in these wars was
conceptually integrated into the comprehensive U.S. competitive strategy to impose costs on, and
to outspend and outpace, the Soviet Union.® It is also significant that Reagan throughout his
presidency remained determined to keep the United States out of quagmires. His additional use
of military force was modest, limited to the invasion of tiny Grenada, the aborted intervention in
Lebanon, retaliatory strikes against Libya, and lesser covert actions in Chad, Lebanon, and

Cambodia.

° Ronald Reagan, “Address to Members of the British Parliament,” June 8, 1982, UCSB.
6 Barrass, Gordon, “U.S. Competitive Strategy during the Cold War,” Thomas Mahnken (ed.), Competitive
Strategies for the 21% Century (Stanford, 2012), pp. 71-89.
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Two general themes stand out:

First, and contrary to general impressions, the administrations of all three presidents —
Ford, Carter, and Reagan — pursued fundamentally consistent approaches to these wars. This is
part of the longer story of containment and deterrence that emerged as U.S. strategy toward the
USSR at the onset of the Cold War during the Truman administration.” Confronted in 1975 with
Soviet-Cuban involvement in Angola’s burgeoning civil war, Kissinger insisted on reverting to
militarized containment through covert action and by backing questionable allies. While Jimmy
Carter’s subsequent effort to break with the Cold War was sincere, it did not last beyond the first
half of his term, and, by the time he left office, he was applying the same methods in Central
America and Afghanistan. Far from a radical reversal, Ronald Reagan represented more of a shift

in attitude from defense to offense than a change in actual strategy.

Second, this consistency in U.S. behavior was less the result of intentional and rational
policy- and strategy-making than it was a sequence of muddled responses to the demands of the
situation, formed in the context of earlier experience. Following U.S. triumph in World War II
and the subsequent hardening of the Cold War, two limited wars on the periphery in Asia had
become protracted, and had inflicted high costs, wearied the public, and come to unsatisfactory
ends. Initial success in Korea in 1950 turned into near-disaster with Chinese intervention,
followed by two years of tedious fighting that terminated in stalemate well short of victory in
1953. The introduction of combat forces to Vietnam in 1965 turned into defeat in an even more

drawn out and painful national tragedy. The cumulative effect of those experiences extinguished

" A Report to the NSC - NSC 68: United States Objectives and Programs for National Security, April 14, 1950
FRUS 1950, National Security Affairs, Doc. 126; Col. S. Nelson Drew (ed.), NSC-68: Forging the Strategy of
Containment (Washington, DC, 1994).



for a generation the will to commit U.S. forces to combat for less than vital causes or for quick
interventions. It became politically imperative to minimize risks of casualties, to insulate the

American people from war, and to avoid becoming enmeshed in another Third World quagmire.®

The geostrategy was no less complex. At the time these wars began in the 1970s, the
United States and the Soviet Union had been rivals for three decades and confrontation was
increasing. Deterrence compelled both sides to avoid, rather than to fight, either nuclear or
conventional war in their core areas, while opportunistic Soviet advances in the Third World
combined with increases in nuclear and conventional military power led to an assessment that the
strategic balance had turned against the U.S. In response, U.S. leaders found themselves
simultaneously countering what they perceived as Soviet aggression while scrupulously avoiding
risks of escalation. By limiting direct involvement in actual fighting and arming civil-regional
wars on the periphery, both superpowers reduced risks and traded escalation for open-ended
protraction.® Because no one knew at the time that within a decade the Soviet Union would
collapse and the Cold War itself would end, the incentives to perpetuate these conflicts were

stronger than desires either to prevail or to resolve them.*

U.S. Strategy in the Reagan Doctrine Wars
How then do we characterize U.S. strategy in the Reagan Doctrine Wars? To do so, it is

necessary to place both the political-ideological dimensions of super power confrontation and the

8 James McAllister, et al, H-Diplo/ISSF Forum on “Audience Costs and the Vietnam War”, 3:7, November 2014,
http://issforum.org/ISSF/PDF/ISSF-Forum-3.pdf, accessed November 25, 2014; Bradford lan Stapleton, “The Korea
Syndrome: An Examination of War-Weariness Theory,” Journal of Cold War Studies, 17:3, Summer 2105, pp. 36-
81

% John Prados, “Peripheral War: A Recipe for Disaster,” in Andreas W. Daum, Lloyd C. Gardner, and Wilfried
Mausbach, eds., America, the Vietnam War, and the World (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 89-104.

10 Fred Charles 1klé, Every War Must End (Columbia, 1971); Charles Wolf, et al., The Costs of the Soviet Empire
(RAND, 1983); Charles Wolf, “Arming the Reagan Doctrine,” The National Interest, no. 5, Fall 1986, pp. 102-05;
Charles Wolf and Harry S. Rowen, eds., The Future of the Soviet Empire (New York, 1987).
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revolutionary civil wars in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan in a more general strategic
context. Failure in Vietnam made the preferred American way of war — concentrating forces to
overwhelm the enemy with mass and firepower — infeasible for the Cold War in the Third
World.! While most of the U.S. Armed Forces concentrated on preparing for conventional war
against the Eastern Bloc, the ways and means of the Reagan Doctrine Wars came from a parallel
strategic world referred to as “Low Intensity Conflict.”? Its methods combined support for
irregular and conventional forces, covert action, political warfare, and information operations.
Reinvented today as hybrid warfare in the gray zones between war and peace, the ideas and

methods have older roots.*?

From their inception, the undeclared Reagan Doctrine Wars figured prominently in the
struggle over authority and accountability between the U.S. Congress and the Executive that
followed the Watergate scandal and the Vietnam War. As the national security and foreign
policy agencies, with the National Security Council at the apex, pursued their respective roles in
accordance with the National Security Act of 1947, the operational conduct of these wars
diverged from the traditional U.S. models of civil-military relations and conventional military

operations.**

1 Clausewitz, On War, p. 213; Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War (New York, 1973).

12 «y.S. Strategy for Third World Conflict,” Report of the Regional Conflict Working Group prepared for the
Commission on Integrated Long-Term Strategy, May 11, 1988; Col. Howard Lee Dixon, Low Intensity Conflict:
Overview, Definitions, and Policy Concerns, Army-Air Force Center for Low Intensity Conflict, June 1989.

13 United States Marine Corps Small Wars Manual (GPO, 1940), pp. 1-8; Brian Linn, “The ‘American Way of War’
Revisited,” Journal of Military History, 22:2, April 2002, pp. 501-33; Echevarria, Reconsidering the American Way
of War, pp. 9-27; Gen. James N. Mattis and Frank Hoffman, “Future Warfare: The Rise of Hybrid Wars,” U.S.
Naval Institute Proceedings, Nov 2005, 131:11, pp. 18-19.

14 NSC 10/2, NSC Directive on Office of Special Projects, June 18, 1948, FRUS 1945-1950, Emergence of the
Intelligence Establishment, Doc. 292; Amy B. Zegart, Flawed by Design: The Evolution of the CIA, JCS, and NSC
(Stanford, 1999).



U.S. support for anti-Communist insurgents and counterinsurgents had a pedigree dating
to the earliest days of the Cold War. Paramilitary support for insurgents came under primary
control of the civilian CIA, while military support for counterinsurgency remained the mission of
the Special Forces. This arrangement evolved out of the support to partisans in Europe and Asia
during World War I, pioneered by the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) and pursued
energetically by the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS).%® Critically, unlike the SOE, the
OSS treated resistance groups as instruments of war without regard for their political character,
as long as they contributed to securing the unconditional surrender of the Axis. As the Cold War
got under way, this method was carried over to the Truman administration’s attempts to undo
Soviet power through political warfare, including ill-fated attempts to prompt armed
insurrections behind the Iron Curtain.'® The anti-communist campaign then continued in Korea,

Vietnam, Latin America, and elsewhere throughout the Third World.’

Although the concept did not exist at the time, the strategic character of the Reagan

Doctrine Wars, can be defined as “restrictive deterrence,” a term that Thomas Rid first adapted

15 Harris Smith, OSS: The Secret History of America’s First Central Intelligence Agency (Berkley, 1972); Thomas F.
Troy, Donovan and the CIA (Maryland, 1981); Edward F. Sayle, “The Historical Underpinnings of the U.S.
Intelligence Community,” International Journal of Intelligence and Counter-Intelligence, 1:1, 1986, pp. 1-27;
Maochun Yu, OSS in China (Annapolis, 1996); CIA, The Office of Strategic Services: America's First Intelligence
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from criminal justice and applied to Israel’s security policy. 2 The purpose of restrictive
deterrence is to manage costs and risks, particularly of escalation, while containing actual
fighting at the lowest possible level. The concept is distinct from, but entirely consistent with,
general deterrence that dissuades an adversary from taking action through the threat of punitive

retaliation, the cornerstone of nuclear strategy during the Cold War.*

Operationally, restrictive deterrence is comparable to what the British maritime strategist
Julian Corbett, following Clausewitz, termed “war limited by contingent,” in which the
commitment of a “disposal force” would not risk the main effort if it were lost.?’ U.S.
commitments in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan were thus classic economy of force
operations, intended to secure gains at the lowest possible cost through discriminate employment
and distribution of forces in secondary areas while concentrating on achieving superiority in the
decisive operation.?! Their purposes were to impose costs, contain Soviet expansion, and control
the scope of conflict, while serving U.S. grand strategy in the Cold War.?? Instead of pursuing a
theory of victory to terminate the civil wars or shift the regional balance, the United States aided
partisans and their aligned regional parties enough to continue fighting, but remained removed

from direct combat. In other words, the United States did not set out to win the Reagan Doctrine

18 Thomas Rid, “Deterrence beyond the State: The Israeli Experience”, Contemporary Security Policy, 33:1, April
2012, pp. 124-47

19 Albert Wohlstetter, The Selection and Use of Strategic Air Bases (RAND, 1954).

20 Clausewitz, On War, p. 603; Julian Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy (London, 1911, U.S. Naval
Institute ed., 1988), p. 60-6; Michael I. Handel, “Corbett, Clausewitz, and Sun Tzu,” Naval War College Review,
Autumn 2000, pp. 112-13; Christopher Daase, “Clausewitz and Small Wars,” in Strachan and Andreas Herberg-
Rothe, eds., Clausewitz in the 21% Century (Oxford, 2007), pp. 182-95; Beatrice Heuser, “Small Wars in the Age of
Clausewitz,” The Journal of Strategic Studies, 33:1, February 2010, pp. 139-62; Strachan, The Direction of War, pp.
143-4.

21 Handel, Masters of War, pp. 294, 362, 442 n.4; U.S. Army, FM 3-O: Operations, 2008, Economy of Force, A-2,
A-10.
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Wars. Rather, from their origins until the conclusion of the Cold War, they ultimately expressed

America’s enduring will to contend with the Soviet Union.

Presidential Doctrines

When Ronald Reagan took office in 1981, he began increasing resources for the existing
covert action programs in Nicaragua and Afghanistan, as well as for counterinsurgency in El
Salvador. CIA Director Bill Casey contemplated starting paramilitary operations in Cambodia,
Chad, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Yemen, Colombia, and Guatemala. Attention
focused first on Central America, and later incorporated Afghanistan and Angola. As the
administration’s strategy for long-term competition with the Soviet Union took shape during
Reagan’s first term, support for indirect warfare on the periphery became an integral, if often

controversial, part.

However, to be clear, there never was a declared Reagan Doctrine. While it never
officially disavowed the idea, the notion that the Reagan administration had made a commitment
to wage wars on these terms around the world was a clever invention of the columnist Charles
Krauthammer.?® Even the narrative of supporting “freedom fighters”, that Ronald Reagan
popularized, was Jimmy Carter’s. More accurately, U.S. support for insurgency in Angola,
Nicaragua, and Afghanistan, and for counterinsurgency in El Salvador, was a variant of the
global strategy to contain the Soviet Union first envisioned by George Kennan in 1946, then

militarized by the Truman Doctrine in 1947.%
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Even though the Reagan Doctrine lacked formal status, it was entirely consistent with the
historical continuity of presidential doctrines that began with the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 and
continues today.? As a matter of policy and strategy, doctrines are not international agreements,
but unilateral statements of U.S. determination to exclude hostile foreign powers from areas
declared to be of interest, if necessary through the use of force. Specifically, the Reagan Doctrine
was a Cold War analogue to the Roosevelt Corollary of 1904, under which the United States
declared the right to intervene in Latin America to “correct wrongdoing or impotence.”?®
Doctrines are also subject to the messiness of American politics, as Jay Sexton discusses in his
excellent analysis of the Monroe Doctrine.?” They invariably combine expressions of American
power and exceptionalism. They are applied with varying degrees of consistency and
commitment, and similarly are subject to political debate and interpretation, redefinition, and

controversy. The actions of the United States associated with the so-called Reagan Doctrine fit

this pattern.

February 22, 1946, FRUS, 1946, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, pp. 673-866; X (George Kennan), “The Sources
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% James Monroe, “President’s Seventh Annual Message,” December 2, 1823, Annals of Congress, Senate, 18th
Congress, 1st Session (Library of Congress), pp. 13-14.
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Sources, Methods, and the Literature

This thesis is foremost an exercise in traditional diplomatic and military history. Classics
on the historian’s craft guide the method of investigation and documentation.?® The focus is on
leaders, their motives, behavior, and decisions. The issues are problems of policy, politics,
strategy, diplomacy, and conflict. Analysis pursues decision-making and the associated
bureaucratic politics in capitals, particularly Washington, DC, as it interacted with events on the
ground. There are many good models to draw on for this approach.?® In addition to developing a
fresh interpretation of the origin of the Reagan Doctrine Wars, the thesis includes original work
on several related but neglected topics: the alignment between the U.S. and South Africa in
Angola, Argentina’s initiative to organize the Nicaraguan Contras, U.S. planning to take military
action against Cuba at the same time as it was conducting negotiations to normalize relations,

and the consequences of initial decisions to support the mujahedin in Afghanistan.

Customary primary sources are the principal building blocks of interpretation: official
documents, speeches and public statements, news reporting, published interviews, memoirs and
diaries. A fair number of the U.S. documents employed here, including U.S. diplomatic
telegrams, intelligence reports, memoranda, and transcripts of conversations, have been recently
released and are previously uncited. Among the richest sources, the National Security Archives
at George Washington University is the most important repository of these documents, along

with the CIA Center for the Study of Intelligence (CSI), the American Presidency Project at the

28 Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft (New York, 1953); E.H. Carr, What Is History? (New York, 1961); David
Hackett Fisher, Historical Fallacies (New York, 1970); Eliot Cohen, “The Historical Mind and Military Strategy,”
Orbis, 49:4, Fall 2005, pp. 575-88.

2Graham Allison, Ernest May, and Adam Yarmolinsky, “Limits to Intervention," Foreign Affairs, 48:2, January
1970, pp. 245-61; Garry Clifford, “Bureaucratic Politics,” Journal of American History, June 1990, pp. 161-2; Kent
Robert Greenfield, American Strategy in World War 1l (Baltimore, 1963); Eric Larrabee, Commander in Chief:
Franklin Delano Roosevelt (New York, 1987); Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command (New York, 2002); Doris Kearns
Goodwin, Team of Rivals (New York, 2012).
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University of California Santa Barbara (UCSB), and the Foreign Relations of the United States
(FRUS) series published by the State Department Office of the Historian. The Cold War
International History Project (CWIHP) at the Wilson Center was crucial for access to Soviet and

other Eastern Bloc records.

The thoroughness and accuracy of media coverage in all three cases was one of the more
intriguing results of this research. Between leaks, off-the-record statements, congressional
inquiries, foreign sources, and field reporting, journalists, most importantly from the New York
Times and Washington Post, were able to present to the public a reasonably good picture of what
was going on behind the curtain of official U.S. secrecy. Subsequent revelations, including the
extensive investigations during the Reagan administrations, did not fundamentally alter the

picture as it emerged almost simultaneously with events.

My experience as a Foreign Service Officer reinforced the importance of evaluating
primary sources with a skeptical eye. For example, U.S. embassy and CIA reporting and analysis
constitute communication for the official record. Reports can be wrong, but they are generally
prepared to high standards of professional responsibility and judgment. At the same time, they
tend to reflect the bias of the time, for example by attributing hostile intentions to all Soviet and
Cuban activities. They can also serve prevailing domestic or bureaucratic political purposes, as
was the case with a misleading message regarding CIA involvement in the 1979 coup in El
Salvador and the watered down inquiry report of a massacre by U.S. trained and equipped troops
there in 1981. Records and notes from National Security Council and other high level meetings
reflect plenty of posturing, but can be taken as authentic in that they reflect the ambitions,

rivalries, and orientations of senior leaders.
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Memoirs by many of the leading principals from the Ford, Carter, and Reagan
administrations are essential for gaining insight into the often highly contentious decision-
making that surrounded these wars. Qualifications regarding bias and authenticity apply. Ford’s
Secretary of State and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, Carter’s National Security
Advisor Brzezinski, and Reagan’s first Secretary of State Al Haig all wrote memoirs infused
with apologia, often disregarding accuracy.*® These versions make evident how all three used
their powerful offices to channel passionate and near-obsessive animosity toward the Soviet
Union and its perceived military aggression in the Third World. By contrast, Turmoil and
Triumph, the memoir by Haig’s successor as Secretary of State, George Shultz, is not only a
reliable record, but also offers a contrasting reflection on the virtue of prudence even for
dedicated Cold Warriors.3! While highly useful in their original editions, the same cautions are
true of the personal diaries that Presidents Carter and Reagan diligently kept.? Jimmy Carter has
no definitive biographer, but Lou Cannon’s President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime is a
uniquely evocative and insightful portrait of Reagan as an “enigmatic monarch who reigned
rather than ruled.”® In a comparable vein, Bob Woodward, the Washington Post journalist of
Watergate fame, launched a new genre of real-time leadership accounts with Veil, his 1987
profile of Bill Casey’s tenure as Reagan’s CIA Director. 3 The most indispensable memoir is
From the Shadows by Robert Gates, who served in the CIA and White House throughout the

period, decades before he became CIA director and Secretary of Defense.® Also helpful is More

30 Henry Kissinger, Years of Renewal (New York, 1999); Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle (New York,
1983); Alexander M. Haig, Caveat (New York, 1984).
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Precious than Peace, Peter Rodman’s under-appreciated treatment of Cold War conflicts in the
Third World based on his service in every Republican administration since 1969, when he was

Henry Kissinger’s Special Assistant at the NSC.%

Cold War scholarship is back in vogue. Much of the new work is dedicated to the themes
of global and international history, which have transformed the study of the past by emphasizing
the identity politics, agency, and “discourses” of previously neglected social groups and
nations.®” However, the purportedly enhanced empiricism of this “new history” can also over-
correct. For example, post-colonial and post-Cold War relativism may too easily downplay the
fundamental importance of high level decision-making in world capitals. While there is much of
value in accounting for multiple perspectives, as any good work on the origins of wars must,
political and ideological bias, much of it implicit, already infects much of the literature and other

information related to the Reagan Doctrine Wars.® Care and distance are necessary.

The interpretation presented here is an evolution more than a break with the established
accounts of the Cold War and superpower interventions in the Third World. Despite an ever-
expanding number of publications concerned with specific aspects of these interventions,

relatively few historians have examined them as a whole or placed them in a general strategic
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context. Among the baseline authors for this thesis, Odd Arne Westad’s Global Cold War is
perhaps the single most recognized analysis of the Cold War in the Third World. He was also
one of the first to complement Western sources with extensive work in the Soviet archives.
However, in making the point about the destructive impact of these wars on the affected nations
and peoples, his interpretation at times suffers from struggling overmuch to establish moral
equivalence between the U.S. and the Soviet Union.®® Raymond Garthoff at the Brookings
Institution was a contemporary State Department official, and his Detente and Confrontation is
an encyclopedic record of U.S.-Soviet relations from Nixon through Reagan.*® His account of the
politics of decision-making, written in 1985 while the Reagan Doctrine Wars were at their peak,

is highly reliable and uniquely valuable.

There are similarly few works that deal with the Reagan Doctrine comprehensively as
such. I was able to identify only two, both by political scientists. In Sources of American
Conduct in the Cold War’s Last Chapter, Marc Lagon limits his focus to the ideological drivers
of U.S.-Soviet conflict while using neo-realist theory to argue that the superpowers were most
concerned with searching for security.** In Deciding to Intervene, James Scott thoroughly
analyzes U.S. decision-making on Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan based on models
of bureaucratic organization and domestic politics.*? Scott offers insights, but he treats complex
historical events as research cases in the search for an over-arching explanation. The process

strips out critically important context, contingency, and other often intangible elements that
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shape the real world. *® The end product seems constricting even as it strives to expand

knowledge.

The origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars cannot be understood without establishing their
context in the history of the larger Cold War. John Lewis Gaddis gives considerable attention to
Third World conflicts in Strategies of Containment, his survey of U.S. national security strategy
during the Cold War, first published in 1982.4 By giving scant attention to the Carter
administration, he misses a critical element of presidential continuity, which this thesis attempts
to correct. Whereas the distinction between what he calls symmetric and asymmetric
containment, which forms the core of his analysis, separates out these Third World conflicts, my
interpretation views them as integral to the global Cold War.* In the same vein, in We Now
Know, Gaddis proposed that, contrary to the triumphalist argument, U.S. military superiority
contributed to, but did not cause, the collapse of the Soviet system, a view that is now largely
uncontested.*® He judged that only Afghanistan contributed to that end, while discounting the
influence of the other peripheral conflicts. While Gaddis may be right in terms of their direct
relationship to the Soviet Union’s demise, I argue that the Reagan Doctrine Wars had extensive

impact on the last decade of the Cold War.

It is now well-established that by 1979 the USSR was already decaying politically and

economically. Correspondingly, in his 2016 Marking the Unipolar Moment, Hal Brands

3 Alexander L. George, “Crisis Management: The Interaction of Political and Military Considerations,” Survival,
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identifies 1979 as the year when the U.S. began to emerge as the predominant world power.*’
The significant point is that the prevailing perspective at this moment, both in Washington, DC
and Moscow, was exactly the opposite. While the United States appeared to be in decline, Soviet
military power was increasing and fueling extension in the Third World. As the wars in Angola,
Central America, and Afghanistan got underway, in reality the Soviets had already begun their
decline, but it was not until the mid-1980s that the Reagan administration was fully aware of the

situation.

U.S. grand strategy was well-suited to the single-minded purpose of the Cold War, as
Brands also writes.*® Yet, the Reagan Doctrine Wars offer ample demonstration that, however
good this grand strategy may have as a general organizing principle, it was not necessarily an
adequate strategic guide to the specific wars on the periphery. The intersection of U.S.
involvement in these wars with domestic politics was messy and complex, and made
implementation an even greater challenge. For example, as James Patterson explained in
Restless Giant, the broader context encompassed the “Age of Limits” that began with Vietnam
and Watergate, lasted through the Carter period, and ended with renewal under Reagan. *° Often,

the Reagan Doctrine Wars seemed a mere backdrop or extension of American politics.

Much more literature on the Cold War in the Third World is to come as a fresh
generation of scholars explores archives from Buenos Aires to Hanoi, declassification brings
new documents to light, and the internet bestows global access. Among the multiple peer-

reviewed journals, The Journal of Cold War Studies and Cold War History are the principal

47 Hal Brands, Marking the Unipolar Moment (Cornell, 2016).
48 Hal Brands, What Good Is Grand Strategy? (Cornell, 2014).
49 James T. Patterson, Restless Giant (Oxford, 2005).

18



specialized venues, while the online humanities and social science network H-Diplo offers
thorough reviews and roundtables of recent publications. While time has provided some remove,
care is still needed to filter even well-respected sources. On the one hand, analytical quality and
objectivity are the hallmarks of authors such as Nicola Miller, who clearly establishes how the
USSR opportunistically exploited revolution in Central American, but was more focused on
trade with major Latin American nations, and Thomas Barfield, whose understanding of the
Afghan war is unsurpassed.®® Others with equally high standards are nevertheless subject to
political and normative bias. For example, Willian LeoGrande’s study of the U.S. in Central
America is encyclopedic and indispensable, but clearly favors liberal interpretations. Piero
Gleijeses has become the standard setter for global research through his work on the wars in
Southern Africa and unique access to Cuban archives.>! However, his sympathy for Cuba’s
defiance of the United States and discounting of U.S. fears of Soviet-backed Cuban adventurism

somewhat distorts the account.

Soviet and related sources were not the focus of research, but were essential to achieving
comparative perspective. For example, A Failed Empire by Vladislav Zubok and the edited
volume on the end of the Cold War and the Third World by Radchenko and Kalinovsky, tend to
validate the prevailing narrative of Soviet decline.>> Among the many accounts of how Soviet
reliance on military opportunism peaked in Afghanistan, the insider perspective of former

Deputy Director of the USSR Defense Ministry Working Group Alexander Lyakhovsky is
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particularly useful.®® For contrasting insights into Soviet and American perceptions, nothing
surpasses In Confidence, the memoir by Anatoly Dobrynin, Moscow's exceptionally able
Ambassador to Washington from 1962 to 1986.°* Dobrynin’s detailed accounts of the Politburo’s
unease with the Carter and early Reagan administrations, and of the leadership’s fatigue with its

clients in Angola, Nicaragua, and Afghanistan, add a crucial layer.

The Thesis and Historical Interpretation

The principal aims of this history of the origins of the Reagan Doctrine are, first, to
portray as accurately as possible how U.S. decision-making unfolded and, second, to interpret
the interactions of politics, international relations, and military power with events in Angola,
Central America, and Afghanistan. Although not taken up directly here, this approach is a bridge
to strategic studies, which uses history as an anchor to guide interdisciplinary understanding (and
action) in the current world. Strategic studies has its own place in the U.S. experience of war. Its
origins are in the Naval War College, where strategy has been taught in some form continuously
since 1895. The current Department of Strategy and Policy dates to 1972, when Admiral
Stansfield Turner became president of the Naval War College, the position he occupied before he
was Carter’s CIA Director. In his inaugural commencement address, acknowledging that the
manifest failure in Vietnam had deeply infected the U.S. military with defeatism, Turner said the
Naval War College had a mission to repair “the ineffectiveness of our Military Establishment in

answering the questions, criticisms, and doubts raised against it in recent years.”> He placed
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history at the center of a newly revamped strategy and policy course. The case studies in the
course began, and still do, by reaching back to the Peloponnesian War between Athens and
Sparta. The comparison with the contest between the United States and the Soviet Union was

evident to all at the time.

In a similar vein, | reasoned that the strongest interpretive foundation for the origins of
the Reagan Doctrine Wars lay in the realist perspective. Among realism’s many proponents,
three serve as principal references: Hans Morgenthau, founder of the realist school in the United
States, his protégé at the University of Chicago Robert Osgood, along with Robert Tucker,
initially Osgood’s colleague and subsequently at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced
International Studies.®® The first reason for adopting them is the window they offer into the
mindset of the time; as influential strategic thinkers and contemporary commentators,
Morgenthau, Osgood, and Tucker grappled with the range of national security and foreign policy
issues during the Cold War, and they figured prominently in debates over the wars in Angola,
Central America, and Afghanistan. The second reason is the realists’ core tenet, that war is a
violent struggle for power, matches the perceptions, motivations, and actions of the main
protagonists in these wars.>” As international relations theorist John Mearsheimer argues in

support of the realist view, even the most ideologically motivated, whether neoconservatives,
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liberal internationalists, or Marxist-Leninists, found that the structure of balance of power
competition and the demands of war bound their causes.>® Morgenthau, Osgood, and Tucker had
already written about the challenges the United States confronted from revolution, limited war,
and intervention by the time the Reagan Doctrine Wars unfolded.*® All three had historical
minds, and they did not hesitate to use the past to develop sophisticated arguments. Thucydides,
Hobbes, and Clausewitz, for example, were not merely illustrative, but rather served as sources
for understanding enduring strategic issues. Finally, if the nature of war is unchanging,
explanatory value comes only with appreciation of each war’s specific character. Sensitive to
historical fallacies, these realists avoided promoting facile analogies and patterns in the service

of policy or some over-arching theory.®

The approach here follows in this tradition of using history to serve interpretation. | have
already referred to Clausewitz and Corbett. Similarly, the three introductory epigraphs suggest
key themes: Thucydides, like his 17" Century English translator Thomas Hobbes, believed that
war originated in human nature and the struggle for power in which each adversary acted
according to his own fears, honor, and interests. They lamented the tendency of passion to
overcome reason and the corrosive effects of protracted violence on social and political order.
They observed how local antagonists drew competing outside powers into their conflicts, while

the outside powers tended to protract those same conflicts once they became involved. In his
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remark to Parliament in 1839, Wellington observed that even war on the periphery tended to
become central to a world power like Great Britain. These are the same problems that were
fundamental to the Reagan Doctrine Wars, and to the wider Cold War in which they were

embedded.

History and Social Science

Applied social science was part of the Cold War, for better and for worse. Social science
guided, or at least justified, U.S. policy and strategy from nuclear deterrence and domino theory
to foreign aid, from the Marshall Plan and the Alliance for Progress to the Vietham War. During
the late-1970s and early-1980s, political scientists serving prominently in U.S. administrations
participated in U.S. decision-making on Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan.®! They
included, for example, Samuel Huntington who coordinated strategic planning on Carter’s
National Security Council and Fred Iklé from the RAND Corporation who was Undersecretary

of Defense for Policy in the Reagan administration.

True to the interdisciplinary spirit of strategic studies, this thesis employs social science
in the pursuit of good history. In an intriguing article, Gaddis reasonably proposed that, because
the common object of history and political science is the human experience, broad areas of
overlap should result in productive synthesis.®? Yet, through differences in methods and intent,
the two disciplines tend to remain in parallel more than they integrate. Perhaps the most serious

disjuncture with history is the search in social science for over-arching theories based on
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quantitative methods derived from economics and the experimental sciences. Along with a
profusion of jargon, the approach can lead seriously astray when reliance on rational actor
models and the selection of variables to prove hypotheses reduce extremely complex events,

such as wars, into “case studies” stripped of their historical context. The most ambitious effort to
address the problem, complexity theory, adapted largely from physics, attempts to account for
uncertainty, irrationality, and non-linearity in human events through statistical analysis of large-
scale data.®® However, unless or until social science uncovers truly predictive laws of human

behavior and social systems, the more complete explanatory power will reside with history. %

The complexity of the Reagan Doctrine Wars belies the universalist aspirations of
international relations theory, a subject taken up again in the Conclusion. Personal rivalries,
organizational friction, and democratic politics, along with complicated motivations of fear and
honor, the role of chance, and the violent clash of wills inherent to war, prevailed over the
rational calculation of national interests and orderly processes in the making of U.S. policy and
strategy. As already mentioned, and to be discussed further in Chapter 2, there is no better
example than the missteps, misconceptions, and unintended consequences that resulted when
Jimmy Carter’s desire to conduct a foreign policy of principles encountered Cold War challenges
of power. His support for the Salvadoran Armed Forces, which routinely violated human rights,
and for the Afghan mujahedin, who widely practiced terrorism, stand out as stark contradictions.

At the same time, like Woodrow Wilson 60 years earlier, Carter’s moralism may largely have
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failed in office, yet his liberal ideals endured.® Ronald Reagan’s administration did not lessen its
attention to human rights, both under pressure from Congress, especially on Central America,

and more generally as a political weapon against the Soviet Union.

Theory aside, evaluating the origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars does contribute to
understanding institutional development and patterns in politics that are the concerns of policy
history and American Political Development, subfields where the intersection between political
science and history are particularly strong.% Arrivals and departures of presidents proved
imperfect demarcations of change. The dynamics were far more complex. Defeat in Vietnam
broke the consensus on Cold War foreign policy, which partially accounted for Ford’s defeat and
Carter’s election as a liberal outsider in 1976. The failure of Carter’s attempt to break from the
Cold War contributed to Reagan’s election in 1980, but Reagan found his conservative
revolution blunted by the struggle between Congress and the Executive. The lessons of Vietnam,
and Korea before it, made it politically imperative to avoid sending U.S. troops and risking
another quagmire in the Third World; Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan followed. A
few months after the fall of Saigon the Ford administration engaged in militarized containment in
Angola, Carter ended his term committed to indirect wars in Central America and Afghanistan,
and Reagan continued by increasing resources and making these peripheral wars central to
competition with the Soviet Union. Ultimately, strategic behavior across all three presidential

administrations — Ford, Carter, and Reagan —conformed to the demands of war: refraining from
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direct limited war while pursuing containment and imposing costs. Such consistency also
extended to the focus on the Cold War within the foreign policy and national security
bureaucracy, the use of covert action, and the rejection of alternative strategies that would risk

escalation, particularly the notion of attacking Cuba militarily.

From the opposite perspective, models and concepts from the social sciences provide
valuable analytical tools for historical interpretation of the Reagan Doctrine Wars.®’ For
example, Max Weber’s leadership classifications apply to the charismatic Angolan insurgent
Jonas Savimbi and the sultanistic Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza, and Graham Allison’s
classic model of bureaucratic politics is an elegant framework for discussing how national
interests, institutional prerogatives, and personal ambitions intersected within U.S.
administrations.®® Traditional realists from Thucydides to Machiavelli and Morgenthau located
the origins of war in human nature. Recent advances in cognitive psychology establish scientific
explanations for human motivations that reinforce their sophisticated insights. For example, loss
aversion, derived from prospect theory and behavioral economics, holds that fear of losses is
generally stronger than expectation of gains, proportional to the magnitude of costs and
proximity in time of prior experience.® This certainly helps explains how the wars in Korea and

Vietnam led to the Reagan Doctrine Wars. U.S. leaders reacted to the 1979 Soviet invasion of
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Afghanistan as if it were an offensive to seize the Persian Gulf, despite intelligence assessments
that it was a defensive effort to stabilize a troubled ally.”™® This attribution of the worst intentions
to an adversary was a clear case of perception bias. In some instances, international relations
theory does help further analysis. For example, the concept of intrinsic vs. extrinsic interest
provides a useful scale to measure how U.S. administrations evaluated the stakes involved in

Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan.”

Social science complements and validates the historical analysis of the Reagan Doctrine
Wars presented here. But it does not substitute for the classic principles of strategy that underpin
the realist perspective. In particular, Clausewitz remains of central value. His dictum that war is
the ‘continuation of politics by other means’ is foundational and takes on deeper significance
from the German Politik, which lends itself to interpretations that encompass both policy and
politics.”? Similarly, his concept of ‘the value of the object’ provides sufficient basis for
understanding the magnitude, duration, and acceptable level of sacrifices the United States would

make in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan during the Cold War.”
Policy, Strategy, and the Origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars
Wellington’s observation about the British empire that “There is no such thing as a little

war for a great Nation” held true 140 years later for the United States in Angola, Central

America, and Afghanistan.” Even though the wars there took place with minimal U.S.
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investment of blood and treasure, these new peripheral theaters occupied a place of central

importance in the global Cold War.

If the aims declared were so high, why were the means employed so low? To reiterate,
should deterrence fail, the theoretical cost of major war, whether conventional or nuclear, was
absolute. Avoiding that possibility was of overriding importance. In addition, U.S. experience in
Korea and Vietnam also made avoiding misfortune in another limited war in the Third World an
imperative.”™ These dynamics drove the United States to engage in armed conflict with the
Soviet Union indirectly on the periphery, where the risk of escalation was easier to control and
there was no direct threat to the nation. By observing these limits on actual fighting, both
superpowers practiced restrictive deterrence, which allowed them to manage conflict without
seeking victory, while contesting the regional balance of power. Demands on U.S. strategy did
not stem from interaction in combat and the fortunes of battle as in conventional war. Rather
they stemmed from the complexities of intervening in civil wars, from the challenge of
revolution, with Cuba as its motor in Africa and Latin America, from often-troublesome allies
such as South Africa, the Congo, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Argentina, and Honduras, who pursued
their own interests often in contradiction to the wishes of the U.S., and from liberals in Congress

who were determined to restrain war-making in the shadow of Vietnam.

The superpowers set the boundaries of these wars not only through their actions, but
equally through their decisions not to act. The Truman administration set the U.S. post-World
War 1l precedent with its much-deliberated and controversial decision to cease support for

Chiang Kai Shek and the Kuomintang Army in 1949, which enabled Mao’s Communist victory
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in the Chinese Civil War.”” At the outset to the Reagan Doctrine Wars, U.S. administrations
considered alternative strategies in pursuit of victory, such as attacking Cuba directly and
unleashing the full force of Dirty War in El Salvador, but they refrained from escalation. The
Soviet Union too restrained itself, most importantly by limiting the number of its troops in
Afghanistan and not attacking Pakistan. Other internal wars with a Cold War dimension were

also under way, but did not become sustained fighting fronts.

Although the history of covert action during the final phase of the Cold War remains
incomplete, the Reagan Doctrine Wars cannot be dismissed as “a legacy of ashes.”’® The facade
of secret war fitted multiple purposes; the participants were well-known to each other, but public
deniability buffered confrontation in the domestic realm as well as internationally. Support for
Angolan, Nicaraguan, and Afghan insurgents, along with associated action among conventional
forces and allies, amounted to a cost-driven strategy through economy of force contingency
operations. More demanding was counterinsurgency in El Salvador, where, even with a much
lighter footprint than the failed effort in Vietnam, the United States bore the responsibilities of

defending a state and pursuing democracy.’

Those involved in the origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars across three U.S.
administrations did not yet have in sight the end of the Cold War more than a decade later.

Conducted as forever wars, they mostly muddled through. Even after Ronald Reagan’s
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administration articulated its broader Cold War strategy of peace through strength during the
second half of his first term, Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan were frequently the
subjects of controversy. What mattered most was that U.S. conduct consistently served the policy
and strategy of militarized containment, while ensuring that others, not American troops, would

do the fighting and dying.
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Part One: Angola




Chapter 1: The 1975 Ford-Kissinger Intervention

I. Intervention and the Failure of Deception

On January 6, 1976, President Gerald Ford’s Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had the
following exchange on the telephone with National Security Advisor Lieutenant General Brent

Scowcroft:

Kissinger: Maybe we should let Angola go. This is going to turn into a worse disaster.
Maybe we should just not have started that operation.

Scowcroft: We should not have done what is right, is what you’re saying.

As the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu wrote 25 centuries ago, “All warfare is based on deception.”
It was regret over the failure to deceive -- not the enemy, but the American people -- that
Kissinger was confiding. The immediate targets of Kissinger’s ire were the junior Senators Dick
Clark (D-1A) and his colleague John Tunney (D-CA), who, in the face of military misfortune and
embarrassing revelations, had engineered an abrupt and unprecedented end to Congressional
funding for the U.S. covert action then under way in Angola. When President Ford first
approved the secret program known as IAFEATURE on Kissinger’s recommendation in July
1975, their primary concern was not particular interest in Africa or even the regional Cold War
balance of power. Rather, the concern was to guard the United States’ reputation for power -- its
prestige -- by demonstrating, barely four months after the fall of Saigon, determination to oppose

perceived Soviet-backed aggression.
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Historiography

The story of foreign intervention in what turned out to be the beginning of Angola’s 27-
year Civil War has been thoroughly told. With the exception of a few missing pieces, such as the
exact extent of collusion between the United States and South Africa, the record is now well-
established from multiple viewpoints, and general consensus exists in the extensive literature
regarding the course of events and roles of the protagonists.®? Piero Gleijeses’ defining account
in Conflicting Missions (2002) is an indispensable guide, particularly to the exceptional role of
Cuba; Odd Arne Westad assesses the Soviet role and the broader international context in The
Global Cold War (2005); and Raymond Garthoff’s analysis of U.S. policy-making in Détente

and Confrontation (1985) is an important point of departure.

A number of declassified interagency records on Angola have subsequently become
available that make it possible to amplify the narrative. These include notes from meetings of the
National Security Council and the interagency 40 Committee authorized by Nixon in 1970 to
deal with covert action, intelligence estimates, memoranda of conversations, and reporting cables
from U.S. missions in Kinshasa, Pretoria, Luanda, and Lisbon. In addition, | knew many of the
direct participants and discussed the independence struggle and early Civil War with them while
assigned to the American Embassy in Angola during the war’s final phase between 1999 and

2002.8 During those years, the scholar Jerry Bender, one of the few outsiders who experienced
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the onset of the Civil War, generously provided important introductions and perspective. Of
interest, his contemporary account published in 1978 has proven largely accurate, as have those
of the small number of journalists, such as Seymour Hersh and Les Gelb, who managed to

penetrate the fog of U.S. secrecy that blanketed the war in Angola.®

If it seems difficult to appreciate today the intense attention the Angolan conflict
compelled at the time, there is no better evidence than Kissinger’s own claims to legacy. In the
third and final volume of his memoirs, Years of Renewal, he devotes an entire chapter to Angola,
followed by an additional section of over 100 pages on his belated initiative, undertaken after the
military option failed, to fight the Cold War in Southern Africa through diplomacy during the

Ford Administration’s final year.®

From Detente to Confrontation

The grand logic of restraint and peaceful coexistence that characterized détente as it
emerged in the Nixon administration was intended to serve the avoidance of war. It was not an
idealistic vision of world order that guided superpower behavior, but the realignment of power,
particularly with Moscow’s recent achievement of nuclear parity and U.S. retrenchment in the
immediate wake of Vietham. Even as the two sides refrained from conflict in Europe and other
core areas, neither considered the détente code of conduct, agreed at the Nixon-Brezhnev

Moscow Summit in May 1972, to apply in the Third World. John Lewis Gaddis observed that
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détente in French means “relaxation,” but also “the trigger of a gun.”®® It was in this second
sense that Angola became the trigger for the first clash of American and Soviet competition to
break the stabilizing mood of détente. Henry Kissinger brought Angola from the periphery to the
center, by deciding that any failure to oppose Soviet-backed aggression there would place U.S.
credibility at stake. However, the corresponding investment remained far less, a significant

difference from the earlier hot wars in Korea and Vietnam.

What kind of war was this? As global superpower competition reemerged in Africa for
the first time in a decade, Angola was a peripheral war that lacked inherent strategic importance,
which made it possible to control the risks of escalation. It was nevertheless a major regional war
that drew in multiple states -- South Africa, Zaire, and Zambia, but also China, Cuba, and France
in addition to the United States and the Soviet Union. For the African participants, the stakes
were much greater and the war came closer to unlimited than limited war. The Angolan
combatants had spent over a decade as insurgents fighting against Portuguese counterinsurgents.
However, after 1975, this was no longer an asymmetric guerrilla war, but a full-fledged civil
war. Thousands of regular troops equipped with artillery and armor ranged across hundreds of
miles of territory, engaging in multiple conventional battles, and attacking unrestricted targets,
including the capital city Luanda. Social, economic, and political disruptions affected millions of
people; over a million died, and it lasted well beyond the Cold War itself for more than three
decades. The national, regional, and even global consequences of intervention were mostly

unanticipated; they are largely unrecognized, misread, and forgotten today.
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In July 1975, Henry Kissinger was at the height of his unprecedented powers as both
Secretary of State and National Security Advisor, when, acting at his direction, the 40
Committee oversaw a hasty covert action planning exercise. IAFEATURE got under way later
that month. The precipitating event was the approach of Angola’s independence from Portugal
slated for November 11, 1975, which had unleashed civil war. The operation’s strictly negative
aim was to prevent the Soviet and Cuban-backed Popular Movement for the Liberation of
Angola (MPLA) from consolidating power by supporting two rival factions, the FNLA and
UNITA. A vaguely professed desire to revive a failed political settlement among the three
factions through diplomacy took a back seat to defeating the MPLA and its foreign allies by
force. Angola’s neighbors, Zaire to the north and Zambia to the east, had raised the alarm about
the communist threat and supported covert action, while South Africa launched a secret invasion
from its colony South-West Africa (Namibia). The operation ran at peak for just five months,

from July to December, until money ran out and Congress refused to approve more.

Vietnam Blowback Leads Congress to Prohibit Covert Action

The domestic atmosphere placed the Ford administration in a poor position to pursue the
Cold War in another obscure corner of the Third World. It was less than a year after the twin
humiliations of Nixon’s resignation over Watergate and the collapse of “peace with honor” in
Vietnam, and a newly assertive Congress was pursing acrimonious intelligence investigations.
Public trust in government had corroded badly.8” Not only was Gerald Ford’s status as an
unelected President weak, the 1974 mid-term elections had strengthened liberals and increased

Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress. Public opinion that regarded the Vietnam War
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as a mistake was in the 70-80 percent range.® Fear of sliding into another quagmire was the
backdrop for contentious debate in Congress that began in November 1975, and produced two
full votes by large majorities that barred “aid to private groups engaged in military or
paramilitary operations in Angola.” % On December 19, 1975, the Tunney amendment to the
Department of Defense appropriations bill terminated covert assistance to anti-Communist forces
in Angola. Clark, who had traveled to Angola and verified the secret U.S. intervention, roused a
majority to pass an amendment to the foreign aid bill which subsequently made the ban

permanent, passing in the Senate 54-22, and in the House 323-99.

The rebuff aggrieved President Ford so much he accused Congress on national television
of having “lost their guts” to confront the Soviet Union.*® To him, Congress was replaying its
refusal earlier in the year to approve his request for aid to South Vietnam, which had led to the
collapse of the South Vietnamese Army as North Vietnam launched a full offensive. With the
1976 election campaign getting underway, Ford was facing a serious challenge, not only from
Democrats, but from conservatives within his own Republican Party as well. The attack on the
administration by Ford’s challenger on the right, Ronald Reagan, came from the opposite

direction and reflected newly emerging neoconservative beliefs. %
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For the United States in the 1975 intervention in Angola, the demands of restrictive
deterrence, of managing conflict by fighting at the lowest level possible, were compelling and
contradictory, and the limits to power were fundamental.®> To demonstrate continued U.S. will at
the highest level, Kissinger found himself forced to rely on taking action in secret at the lowest
possible level. It was also a case of strategic myopia. * The U.S. attempt to contain the Soviet
Union in Angola was not merely a unique Kissingerian exercise in realpolitik. It reflected the
perceptions, temperament, and dispositions shared among two generations of leaders throughout

the Cold War. *

II. Why Angola became a Balance of Power Confrontation

Officially, the U.S. claimed that it was responding to Soviet aggression in Angola. But
whether the U.S. or the Soviet Union were to blame for balance of power confrontations in
Africa and elsewhere in the Third World was much debated at the time.*® Hans Morgenthau, one
of Kissinger’s teachers and greatest critics, acknowledged an absence of U.S. strategic interests
in Africa, but identified competing demands between “national interest in social and political
order” and the requirement “not to jeopardize relations with allies in Western Europe.”® The
more fundamental strategic challenge for the U.S. was that of “the status quo power confronted

with a revolutionary situation.”®’ This was the same dilemma that led Harry Truman to reverse
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Franklin Roosevelt’s support for self-determination following World War 11 as the Cold War

took hold, beginning with the return of France to Indochina.%®

The revolutionary situation that initially confronted the U.S. in Angola originated not in
Southern Africa, but in Western Europe. When a coup by leftist military officers in Portugal on
April 25, 1974 restored democracy after four decades of right-wing dictatorship, it also provoked
U.S. preoccupation with Eurocommunism in a founding member of NATO. The principal cause
of the coup had been Portugal’s effort to retain its anachronistic colonies in Guinea (Guinea-
Bissau), Mozambique, and Angola through costly and brutal counterinsurgency campaigns,
which had produced casualties seven times greater per capita than U.S. forces suffered in
Vietnam. Angola, the size of Texas, California, and New York combined, with a largely tribal
population of 6.5 million, had been a Portuguese possession for over 500 years and was almost

completely unprepared when independence suddenly came in 1975.%°

The United States had long served as an accessory to Portuguese colonialism and
counterinsurgency in Africa. The determining reason was its status as a NATO ally, particularly
the mid-Atlantic air and naval bases in the Azores that were essential for the defense of Europe.
Although beginning with the Kennedy administration, the U.S. had expressed largely symbolic

interest in Angolan independence, the regional balance of power was not a concern as long as
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Portugal, along with apartheid South Africa and Rhodesia, maintained an anti-communist cordon
sanitaire across Southern Africa. 1% In 1969, Henry Kissinger, then-President Nixon’s National
Security Advisor, had led a review that reaffirmed regional Southern Africa policy. National
Security Study Memorandum (NSSM) 39 emphasized stability and extreme gradualism, with
relations oriented to supporting white-dominated regimes while minimizing support for black
nationalism. The coup in Portugal made this policy instantly obsolete in Angola. The prospect of
the Soviet-Cuban backed MPLA was taking power at independence in November 1975 made
Angola the sudden focus of an acute regional crisis.'®* When the crunch came, Kissinger ruled

out any consideration of a broader search for solutions. 1%
U.S. Complicity in the Origin of the Angolan Civil War
The new Portuguese government negotiated an agreement with three nationalist parties:

the MPLA led by Agostinho Neto, the FNLA led by Holden Roberto, and UNITA led by Jonas
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Savimbi. Independence was set for November 11, 1975, but the agreement broke down and the

struggle for power among the three factions hardened into civil war.%®

The U.S. was complicit in provoking the Angolan civil war through intervention
on behalf of the FNLA, which was closely tied to dictator Joseph Mobutu Sese Seko in
neighboring Zaire (Democratic Republic of the Congo). Mobutu ensured that Zaire remained an
African strong point in the Cold War. His flawed authority and legitimacy, mismanagement,
corruption, and economic dependence gave him much in common with other U.S. anti-
communist clients. Mobuto was no mere surrogate, but a contentious ally and a commitment
trap, whose indispensability gave him considerable leverage to exploit the U.S. for his own

interests.

In determining how to respond, the critical assumption was that covert arming of anti-
communists would tip the scales in Angola, just as it had in the Congo in the 1960s.1% The
operation was developed in secret consultation with Mobutu through former Ambassador to
Zaire Sheldon Vance (1969-73.1% Mobutu received the promise of a major increase in economic

and military assistance to shore up his flagging regime.

The Parties to War

There was, however, a serious problem with the chosen instrument. The FNLA was led

“by corrupt, unprincipled men who represented the very worst of black African racism.”%
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Holden Roberto, a traditional leader of the large Bakongo tribe that straddles the Angolan-
Zairian frontier and made up the bulk of FNLA troops was a self-serving autocrat lacking in
vision or competence as a leader. Roberto was as close to being a proxy as possible, and had
received a small CIA stipend on and off since the 1960’s; in January 1975, the 40 Committee
approved $300,000 for a political action campaign to boost his candidacy in the elections
anticipated under the Alvor accords. Nominally, the FNLA was the strongest of the three
Angolan factions militarily, with as many as 20,000 troops. They were equipped with weapons
drawn from the Zairian Army offset by U.S. aid, as well as from a Chinese Peoples Liberation
Army (PLA) mission that had arrived in Zaire in 1974.1°” The FNLA also relied on South
African advisors and an assortment of mercenaries. The FNLA and their backers were confident

they would prevail, but once in serious combat it disintegrated as a fighting force.

UNITA, excluded from the original U.S. finding, was in 1975 the smallest of the three
factions. A breakaway from the FNLA and drawn mostly from the large Ovimbundu tribe of the
Central Highlands, it was highly motivated under it leader Jonas Savimbi.'®® With a core of
about 3,000 guerrillas, UNITA received early support from the PRC, France, and South Africa.

Zaire and Zambia served as sanctuaries.

The MPLA was of a higher order of political development. Formed by educated whites,
mesticos and assimilated Angolans, primarily from the coastal Mbundu tribe, the MPLA was a
disciplined Marxist-Leninist national liberation party. Its black nationalist credentials were
unassailable. Association with Portuguese communists facilitated contacts with Moscow, and

Che Guevara spearheaded links with Cuba during his two African sojourns in the 1960’s.

107 Marcum, The Angolan Revolution, p. 257.
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Lacking in military strength, the MPLA had fared poorly against Portuguese counterinsurgents
as well as the FNLA, backed by Mobutu’s Army. Reduced in 1975 to fewer than 3,000 troops,
MPLA leader Agostinho Neto recognized they needed a serious army and appealed to the

Cubans and Soviets for accelerated aid.%°

As the Portuguese grip weakened and the country disintegrated into civil war, the small
U.S. mission in Luanda reported that, despite its leftist orientation, the MPLA was best prepared
to run Angola following independence. 1* Multiple officials in Washington disputed the wisdom
of providing military support to UNITA and the FNLA, based on the realization the U.S. was
unlikely to invest enough to determine the outcome. Among the most prominent dissenters was
State Department Assistant Secretary for Africa Nathaniel Davis, who chaired the interagency
Task Force that formally recommended a political-diplomatic alternative. 1** The Defense
Department and military were content to provide security assistance to Mobutu and logistic

support for IAFEATURE, but made it clear they had no stomach for deeper involvement.*2

Henry Kissinger’s Spenglerian Nightmare: Motives, Bureaucracy, and Politics

This was all beside the point to Henry Kissinger who drove the policy, aided by a few
key supporters. He dismissed those who preferred an African-oriented approach as undisciplined
“missionaries” and derided the Congress as hopelessly naive. Kissinger especially disdained the

reluctant Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Colby, who had contributed to scandal by
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testifying openly to Congress about CIA excesses and whom Ford replaced in November 1975

with then-Ambassador to China George H.W. Bush.!

There is no need to speculate about the U.S. motive for intervening in 1975. For
Kissinger, covert action was above all intended as a demonstration of U.S. prestige and will to
preserve international order in reaction to perceived Soviet aggression.'* As noted, there were
contrary views. In the run-up to the President’s decision on Angola in the third week of July
1975, the majority of the NSC Task Force proposed committing the U.S. to diplomacy and
opposed covert action.!*® The conservative tenets of policy set in 1969 that gave priority to
dealing with white regimes should remain in place while the U.S. refrained from action in
Angola and elsewhere. A recommendation to “pay more attention to Africans” and
incrementally increase aid was essentially a public relations approach that did not disguise a firm
commitment to do nothing material.1*® Only after public revelations led to heated, Vietnam-
inflected debate did doubt about covert action creep in. On November 18, 1975, Kissinger, in a
Spenglerian mood, told President Ford, “We are living in a nihilistic nightmare. No one will ever

believe us again if we can’t do this. "7 There is here more than a hint of the expressive warrior
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in Kissinger’s portraying Angola as so central to grand strategy even though it was so

inconsequentially tied to concrete aims and interests. !

II1. The U.S. and South Africa vs. the Soviet Union and Cuba

Jockeying for power among the MPLA, FNLA, and UNITA had turned increasingly
violent when the full National Security Council met to discuss Angola on June 27, 1975. It was
the first such meeting since January. *® Overriding the interagency Angola Task Force,
Kissinger’s directed the 40 Committee to draft a covert action plan. The formal objectives were:

To contain the present conflict in Angola and to foster a peaceful transition to an
independent Angola that is stable and follows a policy of cooperation and friendship
with the United States.*?°

In truth, there was no political aim beyond preventing an MPLA victory. The military
objective was to gain control of Luanda; the faction holding the capital city at independence
would possess the country’s principal source of authority and have the strongest claim on
international legitimacy. Military support was geared to equipping African tribal forces fighting
“a poor man’s bush war.” *?* There is no evidence of systematic campaign planning. The
Working Group cautioned that in the event of escalation, “We do not enjoy the same freedom to

raise levels of support as do the Soviets and still keep it covert.”*??
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The Decision for IAFEATURE

Angola in 1975 was the first U.S. use of force in an internal conflict after Vietnam. In
making decisions in both cases “the system worked” in the sense that the bureaucracy selected a
means to a given end, but the result was an ill-suited, second best solution and a gap between

policy and performance.'?®

Managing resource constraints proved a decisive weakness in Angola. Rather than
determining what level of funding would be necessary to achieve desired objectives, the
available funds that could be reported to Congress without seeking formal authorization budget
drove what the U.S. was willing to do.*?* Rather than the original July 1975 CIA proposal of
$100 million, Ford approved $31.7 million for IAFEATURE in three installments between July

and December, supplemented by about $26 million from Defense Department stocks. 1%

Angola had been seething with armed sparring between factions for six months when
foreign intervention increased the level of open warfare during August and September 1975. Aid
to the FNLA and UNITA provided by the CIA, with U.S. military logistic support outside of
Angola, consisted of infantry weapons, communications, transportation, air drops, and
psychological operations, along with the recruitment of a loose assortment of former Portuguese

commandos and mercenaries, including British, French, Brazilians, South Africans, and
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Americans.'?® Once IAFEATURE got underway, the CIA optimistically assessed that the “good

guys” had the upper hand right up to the eve of independence on November 11.1%

In September, the MPLA had achieved enough control to set up administrations in 12 of
Angola’s 16 provinces, but by the end of October the situation had reversed. Luanda remained
firmly in MPLA hands, but the FNLA had marched 400 miles south from Zaire and was close
enough to shell the capital with artillery. In mid-October, the South African Defense Force
(SADF) launched a secret invasion that advanced rapidly to within 100 miles of Luanda from the
south. Holden Roberto and Jonas Savimbi boasted they would take the capital by Independence
Day. Although UNITA and the FNLA were more likely to attack each other than to cooperate,
the two groups jointly proclaimed a ClA-inspired Provisional Republic in Huambo, UNITA’s

stronghold in the Central Highlands, on November 10.1%8

Cuba to the Rescue

The standard speculation at the time was that Operation IAFEATURE, in association
with the SADF, would win. However, Cuba sent combat forces. So focused had U.S. attention
been on Eastern Bloc support for the MPLA that the arrival of a Cuban military training mission
during the summer of 1975 had gone unnoticed. It was an even greater surprise when several

thousand Cuban Special Forces arrived in early November on Operation Carlota to rescue the
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MPLA. % U.S. officials initially argued that Cuban troops were paying an 10U for Soviet aid.
The truth was that Fidel Castro took the decision to send combat forces on his own and initially

used ships and planes under Cuban control to get them from the Caribbean to Africa.3

Castro was an expressive warrior for whom defiance of the U.S. was even more
important than his commitment to socialism. Having failed at revolution in Latin America, he
made Angola central to Cuba’s foreign policy and national identity. 3 The Brezhnev regime —
enjoying détente and the prospect of a Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) agreement with
the U.S. — initially disapproved of Castro’s initiative. But the Cuban tail wagged the Soviet dog,
much as Mobutu did with the United States. Once Castro committed his troops to Angola, the
Soviets were simply in no position to turn their backs on their Cuban client and the prestige its

revolutionary credentials brought them in the Third World.

Although it was not evident at the time, the culminating point in the war for Angola came
when the FAPLA, reinforced with several hundred Cubans and a sole Soviet advisor, decisively
defeated the FNLA, accompanied by two reluctant Zairian battalions and about 120 mercenaries,
in the battle of Quifangondo on November 11, Independence Day. 132 A separate group of Cuban

and FAPLA forces repulsed an attempt to seize the oil-rich Cabinda enclave by the separatist
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FLEC that had the support of Zairian troops and mercenaries in the service of the French

intelligence service.!%

The most serious threat came from the South where the government of Prime Minister
Vorster, with urging from his far-right Defense Minister P. W. Botha, alarmed at the prospect of
a communist Angola, ordered the secret invasion of Angola for nothing less, they believed, than
the survival of apartheid.*** Cuban combat forces halted SADF armored columns less than 100
miles from Luanda. After a protracted retreat, South Africa withdrew into Namibia at the end of
March 1976. To deflect the disgrace of having been bested by black Africans and Cuban

Communists, South Africa blamed the U.S.13°

On November 11 in Luanda, victorious MPLA leader Agostino Neto raised the new
national flag of independent Angola. Yet, its claim of authority over the new state was tenuous,
and the new socialist peoples’ republic faced a struggle to acquire international legitimacy. The
United States, in alignment with South Africa, led opposition to granting international
recognition. With 25,000 Cuban troops remaining to safeguard their Angolan partners, Moscow
seized the opportunity to turn on the weapons tap and even exhibited some ideological

enthusiasm. 136
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Bravado on Angola in the 40 Committee

Foreign interventions in the Angolan civil war were evident to those fighting on the
ground, but had remained largely opaque elsewhere. The first U.S. press report on covert aid to
Angola appeared on September 25, 1975.57 It garnered relatively little attention. As fighting
heated up and independence approached, journalists began to report more regularly from the
field, while leaks that infuriated Kissinger grew to a flood. Journalists who came of age during
Vietnam seized on the presence of foreign troops in Angola and the politically toxic
collaboration between the United States and South Africa.!® Their reports fueled debate in
Congress over U.S. assistance to the Angolan insurgents, which had become covert only in

name.

On November 14, 1975, senior U.S. officials, including the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, the Director of the CIA, and the Deputy Secretaries of State and Defense, met as
the 40 Committee responsible for covert action to discuss Angola. Chairing the meeting was
Kissinger’s trusted deputy, Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft. The record of the meeting is
revealing.'*® Some of the group realized that Operation IAFEATURE was headed to failure,
while others remained optimistic and committed to success. Discussion of tactical steps
overshadowed consideration of policy and strategy. Money for IAFEATURE was nearly
exhausted and the administration faced having to ask Congress to approve more. The issues for
decision were how much to ask for and what else should be done? (Subsequent quotations are

from the Memorandum of the 40 Committee Meeting on November 14.14%)
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Referring to a misleading judgment of success, Scowcroft said, “We’ve accomplished our
objective and should now work for military disengagement...We have the momentum now and

the question is, how do we keep it up?”

James Potts, who as Chief of the CIA Africa Division was closest to the situation, flatly
contradicted this assertion. In his judgment, “The other side has got us to a level where we can’t

cope.”

CIA Director Colby was equally dubious. He said, “I think we’ve not yet seen the Cuban
effect ... We are in a no-win position—just buying time.” Although Colby recommended more
funds immediately to continue paramilitary action, he preferred instead “a crash effort on the

political front; keep the South Africans involved; work on the Soviets to get out.”

The 40 Committee instead focused on military aims; there was no mention of political
objectives within Angola. There was no consideration of options in the ground war, other than
inconclusive discussion about hiring more mercenaries. Nor was there an appreciation that
UNITA and the FNLA had reached their operational capacity, a constraint that additional money
could not overcome. After asking what it would take “to win,” Scowcroft’s concluding

instruction was merely to “work up something that will keep us in the ball game.”

Also evident was the tension between the secret U.S. association with South Africa and
deep concern over international and domestic reaction as that association became public.
Contrary to some interpretations that South Africa had invaded Angola at U.S. behest, the record
of the November 14 meeting showed the participants knew better. CIA Division Chief Potts

observed, “The South Africans have put their own units in with armor and done the actual
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fighting,” but they were “political dynamite.” The extent of collaboration remains imprecise, but

U.S. association with apartheid South Africa was a “deadly moral handicap.” #

Ambivalence had turned to doubt when the 40 Committee met again a week later on
November 21. The Cuban effect and the rising fortunes of the MPLA had become apparent
against the gross limitations of UNITA and the FNLA. A CIA paper recommended options for
diplomacy, support to South Africa, increments of hardware, and air support.**?> Again the focus
was on tactical measures, especially acquiring air defense weapons through a request to France.
Under Secretary of State Sisco told the group, “We do not see the diplomatic alternative as a
viable one...of no pressure on the Soviets unless the military activities are stabilized.” CIA
Director Colby reported that the South Africans would “like to get their troops out, and hire
mercenaries. They say that they don’t have the money to do this and have turned to us.” Adding
to resource problems, IAFEATURE was out of money. Scowcroft, now in the chair as National
Security Advisor, tasked new proposals, directing that they “start with one that is bare bones to

keep things together.”

The CIA, reversing its pre-independence optimism, recognized that 11,000 Cuban troops

and a continuing flow of Soviet military equipment gave The MPLA, military superiority. 13 It
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acknowledged that to restore the military balance would require introducing conventional forces

to match Cuba, or undertaking guerrilla and political war. 144

Ford Requests a Second Best Solution

In the end, the President approved the lowest possible option. A request for $28 million
was the limit that could be reprogrammed from the Defense Department to the “black budget”
without having to ask Congress for a new budget appropriation. This time, unlike the case in
July, Congress would still have to approve. In the space between desire and possibility, the

administration could do no better.

On December 19, the Tunney Amendment passed in the Senate, which cut off
reprogrammed Defense funds for Angolan insurgents, and the Clark Amendment subsequently
prohibited all U.S. assistance. The restriction of covert action by the two liberal senators set a
new precedent. IAFEATURE came to an ignominious end. Residual portions of the already
released $31.7 million continued to trickle out until September 1976 to compensate former
mercenaries, to pay for aircraft expenses, and to mollify Mobutu.* The cutoff amounted to a
vote of no confidence in armed intervention as an instrument of containment. Senator Tunney

grounded his explanation in pragmatic criticism of the strategy, not politics. 146

When the 40 Committee met on February 3, 1976, the Angola operation had been

reduced to a holding action.**” Recently confirmed DCI George W. Bush distanced himself from

144 Bender, Kissinger in Angola, pp. 103-4; Garthoff, Détente and Confrontation, p. 515; Kissinger, Years of
Renewal, p. 826.

145 Stockwell, In Search of Enemies, pp. 233-5.
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his briefing with the remark that, “These are the words of CIA, not mine.” South Africa was
withdrawing (and apparently had stopped sharing information with CIA), the FNLA had
collapsed, and Savimbi had fled into the bush. Discussion centered on how to salvage the
situation, but the group took only one decision. New Deputy Secretary of Defense Ellsworth told
of the hard time Congress had given him about the criminal behavior of mercenaries, including
Americans, who were still with the dwindling FNLA. This group of perhaps 200 proved to be
bloody-minded and largely incompetent. The subsequent trial in Angola of 14 of them, including
three Americans, for atrocities became an international scandal.'*® The 40 Committee agreed to

stop to CIA-funded recruitment of mercenaries.

IV. The Failure of War in Angola Leads to Diplomacy in Southern Africa

The United States did not become involved in war in Angola because diplomacy failed,
and conflict resolution was never a U.S. objective. As in Vietnam, war had been the first choice;
diplomacy was the resort only after war failed. The exclusive emphasis on geopolitical
considerations and militarized containment came at Kissinger’s insistence, despite putative
adherence to détente between Moscow and Washington, and despite the preference among

majorities in the interagency groups for a political-diplomatic solution.4°

In his memoir, Kissinger asserted that IAFEATURE was working in the service of

diplomacy and that the strategy was having success until Congress cut aid.**° This was not the

148 Burchett and Roebuck, The Whores of War, pp. 114-19; Chris Dempster and Dave Tomkins, Fire Power (New
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17/tomkins1.html, accessed June 15, 2015; “Death for ‘War Dogs,”” Time Magazine, July 12, 1976.
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case. Instead it was a dubious excuse that conflated the sequence of events, disregarded
IAFEATURE as a minimalist economy of force effort, and obscured an approach that harnessed
diplomacy to a military solution without regard to the nature of the political outcome. Whether
or not success might have compelled the Soviets and Cubans to withdraw, a victory by the U.S.-
backed FNLA and UNITA would have left tribally-based rival factions in power to confront a
disaffected Marxist-Leninist revolutionary party that enjoyed significant popular support. This
was hardly a formula for stability, even if it had resulted in a non-communist regime perched

between Mobutu’s Zaire and apartheid South Africa.

The International Aftermath: China, the Safari Club, U.S.-Soviet Diplomacy, and Planning
to Attack Cuba

Angola featured prominently in U.S. diplomacy with China during 1975, with each side
encouraging the other to do more to support the FNLA and UNITA militarily against the MPLA
and their Soviet and Cuban backers. The lack of particular results demonstrated the limits of

U.S.-PRC alignment in the Third World.

China and the USSR had competed for influence with the Angolan liberation movements
since the 1960’s. Whereas the Soviets maintained close, if troubled, relations exclusively with
the MPLA, the Chinese had variously and at times simultaneously courted all three factions.
China was the FNLA’s principal source of military assistance in 1974, but unwilling to become
tainted by association with the South African invasion, China withdrew its mission from Zaire

ceremoniously but abruptly in October 1975. China had also been an early supporter of Savimbi.
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During this period, the PRC shipped weapons to UNITA through Tanzania and Zaire, but also

halted when the South African connection became public. *!

President Ford, on his December 1-5, 1975 state visit to China, urged joint efforts to
oppose the Soviets in Angola. In their meeting on December 2, Chairman Mao replied, “You
don’t seem to have any means. Nor do we.”*>? Then-Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping deflected
Kissinger’s entreaties to resume providing weapons to UNITA and the FNLA. China recognized
the new Angolan government shortly afterward, although it would take nearly a decade to

establish full relations.>?

Kissinger placed considerable stock in French promises of support on Angola. President
Giscard d'Estaing had assured him France would provide helicopters for close air protection to
the FNLA, station Mirage fighters in Zaire, help find “auxiliaries” (mercenaries), and gain
diplomatic support from French African countries. In addition to working with the United States
to exclude the Soviets, France had its own interest in extending its long-standing influence in
Africa to Angola after the Portuguese left. However, France became more reluctant to operate on
its own after Congress cut U.S. aid and overtly did little. By February 1976, it had switched
positions, was preparing to recognize Angola, and urged the U.S. to negotiate directly with the

MPLA. 1
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The collapse of IAFEATURE led the French to open up a secret channel for combatting
the Cold War in Africa. Director from 1970 to 1981 of the French External Documentation and
Counter-Espionage Service (SDECE), forerunner of the current General Directorate for External
Security (DGSE), Count Alexandre de Marenches, was a colorful anti-communist ideologue with
an American mother, whose association with the United States and the intelligence world dated
to his service with the French Resistance and Free French Army in World War Il. Because “our
American friends were in trouble,” Marenches brought together Iran, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
Morocco in an informal alliance.'® Known as The Safari Club, after the resort in Kenya where
its founding meeting took place in 1976, their charter was to combat the spread of communism
throughout Africa and the Middle East.*®® The group became an enthusiastic promoter of Jonas
Savimbi; its most important accomplishments occurred during the Carter administration and are

discussed in the next chapter.

The U.S. first offered to talk directly with the Soviets about Angola on November 20,
1975. In multiple subsequent attempts, Kissinger argued that his only interest was to achieve a
“balance of forces,” which amounted to demanding that Cuban forces withdraw and the Soviets
reduce their assistance to the MPLA. The one point of U.S. leverage was to denounce lack of

Soviet restraint and threaten damage to détente. Not only did this appear hollow given the
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exposure of IAFEATURE, the two material linkages to détente — SALT Il and grain sales — were
equally in U.S. interest. In addition, Moscow was confident by then the military tide had turned
and, as occurred in negotiations with North Vietnam, the U.S. was trying to salvage what it had
already lost.*>" The Soviets read the ploy correctly. In Moscow on January 21, 1976, Brezhnev
gave Kissinger a “lesson in power politics,” flatly and definitively rebuffing him on Angola “in a
crude and humiliating fashion,” according to Peter Rodman who was present.'*® Ford noted after

being briefed, “Angola is now foremost in our policy concerns.”**®

Kissinger had also overestimated Moscow’s influence on its Cuban client and
underestimated the value to the Soviets of its advance in Southern Africa. The crux of the
strategic problem for the United States in Angola was not the global or regional balance of
power; both at the outset were fundamentally in its favor. Nor was perceived “lack of Soviet
restraint” in an area of presumed Western predominance the real issue. What mattered most were
military dispositions on the ground, and there the problem was Cuba. It was Cuban combat
troops that acted decisively, arriving in Angola at precisely the right moment with sufficient
strength and motivation to aid the FAPLA in defeating military challenges from the FNLA,
UNITA, and, South Africa. As an authentic revolutionary, Fidel Castro grasped the situation,
measured the risks, and calculated that Moscow would support him.*%° The political effect of

Cuba’s military action was to enable its MPLA allies to consolidate authority and legitimacy.
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Cuban troops then remained to sustain the new balance of power in Southern Africa. Soviet aid

flowed and the U.S. was without the means to reverse the situation.

When Kissinger first determined it was time for diplomacy over Angola in November,
after the tide had turned, his instinct was to open talks directly with the Soviet Union. When he
and Ford suggested to Ambassador Dobrynin that they find, “Some sort of settlement where no

one would lose face,” Dobrynin adroitly countered, “Why don’t you talk to the Cubans?”’16

Getting Cuba out of Angola became the central aim of U.S. policy in Southern Africa,
and would remain so for the next 14 years. 12 After Congress prohibited further covert action,
Kissinger told President Ford, I think we are going to have to smash Castro.”®3 For the next six
months, a Restricted Interagency Planning Group contemplated alternatives for taking military
action directly against Cuba. 54 The basis for air, naval, and ground operations was OPLAN 316-
62, the invasion plan that President Kennedy had on his desk during the 1962 Cuban Missile

Crisis. 1 Kissinger was adamant that Cuba and the Soviet Union had to pay a price and that the
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United States could permit no further “Angola style” aggression. 1*® However, the resulting
“Study of Cuban Contingencies” firmly recommended against offensive military action, because
of the certain danger the Soviets would react. *” The Carter and Reagan administrations would
also undertake contradictory initiatives to negotiate with and attack Cuba. The risk calculations
of restrictive deterrence left Fidel Castro’s Cuba free to promote revolution and send troops to
Angola and elsewhere from its otherwise extremely vulnerable position in America’s

backyard. 68

Henry Kissinger Goes to Africa

Turning from war to diplomacy, the Ford administration did manage to recover from the
stumble in Angola to some extent. On his first and only trip to Africa from April 23 through May
7, 1976, Kissinger unveiled a new policy of “Africa for Africans.” U.S. backing for the transition
of white-ruled Rhodesia to majority-ruled Zimbabwe headlined the new approach. The renewed
emphasis on nation-building, accompanied by increased economic aid, was intended to stem
radicalization, while security themes received subdued attention. Nevertheless, an ambitious

proposal for arming Mobutu in Zaire offset the Soviet-Cuban fait accompli in Angola.®® Having
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attempted to sustain an unsustainable status quo, this rapid shift to diplomacy in Southern Africa

was typical of Kissinger’s approach when events outside the Great Power core turned against the

United States.1?0

Imposing Costs on Cuba and the Soviet Union
The sense that diplomacy was an improvisation after war had failed leads to questions:
Had IAFEATURE succeeded in helping the FNLA and UNITA defeat the MPLA, then what?

What ultimately was the utility of pursuing covert action in Angola?

The militarization of Angola’s political evolution in 1975 differed from the post-colonial
bush warfare and Cold War sparring in the 1960°s Congo. Escalation raised the stakes
substantially once Cuba and South Africa opposed each other directly on the front line. Had
Congress approved the $28 million that President Ford requested to keep IAFEATURE going in
December, it almost certainly would have made no difference to the outcome. By March 1976,
Cuba had sent over 30,000 troops to Angola equipped with major weapons, including T-34 tanks
and MIG-21 aircraft, and Soviet aid had reached an estimated $400 million ($1.8 billion in 2014
dollars.)!™* Even if economy of force covert action had made sense at the outset, measured up to
this commitment, it was strategically insufficient and the best that can be said is that the
additional money would have done little more than keep the U.S. “in the ballgame.” The

implication is that, in the absence of victory, cost-imposing was a second best solution. This says
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much about the character of open-ended warfare that both superpowers engaged in on the Third

World periphery during the last decade of the Cold War.

When Kissinger admitted to having second thoughts over IAFEATURE, Scowcroft
consoled him by saying at least they had “done what is right.” Angola was certainly not his
finest hour. Laying the blame for the U.S. failure on Congress was an insufficient excuse. Just

as in Vietnam, misfortune resulted from errors that were cumulative and came earlier.1’?

Success in Angola boosted Soviet advances in the Third World, albeit these were
temporary. Fidel Castro’s prestige grew, and Cuba thrived as a motor of revolution in the Third
World. Tacit alliance with South Africa in Angola placed the U.S. on the wrong side of history.
Angola exposed five lessons on the deceptive costs of strategic failure on the periphery: The
power of inertia made it extremely difficult for the U.S. to adapt to the sudden end of Portugal’s
colonial rule in Africa, even though change was well-anticipated. Cold War balance of power
concerns in Angola led to misconceiving the nature of the challenge that overshadowed equally
critical regional and internal dimensions. Out of prestige, the U.S. remained reactively wedded to
a flawed covert military solution, even though the Angola Task Force had recommended a viable
political-diplomatic approach. Doing the minimum promoted greater fighting, including South
African intervention, but was almost certainly never a path to success. When the war escalated
the U.S. was without means to respond at an acceptable cost, because post-Vietnam reticence
combined with restrictive deterrence established the limits to power. As Clausewitz said, “In

war, too small an effort can result not just in failure, but in positive harm.”*"
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The failure lay in treating this lesser, unconventional application of force as if it were a

mere expedient free of cost or consequences, rather than a serious method of war. 1’4
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Chapter 2: Power vs. Principle in Carter’s Divided House

I. Carter’s Idealism
Angola was the first place where Jimmy Carter’s ideals first clashed with the realities of
the Cold War. There is insufficient space to review Carter’s foreign policy as a whole, but some

background is necessary.

In his memoir of his four-year tenure as Carter’s National Security Advisor, Zbigniew
Brzezinski, boasted how he advised the new President that “It is possible to blend a concern for
moral principle with the imperatives of national power so as to create a meaningful policy.”"
Power and Principle Brzezinski titled the book, but friction between the two was far more
prevalent, and Power vs. Principle would have been more accurate. In fact, despite pledging his
allegiance to a policy of principles, Zbigniew Brzezinski was from the outset the Carter
administration’s principal agent of power politics. Like Henry Kissinger, Brzezinski was Eastern
European, the son of Polish diplomats exiled by the Cold War, and once he was in the White

House he used his position to pursue the struggle against the Soviet Union with a fixation that

was, if anything, even more single-minded than his rival predecessor’s.

Carter had campaigned and won the election by portraying the country’s recent
international experience as a betrayal of American ideals:

Every successful foreign policy we have had...was successful because it reflected the
best in us. And every foreign policy that has failed — whether it was Vietnam,
Cambodia, Chile, Angola, or the excesses of the CIA — our government forged ahead
without consulting the American people, and did things that were contrary to our basic
character.1’8
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Although he began his presidency in January 1977 with a promise to transcend foreign policy
dominated by national security and the balance of power, it ended in January 1981 intensely
enmeshed in them. The Cold War authors already introduced chronicled this arc, along with
several others who have subjected Carter’s international performance to detailed and largely
negative evaluation, notably Gaddis Smith in Morality, Reason, and Power: American
Diplomacy in the Carter Years.!’” A wave of more positive reassessment first appeared in the
1990’s and has recently taken on new life with the appearance of publications such as Barbara
Zanchetta’s The Transformation of International Power in the 1970’s.1"® According to this view,
if Carter’s policies sometimes failed, it was because of inevitable difficulties with

implementation and because he was ahead of his time.

Several points frame the interpretation presented here. The predominant narrative
remains one of well-intentioned but naive and ultimately misguided dedication to remaking the
world. A shift in national mood and priorities complicated the domestic political environment,
while personality and policy conflicts within the administration remained unresolved until the
very end. These contributed to a sense of muddle and vacillation on the world stage. The
character and personality of the President himself was a critical factor, although it is impossible
to adjudicate between self-inflicted wounds, bad luck, poor timing, bureaucratic politics, and the

complex accumulation of challenges. The Carter administration was capable of acting with
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prudence when it came to Cold War confrontation, especially in the Third World, but a reactive

tendency prevailed, and in some instances amounted to rank over-reaction.

Detractors and defenders alike acknowledge that the perception of failure obscured
Carter’s manifest successes. These included the Panama Canal Treaty, his first initiative begun in
early 1977; the Camp David Accord between Israel and Egypt in 1978; the 1980 Carter Doctrine,
which extended American military power permanently into the Middle East and the Persian
Gulf; normalization of relations with China; and dedication to majority rule in Southern Africa.
Crucially, these accomplishments resulted not from dedication to human rights or other
principles, but from pragmatic pursuit of U.S. interests directly related to geopolitics and the
exercise of power, and they built explicitly on groundwork laid during the Nixon and Ford

administrations with Henry Kissinger as principal architect.

Contrary to common remembrance, Carter’s reversion to Cold War containment did not
happen suddenly with the December 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Concrete action first
took place in response to a military incursion into Southern Zaire, termed Shaba I, from March to

May 1977. The underlying factor was the presence of Soviet-backed Cuban troops in Angola.

Declinism in the United States

The history of decline and its strategic consequences has long captured the Western

imagination.1’® Carter had the bad luck to hold office at the bottom of a complex and persistent
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cycle of decline.'® Defeat in Vietnam shrank America’s will to compete, a retraction that fed a

perception of Soviet political-military advances, as Angola demonstrated.

Early Foreign Policy Initiatives

Carter presented himself as a harbinger of renewal. Infusing his approach to foreign
affairs with Christian morality, he pledged the United States would behave benignly, exercising
its power in the service of principle, downgrading the Cold War, and eschewing military force,

especially in the Third World. 182

Implementation began on January 21, 1977, the day after inauguration. Brzezinski
initiated eight Presidential Review Memoranda (PRMs) that directed a comprehensive revision
of U.S. foreign policy.!® PRMs on SALT and Mutual and Balanced Force Reduction made arms
control the overriding focus of relations with the Soviet Union. One PRM directed development
of a North-South Strategy, while others underpinned diplomatic initiatives intended to transform
U.S. relations across the Third World, beginning with negotiations on the Panama Canal. All
would be controversial, not least PRM 4, which directed a review of U.S. policy toward

Rhodesia, South Africa, and Namibia. Its primary purpose was to develop negotiating options for

180 Jimmy Carter, “Energy and National Goals: Address to the Nation,” (The Crisis of Confidence Speech), July 15,
1979, http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/speech-3402, accessed September 20, 2015.

181 David Kaiser, American Tragedy: Kennedy, Johnson, and the Origins of the Vietnam War (Harvard, 2000);
Robert W. Tucker, “America in Decline: The Foreign Policy of ‘Maturity’," Foreign Affairs, America and the World
1979, 58:3, pp. 449-84; Samuel P. Huntington, “The U.S. - Decline or Renewal?” Foreign Affairs, 67:2, Winter
1988, pp. 76-96; Robert Kagan, “Superpowers Don't Get to Retire: What our tired country still owes the world,” The
New Republic, May 26, 2014, pp. 4-18.

182 Carter, “Address at Commencement Exercises at the University of Notre Dame,” May 22, 1977, UCSB;
“Interview with Jimmy Carter on his Faith-Filled Presidency,” Christianity Today, January 2012,
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/januaryweb-only/interview-jimmy-carter.html, accessed September 20,
2015; Jimmy Carter, “Inaugural Address,” January 20, 1977, UCSB; Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a
President (New York, 1982); Jimmy Carter, White House Diary (New York, 2010).

183 PRMs issued January 21, 1977: PRM 1 - Panama, PRM 2 - SALT, PRM 3 - Middle East, PRM 4 - South Africa
and Rhodesian Negotiations, PRM 5 - Cyprus/Aegean, PRM 6 - Mutual and Balanced Force Reduction Talks, PRM
7 - International Summit, PRM 8 - North - South Strategy, Carter Presidential Library,
http://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/documents/prmemorandums/pres_memorandums.phtml; Brzezinski, Power and
Principle, pp. 51-2.

67



achieving Namibia’s independence from South Africa and majority rule in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe.
A series of Presidential Directives (PDs) issued in March also formalized bold initiatives to
normalize relations with Angola and Cuba (and Vietnam), and to promote “the progressive
transformation of South Africa,” placing them alongside top U.S. foreign policy priorities of

SALT negotiations and nuclear non-proliferation. 18

In Hans Morgenthau’s judgment, Carter’s application of “Wilsonian conceptions” to
foreign affairs, including in Africa, produced contradictions and violated the “supreme virtue” of
prudence. ® Consistently with the “liberal strain of American idealism,” Robert Osgood
observed, Carter sought to “to escape the problem of limited war altogether” by “devaluing the
prevailing estimate of the threat.” ¥ Robert Tucker diagnosed this as a case of “immoderate

optimism.”8’

Distrust in Moscow
The Soviets distrusted Carter personally, and the dynamics between Washington and
Moscow would harden into an older pattern of hostility and a sense of mutual betrayal. 18 With

the emergence of the Soviet Union as a full-fledged military rival of the United States, the

184 presidential Directives issued between March 9 and 24, 1977: NSC 5 - Southern Africa, NSC 6 — Cuba, NSC 7 -
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intensity of superpower competition increased, especially on the Third World periphery, where
the costs and risks were lower. 18 The Carter administration’s self-imposed constraints presented
opportunities for the Soviets, who sensed that “The world was turning in our direction.” %

Angola was the latest example.

Carter’s Confused Response

This is not to say that the U.S. remained supine as the Soviets exploited their growing
military strength. At the same time as the NSC was issuing transformative directives in February
1977, it commissioned PRM 10, a Comprehensive Net Assessment and Military Force Posture
Review. The study, directed by Samuel Huntington, bore no relation to the administration’s
professed desire to downplay East-West confrontation. Instead its purpose was to “identify a
wide range of alternative military strategies” in response to the Soviet Union.'®* PRM 10,
completed during the summer of 1977, included a key judgment that “The U.S. would have
substantial advantage over the Soviet Union in the deployment of combat forces to sub-Saharan

Africa.”1%?

The problem lay not in capabilities, but in response. Here, the administration struggled.

The first problem was that Carter’s own team was “a house of divided counsels.”** The division
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was sharp at the most senior level, particularly in the closely-observed and much-commented
contest between National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance. President Carter himself, despite his idealistic and moralistic disposition, tended to be
detail-oriented and hesitated to fit specific issues into the big picture. As Carter recounted in his
annotated diary, he relied on Brzezinski for “strategic thinking and innovation” and on Vance to
manage policies rather than create them.®* Neither Brzezinski nor Vance opposed their
President openly or appear intentionally to have conspired against his vision. The problem was
the two were at opposite ends of a classic hawk and dove dichotomy, with irreconcilable belief
systems. Much of what appeared to be weakness on foreign policy stemmed from the President’s
vacillation between these incompatible world views. 1 Confusion rather than balance was often

the result.

Vance’s his own memoir, Hard Choices, is less dynamically written than Brzezinski’s,
but franker about the sharp differences between them. 1*® He was a liberal internationalist who,
as a lawyer, emphasized solving problems on a case-by-case basis. When it came to the Soviet
Union, his goal was cooperation in the spirit of détente, with arms control the overriding priority.
Highly skeptical of the use of force, Vance focused on resolving conflicts on regional and local

terms, explicitly minimizing the Cold War dimension.

Brzezinski had won his way into Carter’s confidence in 1976, impressing him with what

became a blueprint for the candidate’s enlightened approach to the world.*®” Defenders, who

194 Carter, White House Diary, pp. 198, 363-4; Sumner Benson, “Review of Hard Choices and Power and
Principle,” The Public Historian, 7:4, Autumn 1985, pp. 92-4; Gates, From the Shadows, pp. 72-3.

195 Mara Tchalakov, “Jimmy Carter and the Limits of Empathy, 17; Alexander L. George, Bridging the Gap: Theory
and Practice in Foreign Policy (USIP, 1993), p. 130; Jack Matlock, “Empathy in International Relations: A
Commentary”, Journal of Cold War Studies, 12:2, 2010, p. 73.

19 Cyrus Vance, Hard Choices: Critical Years in American Foreign Policy (New York, 1983).

197 Zbigniew Brzezinski, “America in a Hostile World,” Foreign Policy, 23, Summer 1976, pp. 65-96.

70



have subsequently regarded the administration’s record as under-appreciated, attributed its
success to Brzezinski as a broad-minded, nuanced, and forward looking grand strategist.!%
However, at the core of his ingenious use of international principles was an exclusive and
traditional dedication to contending with the Soviet Union. At the same time as he provided
broad geostrategic direction, as in PRM 10, he also revealed himself as an expressive Cold
Warrior, especially when it came to frustrating Soviet advances in the Third World. In frequent
memoranda and notes to the President, he referred to the purpose of activities, ranging from
securing greater cooperation with China to supporting anti-communist insurgencies, as
opportunities “to bleed the Soviets.”'% There was clearly an element in this desire of what Sir
Julian Corbett called:

... aprimitive and unscientific conception of war, which was governed mainly by a
general notion of doing your enemy as much damage as possible and making reprisals
for wrongs he had done you. 2%

CIA officer Robert Gates spent much of the Carter administration as the NSC liaison to
the intelligence community. Siding with Brzezinski, he believed that Carter and Secretary of
State Vance naively “signaled weakness and invited further Soviet aggressiveness in the Third
World.”?! Gates’ opinion reflected the dominant perspective in the national security
bureaucracy. Even as the Carter administration attempted to implement its new human rights
mandate along with the broader range of progressive foreign policy initiatives, resistance and

disputes came from within the agencies charged with executing them. They remained
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fundamentally oriented to fighting the Cold War, and Brzezinski drew support from them.2%2
Inside the U.S. military, aversion to war so soon after Vietnam corresponded with the mood in
Congress, the press, and the American public. The Cold War in the Third World mattered, as

long as U.S. forces would not be directly involved in the fight.2%

IL. Principles First in Africa

Carter began as a reluctant Cold Warrior, dedicated to moral principles and hesitant to
exercise power. Over time, as the administration’s term advanced, it was Brzezinski’s approach
not Vance’s that prevailed.?’* In the beginning, however, the separation of force from diplomacy
in pursuing idealistic aims in the Third World produced unresolved confusion. This first became

apparent very early, in the spring of 1977 over Angola.

Nothing symbolized the sincerity of the administration’s desire to downgrade the Cold
War and transform relations with the Third World more than the prominence of Andrew Young,
who in the beginning ranked alongside Vance and Brzezinski in Carter’s inner foreign policy
circle. The first African-American Ambassador to the United Nations, Young’s long-standing
international activism centered on Africa and paralleled his leadership of the civil rights
movement in the United States. He saw himself as a “diplomatic avenging angel” dedicated to

righting the wrongs of the U.S.2%
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As a Congressman in 1975, Young had led opposition in the House of Representatives to
U.S. intervention in Angola. He knew the MPLA leadership and maintained that there was
“nothing to fear from Marxists in Angola.”?*® As UN Ambassador, Young led the promotion of
majority rule in Southern Africa aided by his deputy Donald McHenry and Assistant Secretary
for Africa Richard Moose, both high-ranking black career Foreign Service Officers, along with
State Department Policy Planning head Tony Lake. The initiative represented a momentary
triumph for the Africanists who had long advocated U.S. support for black nationalism as the

antidote to communist expansion and Cold War geopolitics.

In February 1977, Young travelled to Angola on his first overseas trip as a Carter
administration representative, prior to his confirmation as UN Ambassador. His mission was to
pave the way for normalization, which Carter had promised to implement whether or not Cuban
troops were present. The logic was that Soviet-backed Cuban troops were in Angola only to
protect the MPLA government from its hostile U.S.-backed neighbors Zaire and South Africa.
By quickly establishing relations with Angola, the U.S. would secure an independence
agreement for Namibia, South Africa would withdraw, and the Cubans would leave. Just prior to
his departure from the U.S., Young provoked furor among conservatives when he stated,

“There’s a sense in which the Cubans bring a certain stability and order to Angola.”?"’

Young’s sympathy for Angola was evident when he met with President Agostino Neto in
Luanda on February 8. Neto, reflecting Fidel Castro’s own position, told Young that there was no
obstacle against relations with the U.S., but said he would reject preconditions, specifically any

demand to remove Cuban troops. He justified the bases Angola allowed for insurgents — the
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South West Africa People's Organization (SWAPQ) from Namibia, the African National
Congress (ANC) from South Africa, and the Zimbabwe African People's Union (ZAPU) from
Rhodesia — all of which received Soviet and Cuban military assistance, saying, “As the MPLA
discovered in Angola, liberation cannot be achieved without force.” 2°® Young may have opposed
the 1975 U.S. intervention in Angola, but he was not an advocate of armed revolution. Seen
through the prism of the American civil rights movement, black nationalism in Africa was for
Young a political, not a military, process. He responded mildly that he “Hoped... Neto might

reconsider his advocacy of guerrilla struggle as the only means for independence.”?%

Cuban troops remained. The U.S.-Angola normalization talks that were set to begin in
April never did take place. The same power confrontation that had framed Kissinger’s realpolitik
in Southern Africa constrained Andrew Young and the administration. In the first place, Angola
was a fait accompli. With the failure of militarized containment and the Clark Amendment in
place, the U.S. lacked leverage to oppose the Soviet-Cuban presence. Progress on Rhodesia or
Namibia required cooperation from South Africa; despite revulsion over apartheid and support
for majority rule, harsh rhetoric was not going to change the regime or halt South Africa’s
aggressive military posture in Namibia and Southern Angola. Nor would dedication to human
rights lead the US to abandon the faulty and embarrassing Mobutu in Zaire. The contradictions
between diplomatic cooperation and Cold War confrontation in Southern Africa were a “Gordian

knot 29210
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The President and Secretary Vance publicly supported Young’s positions, even if they
blanched at his more extreme remarks. When Young pushed relations with South Africa into a
tailspin in April 1977 by characterizing the regime as “illegitimate,” it prompted the first of
several embarrassing State Department retractions.?!! Nevertheless, when asked whether Young
represented U.S. policy, President Carter defended him as a “national treasure,” adding rather
patronizingly that Young helped show “those small and weak and poor countries they can trust

us.”?'2 Brzezinski bided his time.

Shaba I - Principle Prevails

The first post-independence clash that would set up the next decade of Cold War conflict
in Angola took place in March 1977 and became known as Shaba I. By mid-1976, Cuba had
completed its mission of helping the MPLA consolidate Angola’s independence. Neto and
Castro agreed on a withdrawal plan that would reduce Cuba’s military presence down to a 7,000
man training group by 1978.2*2 Instead, insurgent activity, continuing hostility with neighbors,

and solidarity with liberation groups kept over 20,000 Cuban combat troops in Angola.

South Africa continued what it termed the Border War and remained Angola’s biggest
threat. SADF units remained permanently stationed in Northern Namibia where they maintained
a buffer and kept the insurgent fires stoked by supporting UNITA from its base in the Caprivi
Strip. Anti-South African insurgents from SWAPO, with their political headquarters in Luanda,

raided deep into Namibia from bases in Southern Angola, prompting South African incursions.
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The first crisis, though, came not in the South, but in the North. The FNLA, still under
Holden Roberto, had regrouped to some extent and continued to trouble the MPLA government.
Their sanctuary and support came from Zaire, but Mobutu was more vulnerable than the South
African regime. The Angolans had an instrument for striking at him, the former Katanga Tigers,
gendarmes who had fought to secede from the Congo in the early 1960’s, but had failed and fled
to exile in Angola. Well-armed and able fighters, they had been important allies of the MPLA
during the civil war. They remained cantoned in Northern Angola where they received military
support from the government that allowed them to serve as a defensive buffer with Zaire. The
Katangans still aimed to seize control of Shaba Province (formerly Katanga), rich with copper
and cobalt mines, just across the border, and they desired revenge against their enemy Mobutu.
On March 15, 1977, over a thousand Katangan fighters crossed the border. The incompetent
Zairian Army failed to repel the incursion. Mobutu was more skillful in raising the cry that he
was being invaded by Cuban-backed communists. In its most overt action, the Safari Club
equipped and airlifted Moroccan troops with French advisors to prevent the Katangans from
over-running Kolwezi, the capital of Shaba and center of the province’s rich installations where
thousands of European nationals resided. They departed in May after the FLNC soldiers had
filtered back into Angola and Nigeria brokered an agreement by which Angola would disarm the

Katangans and Zaire would halt support for the FNLA.2%4

The moderate U.S. response to Shaba | balanced power with principle. In the first dispute

between Brzezinski and Vance, Vance prevailed. Brzezinski believed the Shaba incursion was a
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Soviet test and wanted a strong military response.?!® Vance disagreed, but did not want to see
Zaire destabilized.?® The U.S. supported the French-Moroccan rescue as well as the Nigerian
mediation, and sent $15 million in military aid to Mobutu. Making a half-pregnant distinction
that the Carter administration would also use in Central America and Afghanistan, the assistance
was designated “non-lethal.” On the understanding that the Angolans had unleashed the
Katangans to halt raiding from Zaire, the State Department declared that there was no evidence
of Cuban involvement, but at Brzezinski’s insistence, the U.S. continued the Ford/Kissinger

policy of non-recognition over the presence of Cuban troops within Angola.?!’

Shaba Il - Power Preempts

Mobutu persisted in supporting FNLA incursions. After a year of protests, Neto
sponsored a second surprise invasion by the Katangan gendarmes. Shaba I, launched on May
13, 1978, was a more serious affair, as was the reaction of the United States. In what was to
become a pattern for the Carter administration, the reaction flared into a misguided Cold War

Crisis.

Despite the tense Angola-Zaire border and his own provocations, Mobutu had done little
to prepare. Again, his Army proved incapable of responding as 5,000 FLNC soldiers crossed into
Zaire and picked up hundreds of internal collaborators. They seized Kolwezi, taking more than
2,000 Westerners hostage, including several dozen Americans. About 120 of them, none U.S.

citizens, died in the ensuing violence, dozens by execution.
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This time the response was swift and of a different order of magnitude. In a combined
security and humanitarian intervention, 2,000 French Foreign Legion paratroopers and Belgian
Paracommandos were on the ground within days. U.S Air Force C-141s and C-130s, along with
ground crews, provided logistic support, while the minor participation of UK and Italian Air
Forces gave the operation a NATO flavor. The 82" Airborne Division went on alert, but did not
deploy. It took about a week for the intervention force to clear Kolwezi and evacuate the
Westerners. The Katangans conducted an orderly retreat from Zaire back to Angola, while the
Zairean Armed Forces, fueled with $12 million in emergency U.S. security assistance,

reoccupied the region, conducting reprisals along the way.?'8

A follow-on mission by a quickly-formed Inter-African Force (IAF) with Safari Club and
other Western aid assembled 2,700 troops from Morocco, Senegal, Togo, Gabon, and Cote
d'lvoire, and equipped them with Egyptian arms. They replaced the French-Belgian force and
remained in Zaire until September. By providing an “African solution to African problems,” the
IAF relieved African suspicions of Western intentions and the West of its reluctance to intervene

directly, and set a precedent for stability operations in Africa.?*®

Negotiations also got under way immediately. Deputy U.S. UN Representative McHenry
mediated with Zaire, while the Cubans did the same with Angola, Neto met with Mobutu
secretly in July 1978 at the OAU conference in Khartoum. The Angolans agreed to disband the

FLNC, confine the Katangans to their encampments, and reopened the Benguela railway that

218 L TC Thomas P. Odom, “Shaba II: The French and Belgian Intervention in Zaire in 1978,” Combat Studies
Institute, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, Ft. Leavenworth, KS, April 1993; David Mets, Land-
Based Air Power in Third World Crises (Maxwell AFB, 1986), pp. 121-37; Nathaniel Powell, “Saving Mobutu: An
International History of Africa’s First Peacekeeping Force,” draft conference paper, Graduate Institute of
International and Development Studies, Geneva, 2014,

219 Mangold, Shaba I and Shaba I, p. 112.

78



carried copper from Shaba to the port of Lobito in Angola. In exchange, Zaire halted support for
the FLEC separatists in Cabinda, as well as for Savimbi’s UNITA, and Holden Roberto found
himself exiled to Paris, putting an end to FNLA interference in Angola. Neto’s employment of
the Katangans was a competent use of limited war that ended the threat to Angola from Zaire and

made him the net winner.?%°

At one level, the U.S. response to Shaba Il was like Shaba I, consistent with Secretary
Vance’s approach and with Carter’s initial sympathies. The administration could claim credit for
supporting the rescue of Western citizens, international peacekeeping, and principled diplomacy.
As a pragmatic exercise, the outcome was an application of restrictive deterrence, which used
military resources to reduce regional tensions and stabilize the line between the two countries as
a front in the Cold War. That replay was also an opportunity for the United States to invest
Shaba Il with geopolitical significance, which had been absent in the relatively complacent
reaction to Shaba | one year earlier. Increasing military backing for Mobutu, supporting the
troops of other nations, putting the 82" on alert, and using strategic air lift to project power

added up to a loud demonstration of capability and resolve.

The Cubans and Soviets were not the only audience for the message that the U.S. was
prepared to deter and contain further Eastern Bloc encroachment. When Shaba Il broke out,
Brzezinski was orchestrating a trip to Beijing to further normalization of relations and pursue his
ambition to turn the budding U.S.-PRC relationship into an explicit anti-Soviet alliance.

Brzezinski used Shaba Il extensively to showcase U.S. will and appealed for aid to UNITA. 22
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As they had with Ford and Kissinger in 1975, the Chinese espoused common cause in opposing
the Soviets, but remained wary of active security cooperation with the United States and
noncommittal on aid to UNITA.

The administration also inflated Shaba Il into a Cold War case for domestic reasons. By
May 1978, concerns had begun piling up in the White House that the President was looking
weak. Carter’s approval was declining in the polls, particularly over his handling of foreign
affairs. Influential voices, both within the administration and in Congress, were questioning
Soviet sincerity on détente and arms control as its military power grew and the Brezhnev regime
projected an assertive image that ‘the world was going our way.” Conservatives in Congress,
including Democratic Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson, were also demanding the U.S. get tough
with Cuba. Administration warnings to the Soviets to show restraint in the Third World had no

effect.

From the Right, Ronald Reagan was preparing to challenge Carter for the presidency in
the 1980 election. Reagan warned of an expanding Soviet empire and accused the President of
having a “view of the world that ranks along with belief in the tooth fairy.” 222 Carter began to set
aside his foreign policy of principles and speak in terms of power, warning of Soviet military
expansion, especially in Africa. 2% (Soviet-Cuban action in the Horn of Africa is outside the

scope of this thesis.??%) The administration, unwilling to intervene, struggled for leverage and
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instead found itself unable to respond effectively. was seeking Now it sought to confront Havana

and Moscow wherever it could.??

Shaba Il provided the opportunity to lash out. U.S. efforts were at one level pragmatic,
proportional responses to a serious but localized conflict. Yet the administration rhetorically
unchained itself to inflate Shaba Il into a Cold War crisis. Soon after the Katangans crossed the
border into Zaire on May 13, and with Mobutu raising the anti-communist cry, U.S. officials
began accusing Cuba of complicity in the incursion. On May 19, the White House and the State
Department spokesman, under direct instruction from the NSC, went on the record specifically
accusing Cuba of training the Katangans and supplying them with Soviet weapons. Headlines
reflected ominous concerns about the prospect of a pro-Soviet takeover in Zaire. Arriving
dramatically at the recaptured Kolwezi airport, Mobutu denounced the presence of Cuban
fighters with the Katangese rebels. Evening news broadcasts showed dead Europeans in the
streets as U.S.-supported Belgian paratroopers and the French Foreign Legion rescued

survivors.2%6

There was a major problem, however. There was no evidence that Cuba had assisted the
Katangans.??” Fidel Castro vehemently denied it and made it a point of pride in several
interviews on U.S. television and in meetings with U.S. officials. He insisted he had tried to

restrain Neto from enabling this second invasion of Zaire. President Carter complained about
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“the Soviet Union’s unchecked ability to send Cuban troops into foreign adventures in Africa”
and even pushed Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko, who simply dismissed the notion that
Moscow had anything to do with either of the Shaba invasions.??® The White House made public
a CIA memo that summarized the presumed evidence of Cuban involvement in Shaba Il. It was
based entirely on second- and third-hand sources and did nothing to convince the skeptical press
corps.??® U.S. intelligence analysts cautioned that Castro rarely lied, and subsequent literature
substantiated that he was telling the truth.?® Beating the Cold War drum over Shaba I1 turned
into an exercise in hyperbole, false attribution, political exaggeration of intelligence, and internal
division. In the end, as the dispute played out, it was Castro’s credibility that benefitted and

Carter’s that suffered.

During the second half of May and until the crisis died down in late-June, it appeared
almost as if two different U.S. Governments were responding. The initial State Department
reaction had emphasized the international response to Shaba Il in much the same matter of fact
tone as it had during Shaba I. Secretary of State Vance along with UN Ambassador Young,
while not dismissing worries about Soviet expansionism, were skeptical about the charges of
Cuban participation and appeared willing to give Castro the benefit of the doubt.?3! Many in the
administration, including on the NSC staff, agreed, but it was the President who was leading the

charge with Brzezinski backing him up.?%?
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Brzezinski Bleeds the Soviets

Zbigniew Brzezinski had kept a low public profile during his first year as National
Security Advisor. In something of a coming out, he had revealed his intense anti-Soviet
disposition in a much-discussed interview in the May 1 issue of the New Yorker, shortly before
Shaba Il. In it he had talked about finding a way to bring the Soviets to “their own Vietnam in
Angola or somewhere else on the periphery.” 232 Grabbing the spotlight on his return from
Beijing, Brzezinski made his first major television appearance on May 28. Instead of China, the
interview began with a barrage of questions about the allegation of Cuban complicity in Shaba II.
Asked “What can you tell us about the evidence?”, Brzezinski said, “I am confident that the
judgment expressed by the President will stand up.” 2** But hedging, he reduced the charge to
indirect Soviet and Cuban responsibility and claimed:

I do not believe that this kind of Soviet-Cuban intrusion ought to be cost-free . . . [We]
think we know from history that it is wiser to contain a conflict at a time when it is still
subject to containment through...limited countermoves than at a point when it has
become a major conflagration.?%

The lack of any indication that the Cubans, much less the Soviets, had actually been involved in
Shaba II undermined Brzezinski’s chain of aggression logic and weakened the credibility of his
unspecified threat. When Carter used similar language a few days later, a commentator noted:
“Change the southern drawl for a fuzzy German accent and he could have sounded like former

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger warning of the communist menace.”?%

On June 7, Carter gave a speech about Soviet policy at the U.S. Naval Academy in

Annapolis, Maryland. Drafting much of it himself, his intent was to marry a confrontational
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attitude toward the Soviets to his desire for cooperation. Addressing Africa and Shaba I1
specifically, he said:

The persistent and increasing military involvement of the Soviet Union and Cuba in
Africa could deny this hopeful vision . . . And this is why | and the American people
will support African efforts to contain such intrusion, as we have done recently in
Zaire.?%"

Carter noted in the June 7 entry in his diary that reaction to Annapolis was good and “will
provide a benchmark for our decisions in the future.”?*® In fact, so disjunctive were its
contradictions that, according to John Lewis Gaddis, “Jokes abounded that the President had

simply stapled together drafts by Brzezinski and Vance.”%*®

With Shaba Il remaining an issue, the President maintained his hard line against Soviet-
Cuban military moves in Africa in press conferences on June 14 and again on the 26'". Carter
testily said, “I don’t really desire to get into a public dispute with Mr. Castro through the news
media”, and insisted there was proof of Cuban involvement. He asserted, “The fact is that Castro
could have done much more had he genuinely wanted to stop the invasion.”2*° But when pressed

on what he was going to do to about it, the President backed off. 24!

Carter griped with injured pride to his diary on June 13:

Castro has blamed all the problems concerning Cuba and the Shaba Province raid on
Brzezinski. Whenever | tighten up a little on the Soviet Union or Cuba, the liberal press
erupts in a spate of criticism. [Castro’s] joined the Soviets and Israelis and everyone
else — when they have a problem with me, to blame it on Zbig.?*?
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The former chief of the Havana Interests Section commented about the Cuban allegations, “The
problem is they weren’t going to do anything about it, and so on top of everything else they look

like wimps.”?%

At the same time as this Cold War drum beating was going on, Secretary Vance
continued trying to uphold the contrary message. In June 19 testimony to Congress Vance
insisted that the highest U.S. goal was to “reduce the dangers of uncontrolled military
competition through effective and sensible arms control,” continuing:

U.S. relations with the Soviet Union involves our mutual conduct in other areas of the
world. While this is a global problem, | will address . . . the African perception that we
see them and their problems in their own terms, and not as an arena for East-West
differences.?*

The next day, Vance insisted that:

Helping African nations meet their pressing human and economic needs; strengthening
their ability to defend themselves; building closer ties throughout Africa; and assisting
African nations to resolve their conflicts peacefully.?#

For all of his pragmatism and lawyerly sophistication, there was an element of strategic naivete
in Vance’s assertions that the United States and the Soviet Union shared the same approach to
“our mutual conduct in other areas of the world” and that Cuban troops might be convinced to
leave Africa. However, on one point, the administration was unified. In the Question & Answer

period Vance drew a sharp post-Vietnam line: “The United States will not enter into armed
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conflict. The United States has no intention of involving American troops on the continent of

Africa.” 4

The Hawks Beat the Doves over Africa

The administration had two problems: What was it willing and able to do? And how was
it going to resolve the incompatibilities of power and principle within its own divided house?
The rivalry between Vance and Brzezinski as well as the President’s new-found need to appear
tough on communists were wrapped up in the issue, but crucial underlying questions of strategy
and policy: How could American prestige be recovered without resort to military power? Could
diplomacy and conflict resolution answer the challenge of revolutionary Cuba? What threat did

the Cuban and Soviet military presence in Africa actually present to the U.S.?

To the extent that a single direction would eventually predominate, it was Brzezinski’s
hyper-strategic focus on contesting the Cold War with the Soviet Union. Vance would continue
to downplay superpower confrontation, to press for arms control, to eschew the use of force, to
advocate human rights, and to seek resolution of crises in Africa and other areas of the world.
Until he finally resigned in April 1980, in just about every instance when principles clashed with

Cold War concerns, the hawks beat the doves.

Brzezinski professed appreciation for Third World perspectives. Yet, masking disdain
with understatement, he wrote that while U.S. relations with black Africa benefitted from “the
President’s personal commitment to human rights and the efforts of Cy Vance and Andy
Young,” on the other hand, they “took an excessively benign view of the Soviet and Cuban

penetration of Africa, underestimating its strategic implications.”?*’ Just as Brzezinski’s concern
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for strategic implications in Africa was virtually indistinguishable from Kissinger’s, so was his
exploitation of the institutional dimension. Carter had entered the White House opposed on
principle to the Kissinger model of foreign policy, but Brzezinski proved just as adept as
Kissinger in using proximity to the President to concentrate power in his role as National
Security Advisor. 2*8 While they appreciated Carter’s efforts to downplay East-West
confrontation, and to promote human rights and other progressive issues, officials across the
bureaucracy were bound to resist his attempt to divert U.S. grand strategy from its core purpose

of containing and deterring the Soviet Union.

II. The African Periphery as Power Arena
In the eyes of the intelligence agencies, the Soviet threat in Africa and elsewhere in the
Third World was growing. The military balance had already tipped. That assessment was not

without foundation and conveyed a thinly veiled judgment on U.S. policy. 24

For example, an April 1977 DIA Intelligence Appraisal attributed a marked improvement
in Moscow’s position to the lack of U.S. response to Angola (and Ethiopia). > The DIA had
begun issuing a monthly tracker titled “Cuba: Worldwide Involvement,” which contrasted the
low level of Western military presence in Africa with the much greater Soviet and Cuban
commitment. According to the June report, outside of Zaire and Egypt, U.S. security assistance

was in the low millions of dollars, and there were fewer than 200 American military personnel in
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the continent.?® The 10,000 French troops stationed in former colonies counted as a stabilizing
influence. But that total racked up against 4,000 Soviet and 35,000 Cuban Armed Forces in 13
African countries, about two-thirds of them in Angola, and this was prior to the deployment of
another 12,000 Cuban combat troops to Ethiopia. By the end of 1977, concern that Cuban troops
with Soviet arms, logistic support, and advice had become a formidable force for expeditionary
power projection overshadowed the equanimity about East-West competition that had greeted

Shaba | six months earlier.?*?

For the first time, in April 1978, the CIA formally articulated the view that Soviet
military power on the periphery was increasing while the U.S. was declining. According to the
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) “Soviet Goals and Expectations in the Global Power
Arena’:

Soviet leaders are encouraged to persist by what they see as basic trends, notably the

withdrawal of the United States from long-established positions and flagging US public

interest in contesting Soviet influence in the Third World. . . . They seem to perceive

the American withdrawal from Vietnam as a watershed, marking the end of an era in

which US readiness to intervene militarily dominated Soviet risk calculations in the
Third World.?

Particularly in Africa, anchored by success in Angola, the NIE concurred with the Soviet
perception that the world was turning their way:

Where a palpable Soviet military preponderance can be achieved, the Soviets believe
that it will, over time, encourage regional actors to seek security arrangements based on
Moscow’s good will, especially as ... alternative alliances prove less attractive.?>
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According to Gates, the new appreciation “was sobering, a cold shower” that helped tip the
psychological balance within the administration.?®® Subsequent reports continued in the same

vein.?%

Southern Africa as a Front in the Cold War: a Strategic Response?

The April 1978 NIE on the Soviets in the global power arena concluded that the Soviet
Union had the advantage in Africa even though the U.S. had superior capabilities, because they,
alongside the Cubans, had the will to act militarily. The June 1977 PRM 10 - Military Strategy
and Force Posture Review included an extensive limited war scenario involving a U.S. response
to an attack on Zaire by Angola, supported by Soviet and Cuban forces. % The preferred option
was to use a Korea-style limited option to defeat Soviet-backed conventional military aggression,
but it was largely irrelevant to the political-military conditions and the challenges to strategy that

actually existed.

Once the Soviet-Cuban lodgment in Angola was a fait accompli, restrictive deterrence set
boundaries that restrained escalation. The most important U.S. decisions were effectively

decisions not to act.

The first casualty was the effort launched in March 1977 to normalize relations with
Cuba. At the time, NSC Latin America director Robert Pastor, supported by the State
Department, had argued that making agreement with Cuba contingent on removing its troops

from Angola and Ethiopia would derail negotiation. Brzezinski acquiesced and exploratory talks

25 Gates, From the Shadows, p. 74-6.
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went forward, but he had no intention of legitimizing the Cuban military presence in Africa. The
President at one point peremptorily told the U.S. Congressman who was mediating talks with
Cuba, “Just tell them to get out of Angola.”?*® Although Vance and Young struggled to keep the
initiative going, Shaba Il brought it to an end. PRM 36, issued on May 28, 1978, formally
reversed direction, dedicating any steps the U.S. might take to limiting Soviet/Cuban influence in

Africa.?®

The administration was also careful to end U.S. military support in response to Shaba 11
within 60 days, before the untested 1973 War Powers Resolution required the President to seek

specific authorization from Congress.?®

Nowhere did power ride rough shod over principle more starkly than in non-action over
South Africa’s Border War with Angola. On May 4, 1978, just nine days before Shaba II broke
out, the South African Defense Force launched a surprise offensive against SWAPO
concentrations in Southern Angola. Strikes included an air assault on Cassinga, a UN-supervised
refugee camp 160 miles from the border, where the SADF massacred over 600 Namibians,
mostly noncombatants, before Cuban troops based 15 miles away drove them off in a pitched
battle.?%! International censure followed, but the U.S. declined to sanction South Africa.

President Carter was exceedingly mild:
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I think you all know that the South Africans claim that it was just a retaliatory raid
against the SWAPO forces . . . We've expressed our concern to the South African
Government and asked them for an explanation. 262

In contrast, three weeks later, the President expressed his “abhorrence and distress over the
violence” committed during Shaba II, a “human tragedy [for which] the Government of Angola
must bear a heavy responsibility... a burden and a responsibility shared by Cuba.”?%® Brzezinski’s
hand was clear in the kid glove treatment for South Africa and false allegations of Soviet and

Cuban aggression; Secretary of State Vance and UN Ambassador Young were appalled.?%

The Attempt to Revive Aid to Angolan Insurgents

Brzezinski insisted the U.S. should make the Soviets and Cubans pay a price over Africa,
but the problem was how? Shaba Il had been a one-off demonstration. Major aid to Mobutu
stabilized Zaire for the longer-term. Beyond that, other security assistance programs were
miniscule and the conventional warfighting scenarios offered no guidance. The diplomatic track
of supporting self-determination and conflict resolution that VVance and his team of Young,
McHenry, Moose and Lake pursued at State drew much attention and effort, but distinctly lacked

a cutting edge.

The other track — secret war — beckoned. “Carter and most of the rest of the team had
entered the White House with a deep aversion to covert action, yet the administration had
continued pre-existing clandestine political and propaganda programs targeted against the Soviet

Union and Eastern Europe. 2° With Soviet and Cuban activism in Africa growing, consideration
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of covert paramilitary action appeared on the agenda, again featuring Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA in

Angola.

Although formally estranged, liaison with South Africa continued and fed the CIA’s
favorable view of UNITA. It reported that UNITA had grown from 8,000 to 20,000 troops, was
contesting one-half of Angolan territory, and “without further substantial reinforcement, Cuban

and Angolan Government forces will be unable to neutralize antigovernment guerrillas.” 26

Resumption of a covert action program to support Savimbi was the subject of a March 2,
1978 meeting of the Special Coordinating Committee (SCC). The congressional prohibition was
still in effect and VVance opposed such steps. The following exchange took place between
Brzezinski, Vance, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, Deputy National Security Advisor

David Aaron, and CIA Director Stansfield Turner:2¢’

Brzezinski: How about Cuban activities in Angola? [One line, evidently referring to
covert action, redacted.]

Vance: What is the law?

Brown: It only applies to the 1976 act and the 1976 project. There is an open question as
to whether the Tunney-Javits amendment reflects continuation of congressional
limitation.

Vance: What do we know about the attitude of Congress?

Brzezinski: We have to consult.

Aaron: It is important not to put this thing only in the context of the Horn but to consider
the situation in Southern Africa as well.

Vance: Suppose we start helping Savimbi and he takes back a few more towns. Are the
Cubans not going to send more people in then? Doesn't this just drive them to do more?
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Savimbi is doing quite well now. Why do anything that will increase the likelihood of
more Cubans there?

Brzezinski: Only if it increases their casualties and the costs of their involvement.
Consider the fact that they are offering 800 people to ZAPU [in Rhodesia]. If it does not
cost them anything they are likely to do it.

[10-12 line redaction of an exchange among Cyrus Vance, DCI Stansfield Turner, and
Aaron, evidently regarding covert action and UNITA.]

Brzezinski: Stan [Stansfield Turner], is it your judgment that aid to Savimbi would
increase his capabilities?

Vance: | would like a better analysis of what the effect of these various steps is going to
be.

Brzezinski: The issue is not whether we get more Cubans in Angola.

Vance: There are going to be as many there as is necessary to keep Neto in power.
Brzezinski: But why not make them increase their involvement in Angola? Let them be
pinched by it. The Soviets and Cubans want not only to stimulate the conflict but to
decide the outcome of the conflict.

Vance: Another alternative would be to open up some discussions with Neto. We should
think of this. He has no place to turn but to the Soviets and Cubans. For the same reason
that it is a good idea for us to have an ambassador in Ethiopia -- this is worth thinking
about. We should think of all sides of these problems.

Brzezinski: State will help. Meanwhile we will stop advising friendly countries against
aid to Savimbi. [Underlining in original.]

The first hint in public that the administration was considering aid to UNITA surfaced in
Elizabeth Drew’s May 1 New Yorker article on Brzezinski. An unnamed U.S. official told her
that Brzezinski had been interested in finding a way to overcome the restriction for some time. 268
Even though the political atmosphere was terrible, the idea began to circulate that it was time for

Congress to repeal the Clark Amendment. With criticism coming from both Republicans and

conservative Democrats that Carter was soft on communism, the press continued to harp on

268 Drew, “Reporter at Large,” pp. 111-12.
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Carter’s foreign policy weakness. The publication of former CIA officer John Stockwell’s In
Search of Enemies revived attention to the ill-fated 1975 Operation IAFEATURE, and Stockwell
testified in Congress as a whistle-blower. Asked for his reaction to the tell-all book, former DCI

Colby commented, “I wouldn’t say he made up any of this.”2%°

In early May, CIA Director Turner and Deputy National Security Advisor Aaron
presented Senator Dick Clark with a written plan to resume shipping arms to UNITA through
third countries. They asked Clark whether it would violate his amendment that barred U.S. “aid
to private groups engaged in military or paramilitary operations in Angola.” Clark had recently
expressed concern over the Soviet presence in Africa, but he was not about to reverse himself on
the signature issue he had championed in the Senate. After delaying his reply for a few days, he
told Turner the plan was against the law and then accused the President in public of secretly
trying “to reinvolve the United States in the Angola civil war.”?’® A prominent op-ed warned:

“Welcome to the Quagmire.”?"

Carter, who during the 1976 campaign had criticized Ford over Angola, in fact picked up
where his predecessor left off. At a breakfast with Congressional leaders on May 15, during the
heat of Shaba II, he made a pitch to resume assistance to the Angolan opposition. Carter
complained that “Congress had tied our hands” and blamed it for causing the U.S. to “lose Africa
to the communists.”’? Following up and seeking even broader latitude, he ordered the State

Department to review all legislation and procedures that restricted “the ability of our
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government, without becoming involved in combat, to act promptly and decisively to help

countries whose security is threatened by external forces.”?"®

The response from Congress, including from Democrats, was a blast of counter-criticism
that kept up for the next two months. In the same press encounters that featured Carter’s
credibility spat with Castro over Shaba I, the President dissembled:

[ didn’t have any idea that the CIA Director had even talked to Senator Clark about it.
My impression was ... that he went to see ... within the bounds of the law what
involvement would be possible in Angola. But | have no knowledge of that, nor have |
ever intended to send weapons to Angola, either directly nor indirectly.?#

The administration made no headway. Congress kept the prohibition on aid to Angolan
opposition groups in place. Carter’s term was hardly the hiatus on UNITA that is generally
assumed. There was continuity as a matter of policy and sympathy, along with the allocation of
minor resources. 2> Savimbi’s popularity also grew during this period, and not only with the
conservative establishment. In 1979, the non-partisan Freedom House sponsored the first of five
visits to the U.S. He met with Henry Kissinger and Reagan’s future Assistant Secretary of State

for Africa Chester Crocker, as well as with several Democratic senators.2’®

UNITA and South Africa were double-edged Swords

Following its defeat in 1975, UNITA faded deep into the Angolan bush, only to relaunch
a second phase of the Angolan Civil War in 1977 that would endure for the remainder of the
Cold War. Like other insurgencies, UNITA’s attributes included effective leadership under Jonas

Savimbi; a competent political-military organization with a professional officer corps
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commanding 20,000 troops that operated on a dozen fronts; a unifying cause that grafted Maoist
People’s War to African tribalism and rallied Angola’s largest tribal group, the Ovimbundu;
sanctuary in the vast Angolan bush that the Portuguese had aptly termed “The Lands at the End
of the Earth,” as well as across neighboring borders; and sources of support that included China,

the Safari Club, South Africa and, indirectly, the United States.?”’

During the first phase of the Angolan Civil War in 1975, the U.S. had mistakenly banked
on the FNLA, while UNITA’s status as “the longshot insurgent group” made them a secondary
recipient of arms.2’® Now, Savimbi had gained a serious military reputation with Brzezinski and
other supporters, even though to many his “reliance on Pretoria was so thorough that he was
regarded as little more than an apartheid stooge.”%’® UNITA’s political character mattered little

as long as it was damaging the MPLA government, the Cubans, and Soviets.

As useful as other sources of foreign support were to UNITA, after 1977 South Africa
was indispensable, and the two served each other’s needs as symbiotic allies. Support for the
UNITA insurgency was a key element of South Africa’s strategy to protect the apartheid state
from the “total onslaught” of communist-backed aggression. UNITA operations were actually

conducted as part of a sustained unconventional warfare campaign with two South African units,
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the Special Forces “Recces” and the 32 Battalion, both modeled on U.S. Special Forces. Savimbi

needed South Africa, not only to grow UNITA’s military power, but to survive. 2%

Responding to the Soviet Military Challenge

For the Carter administration, association with UNITA, Mobutu, and South Africa was a
choice between the lesser of Cold War evils. 2! In the judgment of the Global Power NIE, the
Soviets would proceed cautiously, with one exception. Where lack of American will left open
opportunities in the Third World, citing Angola, it predicted the Soviet Union would not hesitate

to exploit “the revolutionary purposefulness of both assertive and defensive actions.”??

It was with this perspective that the National Security Council met on August 15, 1978 to
consider the NIE’s assessment of implications for Africa. DCI Turner set the tone:

The Soviets are more assertive...because their increasing military power gives them
greater confidence. They are buoyed by their experience in Africa. Moreover, abroad
the perception is one of change in the balance of power. 283

In the succeeding discussion, the contradictions and confusion that attracted so much
criticism of Carter’s foreign policy were fully in evidence. The group could not agree whether a
net change in the global balance of power favoring the Soviet Union existed in fact, but it did
accept that the Soviets were taking advantage of the United States. The President insisted, “Our
reputation for weakness, vis-a-vis the Soviets, is not deserved;” he wanted “a careful public

relations effort to show we are strong.”?®* Brzezinski pressed his view that:
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[T]oday we face an ominous development in which the Soviets are compensating for
the decline in their economic and ideological appeal with military pressure — massive
arms, insertion of troops. It is a clear sign of their confidence in the military dimension
of the balance that they moved to insert Cuban troops in Africa.?®

He wanted to punish them. Secretary of Defense Brown, JCS Chairman Jones, and DCI Turner
agreed. Secretary Vance provoked skepticism by again advocating normalization with Angola
and conflict resolution elsewhere in Africa.?®® President Carter, steering away from a military
response, said that any measures “should be in the spirit of peaceful competition with the
Soviets.” An interagency Policy Review Committee (PRC) was tasked to come up with options.
The urgency of once again taking up the cudgel against the Soviets and Cubans in Africa must
have seemed familiar to those who recalled the similar exercise Kissinger had initiated after the

debacle in Angola two years earlier.

The package, dated August 18, 1978, came in the form of a weighty 177-page analysis
and recommendations paper.?” PRM-36 had asked two key questions: What kind and level of
Soviet/Cuban presence in Africa was “unacceptable”? And what should be done about it
diplomatically, politically, economically, and militarily? The PRC answered the first question
generically: “It is the use of large scale military efforts coupled with Soviet/Cuban political
spoiling tactics that are ‘unacceptable’ to us as well as the Africans.”?®® Addressing the second
question, it restated the obvious:

The U.S. has made it unmistakably clear to the Soviets and the Cubans that we view
their willingness to exacerbate armed conflict in Africa as a matter of serious concern.
Judging from the response,...the Soviet government may...have discounted the
significance of our disapproval of their African adventurism...U.S. efforts to deal with
Cuban military adventurism in Africa have not produced significant results so far.28°
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PRM 36 had instructed that, “No course of action should automatically be excluded from
consideration solely because it will present difficult political problems or would conflict with
existing Administration policies.”?®° Instead, non-threatening incrementalism was the thrust of
the military options. A detailed DOD Annex consisted of recommendations limited to marginal
increases in ongoing security assistance, joint exercises, and support to peacekeeping. The U.S.
could ask countries, such as Belgium, France, and the other Safari Club nations, to do more
militarily. The single measure that would have a direct impact on Soviet and Cuban activities
would be to encourage countries to deny overflight clearances to Soviet and Cuban planes on the
way to Africa. Other indirect activities might include increasing surveillance, conducting
reconnaissance flights over Cuba, and increasing U.S. military presence in Florida. However,
the paper concluded that, “The value of demonstrating our displeasure against Soviets or Cubans
in this fashion would be subject to debate.”?! There was one exception to this anemic approach:
indirect investment in warfighting through aid to African insurgents, specifically by supporting

UNITA in Angola.

Reversion to the Cold War

Despite the desire to support the Angolan insurgents, the U.S. was out of the ballgame
there, and to a large extent of Africa as a whole. It was evident, by mid-1978 that Carter’s
Wilsonian project in Africa had not survived. But Brzezinski had also failed to win approval for
a tough U.S. reaction to Soviet and Cuban intervention in the Horn of Africa. His often-cited
quote was, “SALT lies buried in the sands of the Ogaden.”?*? The response to Shaba Il was more

muscular, but that was the highpoint of U.S. action.
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As confused and reactive as it may have been, the Carter administration’s reversion to the
Cold War that began over Africa was nevertheless unmistakable. PRM-36 on response to the
Soviet-Cuban presence in Africa, the NIE on the Soviets in the global power arena, and the
President’s Annapolis speech all meshed in the summer of 1978. Brzezinski pressed on, trying to
prompt more aggressive action through two additional initiatives, Presidential Review
Memoranda, PRM-42, “U.S. Strategy for Non-Military Competition with the Soviet Union,” and
PRM-43, “United States Global Presence,” a review of the U.S. military posture around the
world.?®3 Here too, the results were slim. There proved to be little appetite outside of the NSC for
major initiatives in Africa, much less robust military action. Gates observed, “The bureaucracy’s

nerves were shot.”?%*

During 1979, as supporters of Carter’s earlier idealism lamented, Cold War geopolitics
entirely overtook progressive diplomacy in Africa.?®® This rightward shift gave Henry Kissinger
an opportunity to lash out at the administration while vindicating his 1975 humiliation in Angola
and the subsequent turn to diplomacy:

We run the risk of a verbal position that is radical, a practical position that is impotent,
and a theory justifying Cuban and Soviet intervention whenever they judge it is time to
heat up conditions again.2%

In August, Andrew Young resigned (over an unauthorized meeting with the PLO), and the most

outspoken Africanist in the administration was gone. In the one bright spot for diplomacy,

The United States, the Horn of Africa, and the Demise of Détente (Ohio, 2013).
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majority rule was on the way in Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, but this was a British initiative more than

U.S. doing, purchased only through the support of South Africa.

All of the antagonists professed willingness to resolve their conflicts, but none actually
had the will to do so. U.S. relations with South Africa remained acrimonious over apartheid, but
the regime was under no effective pressure to halt the Border War. It blatantly defied the U.S.-
led initiative under UN Security Council Resolution 435, which called for the independence of
Namibia. South Africa was not prepared to cede Namibia as long as there was a possibility that
SWAPO might come to power and align with communist Angola or as long as Cuba and the
Soviet Union supported the ANC; Cuba and the Soviet Union were not going to abandon Angola
as long as there was a threat from South Africa and UNITA.?®" Thus, the Carter administration
ended its term with the conflict in Southern Africa “power locked” at local, regional, and global

levels.2%

III. Reagan and Angola

Count Alexandre de Marenches, the devoutly anti-communist director of French
intelligence and godfather of the Safari Club, told newly elected President Reagan he needed to
meet two people: the dissident Russian author Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “one of history’s giants”,
and UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi.?®® Savimbi became a charter member of the “Freedom

Fighters,” a term that Reagan appropriated from Carter. > Reagan’s policy on Southern Africa,
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termed “Constructive Engagement”, tied the withdrawal of South Africa from Namibia to the
withdrawal of Cuba from Angola, and, with the exception of drawing closer to the apartheid
government, was essentially the same as Carter’s. %' After several attempts by the
administration, Congress repealed the Clark Amendment in 1985, and U.S. aid to UNITA

resumed under the so-called Reagan Doctrine.>%?
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Part Two: Central America
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Chapter 3: Jimmy Carter in the Backyard

I. The Central American Crossroads

When the Sandinistas rode into Managua on July 19, 1979, their long revolutionary
struggle against the despised dictator Anastasio Somoza culminated in rapid and unexpected
triumph. Their achievement was the first and only successful armed insurgency in Latin America
since Cuba 20 years before, and it bore many similarities to the revolt that Fidel Castro led
against Fulgenico Batista in 1959. The victory was a classic case of how the weak win. Through
a combination of guile, determination, luck, and élan, the small leadership cadre of the Frente
Sandinista de Liberacién Nacional (FSLN) captured the hearts and minds of the Nicaraguan
people who rose up in insurrection. They wooed moderates, both foreign and domestic, who
normally would have had no sympathy for Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries, and they managed
an internationally supported offensive that compelled the collapse of the Nicaraguan National
Guard, and with it the nearly 50 year-old Somoza dynasty. The critical factor in their success,

however, was remarkable political incompetence on the part of the Carter Administration.

The Nicaraguan insurrection garnered the world’s attention and received extensive
coverage at the time; the story has been re-told in encyclopedic detail from multiple
perspectives.® This section of the thesis discusses how U.S. intervention in Central America
during the next decade had its origin in this event. Nicaragua, like Angola, represented an
unprecedented extension of Soviet-Cuban power. Yet Somoza’s overthrow in the heart of the

U.S. sphere of interest was a direct and unanticipated consequence of Carter’s idealism. To place
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the precipitating events in a larger context, contrary to collective memory and much of the
literature, the Reagan administration was not responsible for making Central America into a
fighting front and a political preoccupation for the United States during the final phase of the
Cold War. Rather it was the contradictory actions and inaction of the Carter administration
between 1978 and 1981, during the critical period of revolutionary transition in Nicaragua, with
El Salvador threatening immediately to follow, which established the general direction that the

United States would pursue for the next decade.

The Literature

Among the voluminous literature that focuses on U.S. involvement in Central America
during the politically intense latter phase of the Cold War, two first-hand accounts by former
officials who were in the forefront of attempts to sustain President Carter’s dedication to a
foreign policy of principles are especially intriguing and of particular importance. Not
Condemned to Repetition by Robert Pastor, who was Zbigniew Brzezinski’s Latin America
expert at the NSC, and Somoza Falling by Anthony Lake, who was director of Policy Planning at
the State Department, used the authors’ own participation and unreleased records to document
how the fall of Somoza led to U.S. support for the contra insurgency in Nicaragua and

counterinsurgency in El Salvador.3%

Interestingly, Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski gave little attention to Nicaragua in their
memoirs, perhaps because it represented such an outright failure of policy and performance.
Nevertheless, it is evident from the record, as well as Pastor and Lake’s accounts, that the U.S.

leadership dedicated long hours to Central America, even as other international crises seemed to
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overwhelm the administration. In his truncated commentary on Latin America in Power and
Principle, Brzezinski complained that instability in Nicaragua was “crowding the agenda.”
While he claimed he had perceived correctly that revolutionary forces were bringing
fundamental transition to Central America, his true preoccupation was, “To develop an approach
to the Central American problem that would combine genuine commitment to social reform”
with impediments “to prevent the baton being passed from the United States to Cuba.”3%
Brzezinski commented that the challenges of revolution in Central America were, “...new and
different from those of previous decades.” *®® What he did not seem to realize, or at least was

unwilling to acknowledge, was that the new and different factor was the Carter administration’s

own doing.

Brzezinski’s attitude that crisis in Central America was less important than threats
elsewhere rested on a two-pronged strategic rationale. The United States could not exactly
ignore internal security threats in its Central American backyard, but U.S.-aligned authoritarian
military regimes throughout Latin America had successfully suppressed incipient Marxist-
Leninist revolutions for two decades. Castro had shifted his attention to Africa for that reason. In
addition, the Panama Canal had lost its importance as a strategic asset vital to nation defense.3%
It was this geostrategic downgrading that allowed Kissinger to consider turning the Canal over to
Panama. Despite the protests of conservatives who opposed it as a sell-out, Carter faced no
insurmountable obstacles when he made the Panama Canal Treaty negotiations his first foreign

policy initiative in 1977.
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For his part, Secretary Vance wrote with pride that the Panama Canal Treaty was an
“Indispensable part of the Carter administration’s strategy to forge a more constructive
relationship with nations of the Western Hemisphere and the Third World.””** His perspective
was true as far as it went. The critical assumption that proved incorrect was that the United States

could promote change without cost or risk.

Carter’s personal engagement with Central America is reflected in multiple diary
entries.3® In them, he appeared to cling to a morally based approach that naively assumed the
U.S. could act decisively as a principled honest broker, rather than as a great power pursuing its
national interest in an area it had dominated for nearly a century. In search of a formula that
would somehow “let the Nicaraguan people decide,” he explicitly limited U.S. action to non-
coercive diplomacy when armed rebellion was rapidly overwhelming any notion of orderly
political process.®° Even as he scrupulously rejected intervention and insisted on
multilateralism, he bred resentment by his tendency to dictate U.S. wishes to Latin Americans.
The President’s principled restraint also frustrated his aides, such as Brzezinski and Assistant
Secretary for Latin America Viron Vaky, who believed that strong and direct measures were

needed to remove Somoza in advance of the burgeoning crisis.

The social, economic, and political conditions for revolution certainly existed in 1970s
Nicaragua. Somoza regime offered no way out. Yet, in trying to replace the geopolitics of the
Cold War with a progressive foreign policy that would place the U.S. on the right side of history,
the actions and inaction of the Carter administration, whatever their intention, contributed

unintentionally to Nicaragua’s destabilization. That the Sandinistas, Marxist-Leninists who
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identified with Fidel Castro’s Cuba and had his backing, were organized, armed, and ready
pursue the way out through revolution had everything to do with the way the Carter
administration ultimately responded, and by extension the way a decade of warfare unfolded in

Central America.

Central America Goes from Backwater to Front Burner

When the uprising against President Anastasio “Tachito” Somoza first disturbed the
Central American backwater in 1977, the Somoza dynasty had kept Nicaragua safe for the
United States for 45 years. The regime’s political character was irrelevant as long as it kept
Nicaragua reliably anti-communist. Anastasio Somoza was, in Weber’s definition, a
“sultanistic” ruler.3!* His dictatorship was corrupt and paternalistic with narrow legitimacy that

relied on the authority of his National Guard.3!?

The Panama Canal negotiations drew unprecedented attention to Central America in
1977, but Carter had also declared human rights a new centerpiece of U.S. policy, and that issue
increasingly came to occupy senior levels of the administration responsible for Latin America. A
de facto coalition of non-governmental organizations and liberal members of Congress, along
with a core of advocates inside the State Department and White House, pushed for public
attention to the region’s repressive regimes, all of them traditional Cold War allies.*'® Somoza’s
particular dependence on the United States and his deplorable human rights record made him an

easy target of official condemnation, while the apparent lack of security implications de-linked
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Nicaragua from Cold War considerations, at least initially. The administration optimistically
discarded power politics and began very publicly criticizing Somoza, pressing him to open the

political system and respect the human rights of his citizens.

This morally grounded vision had its roots in the American experience of war, in
Wilson’s post-World War I vision and Roosevelt’s inclusion of human rights into the global
order following World War Il. Carter’s revival of human rights was essentially anti-war, derived
not from U.S. victory, but from defeat in Vietnam.?* Morgenthau objected to Carter’s elevation
of human rights on the grounds that they were one among many interests, impossible to enforce

in, say, the USSR or China, and would place the U.S. in a “Quixotic position.”3"

Robert Pastor, a young political scientist and son-in-law of Vietnam era Defense
Secretary Robert McNamara who became NSC Latin America Director, explained the logic:

The Carter Administration’s human rights policy was based on both a moral and a
national security premise. By supporting a dictator, the United States would alienate his
nation and especially its youth, which would identify the United States as part of its
national problem...There were risks, of course, in withdrawing support from dictators,
but the Administration believed that the prospect of violent revolutions would be
greater in the long run if peaceful change were precluded.3'®

As it turned out, what seemed progressive in the long-run did turn into Quixotic maneuvering in

the short-run when U.S. pressure on Somoza opened the door to revolution.

Morgenthau’s problems also applied to the bureaucratic politics of human rights. It was

one thing to declare the policy and entirely another to put it into action. A Presidential Directive
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on human rights appeared in February 1978, after nearly a year of deliberations.®!” Charged with
implementation, the Interagency Group on Human Rights and Foreign Assistance, chaired by
Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher, became mired in wrangling among resistant U.S.
agencies and found its formal authority confined to multilateral development bank financing.3®
Nicaragua was one of a very few countries subjected to sanctions, and even then Somoza’s
conservative supporters in Congress stalled action by holding up the Foreign Aid bill. Crusading
Assistant Secretary for Human Rights Patricia Derian often complained to Secretary Vance that
she was being excluded from decision making, including on Nicaragua. 3'° Moral suasion proved
to be the principal tool, and there was little resistance to harnessing human rights as an
ideological weapon in the Cold War, where the emerging neo-conservatives first found a

cause.3?°

Human Rights and Central America

The administration assumed that traditional hegemony and the absence of countervailing
interests would allow the United States to manage any tensions between morality and national
security. Central America became a “testing ground for experimentation with human rights,” but

in the process of trying to do good it failed to do right.3?
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In the late1970s, Latin America was low on the scale of security concerns. Governments,
both democratic and authoritarian, were aligned with the United States in the Cold War, even
when they objected to its preponderance. There was plenty of Marxist-Leninist revolutionary
activity, but effective repression had driven it underground. Lacking opportunity in his own
hemisphere, Fidel Castro had shifted Cuba’s attention to Africa. For its part, Moscow’s
commitment to Cuba remained firm and it opportunistically exploited U.S. backing for the 1973
Allende overthrow in Chile to burnish its credentials among leftists. Otherwise, the Soviet
Union was more interested in pursuing trade ties with the larger Latin American states than it

was in confronting the United States.3%2

The apparent absence of competition meant few were concerned early in 1977, when
Carter and others in the administration began speaking publicly about conditioning security
assistance on human rights performance, nor when eight Latin American nations, including
Guatemala and EI Salvador in Central America, refused further military aid.®?® Somoza did not
have that luxury, and dependence exposed Nicaragua’s vulnerability. The idea was that U.S.
disapproval would be sufficient to convince Somoza to open the political system, and thus
distant threats like the Sandinistas would not materialize. This assumption was wrong. Somoza
refused to cooperate and remained obdurate as agitation for change developed within Nicaragua.
The administration struggled in response, and as a result found itself consistently behind the

curve of events.
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By early 1978, the U.S. government appreciated that the alienation of Somoza was
contributing to instability in Nicaragua. There was no intelligence failure such as occurred with
the Iranian Revolution, which was developing almost simultaneously. Not until the summer,
however, did increasing violence and Somoza’s vulnerability first engage sustained high level
attention, and not until revolutionary agitation broke into open insurrection in early 1979 did the

U.S. leadership take developments in Central America seriously.3%

Whether or not Nicaragua intruded on an over-loaded plate, the official record bears out
the quantitative increase in attention. The full National Security Council met with the President
presiding at least four times to discuss Central America between 1978 and 1980; the PRC
principals met on Nicaragua 11 times between September 1978 and July 1979; at the most acute
point of the crisis between the second half of May and July 1979, the Special Coordinating
Committee headed by Brzezinski convened several times a week on Nicaragua, while a
dedicated mini-SCC headed by either Brzezinski or NSC Deputy David Aaron met even more
frequently.?® This does not take into account other venues such as the President’s Friday
Breakfasts, where policy issues were often decided informally, ongoing second-level interagency

deliberations, and meetings with foreign leaders.

In a long and prescient memorandum dated August 4, 1978, Richard Fienberg, the officer
responsible for Latin America in the State Department Bureau of Policy Planning, analyzed the
deteriorating situation in Nicaragua and reviewed U.S. policy options.3 A recent trip to
Nicaragua had convinced Fienberg that internal opposition voices and Latin American leaders,

especially a friend of the U.S. and progressive democrat, Venezuela’s Carlos Andres Perez, were
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right: Somoza had lost his legitimacy. Fienberg outlined several options for a moderate
transition aimed at removing Somoza from power one way or another. He warned in carefully
couched language that failure to act was likely to have destabilizing consequences. Noting that
significant elements of the private sector, the Catholic Church, student and worker organizations,
and most political parties, as well as the leftist Sandinistas, were pressing for change, Fienberg
observed, “The Somoza regime is confronted by a multiplicity of forces more powerful and
determined than at any time in recent history.” Somoza’s only support came from the Liberal
Party, which he controlled, and the 8,500-member National Guard, which functioned first as his
internal security service and second as the national army. Referring to an unreleased CIA
assessment, Fienberg asserted that because the Guard held a preponderance of force and could
launch a coup, it was the key to what was likely to happen. By giving priority to principles of
non-intervention and human rights, current U.S. policy had “opened the door to political change,
including possible outcomes not to our liking.” Despite Cuban “restraint” in supporting the
FSLN to date, “deeper Cuban involvement cannot be ruled out should Castro sense an
opportunity for success.” Fienberg concluded, “A leftwing solution could be disruptive of U.S.
interests in the region...The degree of damage...would heavily depend on our ability to
accommodate to and to moderate the victorious regime.” One year later, Fienberg’s prediction
proved highly accurate after the U.S. failed to prevent the Sandinistas from coming to power and

attempted to accommodate belatedly to their success.

In early August 1978, however, there seemed to be time for political management. The
challenge to policy at that point was not revolution, but rather, “one of transition from a spent
regime that has largely lost legitimacy to a more stable representative system.” Fienberg outlined

five options, each one a variant of U.S. action to help achieve that smooth transition. Fienberg’s
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“best chance to break the stalemate” was for the U.S. to become an “active mediator.” His most
aggressive option, which was actually quite moderate, would have the U.S. arbitrate an
agreement between Somoza and moderates that would advance national elections from their
distantly scheduled date in 1981. Fienberg did suggest that, “This option could entail a hardline
position toward Somoza should he prove recalcitrant.” That hard line never materialized, until it

was too late.

The principal official responsible for day-to-day policy was Assistant Secretary of State
Viron Vaky, a career Foreign Service Officer with extensive experience in the region who had
taken over the Latin America bureau that summer. In his previous post as Ambassador to
Venezuela, he had listened to President Carlos Andres Perez, an avowed Somoza opponent.
Vaky understood perfectly that the dictator needed to go and that it was going to take strong
measures to get rid of him. He was representative of many in the foreign affairs bureaucracy,
more or less sympathetic to Carter’s principles, but he was also a realist. He recognized that
Nicaragua in 1978 had ceased to be primarily a human rights issue and had become a more
serious political and strategic problem, where preventing the Cuban-aligned Sandinistas from
coming to power needed to be the over-riding aim. In-house, VVaky counselled that the United

States would need to coerce Somoza into relinquishing power.3?

Now, countervailing influences, which had merely remained latent, emerged to
complicate the impetus for decisive action. In Congress, while liberals favored adherence to
human rights and non-intervention principles, Somoza’s supporters argued it was wrong to

jettison an anti-communist, pro-U.S. dictator. Democratic Congressman Jack Murphy, who had

327 |_ake, Somoza Falling, pp. 113-15.
114



been Somoza’s preparatory school and West Point room-mate, served on the Maritime and
Transportation Committee where he could stall Panama Canal Treaty legislation. Relatively
junior Congressman Charlie Wilson, a conservative Texas Democrat, had managed to get a seat
on the powerful Foreign Operations Subcommittee of the Appropriations Committee. At critical
periods in 1978 and 1979 he was able to hold the foreign aid bill hostage to keep U.S. support to
Somoza alive. (It was only after Central America became “political poison” that Wilson switched
his energies to the Afghan mujahedin in 1983.38) Attempts to tread a middle way with Congress

led to vacillation at key points in Nicaragua and helped ensure the policy was a failure.

Inside the White House, Brzezinski favored direct U.S. action to replace Somoza in order
to forestall the threat of a Cuban-backed takeover, but he did not push it with the President.
Carter remained deeply wedded to multilateralism, non-intervention, and human rights.
Sympathy for the principled position was also widespread among liberal internationalists. State
Department Policy Planning Director Tony Lake mused about intervening against Somoza:

In my own mind was the experience of the American-approved coups in Saigon in late
1963 and early 1964, which had ushered in a period of severe instability while
convincing many Vietnamese (inaccurately) that the American embassy was calling the
shots in Vietnamese politics.3?°

Except that Vietnam was an imprecise comparator. A National Guard coup was an obvious
expedient, but the administration would not consider it and took no action when a half-hearted

plot materialized in August 1978.3%
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The U.S. behind the Curve in Nicaragua

Throughout 1978, as the situation in Nicaragua deteriorated, the United States stayed
reticent. The assassination of prominent opposition newspaper publisher Pedro Joaquin
Chamorro on January 10, 1978 precipitated strikes, protests, small-scale guerrilla actions, and
growing demands for change from political parties and civic organizations that would ebb and
flow for the next several months. Somoza promised elections and made cosmetic

accommodations to his opponents that fooled no one. National Guard repression escalated.

The U.S. continued as a restrained interlocutor. In June, Carter wrote an ill-advised letter
of praise, telling Somoza, “The steps toward respecting human rights that you are considering are
important and heartening signs.”33! Meant as private encouragement, Somoza released the letter
to demonstrate he still had U.S. support. Embarrassed, the administration had to scramble in

response to public disappointment and confusion.

On August 22, while the Fienberg memo circulated, the Sandinistas broke onto the stage
when two dozen commandos led by an unbridled revolutionary, Eden Pastora “Comandante
Zero,” seized the National Palace where the legislature was in session, taking 1,500 hostages. To
secure their release, Somoza allowed publication of an FSLN statement calling for him to step
down, paid the Sandinistas $500,000 in ransom, freed 59 political prisoners including several
Sandinista leaders from jail, and allowed them free passage out of the country. The group’s ride
to the Managua airport turned into a “victory parade” through streets lined with thousands of

people who chanted anti-Somoza slogans.33? They flew out in planes provided by the
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governments of Panama and Venezuela, and landed not in Havana but in Panama City.

Suddenly, the Sandinistas were heroes.

By September 1978, the FSLN was driving developments in Nicaragua. It garnered
increasing popular support and launched a coherent political-military campaign. Sandinista
attacks in the countryside became larger and more effective than previously. The first armed
uprisings of youths, the “Muchachos,” took place in several cities. The National Guard
responded brutally, conducting dozens of summary executions and indiscriminate aerial
bombings. Over 3,000 died before they regained control. Benefiting from insurgent arithmetic,

for every victim of the National Guard the Sandinistas gained dozens of recruits.

In Washington, the realization that Somoza was irredeemable and the Sandinistas
growing stronger sank in, prompting an effort to head off further destabilization. However, by
turning against Somoza but at the same time being unwilling to break with him, the U.S. had
entangled itself in a narrative of complicity. President Carter remained adamant that he would
not act unilaterally and would not use force. The Special Coordinating Committee, usually led by
Deputy National Security Advisor David Aaron or Deputy Secretary of State Warren
Christopher, began meeting frequently to decide, within those limits, what to do. Thus, beginning
in the first half of September 1978, the U.S. resolved to change its role from “restrained
interlocutor” to “active mediator.” Exactly what that mediation would consist of was never
precisely defined, beyond its bottom line, which was to prevent the Sandinistas from coming to

power.

Six months of improvised diplomacy to find a workable political formula ensued. This
phase of activism would last until February 1979. The framework revolved around proposals for

a truce, a human rights investigation, and mediation to convince Somoza and the Nicaraguan
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opposition to agree to a plebiscite. The kaleidoscopic opposition had consolidated itself into a
Broad Opposition Front (FAO) led by “El Grupo de Doce” (the Group of Twelve), in which the
Sandinistas disguised their participation. First, the U.S. tried backing a Central American
initiative led by Costa Rica. When that sputtered out, an OAS mission, which notionally included

the idea of a peacekeeping operation, also failed.

The administration had two problems: First, Somoza remained intransigent. He would not
be talked out of power, insisting he would remain in office pending elections at the end of his
presidential term in 1981.3% Second, military action increasingly determined the course of
events, and diplomacy carried on as if in a separate realm. By ruling out both unilateral action
and coercive diplomacy in advance, the administration committed the United States to action, but
at the same time ensured that those actions would be insufficient. Inevitably, others with greater

determination filled the resulting vacuum.

At that moment, decisiveness from the Americans was exactly what Nicaraguans in the
opposition and leaders in the Western Hemisphere expected, and all but the Sandinistas and the
Cubans wanted. Assistant Secretary Vaky and others within the administration recognized that
Somoza was a lost cause, that he needed to resign, and that only the U.S. could make him do it.
Between Somoza’s intransigence and American reticence, Nicaraguan opposition leaders had
little confidence in mediation. Early on, FAO and Grupo de Doce member Alfonso Robelo,
perhaps the most prominent moderate following the assassination of Pedro Joaquin Chamorro,

denounced the effort as “a charade.”®3*
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The principal regional actors urged the U.S. to use a strong hand. Venezuelan President
Carlos Andres Perez had written to Carter, spoken out publicly, and was in regular contact with
Vaky, seeking U.S. action. Costa Rican President Carrazo, who was hosting the Nicaraguan
opposition, became insistent after the Nicaraguan National Guard bombed and strafed Sandinista

insurgents under Pastora’s command in Costa Rican territory on September 12.

Carter’s closest relationship was with Panamanian President Rafael Torrijos, whom he
called on September 22 to insist on “coordinated efforts among all peace-loving nations in the
area, and a commitment to nonintervention.”33 Torrijos replied:

President Carter, you have a great deal of prestige on this continent; there is nothing
you can’t solve if you work on it...It is a simple problem: A mentally deranged man
with an army of criminals is attacking a defenseless population... This is not a problem
for the OAS; what we need is a psychiatrist.33®

Without firm U.S. determination to remove Somoza or prevent Cuban interference, other
Latin American nations questioned which was worse, Somoza or the Sandinistas? Left free to
pursue their own interests, they allied with Castro, instead of following U.S. leadership to
contain a Cuban-backed revolution.3¥” Mexico, always eager to show independence from its
overbearing neighbor and distract its domestic left, was quick to make common cause with the
Sandinistas. Venezuela, Panama, and Costa Rica, all U.S. allies, joined together to oust Somoza
by helping arm and support the Sandinistas. Cuba combined weapons and advice to the FSLN

with diplomatic outreach. U.S. prestige declined, just as it had a year earlier in Africa.
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II. Somoza and the Rise of the Sandinistas

For the Foreign Service Officers involved in the diplomatic initiative, the mediation was
“like trying to build a bridge that could not reach the other side.”**® Vaky’s deputy William
Bowdler was with the Nicaraguans in Costa Rica, trying to minimize Sandinista influence, while
negotiating between Somoza’s obduracy and the FAO demand that he resign. By December
1978, it was clear they were getting nowhere. To pressure Somoza, the administration cut
military aid and suspended economic assistance. It delivered private ultimatums and leaked them
to the press, but stopped short of calling publicly for Somoza to step down.3* It took no behind
the scenes measures, no drawing up lists of replacements, much less encouraging coup plotting

or talk of intervention.

The most serious signaling the U.S. engaged in was to send the head of U.S. Southern
Command, General Dennis McAuliffe, with Bowdler to talk to Somoza. On December 21,
McAuliffe told Somoza, who secretly taped the meeting, “Peace will not come to Nicaragua until
you have removed yourself from the presidency and the scene.”3* In fact, the U.S. military had
been very little used. Cutting off security assistance had had the contrary effect of reducing U.S.
influence exactly at the moment when it was needed most, and, fearful of coup plotting, Somoza
had astutely restricted the access of the U.S. Defense Attaché and Military Assistance Group to
his National Guard commanders. *4* Somoza was a tough customer determined to remain in
power; diplomacy simply did not work. On February 8, 1979, the administration marked the

failure of mediation by imposing modest sanctions on the Somoza regime. These included
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suspending future economic aid, withdrawing the Military Assistance Group, reducing the rest of
the Embassy staff by half, and recalling Ambassador Mauricio Solaun. Somoza merely kept up
his defiant stance, snidely remarking that under the new sanctions he did “not lose anything else
but a few nice gentlemen who are living in Managua.”®*? Pastor regretted that the entire exercise
had proved to be little more than “a resting place on the road to revolution.”**3

Somoza had no political strategy and was relying exclusively on force to maintain
authority. By refusing all efforts at reform, he had alienated his moderate opponents; the FAO
cast their lot with the FSLN. Armed with dogmatic anti-communism and his National Guard,
Somoza viewed the internal conflict primarily in terms of external aggression. For him, molded
by the Cold War, the Sandinistas were nothing more than agents of Soviet and Cuban-backed
terrorism. He had a strong grip on the Guard and they were determined to kill their way out of
revolution. As armed opposition spread, their reaction was utterly conventional: use firepower to
clean out insurgents wherever they appeared in the cities or countryside and to defend
Nicaragua’s borders. The Guard had weathered the latest phase of the insurrection between

August and December 1978, had come out in some ways stronger, and did not splinter as the

civil war descended into a struggle for survival during the first half of 1979.

The problem, and as Somoza saw it the only one, was ammunition. The U.S. arms
embargo, however justified it may have been on human rights grounds, had cut Nicaragua off
from its source of materiel. Without a green light from the U.S., Nicaragua’s fellow Central
American dictatorships in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras largely turned their backs on

Somoza’s appeals for collective assistance. Nevertheless, using foreign exchange reserves to pay
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cash for arms shipments from Guatemala, Argentina, and Israel, Somoza remained confident that

he would be able to hold on, as long the National Guard did not run out of ammunition.

The Sandinistas on the Offensive

Frustrated in its efforts to prod Somoza to resign or to mediate political resolution with
his opposition, and unwilling to take stronger measures, the administration effectively yielded
the initiative. After February 1979, as State Department Policy Planning Director Tony Lake put
it, “the Nicaraguan whale was sounding again.”3* That left the field to others who were far more

determined.

The White House would not pay much attention to Nicaragua again for several months,
and when it plunged in again as crisis began to peak during June, it was too late. The results of
this reactive approach were well understood at the time. As Robert Tucker observed:

The triumph of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua cannot be seen other than as a defeat for
the United States, and this because it represented an outcome the American government
had not wanted and had sought without success to prevent.®45

The insider narratives by Pastor, Lake, Brzezinski, Vance, and Carter all reflect sincerity of
intent and portray failure as the result of accident. But those accidents were more rightly errors
of omission and commission. The outcome, Tucker continued, “might have been avoided, or at
least mitigated, by the clear repudiation of the Somoza regime well in advance of intimations of
victory by the rebel forces.””34

In contrast to Somoza and his American patrons, the Sandinistas and their allies pursued

a coherent political-military strategy to mobilize the population, defeat the National Guard,
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overthrow Somoza, and install a new revolutionary order. ** By turning away from the challenge
of revolution and minimizing what Clausewitz termed “the value of the object”, the United
States enabled revolution in Nicaragua. This negative role was comparable to Angola, Vietnam,

and China.

The FSLN Insurgency

The Sandinistas’ pedigree derived from Augusto Sandino who fought against the U.S.
Marines in 1929-33. As Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries, they belonged to a global network
linked to national liberation struggles across the Third World. Cuba was their long-standing
inspiration, refuge, and source of support. The Sandinistas had waged guerrilla war against the
repressive National Guard unsuccessfully since the early 1960s. Their expectations of violent
death and martyrdom made them a “cult of the dead.”®*® Typical of other insurgent
organizations, the FSLN was divided into three rival factions, of which the “Terceristas,” under
the leadership of Daniel and Humberto Ortega, predominated and was the most sophisticated. By
July 1979, the guerrilla army had grown to 5,000. The Muchachos joined the insurrection by the

thousands, so many that there was neither time nor arms to accommodate them all.

In December, with brokering from Castro and a team of Cuban advisors, the Sandinistas

agreed to form a nine-member FSLN directorate that included three leaders from each faction.
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Cuba, Venezuela, and Panama collaborated in arming the Sandinistas, while Costa Rica served

as the principal base for launching the campaign against Somoza. 34°

The Nicaraguan revolution replayed Castro’s overthrow of the Batista dictatorship in
1959, ended a 20-year drought of failed revolutions in Latin America, and was a cause for
celebration among Marxist-Leninists from Hanoi to Luanda, as well as in Moscow. Castro and
the Americas Department of the Direccion General De Inteligencia (DGI) became enthusiastic
patrons in early 1979, once they recognized the insurrection was viable. To avoid provoking U.S.
counter-reaction, the FSLN maintained tactical alliances with the moderate Nicaraguan
opposition, while Cuba kept its role covert. A dozen Cuban Special Forces and intelligence
officers with combat experience in Angola and Ethiopia supported Humberto Ortega’s command
group in Costa Rica where they prepared the plan to defeat the National Guard and march on

Managua in a “Final Offensive.”3*

The Sandinistas Leave the U.S. behind the curve

A final round of hard fighting began in April 1979. Arriving at Mao’s third phase of
revolution, the guerrilla army began attacking the National Guard directly, while the cities,
including Managua, seethed with revolt. The Guard fought back, with the Air Force bombing the
population, and casualties would reach 25,000 in a population of just 2 million. As the
Sandinistas outclassed and increasingly out-gunned the National Guard, Somoza’s repression

and intransigent politics destroyed the last chance to salvage the situation.®*
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The United States had a good picture of these developments, yet seemed to remain out of
touch.3>? The CIA thoroughly documented Cuban support to the Sandinistas in association with
Venezuela, Panama, and Costa Rica, but continued to forecast that Somoza would hang on. 33
Recently appointed envoy Lawrence Pezzullo recalled a meeting of U.S. Ambassadors from the
region in May where the report on Nicaragua focused on elections in 1981, without “a whisper

about impending civil war.”3%

It was another month before the American whale surfaced again to undertake what would
amount to a belated, last-ditch effort to halt the revolution. The State Department Latin America
Bureau had launched an inter-agency review of Central American policy in February, but it was
not until May 4 that the NSC issued a formal Policy Review Memorandum, and the Policy
Review Committee did not discuss it until early June.3>® With this stretched-out timeline, poor
intelligence analysis and wishful thinking reinforced each other. By then, the CIA and military
acknowledged that Nicaragua was in a stalemate, but still concluded that the National Guard,
now operating under a state of siege, was reacting adequately and Somoza would survive the

next round of fighting.3*

In mid-May, the Sandinistas announced their carefully planned final offensive on rebel
Radio Sandino. At that moment, they were struggling to ride the tiger they had uncaged, as
spontaneous rebellions broke out across the country and their ranks swelled with youthful

volunteers. The guerrilla army took control of several more cities, enjoyed increasing freedom of
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movement, and was attacking the Guard openly in regular columns, now organized into six
fronts that stretched across the country.®®*” On June 10, the Embassy in Managua reported,
“Managua explodes in a popular uprising with unusually heavy firefights.”3%® In an Alert
Memorandum distributed on June 11, the CIA abruptly reversed itself to predict that Somoza had

only a short time left.

That day, the Policy Review Committee finally met, with President Carter presiding, to
once again take up the problem of alternatives to Somoza.3® This time, urgency replaced
complacency and the goal was clear. As Gates observed, “The circumstances of the Sandinista

takeover and the future Sandinista-Cuba strategy were identified from the beginning. But what to

dof)’3361

The situation had in fact developed much as Assistant Secretary VVaky had predicted. The
administration had missed the speeding advance of military developments and now over-
estimated its ability to shape events. The reaction was an unequivocal reversion to containment,

but the distance between desire and possibility had only increased.

Brzezinski asserted himself, focusing on military measures to salvage the situation. He
proposed the formation of an OAS Peacekeeping Force and restructuring of the National Guard.
The President formally approved his proposal on the 15", and an intense exercise to control the
transition in Nicaragua unfolded. Ambassador Pezzullo arrived in Managua with instructions to

get Somoza to resign, find new leadership for the Guard, and enlist moderates to join the
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transition government. Bowdler returned to Costa Rica to negotiate the expansion of non-
Sandinista representation on the new Government of National Reconstruction in exile. The U.S.
also called for an OAS Meeting of Foreign Ministers where it would propose an inter-American

military force.

III. Ushering Out the Dictator as the Sandinistas Rush In

Other than orchestrating Somoza’s departure, the remainder of the U.S. exercise would
prove futile. That did not dissuade those involved in decision-making and implementation from
proceeding under the mistaken assumption that, by virtue of being the regional great power, the
United States retained its traditional ability to control events. They failed to appreciate how far
the Cuban-assisted Sandinista military strategy had already advanced on the ground and that the
status quo was beyond political repair. Pastor commented, “The U.S. thought it had stepped into

the role of arbiter, but was the arbiter of nothing.”36?

The June 21 OAS meeting of foreign ministers at its headquarters in Washington, DC
turned into an unprecedented humiliation for the United States. Vaky told Secretary Vance the
idea of a peacekeeping force was a non-starter, but Brzezinski had already gotten the President’s
approval. Vance reluctantly presented it to the OAS. The political alignment could not have been
worse. Mexico, Costa Rica, Venezuela, and Panama had already broken off relations with
Nicaragua and recognized the FSLN as belligerents; the Andean nations had publicly called for
Somoza to resign. The OAS by a large majority rejected the peacekeeping proposal and joined
the call for Somoza to resign. Only Argentina supported the U.S. The next day, Brzezinski urged

unilateral military intervention. He argued that the U.S. needed to maintain credibility with the
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Soviets and, with the Shah having fallen under very similar circumstances in February, he

worried, “We’re risking another Iran but closer to home.”3%® The President refused to consider

it.364

The Somoza dynasty ended as it had begun, with an American usher. On June 28,
straight-talking Ambassador Pezzullo met with Somoza for the first time in his Managua bunker.
To Pezzullo’s surprise, wordless at the dictator’s side was his closest remaining American
defender, Representative John Murphy. Somoza finally agreed to step down. Pezzullo’s cable
reporting the dramatic three-hour meeting, Somoza painted himself as a victim and blamed “the
Carter administration. . .that had done the most to do me in.”3%° Pezzullo demurred, but Somoza’s

version held a strong element of truth.

For the next three weeks, with a mixture of myopia, pragmatism, and desperation, the
U.S. ran up against the limits to power. Washington was still in a world.2®® Pezzullo spent his
time orchestrating Somoza’s exit in excruciating detail. Instead of hastening his departure,
however, he received instructions to delay while the futile search for a caretaker government that
would marginalize the Sandinistas continued. The Ambassador labored to recruit moderate
opposition figures who would “play this hero role.” 3¢’ He found none willing to trust the U.S.

and warned that Sandinista victory was inevitable.

Meanwhile, Deputy Assistant Secretary Bowdler remained in Costa Rica, meeting

regularly with the Nicaraguan opposition where the Sandinistas had de facto leadership of the
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five-member Directorate of the Government of National Reconstruction. In Washington, the
Special Coordinating Committee finally accepted it would need to work with the Sandinistas,
and Bowdler held the first significant U.S. encounter with them during the last week of June.*®®
The conclusion of the U.S. effort was an exercise in fantasy. On July 10, Bowdler proposed a
reconfigured Government of National Reconstruction that would have marginalized the
Sandinistas. He presented it as an ultimatum, warning that the U.S. would consider “other
alternatives” if they did not accept, even though he knew no serious alternatives were in the
offing. 3° The Directorate disregarded the bluff, informing him it already had a government and

did not intend to form a different one.

The last line of U.S. action was an amateurish attempt to preserve the National Guard.
Even with Somoza’s departure a foregone conclusion and the National Guard “locked in a death
with the FSLN,” officials were still fantasizing, “We can preserve a reorganized and
reconstituted GN...until it becomes the security force of a Government of National

Reconstruction.””?"0

Having always proclaimed himself a loyal servant of American interests, Somoza had
also taken measures to ensure he would not become the victim of U.S. duplicity. He had sealed
the National Guard off from interactions with U.S. military officers by managing security
assistance directly and requiring that he or those personally designated by him authorize all
contacts. When attachés set out to identify possible replacement leaders, their knowledge was

thin and their access limited. On July 13, Pezzullo presented a list of possible replacements and
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asked Somoza to choose one who would then negotiate with the FSLN. The Sandinistas were on
the verge of victory, and the only thing that interested them was the National Guard’s
surrender.3"t Events were moving so fast that they were outside U.S. ability to follow, let alone

control.

The dynamics of the battle for Nicaragua had shifted during the second half of June. The
Sandinistas were on the offensive while the Guard was on the defensive, concentrating on
keeping control of Managua, remaining in the field in the south to slow guerrilla forces crossing
from Costa Rica, but otherwise restricting operations to repelling attacks on bases and protecting
their own forces. Now the Guard truly was starved of ammunition. The contradictory effect of
the U.S. appeal for all sides to halt the flow of arms was to cut off supplies only to the
government. 3’2 Upset that Panama and Costa Rica were dissembling about their collusion with
Cuba to arm the Sandinistas, Carter called Torrijos to Washington. The Panamanian President,
resentful at being lectured “like a schoolboy,” lied to Carter and assured him he would spearhead

a multi-lateral initiative to follow the U.S. lead.®"

In the early morning of July 17, two days before the Sandinistas swept into power,
Somoza finally flew to Miami, taking his cabinet and the high command of the National Guard
with him. Somoza’s fate as former dictator became an undignified saga. Refused a U.S. visa,

Somoza left on a boat for the Bahamas.
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Aftermath in Nicaragua

As reflected in the official record and their own accounts, members of the Carter
Administration, from the President down, seemed sincerely perplexed that they had “lost”
Nicaragua. No doubt, Somoza’s personalistic rule made himself vulnerable to revolution. But by
turning against him without initial regard for the consequences and then failing to take stronger
measures sooner, his American patron turned itself into an unwitting enabler. Assistant Secretary
for Latin America Vaky had shown good foresight in July 1978, when he urged decisive action
to remove Somoza before the crisis escalated. However, as the crisis accelerated, most policy
makers underestimated the degree to which force of arms was driving events and continued to

seek diplomatic solutions.

Brzezinski was at the other extreme. Despite his claim of prescience about the need for a
moderate political transition, when he finally reengaged in June 1979 he advocated multilateral
peacekeeping. When that failed and the Sandinistas were on the verge of winning he wanted to
intervene unilaterally. His preoccupation was:

At stake is not just the formula for Nicaragua, but a more basic matter, namely whether
in the wake of our own decision not to intervene in Latin American politics, there will
not develop a vacuum, which would be filled by Castro and others. In other words, we
have to demonstrate that we are still the decisive force in determining the political
outcomes in Central America and that we will not permit others to intervene.3"

Conceptually, Brzezinski sought a Cold War update of the 1904 Roosevelt Corollary to the
Monroe Doctrine, which declared a U.S. right to internal intervention in the Western

Hemisphere. But his president’s non-interventionism boxed him in. However, military

374 Brzezinski diary, cited in Pastor, Not Condemned to Repetition, p. 131.
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intervention at such a late stage — even if successful in preempting a Sandinista victory — would

almost certainly have provoked internal quagmire and massive regional opposition.3”™

The Carter administration faced in Nicaragua a perennial problem for the status quo
power confronted with revolution: regime change when an ally becomes a liability. In this case,
the Carter administration combined political incompetence with strategic incoherence and poor
timing to fail on all counts. First, it failed to anticipate the destabilizing consequences of
targeting the Somoza regime with a human rights campaign. As a result, there was no prudential
effort to implement an alternative before crisis erupted in the summer of 1978. Finally, when
opposition to Somoza burgeoned into sustained rebellion, the U.S.’s self-restrained dedication to
principles limited its action to diplomatic measures that might have been effective earlier, but by

then were too late.

Henry Kissinger, in his July 1979 interview with the Washington Post editorial staff,
blasted Carter on Nicaragua as well as on African policy. He had no trouble identifying the
problem and the solution:

My impression is we did enough to unsettle the existing government but not enough to
put over a moderate alternative...I could have understood a decisive move to replace
Somoza with a moderate element. But this would have required the kind of covert
action so much decried today.3'®

It is hard to improve on Hans Morgenthau’s deeper insight. He recognized that in confronting
the challenge of revolution, the U.S. at once represented democratic ideals in the emerging world

order, yet at times it needed to take contradictory measures to defend that new order and its
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status as a great power in competition with the Soviet Union.®”” When the question was “to
intervene or not to intervene?” it boiled down to a matter of judgment. He argued, “There is
nothing new either in the contemporary doctrine opposing intervention or in the pragmatic use of

intervention on behalf of the interests of individual nations.”3"®

The Sandinista success in 1979 was a rare revolutionary victory, and, like all wars, a
dynamic event. For the U.S., in large measure the reversal was self-inflicted. The FSLN was
dedicated to a cause, and possessed Clausewitz’s essential qualities for victory: “Moral
superiority, an extremely enterprising spirit, and inclination for serious risk.”*”® However, those
attributes might have allowed them to persevere as no more than a cult of the dead if their allies
— Cuba, Venezuela, Panama, and Costa Rica — had not granted them sanctuary and support. The
Sandinistas’ success and Somoza’s failure, much more than an issue of ammunition, had resulted
from a contest for legitimacy and authority.3¥° As Somoza lost his internal and international
legitimacy under the twin challenges of U.S. pressure and revolutionary action, his grip on
authority slipped away. Correspondingly, the Sandinistas accumulated legitimacy and, as soon as
Somoza fled, authority over Nicaragua transferred to them. In this sense, the FSLN victory, like
those of the Angolan MPLA, the North Vietnamese, Castro’s guerrillas, and Mao’s communists

before them, resulted from superior political and military competence.

377 Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, pp. 358-63; Morgenthau, “To Intervene or Not to Intervene,” Foreign
Affairs, 45:3, April 1967, pp. 425-36.

378 Morgenthau, “To Intervene or Not to Intervene,” p. 425; Morgenthau, “Human Rights and Foreign Policy.”
379 Clausewitz, On War, p. 601.

380 Chaim Kaufman, “Intervention in Ethnic and Ideological Civil Wars,” Security Studies, 6:1, Autumn 1996, pp.
62-103.

133



U.S. Pivot to the Sandinistas

Having tried and failed to keep the Sandinistas out of power, once they were in power,
the Carter administration pivoted by giving them the benefit of the doubt and hoping to draw
them into moderation. The centerpiece was an offer of aid. In addition to the 25,000 dead, the
war had temporarily displaced nearly 600,000 Nicaraguans, close to a quarter of the population,
and the economy was in tatters. When the Government of National Reconstruction installed
itself on July 19, 1979, the administration had already provided nearly $14 million in emergency
humanitarian assistance. It also resumed approving loans from the Inter-American Development
Bank and other institutions. Now, it proposed a bilateral assistance package totaling $75 million.
For over a year, Ambassador Pezzullo would energetically woo the FSLN leadership with this
promise of aid. The Embassy also organized a familiarization visit to the U.S. for the new junta
members. FSLN military commanders toured U.S. bases, including the School of the Americas
in Panama, where Army Special Forces trained anti-Communist militaries from the hemisphere.
The Sandinista Peoples’ Army (EPS) received a proposal to restore security assistance for
training and non-lethal equipment suspended under Somoza.®®! Assistant Secretary Vaky
explained the logic behind this approach in testimony to Congress by paraphrasing Morgenthau:
“The real issue facing American foreign policy...is not how to preserve stability in the face of

revolution, but how to create stability out of revolution.”%%

The search to find a stabilizing formula would continue through the rest of Carter’s term,

but trying to entice the Sandinistas proved an awkward dance between antagonistic partners. In

381 AmEmbassy Managua, telegram 5013, Introducing Nicaraguan Leaders to U.S. Dynamics and Institutions,
October 17, 1979; AmEmbassy Managua, telegram 4966, Military Sales Request from Nicaragua, October 15, 1979,
NSDA.

382 Viron P. Vaky, “Central America at the Crossroads, Statement before the Subcommittee on Inter-American
Affairs, House of Representatives, September 11, 1979,” Department of State Bulletin, 80:2034, January 1980, pp.
58-65; Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, pp. 38-43, 386; Morgenthau, Dilemmas of Politics, p. 353.

134



Washington, suspicion that the Sandinistas were shallowly disguised communists ran high, and
conservatives accused liberals and the White House — itself divided — of naiveté in thinking there
could be middle ground. Even if the EPS had been interested in U.S. security assistance, which
they were not, Congressional opposition took it off the table almost immediately. The Nicaragua
aid package, formally introduced to Congress as a supplementary foreign assistance bill in
November 1979, became the center of acrimonious debate before it finally won narrow approval
in April 1980.% Congress continued efforts to prevent disbursement by requiring the President
to certify that the Government of Nicaragua was not exporting revolution to other countries in
Central America. Such politicization characterized U.S. policy involvement in Central America

throughout the rest of the Cold War.

As it turned out, the assumption that the Sandinistas were pragmatists who would respond
to American wishes on a transactional basis was a continuation of immoderate optimism and a
case of group-think.*¥* The Administration simply did not seem to realize with whom they were
dealing. Sandinista leaders such as the Ortega brothers and Tomas Borge viscerally distrusted the
U.S., the patron of the despised Somoza who had imprisoned and tortured them and killed their

closest compatriots.

The FSLN also recognized the stick of U.S. power that implicitly accompanied the
principled offer of carrots; in order to survive it would not do to over-provoke Uncle Sam in his
own backyard. As Castro advised, at first they moderated their radicalism, avoided open
confrontation with the Catholic Church and the private sector, and kept non-Sandinistas in the

Government of National Reconstruction. Within a matter of months, however, once they had
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consolidated power, tensions between traditional sectors of society and revolutionaries became
increasingly sharp. Non-Sandinistas in the GRN recognized they were serving primarily as a
facade of moderation, and being sidelined they ran through successive resignations. Simply put,
the Sandinistas, following the Cuban model, were determined to introduce the full Marxist-

Leninist package to Nicaragua and to spread revolution beyond its borders. 3°

IV. The Sandinista Victory Shifts the Regional Military Balance

The Sandinistas wholeheartedly embraced the Eastern Bloc. The Nicaraguan revolution
presented an opportunity for the Soviets to upset the U.S. in its own sphere of interest, but
protecting Cuba and developing trade with the major Latin American countries remained
priorities. The world seemed to be going Moscow’s way in 1979, but already burdened with
troublesome and costly clients in Vietnam, Cambodia, Yemen, Ethiopia, Angola, and

Afghanistan, the Brezhnev regime became Nicaragua’s ambivalent superpower patron. 38

The upset of U.S. hegemony in Central America brought a shift in the regional military
balance. The EPS modelled itself on the Cuban Armed Forces and Cuban advisors totaled around
3,500. A secret military protocol to a 1980 agreement with the Soviet Communist Party
introduced coordinated support from the Eastern Bloc that included a 100-man Soviet security
assistance group, East German support for the internal security service, and arms deliveries of

over 25,000 metric tons that far outstripped anything the U.S. had provided to Somoza or might
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have conceived of providing to the Sandinistas. The EPS grew to 80,000 troops and became by

far the largest and best-equipped army in Central America.®’

The Nicaraguan revolution fed President Carter’s hardening towards the Soviet Union.
Brzezinski, never in doubt about the primacy of East-West competition, promoted worry over
dominoes falling to Cuban-Soviet expansion, which had now spread from Africa, the Middle
East, and Asia to the Western Hemisphere. In a memo to the President after the Carter-Brezhnev
Vienna summit in June, he wrote:

I was struck by how intransigent Brezhnev was on regional issues. In spite of your
forceful statements, the Soviets simply give us no reason to believe that they will desist
from using the Cubans as their proxies. ...

One week after the Sandinista victory, Brzezinski ordered a series of intelligence assessments
and policy reviews on Soviet-Cuban military activities that would effectively supplant
principles-based foreign policy.3%

Responding quickly, the CIA buttressed the perception of increasing threat. On August
13, the Office of National Intelligence Officers (soon to be re-named the National Intelligence
Council, NIC) responded to a request from Brzezinski for a comparison of Soviet, Cuban, and
GDR interventions worldwide since 1977. To “provide a sharper focus on Brzezinski’s interests”

the analysis included a matrix that permitted “crisp, parsimonious treatment of the data in a way

that would facilitate comparison.”*® Nicaragua was included along with Afghanistan, Angola,
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Ethiopia, Mozambique, Namibia, Zambia, Zimbabwe-Rhodesia, South Yemen, and Vietnam.
Noting Cuba’s role in helping the FSLN oust Somoza, the paper accurately assessed:

Following the Sandinista victory, some two dozen Cuban military advisors moved
quickly into Nicaragua and a military communications network was establishing linking
Havana with Managua. . . . The new government is likely to look to the Cubans to send
additional military advisors to help transform the guerrilla forces into a conventional
army. The Cubans can also be expected to begin using Nicaragua to support guerrillas
from the Northern tier of Central America.3!

There was a contrasting liberal internationalist perspective. For Lake, Pastor, and the Human
Rights Bureau at State, supported by many outside Latin American experts, Nicaragua was not
another Cuba and Carter’s open-minded approach to the Sandinistas was a relative success. More
broadly, the Panama Canal Treaty, human rights, and the rejection of intervention contributed to

democratization and a healthy freeing from the dominance of the U.S. in the hemisphere.3%

A test of the optimistic view came with the visit of a delegation from the Nicaraguan
Government of National Reconstruction to Washington in September 1979. President Carter
greeted the Nicaraguans in the White House on September 24. It was not exactly a meeting of
minds. The U.S. agenda focused on economic aid and the Nicaraguans acknowledged their
interest in receiving help to rebuild their economy. However, objecting that anti-American
statements by Ortega and other Sandinistas made it difficult to establish good relations, Carter
listed three expectations: non-intervention in the affairs of their neighbors, a truly non-aligned
status, and commitments to human rights and democracy. Ortega, understanding these as
conditional demands, responded sharply, “We are interested in obtaining frank and unconditional

support from the United States.””3% After the President departed, Ortega complained at length of
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“former Somocistas, who were organizing with ‘agents of the CIA’ to attack the country,” an
early reference to the budding Nicaraguan insurgents who would become known as the
Contras.®* On September 28, Ortega returned to his preoccupation with counter-revolutionary
threats in a vituperative address to the UN General Assembly in New York, claiming:

A macabre alliance against Sandinoism had made Nicaragua...a target for imperialist
policy. The most aggressive circles of the United States and of Central America dream
of restoring Somozaism to our country. 3%

From within the White House, Brzezinski had the opposite preoccupation, as did the core of the
national security establishment. Their interest was not in whether the Sandinistas would evolve
into principled moderates. Even as the Carter administration persisted in turning the other cheek
to the Sandinistas, offering aid as a quid pro quo and putting an optimistic face on the Cold War
reversal in Nicaragua, two firmer lines of action aimed at “hemming in” the consolidation and
spread of Soviet and Cuban encroachment began to emerge. One was to adopt an anti-communist
stance toward developments within Nicaragua; the other was to focus on preventing the spread of
revolution that focused on neighboring El Salvador. These approaches, which first appeared in
policy reviews conducted in August 1979, would evolve into complementary support for
insurgency and counterinsurgency, constituting the core U.S. response to the challenge of

revolution in Central America.3%

V. Nicaragua and the Transition to Reagan
Somoza lived and died an unrepentant product of the Cold War divide. One year after his

fellow right wing dictator Alfredo Stroessner granted him refuge in Paraguay, a hit team from the
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Argentine People’s Revolutionary Army, acting in solidarity with the FSLN, “brought him to
justice.”®®” Shortly before they assassinated him, Somoza recorded his bitter memoir, Nicaragua
Betrayed, which the radical anti-communist John Birch Society published in 1980. In it, Somoza
repeated his accusation that Jimmy Carter personally targeted him, thereby causing the only
leftist revolution in Latin America since 1959. From his perspective, the new American
moralism of human rights was neither enlightened policy nor the consequence of his own
misgovernment, but the betrayal of his faithful allegiance in the Cold War. Somoza had the
sympathy, if not the support, of the other right wing dictatorships that made up the majority of
governments in Latin America at the time, and had ruled with the assurance that their own anti-

communism was a sufficient criterion to qualify for U.S. support.

The charge that Carter caused Somoza to fall also had an impact on U.S. domestic
politics. It began with publication of an article titled “Dictatorships and Double Standards,”
which became a manifesto of neoconservative ideology when it appeared in November 1979.3%
As a presidential candidate in 1980, Reagan brought its author, the political scientist Jeanne
Kirkpatrick, into his inner circle. Her explicitly political article began by pointing to the failure
of the Carter administration to counter the rise of Soviet military power and the expansion of
Soviet influence in the Third World. In her central criticism:

The United States has suffered two major blows — in Iran and Nicaragua — of large and
strategic significance. In each country the Carter administration not only failed to
prevent the undesired outcome, it actively collaborated in the replacement of moderate
autocrats friendly to American interests with less friendly autocrats of extremist
persuasion.3%
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Despite the specious characterization of Somoza and the Shah of Iran as “moderate autocrats,”
her argument that non-communist dictatorships held out better prospects for liberalization than
did totalitarian communist regimes rejected the principled version of Carter’s foreign policy.
Nicaragua was an example of the folly in trying to manufacture democratic solutions where the
conditions did not exist. Echoing Morgenthau, the practical problem was:

The conceivable contexts turn out to be mainly those in which non-Communist
autocracies are under pressure from revolutionary guerrillas. Since Moscow is the
aggressive, expansionist power today, it is more often than not insurgents, encouraged
and armed by the Soviet Union, who challenge the status quo.*%

This line of reasoning underpinned the strategy of reversing the tables on the Soviet Union by
supporting anti-communist insurgents in the Third World, which became known as the Reagan

Doctrine.

400 |id, p. 41.
141



Chapter 4: Origin Myths of the Nicaraguan Contras

I. Carter and the Nicaraguan Resistance

“The transition from Carter to Reagan was the most dramatic changing of the guard of
the Cold War era,” Robert Kagan wrote in his detailed history of the U.S. and Nicaragua from
1977 to 1990.%%' Dramatic it certainly was. When Ronald Reagan became president on January
20, 1981, the new administration made the bloody wars in Central America their first front in the
Cold War. As a result, vaguely lodged in collective memory is the idea that Ronald Reagan
reversed Jimmy Carter’s weakness by drawing the line against Soviet and Cuban advances in

America’s backyard. This is a myth.

Rather, the policy basis for militarized containment in Central America took shape during
the Carter presidency. While it is true that Carter had been reluctant and defensive in Central
America, the Reagan administration built on key Carter decisions. The principal difference was
to amplify them into a counter-offensive, particularly an ideological one, against Soviet and
Cuban expansion.*®? By the late fall of 1979, less than six months after the Sandinista victory and
a full year before Reagan’s election, firmer lines of action aimed to hem the Soviets in had

already emerged under Carter.*%

The notion that the Reagan administration created the Nicaraguan Contras is a related
myth. Counter-revolutionaries, a by-product of all revolutions, appeared soon after the

Sandinistas took power in July 1979. They were neither mercenaries nor proxies; they had their
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own motives for resisting the new revolutionary government, and they appeared spontaneously
in several locations. Daniel Ortega was not being paranoid when he complained at the UN
General Assembly about anti-regime elements, but in labeling them “Somocistas” and agents of
imperial — meaning U.S. — policy, he was misleading. Invoking the reviled ex-dictator may have
helped intimidate opponents and rally supporters. However, the scattered opposition groups that
first appeared in the summer of 1979 had no desire to return Somoza to power or to recreate the
old regime. Their cause was not for anything, but rather against the Sandinistas; from the
beginning, they were “contrarevolucionarios” -- the Contras. The Carter Administration did not
provide them with weapons, although presidential decisions, including the first covert action
finding in August 1979, encouraged the development of political opposition to the FSLN and set
the conditions for them to thrive. The early Contras had begun to form an army and they did

have external supporters. They were just not from the United States.

Literature on the Early Contras

Most of the literature notes the beginnings of the Contras in 1979, but leaves the role of
the Carter Administration nebulous. The Contras’ formative period lasted until mid-1982 when
the Reagan Administration assumed formal control, and from that point on they became more
visible to the outside world. This is true of even the most detailed examinations, such as Kagan’s

Twilight Struggle, and the official documentation is limited.*%*

Intriguing insights about this early phase do come from accounts by two journalists, With

the Contras: A Reporter in the Wilds of Nicaragua by Chris Dickey of The Washington Post, and
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Commandos: The CIA and Nicaragua’s Contra Rebels by Sam Dillon of The Miami Herald.%®
Both make multiple references to the shadowy presence of Americans with elements of the
National Guard during Somoza’s last days and immediately after his fall. These suggest, at

minimum, U.S. awareness of early efforts to rally counter-revolutionaries.

From the beginning, Central America was a political lightning rod. Most sources and
much of the literature reflect political biases, and therefore requires an unusual amount of
refraction. This is the case for journalism, contemporary commentary, even official documents
and reporting. Most but not all of the scholarship bears implicit liberal sympathies and norms. To
cite just three examples, William LeoGrande’s Our Own Backyard and Cynthia Arnson’s
Crossroads: Congress, the President, and Central America 1976-1993 lean to the liberal side of

the house, while Kagan’s Twilight Struggle tends to reflect neo-conservative sympathies.*®

This chapter fills in the picture of what was going on with the United States and the
Nicaraguan opposition during its formative period, beginning in the summer of 1979 through the
remainder of the Carter administration as it hardened haphazardly to the Cold War. This is
largely a matter of reassembling a little-known story and establishing the context. Some
important operational details are still missing and unlikely to see the light of day soon. Most
importantly, documents for the FRUS volumes on Central and South America from the 1977-
1980 series are currently in declassification review, with publication several years out. However,

enough information is available to shed some light on this intriguing corner of Cold War history.
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The Sandinistas as Midwives to the Contras

Among the most important protagonists in the creation of the Contras were the
Sandinistas themselves. Employing exceptional political and military competence, the FSLN had
built an international coalition and ridden popular insurrection to power in July 1979. But it was
one thing to break Somoza’s sultanistic state with its weak links to the Nicaraguan people; it was
entirely different to consolidate a new order, and it was something the Sandanistas never fully
accomplished. With the world turned upside down, status quo institutions challenged the new
revolutionary government and opponents sprang up as if automatically. Political opposition and
armed counter-revolutionaries appeared in increasing variety and numbers, and the Sandinistas
found themselves compelled to pivot almost instantly from being insurgents to being counter-

insurgents.

The Sandinistas were their own worst antagonists. It did not take them long to reveal an
arrogance of both attitude and policy by indulging in formulaic pursuit of Marxist-Leninist
revolution. They established FSLN party control over all aspects of government, issued decrees
restricting press and political freedoms, announced economic controls, delayed promised
elections, and declared a state of emergency. They expropriated farms and controlled agricultural
prices to favor urban consumers, which prejudiced the rural population. They introduced a police
state. Eastern European, Russian, and especially Cuban advisors turned up in large numbers, and
the Sandinistas publically aligned Nicaragua with the Soviet bloc. Although they retained
considerable popular support, the result was tension and alienation among moderate politicians,

the private sector, the Catholic Church, and critically, much of the population in the countryside.

One of the first decrees of the FSLN Directorate was an order to the Direccion General

Seguridad del Estado (General Directorate of State Security, DGSE) to apprehend every former
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National Guardsman in Nicaragua for trial and possible execution. Hundreds of the 8,500 total at
the end of the war fled across the border, most of them to Honduras. Those who remained were
enlisted men and noncommissioned officers, with a few junior officers among them. The DGSE
captured around 1,500 and executed a few dozen. Most of the rest never did stand trial. Many of
those who had not been caught or managed to disguise themselves did their best to escape the

country.

Who Were the Contras?

The Contras reflected the nature of Nicaragua.*®” Geographically diverse and sparsely
populated with only about two and a half million people, the country is at once large enough to
be fragmented and small enough to be intimately connected. Nicaraguans also tend to be highly
individualistic, and the story of the Contras is in large part a mosaic of biographies. They fit with
an earlier history in the 19" and early 20" centuries of armed groups that competed for power,
flavored with leaders, including Augusto Sandino and the Somozas, who vied for the presidency.
The Contras, who would by the mid-1980s number 15,000 fighters, emerged from four basic
groupings: rural peasants and farmers mostly from Northern Nicaragua, Miskito Indians of the
Caribbean coast, moderate politicians including those who abandoned the Sandinistas after
initially working with them, and former National Guard soldiers. None had the least desire to

restore Somoza. Each enjoyed their own variant of cause, leadership and organization, sanctuary,

407 Dillon, Commandos; Dickey, With the Contras; Kagan, Twilight Struggle; Glen Garvin, Everybody Had His Own
Gringo: The CIA and the Contras (Nebraska, 1992); Timothy C. Brown, The Real Contra War: Highlander Peasant
Resistance in Nicaragua (Oklahoma, 2001); Stephen Kinzer, Blood of Brothers: Life and War in Nicaragua
(Massachusetts, 2007); William R. Meara, Contra Cross: Insurgency and Tyranny in Central America, 1979-1989
(Annapolis, 2006).
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and support. Two things unified them: opposition to the Sandinistas and dependence on support

from the United States, but that only later. 4%

The Remnants of the National Guard Reborn

The National Guard had fought hard until Somoza fled to Miami on July 17, 1979, when
it collapsed, leaving the Sandinistas to take Managua two days later without a final battle. Most
of the 8,500 soldiers shed their uniforms and tried to fold back into society. Perhaps one
thousand fled across the northern border for sanctuary in Honduras. Several hundred more from
the Southern Front commandeered boats on the Pacific coast and retreated north to El Salvador.
The Salvadoran Army provided them with weapons and transportation to Honduras. In
Tegucigalpa on July 22, 141 ex-National Guard members, led by Colonel Pablo Salazar,
“Comandante Bravo,” announced their intent, “To establish the first organization designed to
wage war against the Sandinistas.”*% Bravo and several officers who had fled to Miami traveled
to Washington, DC where they met with Somoza supporter, Congressman John Murphy, and
held a little-noticed press conference on August 1 to raise the alarm about the new Communist
government in Managua.*'® In October, FSLN Interior Minister Tomas Borge and Chief of State
Security Lenin Cerna personally directed Bravo’s assassination in Tegucigalpa. *** Colonel
Enrique Bermudez, a CIA asset who had been Nicaragua’s military attaché, replaced him and
would remain the Contra’s principal military commander. His group formed the first Contra
organization, the 15" of September Legion, in Guatemala City, with the backing of the

Guatemalan Army, and then expanded in several iterations to become the Fuerza Democratico
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Nicaragiiense (FDN) in 1981. The FDN was the principal political-military resistance
organization, but multiple opposition groups never did consolidate into a unified force, and the
Miami-based FDN political leadership grafted onto the Contra paramilitary organization never

acquired legitimacy, despite (or because of) the efforts of its U.S. controllers.*2

U.S. Incoherence in Nicaragua

Nowhere did Robert Tucker’s accusation that the Carter Administration’s policies lacked
strategic coherence apply more than in relation to Nicaragua.**® Just as there had been two minds
before Somoza’s fall, two minds and two voices persisted after the FSLN victory. The struggle
to accommodate the Sandinistas in the hopes of moderating them was at odds with hostility

toward the challenge of revolution and further Cuban-Soviet expansion into Central America.

Inexorably, even though the administration remained a house divided, containment
became the driver of policy in Central America.*'* Brzezinski, whose hostile disposition toward
Moscow never wavered, was the principal agent, while members of his professional staff,
particularly military assistant Brigadier General William Odom and CIA liaison Robert Gates,
served as trusted links to the similarly disposed national security apparatus. NSC requests for
intelligence on Soviet and Cuban collaboration worldwide were a primary means of purveying

the threat.*'® Brzezinski included references to them in the constant flow of his memos to the
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President urging stronger action. The State Department instructed Embassies to raise concerns

with host governments and leaks to the press occurred with some regularity. 46

In March 1979, Brzezinski had signed a directive drafted by Odom to have the CIA re-
evaluate intelligence on the Soviet presence in Cuba.**” The full report, issued in July 1979 just
before the Sandinistas took power in Nicaragua, detailed a major increase in Soviet arms
transfers to the Third World, with Cuba at the center.8 In 1975 Soviet arms deliveries to Cuba
had reached around 20,000 tons; they more than doubled again in 1979; by 1982 they reached
approximately 68,000 tons. Most of these deliveries were offsets for direct transfers to Grenada
and Nicaragua, or for use in Africa. The size of Cuban Armed Forces approached 180,000,
making it the second largest Latin American military after Brazil, with a population 20 times
larger than Cuba’s. There were over 40,000 Soviet-backed Cuban troops in Africa, most of them
in Angola and Ethiopia. Another 2-3,000 Cubans were in Nicaragua. Cuba’s weapons inventory
embraced F-class diesel attack submarines, T-62 tanks, surface-to-air missiles, multiple rocket

launchers, and over 200 jet fighters including advanced Soviet MIG-23s.

Accompanying this menacing data was a widespread perception that the Carter
Administration had been unable to do anything effective to counter Soviet advances. With an
election year coming up, the charge from Republican conservatives that Carter’s weakness on
foreign policy had eroded national security became a strong motive for the White House, along
with Democrats in Congress running for reelection, to show greater determination in the Cold

War. An opportunity appeared when the leak of a reference in the July CIA report to a “new”
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Soviet combat brigade in Cuba turned into a highly public cause to demonstrate resolve. 41°
From August until October, the Soviet brigade crisis became a high-level superpower
confrontation far beyond any possible strategic significance. The administration boxed itself into
an embarrassing replay of U.S.-Soviet friction that had occurred over Angola and Shaba Il in
1978, when the U.S. demanded that the Soviets remove their troops from Cuba and the Soviets
flatly refused. #?° It proved that the brigade had been present as a symbolic force along with the
Soviet security assistance mission since 1962. Laboring to put an end to the manufactured crisis,
Carter gave a televised speech to the nation on October 1 in which he backed down while

reiterating a Cold War version of the Monroe Doctrine.*?

The War over Central America in Washington
A significant hardening followed in Central America and the Caribbean. Concrete steps
announced in Carter’s October 1 address included increased surveillance and intelligence

collection on Soviet and Cuban military activities around the world, establishment of a
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Caribbean Joint Task Force headquartered in Key West, Florida to monitor and respond to any
attempted military encroachment in the region, and regular U.S. military maneuvers in the
region. A political and economic strategy pledged to “increase our economic assistance to
alleviate the unmet economic and human needs in the Caribbean region and further to ensure the
ability of troubled peoples to resist social turmoil and possible Communist domination.” 4?2 Of
the $90 million in foreign aid, $75 million was the package for Nicaragua intended, with wild

optimism at this point, to win over the Sandinistas.

Three days after Carter’s speech, Brzezinski signed Presidential Directive 52: U.S. Policy
to Cuba. Combined with the measures announced in the October 1 speech, PD-52 signaled a
significant realignment. Whereas normalizing relations with Cuba had been a top priority in
1977, now the principal goal was, “To seek to contain Cuba as a source of violent revolutionary
change.”*? Specific objectives included to reduce and eventually remove Cuban military forces
stationed abroad, to undercut Cuba’s drive for Third World leadership, and to inhibit the Soviet
build-up of Cuba’s armed forces. In addition to increasing the U.S. military presence in the
region, the U.S. would “engage with like-minded Latin American governments to compete with
the Cubans in the Caribbean and Central America and increase the prospects for peaceful and
democratic change.” Along with new economic aid, security assistance would increase “to
governments in the region that respect human rights and democratic values, and also resist
Cuban influence.” References to intelligence support are redacted from the declassified PD-52,

but a draft version states:
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With key Western allies and with selected governments in Latin America and the Third
World, we will share intelligence information on the Soviet buildup in Cuba and on
Cuban intelligence, political and military activities abroad. 4*

The shift to the Cold War was a clear victory for Brzezinski. By winning over the
President in the fall of 1979, he won the internal war for policy he had begun fighting over
Africa in 1977. In his extensive post mortem of the Soviet brigade crisis, Brzezinski recounted a
sharp exchange with Carter:

For the first time since World War 11, the United States told the Russians on several
different occasions that we take great exception to what they are doing, that there will
be negative consequences if they persist in their acts...and then we did nothing about it.
The President looked quite furious, and told me he had no intention of going to war
over the Soviet brigade in Cuba.*?

True, the U.S. was not going to risk war over the brigade. The problem was how and
where exactly to draw the line against Soviet and Cuban expansion. Linkage to ratification of the
SALT Il arms control agreement would have damaged a national security goal that the U.S.
wanted as much as the Soviets. The U.S. simply had little direct leverage over the Soviet Union
and Cuba short of limited war. The answer was an exercise in restrictive deterrence -- action to
show strategic resolve and protect interests, but at the lowest possible risk and cost. It did mean
war, but of a different, indirect order. In the fall of 1979, as serious attention focused on the
Soviet and Cuban threat, Central America emerged from backwater status to the center of

national security concerns.

The administration had neither the inclination nor the political latitude to make a
complete U-turn. The bureaucracy, for the most part, would not regret loosening restrictions on
security assistance and covert action, or trading off human rights for a return to containment.

Carter, even as he toughened up on the Soviet Union and Cuba, maintained his commitment to
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principles. He was following Congress on restrictions to power and human rights in any case.
Among its measures, the 1973 War Powers Resolution was intended to check the President’s
ability to conduct war, the Hughes-Ryan Amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act had
established the basis for Congressional oversight of intelligence activities, and Section 502B of
the 1961 Foreign Assistance Act prohibited security assistance to “any country, the government
of which engages in a consistent pattern of violations of internationally recognized human
rights.”*2® By 1979, Congress had voted to cut off security assistance in Latin America to El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, as well as to Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and

Uruguay. Liberal Democrats especially were not simply going to agree to lift those restrictions.

Carter became a conflicted Cold Warrior. In his view, Soviet and Cuban behavior kept
compelling him to respond to their aggression and upsetting his benign vision of the U.S. in the
world. 4?7 Carter’s entry for October 19, 1979 on Central America is revealing:

We (my advisors and I) met on the Caribbean and Central America, and | was disgusted
with the proposals, recommending military action, gunboats, intelligence activities, how
we can manipulate elections, et cetera. My judgment is all of this is counterproductive,
and we ought to let the people know that we want to be their friend and their best
interests are a major factor in our decisions. We need to replace the neocolonialist
attitude and also reach outside of government to universities, business, labor, governors,
churches, farmers, medical people — and take the onus off us [as] an intervening

power 428

I1. Carter and Covert Action in Central America

The record of the October meeting to which the President referred does not appear to

have been declassified, but this passage clearly indicated that militarized containment, including
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a covert action proposal for Central America, was discussed. There was precedent in previously
signed findings that continued propaganda aimed at Eastern Europe; Carter may have authorized
DCI Turner to explore resuming assistance to UNITA with Congress in 1978; and Congress
blocked an administration covert action proposal for Grenada, but it had approved paramilitary

support to the Afghan mujahedin in July 1979.4%°

In contrast to the microscopic investigation of the Reagan administration’s support for the
Contras, covert action in Central America during the Carter administration has received little
examination. None of the principals — Carter, Brzezinski, Vance — mention it, nor do Pastor or
Lake. Texts of findings have not been released, but Gates specified that the President signed a
first finding on Nicaragua and EIl Salvador in late-July 1979, and followed up with a second on
November 24 that provided “support to democratic elements to counter Soviet and Cuban
influence throughout Latin America.”*° The Iran-Contra Investigation Report and an official
CIA history also refer to findings signed in fall 1979. Kagan and others mention early 1980. The
CIA history notes that a finding signed in fall 1980 doubled funding for Nicaragua to $1 million
(possibly an understatement) and set up a Central American Task Force (CATF) to carry out the
program.*3! This sequence is consistent with the increased fear of Soviet-Cuban expansion in

Central America and the Caribbean in reaction to the Sandinista victory in July 1979. Carter’s
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covert action findings on Nicaragua were restricted to political action and propaganda, and he

stopped short of arming the Nicaraguan resistance.

Carter never did find a balance between principles and pragmatism, and the line that he
drew was anything but firm. The Administration continued to court the Sandinistas, even as their
hostility increased and their alignment with the Eastern Bloc strengthened. The $75 million aid
bill, introduced in November 1979, did not pass Congress until May 1980, by a narrow margin
after tortuous debate. By then EIl Salvador had become the preoccupation and Congress required
the President to certify that the Government of Nicaragua was not supporting the export of
revolution. Carter certified in September, but withheld the bulk of the badly needed aid package
as leverage in the hope of restraining the Sandinistas from supporting the Salvadoran guerrillas.

It was a weak hand.

When the prospect of an anti-Sandinista coup arose in October 1980, it brought to the
surface the tension between the course of moderation that Carter preferred and the pull of
intervention as the U.S. Presidential election approached.*3? Ambassador Pezzullo had reported
from Managua that Jorge Salazar, the prominent and charismatic leader of the Union of
Agricultural Producers (UPANIC), was plotting with dissidents in the Sandinista Peoples” Army
to overthrow the FSLN Directorate. He cautioned that Salazar was possibly being drawn into a
ruse. Covert action money was flowing to members of the Nicaraguan opposition and Salazar
had been in Washington, DC to drum up support, but there is no indication of U.S. involvement
in the plotting. On November 13, the Special Coordinating Committee met with Brzezinski

chairing.*® The group considered how to support the coup if one should develop, including what
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signals to send to Havana and Moscow, and whether to respond militarily should Cuba send
troops to help suppress it. Brzezinski said the worst outcome would be to warn Cuba and then
fail to back it up. This put into perspective the previously cited October 28 CIA report on Cuban
airlift capabilities for intervention in Nicaragua.*** Army Chief of Staff General Edward “Shy”
Meyer, who would be instrumental in developing Central America strategy during the Reagan
administration, said he could have a battalion on the ground in 24 hours and a division in
Nicaragua within a week. The Forrestal carrier strike force was ordered to the Caribbean. On
November 16, Nicaraguan State Security issued its own signal when it lured Salazar to a
rendezvous and publicly assassinated him.**® The U.S. denounced his murder, but took no further

action.

Left to put the best possible face on moderation, Carter told the OAS General Assembly
on November 19, 1980:

In Nicaragua many of us have been working together to help the country heal its
wounds. It’s in the interest of all who care about freedom to help the Nicaraguan people
chart a pluralistic course that ends bloodshed, respects human rights, and furthers
democracy.*3®

By then, Ronald Reagan had defeated Carter in the presidential election, and the Republicans had
won a majority in the Senate. The campaign had featured blistering attacks over Central
America. Kirkpatrick’s 1979 “Dictatorships and Double Standards” provided the key theme:
Carter’s policies had undermined U.S. allies and caused the U.S. to suffer a Cold War loss close

to home. Candidate Reagan’s frequent references to Central America and the Caribbean
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followed a line of argument that was entirely consistent with his own long-held views on the
Cold War as a global and ideological struggle for power:

Must we let Grenada, Nicaragua, El Salvador, all become additional ‘Cubas,” new
outposts for Soviet combat brigades? Will the next push of the Moscow-Havana axis be
northward to Guatemala, and thence to Mexico, and south to Costa Rica and
Panama?+’

Shaping the campaign and the early thinking of the new Administration on Central America was
a group from the so-called New Right that belonged to the Council on Inter-American Security.
The Council was associated with the World Anti-Communist League (WACL), the organization
founded in 1954 as the Asian Peoples’ Anti-Communist League by Taiwan’s President Chiang
Kai-shek and South Korea’s President Syngman Rhee.**® Unlike the Safari Club, the WACL
was primarily a public relations platform that linked government officials, military officers, and
intelligence agents to conservative activists and church leaders — including fringe elements
ranging from former Nazis to Korean Moonies — in a network dedicated to resisting communist

expansion around the world.

Calling themselves the Committee of Santa Fe, the Council on Inter-American Security
group issued a report in 1980 titled A New Inter-American Policy for the Eighties. Describing
Central America as “the soft underbelly of the United States...on the front line of World War
I11,” it called for enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine, by direct U.S. intervention if necessary.*

Its advocacy of support for resistance to communist revolution in Nicaragua found its way into
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the Republican Party platform in a line stating, “We will support the efforts of the Nicaraguan
people to establish a free and independent government.”**° Three of its principal drafters

received second tier appointments in the Reagan Administration.

Revolutionary Fervor and Counter-Revolutionary Conspiracies

In the months prior to the U.S. election, moderates and hardliners in the FSLN
Directorate had debated how to respond to the Carter Administration’s entreaties. Adhering to
Castro’s advice, they had even shown some restraint. However, after the election, the prospect
of an impending roll-back under Reagan galvanized the Sandinistas into a revolutionary fervor of
fear and opportunism. The Salazar assassination was part of a campaign to suppress the moderate
opposition. The FSLN embraced Cuba more tightly, opened up the arms tap to the Salvadoran
guerrillas, launched a propaganda barrage, held mass rallies, and formed a National Militia. The
U.S. Embassy in Managua portrayed the prevailing mood as “war psychosis.”**! Sandinista
leaders denounced internal threats to the revolution and called on the Nicaraguan people to
defend themselves against a coming invasion by U.S. Marines. In a Castro-like speech delivered
in Managua’s central plaza, FSLN Political Committee Chairman Bayardo Arce declared, “If
Nicaragua was prepared to give 50,000 lives to overthrow Somoza, it will give 500,000 to defend
the revolution!”*? In one of its first public acknowledgements of counter-revolutionary activity,
the FSLN Directorate issued a statement, “Admitting that activities of armed bands are on the
rise...and implying that current problems with bringing the harvest are the work of reactionary

forces.”**3
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With the Reagan foreign policy team not yet in place, Pezzullo carried on the
commitment to old instructions, still working to build a bridge to the Sandinistas. Now, however,
he shifted his efforts from the carrot of the $75 million aid package to the imminent stick of
President Reagan. In a January 31 meeting with Defense Minister Humberto Ortega and
Military Intelligence Chief Julio Ramos, Pezzullo warned that the U.S. needed to see concrete
moves to cut support to the Salvadoran guerrillas.*** Ortega dissembled with denials and
promises of collaboration. In turn, he asked the U.S. to do something about the counter-
revolutionaries. Ortega told Pezzullo, “We have lost more than 100 soldiers over the last several
months...and yet attacks on us emanating from ex-National Guard groups operating in Honduras
do not seem to concern the U.S.”** With torturous logic, Pezzullo appealed to Washington:

It would be helpful if we could make some overtures to the GOH [Government of
Honduras] on the use of its territory by anti-Nicaraguan forces. We have known for
some time that small conspiratorial groups are operating there, as well as in Costa Rica,
and that a lot of the conspiring is done in Guatemala, and, unfortunately, in the Miami
area as well. Anything | can pass along indicating any actions we have taken will help
still some of the fears, albeit exaggerated, the GRN/FSLN exhibit. Helping still their
fears may help in our principal objective of cutting off further supplies to the
Salvadoran guerrillas, and lower the level of violence in the region.#4

By January 1981, this request to show good faith found few sympathetic ears in Washington,

DC.

III. Enter the Argentines
Carter’s break with the Cold War provoked estrangement from Latin American states

instead of admiration.**” When Somoza’s fall brought a communist-backed revolution to
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Nicaragua, one country stepped forward to pick up the slack, Argentina. Argentina’s extension
far from its own territory between 1978 and 1982 was virtually unique for a non-major power,
surpassed only by Cuba’s Soviet-subsidized foreign commitments, and shaped the next decade of
war in Central America. Exporting the virulent anti-Communist ideology and methods of their
own “Dirty War”, they began to organize former Nicaraguan National Guardsmen into a Contra
army and transferred techniques to suppress internal subversion to the security forces of
Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. The Argentines and Central Americans were additionally
linked in the loose anti-Communist network that stretched globally from Washington, DC to

France, to Taiwan.

This thesis reveals the extent of the collaboration between the U.S. and Argentina during

the critical period from Somoza’s fall in July 1979 to the end of Carter’s term in January 1981.
Most of the current literature reduces the Argentines to a subset of state terror in Latin America
as a whole or a prelude to the story of the U.S. and the Contras, and says very little about their
involvement in Central America before the U.S. took over the Contra program in 1982. Some
caution is needed in relying on the two academic authors and human rights investigators who
have made dedicated efforts to track down the story, because of interpretive bias regarding U.S.
culpability.**® The Argentine role is also covered in accounts by journalists, as well as in Bob
Woodward’s book on Reagan’s CIA Director Bill Casey, and the memoir by Dewey Clarridge,
who became Casey’s Central American Task Force Director in 1981.%4 Official documentation

has appeared recently with several investigations and trials of former South and Central
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American military commanders, along with U.S. Congressional investigations and Obama

administration releases.*>°

Cold War Connections in Latin America

Ideological compatibility and connections between the United States, Central America,
and Argentina were integral to the Cold War in Latin America. Standard histories emphasize
U.S. interventions and the shift from external collective defense to combatting internal
subversion that followed the 1959 Cuban revolution. However, the tendency to portray U.S.
relations with Latin America as a hegemonic extension of the Monroe Doctrine is an over-
interpretation. “* The U.S. did not impose the Cold War on Latin America, where anti-

communism was a deeply held conviction within military, intelligence, and political institutions.

Argentina’s Central American Adventure

The Armed Forces wielded great power in Argentina’s bureaucratic-authoritarian state.*>?
Their National Security Doctrine reflected the influence of a group of rightist French Army
officers that de Gaulle had exiled to Argentina in 1961.%°3 The Doctrine aligned Argentina with
the U.S. and resonated with the links between military governments throughout the hemisphere

in the global Cold War. After the Armed Forces took power in 1976, they justified the extreme
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methods of the Argentine “Dirty War” as a “holy war” to eliminate subversive “terrorists” in a
permanent state of conflict with international communism, with the right and even necessity to
intervene across national boundaries. For them this war defined Argentina’s mission in Central

America.**

The origin of Argentina’s Dirty War can be traced to a far-rightist death squad backed by
the military, the Alianza Anticomunista Argentina (AAA or Triple A). Later, at the core of the
Dirty War was Intelligence Battalion 601, a specially created agency under the nominal
command of Army Intelligence whose principal adversaries were the leftist guerrillas of the
Montoneros and Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP). Operating clandestinely and using
unrestricted means, its methods included urban counter-insurgency, psychological operations,
assassinations, exercise of extra-judicial police powers, covert arrest, detention, and interrogation
accompanied by severe torture, followed by summary elimination and secret disposal of
remains.*® By late-1978, revolutionary activity in Argentina had virtually ended, and Argentina

exported its methods to Central America.

The U.S. — Argentine Connection

The Cold War infrastructure the United States built in Latin America was extensive. The
FBI had maintained a presence as a legacy of its responsibility for the Western Hemisphere
during World War I1. U.S. military engagement with the armed forces under the Rio Treaty was

widespread, with the principal base of operations in the Panama Canal Zone, the site of Southern

454 «Armies Gird Loins for Struggle against Subversion,” Latin American Weekly Report, WR-79-03, November 16,
1979.

455 pablo Mendelevich, "El Debut del Terror: La Triple A," La Nacion (Argentina), November 23, 2003; Poder
Ejecutivo Nacional, Terrorismo en Argentina (Buenos Aires, 1980); Donald C. Hodges, Argentina's "Dirty War"':
An Intellectual Biography (Texas, 1991); H.C., “Jorge Rafael Videla: Death of a ‘Dirty War’ Criminal,” The
Economist, May 23, 2013.

162



Command headquarters. U.S. Army Fort Gulick, also in the Canal Zone, housed the School of
the Americas, which trained tens of thousands of military officers from throughout Latin
America under the International Military Education and Training (IMET) program. The Cuban
revolution prompted the Alliance for Progress, which saw a major increase in economic
assistance and its security component for police training, the Public Safety Program. A new
emphasis on counterinsurgency also saw the creation of the 7" Special Forces Group dedicated
to Latin America. On the intelligence side, the CIA wielded wide influence, supporting military
governments and, through the Overseas Internal Security Program, training secret police,
military, and paramilitary officers. These strong security relationships, supplemented with
occasional covert action, helped emplace and keep anti-communist governments in power
without resorting to force. It was success, not lack of revolutionary activity, that kept U.S.

intervention limited prior to Central America in the 1980’s.

The Argentine-Cuban Bridge to Central America

The key early supporter of the Contras was Argentina. There is a misperception that
Argentina first went to Central America to serve as a U.S. proxy. ©°° Rather, the first Argentines
went to Nicaragua in 1977 to track down Argentine guerrillas and to fill the gap Jimmy Carter
had left in the fight against Communism by assisting Somoza’s National Guard. After Somoza’s
overthrow, they formed a special Battalion 601 unit, the Grupo de Tareas Exteriores (the

External Task Group, GTE), and relocated to Guatemala.

The Argentine presence in Central America was an outgrowth of Operation Condor, an

arrangement to fight Communist subversion internationally among the intelligence organizations
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of Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay, Argentina, Bolivia, and Brazil. Argentina was also a charter
member of the World Anti-Communist League (WACL) and its Latin American chapter, the

Confederacion Anticomunista Latinoamericana (CAL). 4’

The U.S. Government was well aware of Operation Condor and Battalion 601, and the
CIA in particular maintained close ties to Argentina’s rulers.**® To the extent there was
collaboration, it appears to have been conducted largely at arm’s length, although this is a
judgment subject to further evidence. Condor did have use of a secure CIA communications
network based at Ft. Gulick in Panama, and the GTE had an office in Miami from which it
coordinated its activities in Central America. Southern Florida was, along with Panama, a
logical base for U.S. operations in Latin America, where the CIA maintained its only full station
on American soil in Miami. Many Cuban exiles who congregated there formed a ready pool of
recruits for the military and the CIA, beginning with the disastrous Bay of Pigs operation in
1961. While law enforcement turned a blind eye to anti-Castro activities in the U.S., Cubans
became part of the global anti-communist nexus, fighting on behalf of the U.S. in the Congo,

Vietnam, and Central America, and forming autonomous anti-Castro organizations.**°
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The connections between Cubans, Central Americans, and Argentines emerged from this
milieu.®® One of the best known Cubans was Félix Rodriguez, a Bay of Pigs veteran famous as
the leader of the CIA group that helped hunt down Che Guevara in the Bolivian jungle in 1967.
Rodriguez escorted the Argentine First Army Corps commander while serving with the CIA in
Vietnam, later served as a CIA counter-insurgency advisor in Buenos Aires, and in Florida

helped link the Cuban-exile movement to the Argentines in the GTE. %!

Henry Kissinger’s Influence

When Henry Kissinger was Secretary of State and National Security Advisor during the
Nixon and Ford Administrations, Central America rested in its accustomed backwater status and
had yet to become a source of concern. Yet his deep involvement in other aspects of Latin
American affairs were important preludes to both Carter’s experience there and the Argentine
episode. The Panama Canal negotiations were Kissinger’s initiative, and led to the treaty that
former Ambassador to South Vietnam Ellsworth Bunker completed in 1976, and which gave
Carter his first foreign policy success the following year.*®? Kissinger was anathema in the eyes
of the New Right because of his pursuit of détente and his abandonment of the fight in Vietnam.
His appointment by President Reagan as head of the National Bipartisan Commission on Central

America in 1983 was a rehabilitation.*6?
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Kissinger influenced Central America through his unqualified defense of Cold War
containment and the status quo, which reinforced U.S. alignment with right wing military
regimes throughout the hemisphere.“®* The prospect of another Cuba on the South American
mainland led Nixon and Kissinger to authorize covert action against Salvador Allende, Latin
America’s first elected socialist president. Although multiple investigations have yielded no
evidence of collusion in the military coup that overthrew him on September 11, 1973, the U.S.
quietly backed the resulting rightist government of General Augusto Pinochet and its vicious
repression of Communist and non-Communist opposition. In Santiago for a June 1976 meeting
of the OAS General Assembly, Kissinger publicly supported human rights, but privately told
Pinochet he “did a great service to the West in overthrowing Allende.” He spoke at length about
Angola as an example of how difficult Congress had made U.S. support for necessary military

action against communist subversion.*%

Two days later Kissinger told Argentina’s Foreign Minister, Admiral Cesar Augusto
Guzzetti, in a secret meeting: “We want you to succeed...If there are things that have to be done,
you should do them quickly.”*% On his return to Buenos Aires, Guzzetti enthusiastically reported

to President Videla that the United States had given Argentina “a green light” for its Dirty War,
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which had begun two months earlier. Back in the U.S. Kissinger received a briefing that filled

him in further on the inner workings Argentina’s “mafia warfare” and Operation Condor. 4’

Argentina Fills the Breach

In February 1977, less than a month after the inauguration, the Carter administration
turned the light red by making Argentina the first target of its human rights campaign. The
impact was exactly the opposite of what Carter intended. The Videla regime reacted with
defiance, violence increased, and human rights worsened. In Nicaragua, the same U.S. approach

to Somoza resulted in destabilization and the prospect of a successful Cuban adventure.

Argentina did not rush to fill the breach in Central America, but instead set aside friction
over human rights and practically begged the U.S. to lead the way. When Secretary of State
Vance reluctantly proposed an OAS Peacekeeping Force for Nicaragua in June 1979, Argentina
was alone in voting with the U.S. and declared it was ready to send troops. On July 16, just three
days before the Sandinista victory, President Viola called the U.S. Ambassador to a late-night
meeting to explain that the junta and top military commanders were distraught. They were
frustrated that, “The new government was now a fait accompli...and Castro...had once again
prevailed.”*® Viola urged last minute intervention. The Ambassador reported, “They have no
choice...the GOA [Government of Argentina] is itching and ready to be part of the peace force
ASAP.”* Shortly after, believing the U.S. had abdicated its Cold War responsibilities,

Argentina expanded its anti-Communist crusade to Central America.
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It was well-placed to do so. Officers from Argentina and Central America had long-
standing associations; many had attended U.S.-sponsored conferences or courses at the U.S.
School of the Americas together, and a number of Central Americans, including a few
Nicaraguans, had received military training and education in Argentina. In 1977, junta members
General Roberto Viola and Admiral Emilio Massera secretly committed themselves to help
Somoza at a Conference of American Armies in Managua.*’® By the time Carter formally
suspended all military assistance in February 1978, Somoza was already buying arms from
Argentina. Two groups of Argentines were in Nicaragua, both supported by the GTE in Florida.
One trained the National Guard, working alongside Cuban-Americans and former U.S. and
South Vietnamese Special Forces in the elite counterinsurgency school that Somoza’s son
established in 1977, after he returned from Special Forces training in the U.S. 4 The other
group, headed by a former AAA member, worked with Somoza’s secret police, the Oficina de
Seguridad Nacional (OSN), to hunt the two dozen ERP and Montanero guerrillas who had fled

Argentina and joined the Sandinistas.*"

These Argentines were not able to help save the regime, but after Somoza’s fall they
quickly regrouped in Guatemala, where another Battalion 601 team was advising the Army. The
Argentine concept of the wars in Central America as a front in an anti-communist war without
frontiers was more than an ideological invention. Small teams of Argentines operated in all of
the Central American countries, except Nicaragua, and large numbers of security forces from
throughout Central American trained in Argentina. For the next three years, Argentines helped

ex-Nicaraguan National Guardsmen form the Contras, expanded their methods to Honduras and
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El Salvador, and conducted operations in Costa Rica and Panama. Although it barely registers in
the official U.S. record, this “transnational counterrevolutionary project” fundamentally shaped

the wars in Central America.*"”®

The Central Americans and Argentines enjoyed multiple personal connections. For
example, the commander of the Honduran Police and Army, General Gustavo Alvarez, who
became the principal host for the Contras, was a graduate of the Argentine Military Academy.
Roberto D’ Aubuisson, leader of El Salvador’s Death Squads and the rightist ARENA party, was
intelligence liaison with Battalion 601 as an Army Major and later arranged for Argentine

counterinsurgency support to El Salvador. 47

In September 1980, members of the WACL from around the world gathered in Buenos
Aires for the Fourth Congress of the Latin American Anti-Communist Confederation (CAL).
The Congress became a celebrated event in conservative U.S. circles as a call to unify the
continent in an aggressive war without frontiers against communism. Central America was very
much on the agenda. Prominent among the observers in attendance was a group of congressional
staffers, including aides to arch-conservative Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina, who

became Roberto D’ Aubuisson’s champion in the United States.*”
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IV. Documenting the Gray Area - What can be said about the U.S. connection?

The Argentines’ extreme methods and devout anti-communism were in synch with the
Central Americans. They provided intelligence and urban counterinsurgency expertise to
Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans. Rural guerrilla warfare proved not to be their strong
suit with the Contras, but they were a critical organizational and ideological catalyst. Argentina’s
stamp is readily observable in the 15th of September Legion’s journal, El Legionario, published
in Coconut Grove, Florida, where articles such as “Sun Tzu’s Art of War” and “Principles of
Strategy” repeated Argentine counter-insurgency doctrine.*”® About 150 Argentines were on the
ground in Honduras when the U.S. first mobilized to support the Contras there in 1981, and they
served formally as intermediaries until the CIA took over completely in 1982. Even after the
U.S. broke with Argentina in the Falklands War, they remained, working in the Contra camps in
Honduras and training Nicaraguans in Argentina, until 1983 when the newly elected civilian
government replaced the military junta and pulled the last Argentine agents out of Central
America. The question that remains is: what exactly was going on between Argentina and the
United States in Central America before then during the Carter administration? What did others
in the foreign policy and national security agencies, including the NSC, know and do? More
specifically, did CIA officers actively collaborate with Argentine agents in that gray area

between clandestine operations and covert action?

Showing toughness in the Cold War became a major issue in the 1980 presidential
campaign, and as conservatives consolidated around Ronald Reagan, Carter was well into his
own hardening. The administration, though, was still a house divided. In May, Assistant

Secretary for Human Rights Pat Derian went public with her dismay that the Administration had
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reversed itself and was trying to improve relations with Argentina.*’” Derian had made Argentina
the first on the list of human rights targets in 1977, managing, despite lack of specific authorities,
to block U.S. interactions with the dictatorship, ranging from exports to cooperation on nuclear
non-proliferation. Now, the change of heart came from the realization that Argentina’s anti-
communism had not prevented it from selling grain to the Soviet Union, which neutralized the
U.S. embargo imposed over the invasion of Afghanistan. In justifying the policy change,
Brzezinski claimed that U.S. pressure on Argentina had improved human rights conditions,
citing the reduction in disappearances and Killings between 1977 and 1980 as evidence.*’® The
assertion also found its way into the new U.S Country Reports on Human Rights Practices,
despite the lack of evidence that U.S. policy had any role in the reduction.*’® By 1980, the Videla
regime had successfully prosecuted its Dirty War.*8 The institutional infrastructure for state
repression, including Battalion 601, remained intact, and facing only a residual domestic threat,

the fight against Marxist-Leninist revolution had shifted to Central America.

The dearth of information on U.S. cooperation with Argentina in Central America in
1979 and 1980 stands in contrast to the thorough documentation of how the Argentines became
the bridge to the Contras after Reagan came to office in January 1981. “8* Nevertheless, much of
the literature asserts that the CIA not only was aware of Argentina’s operations in Central

America, but was already facilitating early support for the Contras. That judgment may be well-
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founded, but requires further corroboration. A focus on human rights violations makes
interpretive bias an issue, as do circular references which rely exclusively on two primary

sources, both of them potentially compromised.

In congressional testimony given in 1987, GTE intelligence officer Leandro Sanchez
Reisse stated he and his superior Raul Guglielminetti had received CIA training in 1976. He
alleged that while assigned to Florida, beginning in 1980, he laundered drug money and
purchased weapons in support of Battalion 601 operations in Central America, with authorization
from the CIA. He was testifying in closed door session to the Senate Subcommittee on
Terrorism, Narcotics, and International Operations, chaired by then-Senator John Kerry. The
hearings were an outgrowth of the Iran-Contra investigation in which the committee was trying
to establish the extent of related involvement in narcotics trafficking and illegal banking
activities. At the time of his testimony, Sanchez Reisse was in federal custody and had a strong
motive to assert he had acted with U.S. government approval. The FBI had arrested him in New
York on an INTERPOL warrant after he escaped from jail in Switzerland while awaiting

extradition to Argentina to be tried for kidnap and extortion.

The second widely cited source was Edgar Chamorro, a Nicaraguan who also had
motives for implicating the United States. Since 1980, Chamorro had been a member of the
Union Democratica Nicaragiense (UDN), a moderate anti-Sandinista group based in Costa Rica
that was also opposed to association with former members of the National Guard. In 1981, the
CIA brokered a union between the UDN and the 15" of September Legion, creating the main
Contra organization, the FDN. Chamorro became the FDN spokesman, but after being ousted in
1984, he defected to the Sandinistas. He wrote an often-cited book critical of the CIA and gave

an affidavit to the International Court of Justice in the 1986 case that Nicaragua brought against
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the U.S. for mining it harbors.*®? According to Chamorro, the CIA was directly involved in
organizing the nascent Contras in 1980, including the September 15" Legion with Argentine
support. Some publications cite as evidence Chamorro’s reference to a 1980 visit to Argentina by
General Vernon Walters, a fluent Spanish speaker who had a long intelligence career and served
as CIA Deputy Director under Nixon and Ford. This is an error. Retired General Andrew
Goodpaster did visit Argentina in 1980 on behalf of the Carter Administration’s initiative to
improve relations. Walters, who held no official U.S. position in 1980, traveled to Argentina in
the spring of 1981, when he helped broker the arrangement to collaborate in supporting the
Contras. At that time, he was Special Advisor to the Assistant Secretary for Latin America, and
the Reagan Administration had recently asked Congress to lift restrictions on security assistance
to Argentina. (Walters later replaced Jeanne Kirkpatrick as Reagan’s UN Ambassador.) The
publisher of Chamorro’s book, Packaging the Contras: A Case in CIA Disinformation, was the
now defunct Institute for Media Analysis. Among its other publications was the Covert Action
Information Bulletin, founded by renegade CIA officer Phillip Agee, which publicized the names

of clandestine CIA officers until the practice was prohibited by law in 1982.

Several other accounts refer to early CIA interest in the Contras. In his memoir, former
State Department liaison to the Contras Tim Brown referred to unnamed contacts who told him
they “were surprised that I was surprised” to learn that American involvement “began with
President Carter, not President Reagan.”*% Other “witnesses” claimed that sometime in mid-

1980 Americans and Argentines accompanied ex-National Guard Colonel Enrique Bermudez to
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assess camps where rural Contras had settled in Southern Honduras. When Brown interviewed
Adolfo Calero, who became FDN political leader in 1983, Calero insisted that “the Argentines
were never more than a front for the CIA.”*®* These accounts amount to hearsay; at best they

were relating what they believed to be the truth.

Christopher Dickey and Sam Dillion, the two professional journalists who wrote
previously cited books that focus on the origin of the Contras, refer credibly to some degree of
American interest in the evolving Nicaraguan resistance during 1979 and 1980. They do not
propose that this interest extended to conspiracy by providing arms or using the Argentines as
cutouts. The most plausible depiction comes in Dillion’s account of how Enrique Bermudez
came to work for the CIA and became commander of the Contras.*® According to Dillon,
Bermudez began meeting with U.S. officials to discuss the Nicaraguan opposition shortly after
the Sandinista victory in 1979 and came onto the payroll in mid-1980. He circulated among
former National Guard members, traveling to Florida and to Guatemala, where he worked with
the Argentines and became the ranking officer in the September 15" Legion. Later in the year, he
visited Argentina where he received support funds directly from the junta. This leaves open the
question of whether Bermudez became commander of the Contras in the first place because he

was the CIA’s candidate.

What matters in establishing the facts is the gray area between intelligence activities and
covert action. At a minimum, this sequence was consistent with Carter Administration
deliberations on containing the spread of revolution and Cuban-Soviet influence in Central

America that began around the time of the Sandinista victory in July. It places in context Carter’s
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diary entry on Central America of October 19, 1979, recording his “disgust” at hearing of
proposals for “military action, gunboats, intelligence activities, how we can manipulate elections,
et cetera.”*® The covert action findings that Carter signed, which have not been released, in
principle provided wide scope for working with anyone who could have been considered
“democratic Nicaraguan opposition.” At a minimum, the CIA was well-informed enough in
early 1981 for Dewey Clarridge, recently appointed as Director of the Central American Task
Force, to write:

My proposal to [CIA Director] Casey that we take the offensive in Nicaragua was based
on intelligence that a force of about five hundred men was already in place in Honduras.
It was primarily composed of remnants of the Nicaraguan National Guard...trained,
advised, and equipped by a small group of Argentines from the Argentine Military
Intelligence Directorate.*”

Central America led the agenda of the first meeting of the National Security Council,
with President Reagan presiding, on February 6, 1981, just two weeks into the new
Administration. The tenor of the discussion was grim; the theme: “How to rescue a besieged
region close to home by taking offensive action to check Soviet-backed Cuban aggression?” 48 It
was not until nearly a year later, on December 1, 1981, that Reagan signed the first finding that
provided $19 million “to support and conduct paramilitary operations of the Nicaraguan
resistance.”*®® Well before then, Clarridge, under Casey’s immediate direction, had begun
working on an agreement under which the United States would provide covert support to the
Contras through the Argentines, with Honduras acting as host. Called “La Tripartita,” the
arrangement lasted until late in 1982, when the CIA took over the operation directly. The

transition from political action to paramilitary support was a significant development in the
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Contra war. But as dramatic as the changing of the guard from the Carter to the Reagan

Administration was, it was also relatively seamless.
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Chapter 5: El Salvador: Reform with Repression

I. The Origins of U.S. Counterinsurgency in El Salvador

During 1979, violent instability rocked EI Salvador, inflamed by the insurrection in
neighboring Nicaragua. Determined to avoid another fumbling reversal, the Carter administration
responded proactively to prevent the spread of Soviet- and Cuban-backed revolution to another
Central American country. The result was a bloody 12-year civil war in which the United States
actively supported the Government of El Salvador, until the war ended with the signing of the
Chapultepec Peace Accords between the Government and the Farabundo Marti National
Liberation Front (FMLN) on January 16, 1992. This commitment to El Salvador was the only
major U.S. involvement in counter-insurgency between Vietnam and the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan. It was integral to a strategy of regional containment that complemented support for
the Contra insurgency in Nicaragua, and, along with Angola and Afghanistan, was the fourth

fighting front of the global Cold War.

Because the intervention required support for the government, counter-insurgency in El
Salvador was of a different nature and involved a greater degree of U.S. responsibility and range
of action compared to support for insurgencies. Initially, the decision to intervene in an internal
conflict so soon after Vietnam and to associate the United States with an extremely repressive
regime notorious for its “Death Squads” caused enormous domestic controversy. When costs
remained relatively low, with a light footprint that kept U.S. combat forces out, and democracy
took hold, the controversy eventually died down. As a result, counter-insurgency was an open-
ended contingency operation in which success came in the form of stalemate, not victory,

sufficient to halt the spread of revolution in Central America. At the same time, it is impossible



to say how long the war would have continued or whether the U.S.-backed government would

have prevailed if the Cold War itself had not come to an end when it did.

Biased Literature

Much of the literature on El Salvador is problematic. The facts are generally not in
dispute, but interpretations tend to reflect the deep politicization that carried over from Vietnam
to Central America. Many accounts, including purportedly objective social science research,
while not overtly ideological, convey a norm-based belief in the futility of force. *° This bias
leads to analyses that characterize the Salvadoran civil war as a revolutionary conflict between
the people and the state, emphasizing issues of social justice and human rights while de-
emphasizing its insurgency and counter-insurgency character, as well as the ideological motives
of its protagonists. One result of this focus on the internal drivers of the war is to discount the
efficacy of U.S. policy. The influence of this inherent bias is surprisingly widespread, and in its
extreme form results in rejecting or ignoring facts while incorporating false information. For
example, in November 1980 a “Dissent Paper” surfaced which allegedly represented the
collective opinion of officials from several U.S. agencies sent through the State Department
Dissent Channel, an officially sanctioned route for objecting to established policy. The so-called
Dissent Paper was highly critical of U.S. support for the Salvadoran government and advocated

negotiations with the FMLN guerrillas. Despite the fact that no officials claimed authorship and
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the State Department disavowed the document as a fabrication, the El Salvador Dissent Paper

received widespread attention at the time and has persisted as a reference in current literature. %

Deeply embedded skepticism regarding U.S. policy distorts interpretations even in
sophisticated publications. For example, William Stanley’s The Protection Racket State and
Mark Peceny’s Democracy at the Point of Bayonets both argue that Reagan’s support for
democracy and human rights in El Salvador resulted primarily from congressional pressure, a
viewpoint at odds with the reformist logic that actually drove policy and downplays the crucial
formative actions of the Carter administration. 4% Westad goes further astray with the claim that,
“While the brutality of the El Salvadorean civil war surpassed anything seen in the recent history

of Latin America, US efforts at imposing change...had little effect.”*%®

From the opposite perspective, an influential counter-stream of interpretation in the
strategic studies literature and the neo-conservative canon has contributed to something of a
myth that EI Salvador was a U.S. counter-insurgency success.*** This too requires qualification.
The application of a unified political-military strategy without involving U.S. combat troops was
an important precedent. However, more than a decade of indirect intervention was sufficient only

to achieve a negotiated settlement, not victory, and resulted in a low quality democracy.*%
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Revolution in El Salvador

El Salvador was always a violent place. The political point of reference was “La
Matanza” (The Massacre) of January 1932, when the Army reacted to a mass, communist-
inspired rebellion by executing in the order of 30,000 Salvadorans, most of them indigenous
peasants.*®® The oligarchy and military drew three enduring lessons from this traumatic event:
reforms were the path to disorder, opposition equaled communism, and repression worked. Latin
America’s smallest and most densely populated nation, in the 1970s El Salvador had one of the
world’s highest murder rates and an archaic political system based on a pact between the Armed

Forces and the elite, and was ripe for revolution.

With the advent of the Cold War, this authoritarian and deeply anti-communist system
dovetailed with the United States and for decades benefitted from its support. At the same time,
Salvadorans were proud that, unlike neighboring Nicaragua, Honduras, and Guatemala, their
country had no history of direct U.S. intervention or political dependence. When the Carter
administration began showing opprobrium over human rights in 1977, the Salvadoran

government defiantly joined other Latin American militaries in rejecting further U.S. assistance.

In the summer of 1979, the situation changed abruptly for both EI Salvador and the
United States when the Sandinista-led insurrection next door in Nicaragua placed the Salvadoran
Marxist-Leninist opposition confidently on the same road to revolution. The roots of revolution

were deeper and more widespread in El Salvador than in Nicaragua, encompassing several small
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leftist political parties, popular fronts across labor, professional, agricultural, and student groups,
Catholic priests influenced by liberation theology, and five separate guerrilla organizations. A
revolutionary movement, both public and clandestine, had been developing for years in San
Salvador and throughout the countryside, with the exception of the western departments where
the 1932 rebellion and La Matanza had been concentrated. As protests, strikes, and guerrilla
attacks blossomed, the only response from the government, with the full support of the extremely
conservative but not yet politically organized oligarchy and private sector, was to increase

repression.

The Salvadoran Armed Forces had watched Somoza warily as he tottered and then fell,
and the Sandinistas swept into power in July. The effects of the Communist onslaught reached
their shores as hundreds of routed Nicaraguan National Guardsmen straggled by boat into the
port of La Union. **” Shocked, they increased counter-revolutionary violence further. But the
momentum only grew, and between the second half of 1979 and late1981, El Salvador descended
into what one author compared to the Terror of the French Revolution, called the “tiempos de

locura” (the crazy times).*%

The U.S. Gets ahead of the Curve in El Salvador

The disintegration in El Salvador at first received little attention while the Carter
administration concentrated on forestalling the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua. From San
Salvador, the Embassy had been reporting nervously on the growth of left-wing agitation, but it

remained sanguine about General Carlos Humberto Romero, who became President after a stolen
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election in 1977. Assistant Secretary Vaky was less sure. Determined to prevent a repeat
embarrassment, he and his chief of policy planning, Luigi Einaudi, made a sounding trip to El
Salvador at the end of July, one week after the Sandinistas rode into Managua. **® They found a
situation that was polarized and utterly grim. Seized with “revolutionary euphoria,” the radical
Left was building an insurrection on the Nicaraguan model and had the initiative. The
“bankrupt” Romero government was bereft of legitimacy and imagination, fixated on repression
and locked in unproductive and mutually suspicious dialogue with the moderate political parties.
The hope of the important Christian Democrat Party (PDC) was that “the U.S. will somehow
move in and save them from the Marxists.” Einaudi and Vaky quickly reached the conclusion

that Romero was “neither competent nor purposeful enough to warrant unconditional support.”>®

Back in Washington, they made a single incremental recommendation to Deputy
Secretary of State Warren Christopher, as head of the Human Rights Coordinating Group, to
reverse the U.S. prohibition on security assistance by authorizing the sale of tear gas so the
Armed Forces would not have to continue “controlling demonstrations ... with machine
guns.”% Actually, Vaky, with Einaudi as the principal architect, already had in mind a more
ambitious, strategy to get ahead of the insurrectional curve. Rather than trying to reform a
failing dictatorship as had occurred in Nicaragua, this time the United States would “build the
center” by supporting political moderates against the extremes of both the right and the left. At
the same time, the U.S. would advocate reforms of the constitution, the economy, and land

tenure, in order to “quitar banderas” (steal flags) from the revolutionary left, while maintaining
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respect for human rights. Security assistance would bolster the Armed Forces, while providing
breathing space for them to reform and improve performance. When Vaky testified to Congress
in September that the issue challenging the U.S. in Nicaragua was to create stability out of

revolution. In El Salvador, it was the contrary, to preserve stability by preempting revolution.

The problem was how to go about achieving it. The State Department led an interagency
planning effort.5%2 DOD assembled a proposal for resuming strictly non-lethal security assistance
— trucks, radios, and riot gear, but anticipating meeting the Salvadoran Armed Forces’ urgent
requirements for arms, ammunition, helicopters, and training. The Agency for International
Development (USAID) prepared a quick disbursing economic assistance program. Deputy
Assistant Secretary Bowdler travelled to EI Salvador in August to offer a quid pro quo: The U.S.
would provide assistance if Romero called for elections.>*® Romero refused, leaving the budding

initiative in a stall.

I1. El Salvador’s Most Announced Coup

On October 15, 1979, an organization of junior military officers, the Juventud Militar,
deposed President Romero in a well-orchestrated and almost bloodless coup.®®* They had elected
as their leaders Colonel Adolfo Majano, the most senior liberal officer, and Colonel Jaime Abdul
Gutierrez, an engineer identified with the senior leadership and the United States. Gutierrez was

not particularly prominent, but his participation guaranteed that conservatives, who made up the
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bulk of senior officers, would not oppose the Juventud Militar, and the Americans would back

them, which all agreed was essential for their survival.

All indications suggest that the Carter administration was not directly involved in the
October 15 coup d'état, but it was intimately apprised in advance and reacted assertively to
subsequent developments.>® There is little doubt that Colonel Gutierrez was a paid CIA asset
and the principal source for detailed reporting on the coup as it developed.®® His claim to
represent the U.S. seal of approval carried credibility with the officer corps, and his accession to
the leadership was consistent with U.S. interests in preventing the new government from tilting
too far leftward. The following guidance, dated October 17, from the CIA Latin American
Division head Nestor Sanchez to the CIA station in San Salvador does not answer the question of
direct involvement, but declassification of an operational channel message of this nature was

unusual in its own right:

We would like to reinforce the need for precaution you have already taken not to
involve [redacted] in a covert action role with the new government. At this time, we do
not have a presidential finding which would allow us to engage in operations using
agents of influence or other CA [covert action] activities regarding El Salvador. Thus,
we must limit the Agency’s role to serving as a channel for our policy makers.5%

The message may well have been eyewash, an internal deception to mask that the station did
exercise active influence in some form and was now being told to stand down. Carter promptly
signed a covert action finding in November that authorized “training and other resources for

moderate elements in El Salvador resisting ... guerrilla elements.”%%
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The Juventud Militar was authentically committed to reform. Three civilians joined the
ruling Junta Revolucionaria de Gobierno (JRG), which announced an “Emergency Program” to
“stop the violence and corruption and guarantee the protection of human rights.” °® They
cashiered about 20 percent of the Armed Forces, both officers and enlisted men, and disbanded
two security organizations, ANSESAL, the national intelligence office run out of the presidency,
and the rural paramilitary auxiliary ORDEN. (Both had been created to combat communism in

the 1960s, with assistance from the U.S. Special Forces and CIA.)

The coup was welcome news in the White House. President Carter noted on an El
Salvador update in his Evening Reading of October 16, “We would ‘provide all assistance’ if
they continued their support for human rights and democratic process.” °° The U.S. recognized
the JRG, promised aid, and deployed the first Mobile Training Team (MTT) to assess military
requirements.®!! “The JRG continues to make progressive and moderate statements and its
human rights posture appears excellent,” Pastor wrote in his initial assessment for Brzezinski on
October 18, concluding, “All in all we could not have hoped for a better group.”®'? The Carter
administration needed some good news in Central America, but Pastor was suffering from
immoderate optimism. The Juventud Militar represented the fourth time that young military
officers had attempted to reform El Salvador since the La Matanza in 1933. In each instance their
initiatives collapsed in confrontation with obdurate superiors who had the backing of the private
sector elite. The response of the conservative military leadership was equally reactionary this

time, but with a significant difference. Bound up with U.S. intervention and the civil war that
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was in its first and bloodiest phase, reform of the system would proceed instead of fail, but only

after a conservative correction.

Armed Forces Conservatives Kidnap the Coup

As opposition to the leftward swing from within the Armed Forces and the political right
emerged, members of the revolutionary organizations who had joined the new government
departed, fearing for their lives. Colonel Guillermo Garcia became Defense Minister, placing
members of his cohort in key positions, and in less than a year had sidelined Col. Majano and the
Juventud Militar. For the next four years, Garcia presided over military politics; he was also the
senior security interlocutor with the Salvadorans’ American allies, and in that role proved very
adept at stonewalling. The deteriorating political and security situation, including numerous
kidnappings, had prompted many members of the elite so-called Fourteen Families to flee to
Miami, but the private sector as a whole regrouped around the charismatic D’ Aubuisson, who

founded ARENA in April 1980.

The progressive supporters of the October 15 coup had expected to bring peace and
reconciliation to El Salvador, but the result was the opposite. After a brief respite, repression
resumed and a full-blown Dirty War confronted a well-developed revolutionary movement bent
on launching a Nicaragua-style insurrection. State terror, symbolized by the feared Death
Squads, continued virtually unchecked throughout 1980 and well into 1981. °** Although it was
impossible for the U.S. Embassy to track the full scope of violence, at least 10,000 people died in

political violence during 1980, the highest single year total of the 75,000 killed during the entire
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Civil War.>* As in the Argentine model, intelligence-driven operations consisted of extra-legal
arrest and clandestine detention, interrogation under torture, followed by execution. Victims
included virtually the entire leadership of the non-clandestine left and Oscar Romero, the

internationally admired Archbishop of San Salvador, shot by a sniper as he said mass.

As irrational and out of control as the violence seemed during El Salvador’s “tiempos de
locura,” violence did serve political ends and the logic of war. °*® The combination of physical
elimination and state terror removed the threat of overt communist victory, while a political
arrangement between the Armed Forces and the Christian Democrat Party established the basis
of the government’s legitimacy and authority. The contest between the forces of revolution and
counter-revolution would still be a close-run thing. However, the possibility of popular
insurrection faded and evolved into protracted guerrilla warfare, while the alignment of the
political center held. The developments, which took place between October 1979 and the first

months of 1980, defined the character of the Salvadoran Civil War over the next 12 years.

The deep U.S. involvement after the October 15 coup as an indispensable political-
military broker required a venture into El Salvador’s heart of darkness. Instability engulfed the
new JRG. Reformists and conservatives struggled for control of the government and Armed
Forces, leftists quickly abandoned the Junta, the revolutionary movement burgeoned, and
violence escalated. Between December and February, with the Iran hostage crisis and the Soviet

invasion of Afghanistan as major preoccupations, there was little meaningful action out of
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Washington on EIl Salvador. The White House had approved a $50 million aid package and a

modest counter-insurgency program built around non-lethal assistance.>®

It was perhaps fortunate that a scarcity of high level attention gave Assistant Secretary
Vaky considerable latitude. The decisive period occurred during about three weeks of intense
political action on the ground in San Salvador between the second half of February and early
March 1980. Carter had nominated Robert White to be the new ambassador, but conservatives
critical of his outspoken advocacy of human rights in Paraguay were putting him through a
difficult confirmation in the Senate. In the interim, Assistant Secretary Vaky recalled the weak
Ambassador Devine and sent Deputy Assistant Secretary James Cheek to serve as chargé

d'affaires.>’

The situation in El Salvador was dire when Cheek arrived in mid-February. As Christian
Democrat leader José Napoledn Duarte, who would soon join the Junta and become Cheek’s
principal interlocutor, described it, “After October 1979, there was a power vacuum... The only
force holding back a Leftist revolution was the Army.”5!® The CIA agreed. Director Stansfield
Turner warned in a January Alert Memorandum to the NSC:

Leftist extremists continue to make important gains in military and political strength.
Meanwhile, the governing junta is riven by divisions and its support among the
politically active population is dwindling. Under these circumstances . . . the odds
would favor an extreme left victory.>°

Cheek’s twin priorities were to ensure unity in the Armed Forces and ensure that moderates held

the balance in government. There was also an expectation that the U.S. would somehow get
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military violence under control. Cheek did not bring a blank check, but rather a conditional deal
that promised aid in exchange for serious reform. His leverage was limited. Although eager for
U.S. support, the military had reason to be deeply suspicious of the Carter administration. In
their view, he had opened the Pandora’s Box of chaos and revolution by abandoning Somoza and

the Cold War in the first place.

Plus, the Salvadorans were not operating altogether alone. From the early 1960s until
1977, the United States had been El Salvador’s principal source of advice, material assistance,
and ideological formation. Now, it was rejoining a war already in progress. Members of the Cold
War nexus that had long been aligned with the U.S. helped filled the gap: Taiwan where a
number of Salvadoran officers, including Roberto D’ Aubuisson, had received its special version
of anti-communist training; Israel, which picked up some of the slack as an arms supplier; and
Guatemala next door with its own brutal methods for countering subversion. Most importantly,
Argentina was already on the scene in February when Cheek arrived. A team of Battalion 601
officers were providing intelligence support to the National Guard, and Salvadoran officers were
receiving counter-guerrilla and urban counterinsurgency training in Buenos Aires.*? The
Salvadorans were already pursuing the Argentine method. Making the comparison to the Dirty
War, a State Department analysis noted, “Over the past year the death toll per capita has been

several times that of Argentina in 1975-78.75%

These influences strengthened the extreme right within the military and the private sector.

Cheek recognized that the threat to the project of building the center of a rightist putsch was as

520 AmEmbassy San Salvador, telegram 0809, Multilateralization of Military Assistance to El Salvador, February 5,
1980, NSDA.
521 Department of State Memorandum for Brzezinski, El Salvador: Background Paper, December 11, 1980, NSDA.

189



dangerous as the challenge of Marxist-Leninist revolution. Not long after he arrived in February,
he fended off a budding coup by signaling that the U.S. would walk away from El Salvador if the

attempt went ahead.>?2

The indispensable priority was to consolidate military unity, the critical lesson that had
come too late in Nicaragua. The contest for control of the Salvadoran Armed Forces persisted for
much of 1980. Here, Cheek made it clear that the U.S. was siding neither with the extreme
rightists such as Vice Minister Carranza or the left-leaning Juventud Militar, but with the
conservative institutionalists in the High Command. The principal leaders were Junta member
Gutierrez and Defense Minister Garcia, joined by National Guard Commander Eugenio Vides
Casanova. All three soon promoted themselves to general officers, with Garcia emerging as the
presiding commander. Although their sympathies were closer to the rightists, with the U.S. on
their side, they acted to limit the right’s challenge to their own power, while directly draining
strength from the leftist reformers in the Juventud. They had some officers transferred to remote
combat posts and placed others under commanders loyal to them. Several dissenters were

assassinated and a few others, already identified as renegades, deserted to join the guerrillas.

Colonel Majano and the Juventud Military proved a double-edged sword. They were
useful to the U.S. both as a source of pressure for reform and a counterweight to a coup. In May,
Majano learned that Roberto D’ Aubuisson was meeting secretly at a farm outside San Salvador
with several active duty officers and FAN members to plot a second coup attempt. He sent loyal
officers to detain them, although allies quickly had them released. The incident turned the

political tide against the extreme right within the Armed Forces and was an important first step in
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establishing civilian control of the government. Only one other coup threat materialized during

the succeeding years.

On the other hand, Majano attempted to challenge the conservatives and reassert the
power of the Juventud Militar in June and September 1980. Both times he had to back down
when votes within the officer corps went against him. His days on the Junta were numbered. By
December, the reformist movement was spent and the unity of the Armed Forces reasonably
secure. When the High Command offered Majano exile as Ambassador to Spain, he instead
denounced them, went into hiding, and ultimately exiled himself to obscurity in the United

States.

Cheek’s second task was to stabilize the government and move its political center of
gravity toward the middle. After he arrived in February, he brokered a compromise that kept the
High Command intact and placed Christian Democrats in government. Senior PDC leader Duarte
was pro-U.S and had a political base. As the former mayor of San Salvador, he had won the 1972
presidential election, only to have the military take him prisoner, torture him, and expel him to
Venezuela; he returned following the October 1979 coup as a national hero. Duarte did not
control and could not challenge the military directly, and had to suffer the violence that saw
dozens of lower-ranking PDC members assassinated. There was little trust, but the Armed Forces
acquiesced as long as the party did not interfere with them. In April 1980, Duarte signed a series
of reform decrees that nationalized the banks and agricultural exports, and launched the first of a
planned three-phase agrarian reform. The reforms infuriated the right, which accused the PDC
of being Communist and the U.S. of abetting them. But the government held. Duarte became

provisional President in December, a position he would retain through the elections in 1982.
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Duarte’s election as President in 1984 marked El Salvador’s successful transition to democracy,

even though his government proved corrupt and only marginally competent.

III. Grasping the Salvadoran Nettle

For the U.S., the shock of reversal in Nicaragua framed the Carter administration’s
determination to defend EIl Salvador. However, the continuing violence and human rights
violations of the security forces made this a distasteful choice. The critical issue, however,
became halting the spread of revolution. Anyone in Nicaragua following the FSLN victory who
witnessed the comings and goings of Salvadoran revolutionaries, the solidarity committees, and
the declarations of the government would have agreed with the CIA assessment that, “The
Sandinistas have trained, advised, and probably armed revolutionaries,” while “Havana
continues to work to establish clandestine support mechanisms for insurgents in E1 Salvador.”%?
Nevertheless, NSC Latin America staffer Bob Pastor, who was heavily committed to reaching
accord with the Sandinistas and relatively more complacent on El Salvador, claimed it was not
until more than a year later that a CIA report of January 6, 1981, “for the first time, in my
opinion, provided conclusive proof that the Nicaraguan government was providing significant

amounts of aid to the insurgency in El Salvador.”%*

Duarte’s accession in March 1980 came with a U.S. promise to support “clean
counterinsurgency” with $5m in security assistance and $50 million in economic aid.> The

lethal vs. non-lethal distinction and respect for human rights were considered highly important in
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the U.S., if not to the Salvadoran High Command. Actual deliveries were more hesitant and
provided in fits and starts. Since January, some equipment such as riot gear, trucks, and radios
had arrived, and technical teams had been assisting with logistics, vehicle maintenance,
communications, medical services, and public relations. The U.S. had also delivered Six UH1H

(Huey) helicopters from Vietnam inventories, with the strict condition that they not be armed.

The situation during 1980 was continuing to deteriorate when Defense Secretary Harold
Brown wrote a memo to Brzezinski on October 8, attaching yet another CIA threat warning.>?® In
it the Secretary urged more decisive action on security assistance to prevent military collapse. A
subsequent series of SCC and other interagency meetings followed at which a more
comprehensive strategy for EI Salvador took shape. The recommendations included immediate
provision of lethal equipment, four additional helicopters, $5 million more in Foreign Military
Sales, intelligence and special operations support for arms interdiction, a naval MTT, and four
ground force MTTs, with professionalization of the Salvadoran Armed Forces a longer-term
goal. The total added up to $25-70 million in additional military requirements over the next 12-

18 months, plus $30-100 million in economic aid.%?’

The Joint Venture between El Salvador and the U.S.

U.S. assistance to El Salvador always came with strings attached. The need to balance
Cold War containment with human rights entangled policy management and domestic politics in
serious and at times painful tension between power and principle. Proximity in America’s

backyard accentuated attention from Congress and the media, keeping El Salvador under a public

526 Memorandum for Brzezinski from Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, Countering the Insurgency in El
Salvador, October 8, 1980, NSDA; Memorandum for Brzezinski from Robert Pastor, Harold Brown’s Memo on El
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microscope. Prominent Democratic representative from New York, Stephen Solarz, captured the
dilemma: "We do not want to see a guerrilla victory, but we do not want to see the United States
provide assistance to a government whose security forces remain responsible for the abduction

and torture of thousands of people."?

The two objectives — supporting war in the name of containment and controlling violence
in the name of human rights — were at odds with each other. Congress levied conditions on aid,
but it would not take responsibility for cutting aid and thereby risk “losing” another country to
communism. That placed the onus on the Executive. Carter set the pattern for managing the
friction between these aims without having to choose one or the other. In the end, the Cold War
justification for aiding EI Salvador, bolstered by the promise of Duarte and the government
reforms, prevailed over human rights concerns. The dynamic persisted when Reagan came into
office and Congress formalized conditions on assistance in 1981 by requiring presidential
certification every six months that the Government of El Salvador was “making a concerted and

significant effort to comply with internationally recognized human rights.”°?

As the commitment deepened to El Salvador during 1980, the Carter administration
presumed that the promise of life-saving aid would serve as leverage over Defense Minister
Garcia and the High Command. However, the Salvadoran Armed Forces were willing allies only
to a point. They did acquiescence to the Christian Democrats and government reforms, but when
it came to outside interference that threatened their autonomy and impunity, the military resisted.

The problem was the same one Robert Komer had emphasized in his assessment on U.S.

528 Margot Hornblower, “Panel Votes most of El Salvador Aid,” WP, May 12, 1983.
529 E] Salvador Certification, Presidential Determination 82-4, January 28, 1982, pursuant to Section 728 (b), (d),
and (e) of the International Security and Development Cooperation Action of 1981.
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performance in Vietnam: “The deeper we got in the less leverage we had.”®% It boiled down to a
question of mutual dependence that placed the United States in a commitment trap.>! If the
Salvadoran regime required U.S. sponsorship for its survival, U.S would not risk destabilizing
the military, much less sacrifice it to the communist onslaught by actually cutting off aid.
Common portrayals — including in the White House — tended to assume the U.S. and El Salvador
were in a patron-client relationship. In a more accurate characterization, it was a joint venture, in

which each shared relative power and responsibilities along with risks and rewards.

Ambassador White as Human Rights Crusader

In his tumultuous ten and a half months as ambassador to El Salvador, Robert White
often seemed to be at cross purposes with the joint venture. He arrived on March 11, 1980, just
after James Cheek had consolidated the pact between the High Command and the PDC. White
quickly lived up to his reputation as a human rights crusader, and argued that the source of armed
opposition in El Salvador was not external subversion, but the lack of equity and social justice.
He staunchly defended the Christian Democrats and their reforms, while publically condemning
both the extreme left and the right. He made no effort to establish rapport with Garcia or the
other members of the High Command, and instead, terming them “Murder Incorporated,” he
chastised them for failing to control their violence.>*? White applied leverage, for example,
promising additional helicopters only if officers accused of human rights violations were

cashiered or transferred. He delayed deployment of MTTs, instead having Salvadoran officers
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sent to Panama for a three-week internal defense and development course that emphasized
human rights. White was a courageous and outspoken advocate of human rights in the midst of
the “tiempos de locura.” However, his State Department bosses were often left frustrated and the
net effect must be questioned. The extreme right rallied in enmity toward him personally. With
trust entirely lacking, the Armed Forces increased their resistance, while death squad violence

proceeded throughout the year undiminished.

Reform with Repression

On the night of November 4, 1980, upper class neighborhoods of San Salvador erupted in
gunfire. It was not a guerrilla assault, but rather a celebration of Election Day in the United
States, which had resulted in Ronald Reagan’s defeat of Jimmy Carter. The Salvadoran right and
the military were certain that they would now have a free hand to eliminate their adversaries.
Reagan had promised to rid Central America of the communist menace, and any number of
people associated with the campaign had given similar assurances that “help was on the way.”>*
It had appeared that the new team was prepared to focus exclusively on fighting the Cold War in

El Salvador while letting support for human rights slip, but Reagan’s appetite for doing so, and

his latitude were far less than many expected.

One month after the election, the tragic abduction, rape, and murders of four American
churchwomen in El Salvador on December 2, 1980 was “a pivotal event in the history of U.S.
interventions in Central America,” and decades later it continues to compel fascination and

revulsion.>® The killings were at once crimes and acts of war, callous and brutal even by the
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standards of El Salvador, and the fact that the victims were not only U.S. citizens, but three
missionary nuns and a lay worker from the Catholic Maryknoll order magnified the shock. The
incident galvanized public awareness in the United States, thrusting El Salvador to the forefront
of foreign policy issues in the final days of the Carter administration when the transition to
Ronald Reagan was already underway. The official reaction exposed the tradeoff between human
rights and containment like no other event, while putting the efficacy of leverage to a severe
test.>3® The media depicted an enraged Ambassador Robert White and other stunned embassy
officials standing by as the dead nuns were exhumed after discovery of their makeshift graves.>*
“Count 1,000 dead peasants for one dead, raped American nun,” Alexander Cockburn wrote in
what became an iconic essay, offering the sardonic judgment that “El Salvador was a TFN (a
Totally F****d-up Nation).”>®’ But for White, a Boston Catholic, the atrocity was deeply
personal. The evening before the murders, two of the churchwomen had dined with him and his
wife and stayed as guests at the official residence. They left the next morning to pick up two
sister nuns who were arriving on a flight from Managua, where they worked with Christian Base
Communities closely identified with the Sandinista revolution. The four women were intercepted
in their vehicle as they on the road back to San Salvador from the international airport. Most
observers, including White, considered the circumstances sufficient evidence to conclude that the

forces were responsible.

In reaction, President Carter immediately suspended all assistance to the country. He

dispatched a Presidential Delegation consisting of Assistant Secretary for Latin America William
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Bowadler, who had replaced Vaky in late-1979, along with William D. Rodgers, who had served
as Henry Kissinger’s Assistant Secretary during the Ford administration.>*® They were charged
with pressing the military to mount a credible investigation while reforming itself and getting
violence under control. If anything, the situation worsened. Given the promise of laxer treatment
from the incoming Reagan team, the High Command was not much disposed to bow to pressure
from the outgoing Carter administration. Just before Bowdler and Rodgers traveled to San
Salvador, Reagan’s State Department transition team undercut them by leaking a report
recommending the removal of White, Robert Pastor, James Cheek, and several other “social
reformers” who worked on Latin America.>*® In San Salvador, Duarte took over as interim
President, and with the government suffering a critical foreign exchange shortage, the
administration released economic but not military assistance. The Salvadoran High Command
opted to stonewall. Killings continued unabated, surpassing 10,000, which would make 1980 the

most violent year of the war.

Liberal and conservative Catholics were sharply divided in the United States, and the
political-religious dimension of the murders was exceptionally important, with ramifications for
that would persist throughout the Reagan years. >*° Liberal Catholic members of Congress such
as Tip O’Neill, the speaker of the House of Representatives, were deeply opposed to U.S. policy
in Central America. In the opposing camp were prominent conservative Catholics on Reagan’s
new leadership team, who, in alignment with Polish Pope John Paul 1l, considered communism

and the Soviet Union the source of spiritual evil. Among them were CIA Director William
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Casey, Secretary of State Alexander Haig, and UN Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick.. In December
1980 Kirkpatrick told an interviewer that, “The nuns were not just nuns...The nuns were also
political activists on behalf of the Frente [FDR-FMLN].”** A couple of months later, Secretary
of State Haig told Congress told Congress in credibility-damaging testimony that the
churchwomen “may have tried to run a roadblock™ and “there may have been an exchange of
gunfire.” **2 This commentary required ignoring the facts that they had been raped, that their
hands were tied behind their backs, and that they had been executed with shots to the head.
Efforts to claim they were misquoted or taken out of context did not erase the perception that the

new Reagan administration would defend the worst abuses of the Salvadoran military.

Compounding the problem was the murder of two more American citizens on January 3,
1981, brazenly machine-gunned at close range as they dine with the chief of El Salvador’s
Agrarian Reform Institute, the principal target. The U.S. victims had semi-official status as
advisors from the American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD), the anti-Communist
arm of the AFL-CIO labor organization, funded by the U.S. Agency for International
Development. Dogged FBI agents and embassy officers eventually cracked both cases. The
killers in both cases were associated with the military, and they, although no one at higher level
were prosecuted at U.S. insistence. Well before that, the demands of war determined that

Carter’s final decision on El Salvador again placed power ahead of principle.
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IV. The FMLN “Final Offensive”

On the afternoon of January 10, 1981, ten days before Ronald Reagan’s inauguration,
gunfire again lit up the streets of San Salvador and other cities and towns throughout the country.
This time it was not in celebration. The recently formed Farabundo Marti National Liberation
Front (FMLN) had decided after the November 4 election that it not going to wait and see what
Reagan was going to do in El Salvador, but would present the United States with a fait accompli.
Broadcasting over the guerrilla radio station Radio VVenceremos on January 10, the FMLN
announced:

At 5:00 this afternoon the general offensive was launched. The enemy is lost; we have
him surrounded; popular justice is at hand. . . People of El Salvador, we have begun the
national liberation. The moment has come to take to the streets.>*®

This “Final Offensive” was intended to replay the Sandinista-led insurrection in
Nicaragua a year and a half earlier. The Salvadoran and Nicaraguan revolutionaries had close
associations, and Nicaragua was their sanctuary. As with the Sandinistas, their principal source
of inspiration, guidance, and support was Cuba. Fidel Castro had long-standing relations with the
older generation of Salvadoran revolutionary leaders, and hosted protracted talks to bring the five
revolutionary factions together began during late-1979 in Havana under his direction. The
America Department of the General Directorate of Intelligence was the principal sponsor, with
the Directorate of Special Operations from the Ministry of Interior providing military assistance
from the same Special Forces group that assisted the Sandinistas as well as the MPLA in Angola.

They drove the same bargain with them they had with Sandinistas: unity before arms.>** On
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October 10, 1980, the five groups agreed to form the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front,
named like the FSLN after the martyred leader of their failed 1932 insurgency. By the time of the
final offensive three months later, the CIA estimated the FMLN had covertly received 200

hundred tons of weapons from Cuba and Nicaragua.>*

This time, though, it was the left, not the United States, that was behind the curve. There
would not be a second Nicaragua. Instead of a revolutionary fait accompli, the final offensive
was a failure. Assessments, including from the guerrillas themselves, were fairly uniform.4
Guerrilla columns made serious incursions into San Salvador and several departmental capitals
and occupied dozens of outlying towns. However, the FMLN suffered battlefield errors, lack of
leadership, and lapses of coordination. The Armed Forces had seized arms caches and
maintained cohesion, defending themselves against direct attacks and forcing the FMLN from

population centers. With the exception of the garrison in the western city of Santa Ana, barracks

rebellions by sympathizers from the remnants of the Juventud Militar also failed to materialize.

The final offensive met political and military misfortune, but the FMLN had not been
trying to defeat the Armed Forces. Rather, its aim had been to spark an insurrection, and it had
miscalculated badly. Although it mobilized upward of 10,000 armed supporters, the people at
large simply did not respond to the FMLN’s summons to national liberation. The political
conditions did not exist. By the end of 1980, the death squads had eliminated most of the left’s

non-clandestine leaders, while security force violence had put an intimidating end to public
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opposition and roused latent fears of communism and of La Matanza in 1932. A sufficient
measure of political legitimacy balanced the military’s extreme exercise in authority. In contrast
to Nicaragua’s vulnerability under the sultanistic Somoza, the strategy of building the political
center combined with reforms, which included the promise of elections, to offer another way out.
Che Guevara himself had written the judgment:

Where a government has come into power through some form of popular vote,
fraudulent or not, and maintains at least an appearance of constitutional legality, the
guerrilla outbreak cannot be promoted, since the possibilities of peaceful struggle have
not yet been exhausted.>*’

The January 1981 final offensive was a strategic defeat for the FMLN. There was no
battle for the capital city, no popular insurrection, no collapse of the Armed Forces, no Tet-like
impact in the United States. Yet the FMLN was resilient, armed and united, and it adapted.
Pivoting quickly, the forces of each faction withdrew to their respective rural bases where they
enjoyed a measure of popular support. With an initial core strength of over 5,000 fighters, fully
one-third the size of the Armed Forces at the time, the FMLN was able to control or contest
about one-third of eastern and northern El Salvador. Nicaragua and Cuba continued to provide
support and sanctuary. Attacking infrastructure and the economy, mounting urban operations,
and taking on the Armed Forces in semi-conventional formations, in 1981 the FMLN adopted a

strategy of protracted warfare and began its evolution into a tough and proficient guerrilla army.

Carter’s Final Steps on El Salvador
Reacting to the final offensive during his last week in office, Jimmy Carter made two
decisions that deepened the U.S. commitment to El Salvador. Secretary of State Muskie had

recommended on January 8, two days before the FMLN offensive began, that the President
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restore military aid to El Salvador, arguing that investigations into the Nuns’ and Sheraton cases
were under way. On January 14, Carter lifted the suspension, authorizing the release of $2.7
million in non-lethal military equipment, including helicopters.>*® On the 16th, he signed a
Presidential Determination under Section 506(a) of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, which
gave him authority to provide emergency assistance to the Salvadoran Armed Forces without
requiring prior approval from Congress. ** The $5 million in additional aid included weapons
and ammunition to restore stocks depleted during the final offensive, the first lethal equipment El
Salvador had received since 1977. On the notification list were 2,000 M16 rifles, 6.5 million
rounds of ammunition, hand grenades, and machine guns to arm helicopters, as well as the first
of the long-delayed MTTs. According to the justification:

The Salvadoran need for this materiel is critical and we must respond rapidly to its
legitimate security needs... El Salvador is now faced with a new and massive threat to
its security, brought about by the supply of new and substantial amounts of arms and
ammunition to the Marxist guerrillas from their foreign supporters.>°

An Interagency Group was also at work on a detailed proposal for a further $25 million in short-
term security assistance.>! From San Salvador, Ambassador White, who had reluctantly
concurred with the emergency shipment but not the MTTSs, objected strongly to this additional
aid. He argued that no investigations into the murder of U.S. citizens were under way, and that
approval would merely encourage the Armed Forces to continue ignoring U.S. human rights’

concerns while pursuing their bloody practices.>? It was a futile parting shot.
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In the broader picture, these final decisions on El Salvador were consistent with other
shifts that marked Carter’s late-term militarization of the Cold War. These also encompassed
increasing the defense budget, stationing naval forces in the Persian Gulf, and supporting the
mujahedin insurgency in Afghanistan. In El Salvador, the precedence given to human rights
gave way to national security priorities. The fine distinction between lethal and non-lethal
assistance disappeared. Investigations into the murders of American citizens, attention to human
rights, and contending with the extreme right would remain important, but no longer stood as
outright conditions on aid. It was also a more nuanced approach in which the goal of securing
political legitimacy while supporting violent military authority — of reform with repression,

became the basis for a more complete and enduring counter-insurgency strategy.

The United States provided $48.9 in military aid to El Salvador in 1981 and $82.5 million
in 1982, based on Carter administration plans. When Army Special Forces Brigadier General
Fred Woerner presented his comprehensive counter-insurgency strategy in November 1981, most
of his recommendations were already under way or in preparation.>®® The Reagan

administration’s allegedly all-new commitment to El Salvador was built entirely on Carter.
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Chapter 6: Ronald Reagan Draws the Line

I. Making America Great Again ... in Central America

A sense of decline still gripped the United States when Ronald Reagan assumed office on
January 20, 1981. The belief that Carter’s presidency had failed was widespread. The country
had not entirely recovered from Watergate and Vietnam. An oil crisis and inflation roiled the
economy. The end of the year-long Iran hostage crisis brought relief without victory. The Cold
War had revived as U.S.-Soviet relations descended to a new low. For Reagan, the sunny
conservative, “Make America Great Again” was more than a campaign slogan. Declinism was

most of all a problem of attitude, and his first goal was to revive national confidence.>*

At the top of the agenda was standing up to the Soviet Union. Its military power was
growing, and further advances threatened in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Where to draw the
line? By default rather than design that place became Central America, most immediately in the
smallest Latin American nation, El Salvador. The more difficult issue was, how exactly to draw
that line? It would take nearly a year for the new Reagan team to decide formally what the
United States would do in Central America, but they were at work well before the inauguration.
Most of them thought they were striking off in a completely new direction and were simply
unaware they were building entirely on the direction set under Jimmy Carter.>>® As Robert
Osgood put it:

The Reagan Administration is repeating the first beat of a familiar rhythm of American
political life....The continuities of American foreign policy are always greater than the
political claims to innovation would have one believe.5%¢
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Most of the literature acknowledges that the Reagan administration picked up in Central
America where the Carter administration left off, but the tendency is to emphasize the
differences between the two.%’ Politically and ideologically those differences were great, but as
matters of policy and strategy they represented an evolution rather than a distinct break. Reagan
had referred to Central America often during the election campaign. He gave voice to the
arguments of Jeanne Kirkpatrick and the Santa Fe Report, that Soviet-Cuban subversion in
Central America threatened U.S. national security and it was a mistake to abandon U.S. allies.
The solution required a return to containment. The Cold War strategy, to exclude hostile external
powers and intervene in the Western Hemisphere, was also a return to the Monroe Doctrine and

the Roosevelt Corollary.

President Reagan, like Carter, led with moral conviction. But where Carter had wrestled
and never quite resolved the contradictions of principle and power, Reagan carried a deeply
grounded sense of America’s purpose and dealt with the world as it was. If there was a major
difference between Carter and Reagan, it might best be described as strategic passion. Where
Carter had been reactive and defensive, Reagan embraced Central America as a place to take the
offensive in the global Cold War. Domestically, the politicization of Central America and the
fear of another Vietnam-like quagmire critically constrained Reagan’s freedom of action. The
strategic problem was how to achieve U.S. aims in the region through war while limiting the

actual use of force?
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Insiders and observers alike shared the impression that the Reagan Administration
floundered from crisis to crisis in Central America during its first year. >°® The one thing that
saved them was the fact that Carter had left a basic policy in place. Reagan and his new foreign
policy team shared a consensus that Cuban and Soviet penetration was the source of instability in
Central America and the Caribbean and a threat to American security. Crisis in the region was
also an opportunity to demonstrate American determination in the Cold War. But that was as far
as agreement went. Competing proposals abounded. Within the bureaucracy, the Inter-agency
Core Group met frequently, and its members kept busy, circulating intelligence reports and
strategy documents up the chain to the new leaders of their respective agencies. UN Ambassador
Jeane Kirkpatrick continued to advocate that the U.S. needed to make its stand in Central
America regardless of whether its allies were autocrats or democrats. Bill Casey at CIA had
much the same idea and began taking action as soon as he took over as Director in January.
During the transition, he had ordered reports on Central America, began building the case for

more covert action in Nicaragua, and held meetings on El Salvador.

El Salvador is The Urgent Case

In early 1981, El Salvador was the urgent case. The government was shaky, the right
wing threatened, death squads filled the streets with bodies, and even though the final offensive
had failed, guerrilla forces had the initiative. The desire to do something about it was compelling,
but to many deeper U.S. involvement was risky. In addition, there was the question of how El
Salvador and Central America ranked with other priorities, a point captured in Robert Tucker’s

comment that, “The eagle that kills the deer in Central America will not frighten the bear in the
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Middle East.”**® Reagan’s political advisors certainly would have preferred to keep Central
America on the back burner. Led by what was termed “the Troika,” consisting of Chief of Staff
James Baker, Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver, and Counselor Edwin Meese, they feared
that Central America would prove a distraction and complicate bipartisan support needed in
Congress for Reagan’s top priorities: his economic recovery plan and rebuilding the Armed
Forces. Critically, First Lady Nancy Reagan, the guardian of her husband’s legacy, was not about

to let him go to war over Central America. %

At great pains to demonstrate it was striking off in a new direction, the first thing the
Reagan administration did was fire the career State Department personnel who had carried out
Carter’s policies in Central America. As anticipated in the leaked transition report, the
dismissals included Ambassador Robert White, who had symbolized the human rights crusade,
and Assistant Secretary Bowdler, both of whom retired, along with Deputy Assistant Secretary
James Cheek, unceremoniously exiled to Kathmandu. Significantly, Latin America Policy
Planning chief Luigi Einaudi, who was more than any other single individual responsible for the

strategy of building the center in El Salvador, remained in place.

Going to the Source in Cuba

The chief drummer for stronger action in the region throughout 1981 and until he
resigned in June 1982 was Secretary of State Al Haig. He began in the first gathering of
Reagan’s new national security team at Blair House shortly before the inauguration. Haig, who

was the only one Reagan did not know well, surprised the group with a passionate argument that

%59 Robert W. Tucker, “The Purposes of American Power,” p. 272.
560 patterson, Restless Giant, pp. 154-5; Cannon, President Reagan, p. 298.
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confronting the Soviets over Central America should be their top foreign policy priority.
Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger wrote that Haig further shocked them by proposing,

“We would have to invade Cuba and, one way or another, put an end to the Castro regime.”*®!

Al Haig was no wild-eyed conservative like the ideologues who positioned themselves as
Reagan’s true supporters. Only Vice President Bush possessed comparable international,
military, and White House experience. An Army four-star general, decorated in Vietnam, Haig
had served in the Nixon and Ford White House as Military Assistant to Henry Kissinger and
played a critical role as chief of staff during Nixon’s resignation. He was serving as NATO
commander (SACEUR) when Reagan tapped him for Secretary of State. Haig is generally
portrayed as a Nixon-Kissinger realist and a Reagan moderate, but he drew the hardest of hard
lines on the Cold War in Central America and Cuba. In his assessment, the critical lessons of the
wars in Korea and Vietnam did not concern the primacy of ensuring public support or the
dangers of protracted conflict and escalation, but rather that half-measures led to quagmire and
the failure of national will. In Central America, he wrote, “To start small, to show hesitation,...to
localize our response was to Vietnamize our situation.”®? Because Cuban adventurism and
Soviet ambition lay behind revolution, “I believed our policy should carry the consequences of
this directly to Moscow and Havana...to commit ourselves at a high level of intensity from the

beginning.”*®® By meeting what the challenge with a military response, the President:
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Would create a momentum that would help to bring about the strengthening of an
international order based on peaceful change under the rule of law. Butif . . . he
reproduced the miscalculations of the past, then it seemed to me that the brutality and
the rapacity that had marked international life in recent years must continue, with
results that could not be calculated. 564

Haig persisted in talking brashly about bombing Cuba. In February, the press attributed to him
threats that the United States was preparing to “go to the source” to halt arms trafficking to
guerrillas in EI Salvador.®% Rather than intimidating the Soviets and Cubans, Haig wounded
himself. According to White House Counselor Michael Deaver, who was among those closest to
the President, when Haig once said, “Give me the word and I’ll turn that island into a fucking

parking lot,” the remark “scared the shit out of Ronald Reagan.”°%

El Salvador is the Place for Victory

The Reagan administration paid a great deal of attention to Central America from the
beginning. It was the principal topic of discussion at the first formal meeting of the National
Security Council on February 6, 1981, two weeks after the inauguration, and it was on the
agenda at successive meetings on February 11, 18, and 27. Between February 6 and November
16, when the President confirmed major policy decisions on Central America, the NSC convened
a total of 26 times, and it was an agenda item in fully half of those meetings.*®” Arguably, there
were more important matters, for example arms control, the first stirrings against the Soviet
Union in Poland, and the war in Afghanistan, but no other single issue received this same degree
of attention. Reagan participated in all of these meetings, except for two he missed during April

while he was recovering from the assassination attempt by John Hinckley on March 30. A
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smaller National Security Planning Group (NSPG) also normally met with the President prior to

formal meetings of the NSC.

The subsequent citations are taken from the minutes of the first NSC meeting on
February 6.5 The group was well informed on Central America and shared a desire to do
something about it, but seemed to assume naively that winning public support for their view of
the threat to the U.S. from Central America was merely a matter of making the case. Cuba and
the Soviet Union featured in the discussion as might have been expected, but so did Vietnam,
and surprisingly Angola. The competition among his advisors that would harden into
dysfunctional fractures on Central America more than on any other issue was also apparent in

this first meeting.

President Reagan opened the session by explaining at some length his conviction that
Soviet and Cuban meddling was the problem in Central America. In the future, it would not be

Reagan’s usual practice to speak at such length, unless it was to tell a story.

Speaking next, National Security Advisor Richard Allen promised to have a policy for
the Central America that would cope with the Cuban problem within four months. The task
would actually take double that time. Allen, the first of Reagan’s six National Security Advisors,

would resign soon after.

As the discussion proper got under way, Secretary Haig, positioning himself as the

“vicar” of foreign policy, took the lead to make his case:
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This area is our third border. . . these countries could manage if it were not for
Cuba...Cuba exploits internal difficulty in these states by exporting arms and
subversion. . . The Salvadorans have captured arms left behind in Vietham. Not even
the Cubans are capable of orchestrating such complicated arms transactions alone. . . |
saw [Soviet] Ambassador Dobrynin last night. . . | told Dobrynin that the first order of
business was to establish an acceptable code of international behavior. . . The U.S.
would not stand by and permit the Cubans to draw us into another Vietnam. We would
get to the source of the problem.

Dobrynin had known Haig for years and found him extremely contentious. Characterizing him as
a poor choice as Reagan’s Secretary of State, Cuba obsessed, and a “typical bully,” Dobrynin
reported that he told Haig his “anti-Sovietism was worse than Carter’s moralizing and his

militarism fed the hardliners in the Politburo.””>%°

Haig continued his presentation to the NSC on Central America:

Secretary Weinberger and | have work underway on Caribbean contingencies. We will
have to deal with Nicaragua, El Salvador, and, most especially with Cuba. Our
interagency group is active...highly sensitive contingency planning continues.

Haig did have contingency planning under way, but the reference to cooperation with Defense
Secretary Weinberger, another contentious adversary, was spurious. Weinberger said he agreed
with Haig on Central America to the extent that “the problem stems from Cuba.” But he opposed
both direct military action and rushing to deal directly with the Soviets on Central America,
Afghanistan, or arms control because, “We don’t want to appear too eager since this weakens our
position.” For him, public support was the priority:

There is no doubt we face a tough situation in Nicaragua and El Salvador...with some
covert aid we could disrupt Cuban activities...I am not sure that most Americans
understand the situation there... We need to explain to the people that this is a
dangerous situation for the US, and we may have to move strongly.

The President responded:
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My own feeling...is that we are way behind, perhaps decades, in establishing relations
[between] the two Americas. We must change the attitude of our diplomatic corps so
that we don’t bring down governments in the name of human rights. None of them is as
guilty of human rights violations as are Cuba and the USSR...I want to see that stopped.

Reagan did not directly address the dispute over escalation that Haig and Weinberger had
opened. He had limited knowledge of covert action, and when he mentioned it, it was by
introducing Angola into the discussion:

In Angola, for example, Savimbi holds a large chunk of Angolan territory. With some
aid, he could reverse the situation.

General David Jones, who had been Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff since 1978 and was
Air Force Chief of Staff during the Ford Administration, picked up on the President’s reference:

In 1975, President Ford agreed we needed to put the Cubans on notice for their
activities in Angola. The Clark Amendment stopped us. Even if we can’t always stop
the Cubans, it is important that we make them pay the price of admission.

CIA Director Casey agreed, and weighed in with his own recommendation:

The most effective way to put pressure on Cuba would be through Angola. We should
seek a repeal of the Clark Amendment and consider aid to Savimbi.

Haig said, “It’s under consideration, but we don’t want to lose.” (When the administration tried

in March, Congress refused.>’)

Deliberation returned to Central America. Reagan did not address, much less endorse,
Haig’s proposal to attack Cuba. Instead, he said, “El Salvador is a good starting point. A victory

there could set an example.”

Jones responded:

To stop the Cubans and help others stop them we need better intelligence, a
psychological warfare program, and an ability to impede guerrilla activities. In El
Salvador, we probably bought about two months’ time. We also need to work with the
Honduran and Guatemalan governments.

570 UPI, “The administration will seek repeal of the amendment barring aid to UNITA,” March 20, 1981.
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Referring back to the Nicaraguan promise to cut arms to the Salvadoran guerrillas, Casey said
with some exaggeration:

There have been over 100 planeloads of arms from Cuba over the past 90 days. The
Nicaraguans can’t be ignorant of that.

The President asked: “How can we intercept these weapons? What can we do to help?” The next
30 lines of exchange between Reagan and Casey are redacted. They would almost certainly have
concerned the expansion of covert action to interdict weapons for the Salvadoran guerillas,
possibly including mention of the Nicaraguan resistance. The meeting wound down. The
President concluded: “We can’t afford a defeat. El Salvador is the place for victory.”
Immediately following the first NSC meeting on February 6, Reagan made key decisions
on El Salvador. They built entirely on the Interagency Group proposal presented in January, at
the end of the Carter administration. The pact with the Christian Democrats, support for
constituent assembly elections in early 1982, support for the agrarian and other reforms,
economic and military assistance, and human rights concerns all remained in effect. Reagan
signed a Presidential Determination for an additional $20 million in emergency military
assistance using the same 560(a) authority as Carter’s determination of January 16. An economic
aid package included urgently needed balance of payments support and quick-disbursing funds to
create 10,000 jobs. These were the principal measures of the counter-insurgency contingency
operation the United States would sustain in its joint counter-insurgency venture with the

government of El Salvador through 1992.

II. Reagan’s House, Flawed by Design
If Carter’s foreign policy house was divided, Reagan’s house was positively chaotic.
Neither President handled conflict among the strongly committed individuals who surrounded

them with particular competence or to good purpose. While Carter micromanaged and ultimately
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succumbed to Brzezinski’s hard line, Reagan more often left his advisors largely on their own to
battle over what they thought his wishes should be. In practice Reagan’s leadership was,
according to his biographer Lou Cannon, that of “an enigmatic monarch who reigned rather than
ruled.”®"t As a result, the traditional competition among cabinet members, advisors, and the
executive agencies -- the NSC, DOD, Department of State, the CIA -- remained under Reagan

perpetually unmanaged and at times fiercely at cross purposes.

Faced with comparable difficulties, every president beginning with Truman had sought
ways to increase his control over foreign policy in a system of divided authorities institutionally
“flawed by design.””’? In the three administrations that preceded Reagan, the Presidents’ strong
National Security Advisors, Kissinger under Nixon and Ford and Brzezinski under Carter, fought
to bring the system under their own authority. They came to the conclusion that on crises and
sensitive issues — covert action in particular — the solution was to concentrate power by bringing
operations into the National Security Council. However, the NSC, created under the National
Security Act of 1947, was neither intended nor structured to exercise operational functions and
lacks the statutory authorities that reside in the executive agencies. Rather its role as White
House coordinator of national security and foreign policy flows from the personal relationship
between the National Security Advisor and the President. This structure had great impact on the

management of U.S. policy in Central America.

Because Reagan did not exercise his authority as the chief executive and commander in
chief effectively, his National Security Council often performed poorly. Uninterested in

governance and by character unwilling to resolve conflicts, he left senior officials throughout the
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U.S. government to pursue their own definitions of his wishes. The number of Advisors, six in
total, three during the first term and three during the second, was too high. The NSC was a
relatively weak coordinator during Richard Allen’s one-year tenure as Reagan’s first National
Security Advisor; Allen even lacked direct access to the President, instead reporting through
Counselor Ed Meese. When Judge William Clark took over in January 1982, the NSC
immediately became more powerful and assertive, but although “Judge” Clark was a close
California friend, Reagan did not invest any particular trust in him. A conservative hardliner, he
had been immersed in Central America as Haig’s Deputy Secretary of State. The same was true
for Clark’s successor Robert McFarlane, who had handled Cuba contingency planning as Haig’s
Counselor before he moved to the NSC in 1983. (The Iran-Contra scandal that resulted from this

succession lies outside the scope of this thesis.)

Haig too was unmanaged as Secretary of State. When he resigned and George Shultz
replaced him in June 1982, discord eased. But Shultz too found himself caught in agonizing
feuds over Central America. His conclusion:

The NSC system seemed to work on many issues. Why not on Central America? The
effort to answer that question and to come up with a solution was, and would continue
to be, a central source of tension and frustration for me. More important were the real
costs of a flawed NSC system: damage to the President and damage to policy... Central
America policy was a swamp.573

Reagan’s success as a leader but failure as a manager was a core feature of his
presidency, and nowhere more so than in Central America. In an NSC system flawed by design,
conduct on Central America suffered an odd disjunction between coherent Cold War grand

strategy and squabbling that was “Consumed by division, acrimony, confusion, and occasional
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outbreaks of criminal malfeasance.”®’* On one side of the Central America divide, the
ideological hardliners acted as expressive warriors interested primarily in imposing costs on
Cuba and the Soviet Union. On the other, the pragmatists sought to use support for the Contra
insurgency and counter-insurgency in El Salvador to achieve concrete political arrangements that
would guarantee U.S. predominance in the region.>”

As with all categories of analysis, exactly who belonged to which group could get fuzzy
when subjected to close scrutiny. For example, Secretary of State Haig is usually portrayed as a
moderate, but when it came to Cuba he was a blustering and bellicose Cold Warrior. In contrast,
CIA Director Bill Casey was reasoned, even cautious when it came to covert action in
Afghanistan and Angola, as well as Poland, Lebanon, Cambodia, and Ethiopia. But, as Robert
Gates put it, “For reasons I never comprehended, Bill Casey became obsessed with Central

America.”’®

Reagan as Commander in Chief

As Commander in Chief, Reagan presided over the revival of American military strength
that Carter had begun, and he symbolized U.S. resurgence in the long-term competition with the
Soviet Union. Yet, while he had the reputation of being a war-monger, he used force sparingly.
The outcomes of his direct interventions were less than impressive: barely averting disaster in
Lebanon in 1982 and invading the tiny island of Grenada in 1983.%’" In Central America, support

for insurgency through covert action in Nicaragua and counter-insurgency with the lightest of
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footprints in El Salvador complemented region-wide use of military power that remained strictly

in supporting, non-combat roles.

At the same time, from the earliest days of the election campaign right through his
second term, Reagan adopted the ideologues’ positions on Central America, because they
reflected his own convictions. He may not have managed his government, but he was the owner
of his Central American policy and put serious political capital at stake in the uphill struggle to
leverage Congressional support and win over public opinion. He was an old-fashioned patriot,
Wilsonian in his belief in democracy.®’® For him, the struggle against communism was
fundamental; the Salvadoran civil war was a battle for democracy and the Nicaraguan insurgents
truly were “Freedom Fighters,” in spite of their contrary behavior. Once he accepted the Contras
in this way, his conviction was complete. Using very shaky analogies, he likened them to the
“boys of the American Brigade in the Spanish Civil War” and “the equivalent of the Founding
Fathers.”®’® When the occasion called for it, he declared, “If opposing communism makes them

Contras, | guess it makes me a contra too.”®

Reagan’s strong beliefs but restrained action in Central America matched his
performance in the larger Cold War. He knew how destructive and costly war was, how the
public had turned against Truman over the Korean War just as Vietnam had ruined Johnson, and
understood that it was impossible to commit U.S. troops to a protracted war that lacked the

support of the American people.®8! By common-sense implication, Central America was a good
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place to draw the line against the Soviets, as long as it the U.S. commitment remained at the
lowest possible cost and risk. Although it was hardly clear at the time, least of all to the direct
participants, Reagan was perhaps much more the master than the instrument of those who
surrounded him. Despite mishaps and controversy, the United States did achieve its aims in
Central America and avoided larger misfortune. Some this success was due to the President’s

pragmatism and moderation.

Will Central America be Another Vietnam?

From the time Reagan took office, and throughout his two terms, the wars in Central
America were front page news. His first extended television interview took place on March 3,
1981, with Walter Cronkite of CBS News, who was at the time unique in his national
prominence and credibility. The interview began with the following question and answer on El

Salvador:

Mr. Cronkite: Mr. President, with your administration barely 6 weeks old, you're
involved now in, perhaps, the first foreign policy crisis—if it can be called a crisis yet;
probably cannot be, but it is being much discussed, of course—much concern about El
Salvador and our commitment there. Do you see any parallel in our committing advisers
and military assistance to El Salvador and the early stages of our involvement in
Vietnam?

The President: No, Walter, | don't. | know that that parallel is being drawn by many
people. But the difference is so profound. What we're actually doing is, at the request of
a government in one of our neighboring countries, offering some help against the
import or the export into the Western Hemisphere of terrorism, of disruption. And it
isn't just EI Salvador. That happens to be the target at the moment. Our problem is this
whole hemisphere and keeping this sort of thing out.582

Central America took up much of the rest of the interview. Cronkite treated the President

respectfully, but continued to press him with questions on the parallels with Vietnam.%® While
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responding that trouble in Central America resulted from Cuban and Soviet interference, the
President denied the parallels between El Salvador and Vietnam even though those parallels
seemed evident, right down to the Central American dominoes. Drawing the Cold War line in

Central America also required drawing the line against American intervention.

Confronted with the charge that he was “moving toward... a risky and reckless war” in El
Salvador during his second press conference three days later on March 6, the President was
emphatic: “We do not foresee the need of American troops.”>®* Yet, the President did not
entirely reassure and drawing the line in El Salvador seemed a dubious proposition. Death
squads were rampant, and the insurgency had the initiative and was for many the more attractive
cause. Moreover, Secretary of State Haig’s bellicosity contradicted the President’s wish to calm

the Vietnam jitters. 58

Was Central America Truly Central or Merely a Side Show?

Some argue that Central America really didn’t matter to the Reagan Administration, that
it was nothing more than a side show. This view is not baseless. Politicization at times made
Central America seem more of a domestic morality play than a serious foreign policy issue, let
alone an actual war. For the left, one reason the United States could commit “criminal
imperialism” in Central America was precisely because it did not matter.>®® White House
advisors certainly wanted to play it down, concerned that weak public support would detract

from the President’s other priorities. Regardless of the high ideological value attributed to
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Central America, its strategic importance was lower than that of Europe, Asia or the Middle East.
Beyond demonstrating U.S. determination to defend its traditional sphere of interest, it was

difficult to discern any direct impact on the larger Cold War.

However, the truth was that Central America, far from being peripheral within the
Reagan Administration, was a central preoccupation from the very earliest days, as the frequency
of NSC meetings during the first year demonstrated. The most compelling exhibit was the
President himself. He spoke about Central America frequently in public, mentioning it in most of
his state of the union addresses and dedicating three major speeches to it during his first term. A
diligent diarist, Reagan made over one hundred entries on Central America. As a Californian, he
respectfully referred to the region south of the border as “America’s front yard,” not its
backyard, and was sensitive to Latin American resentment of “the colossus of the North.”%®’ Far
from endorsing the Third World War ideology of the Santa Fe Report and the
mischaracterizations of him as “a gun slinging cowboy,” his entries on Central America show
him guided by political common sense and aversion to using force.>®® After his September 17,
1981 meeting with Mexican President José Lopez Portillo, Reagan wrote:

José & | had a real set to about EI Salvador. He evidently believed that we were on the
verge of sending in the Marines. His whole demeanor changed when I told him we’d
never entertained such a thought.>8°

III. Central American Roads Not Taken
Reagan’s approach to the presidency may have included a notorious lack of interest in
complexities, especially if briefings and discussion took place after lunch. Disputes among his

senior leaders pained him, and although he was hardly oblivious to them, he avoided using his
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authority to resolve them. As a result, from the early days and throughout the 1980s, hardliners
and pragmatists persisted in constant friction. Despite Cold War consensus on Central America,
the fundamental problem was, as Gates wrote in a memo to Casey, that “There was no agreement

within the administration. ..on our real objectives.”%®

The Reagan administration lacked unity as it followed Carter’s path in Central America
during 1981, causing it to sound and behave incoherently at times. Three undertakings in that
first year absorbed enormous time, attention, and energy, yet they failed to prosper. The first was
a public diplomacy effort intended to rally American support by exposing Soviet, Cuban, and
Nicaraguan interference in El Salvador. The second was a diplomatic initiative to find
accommodation with the Sandinistas. The third was Secretary Haig’s plan to attack Cuba. All
three became enmeshed in the political difficulties of managing Central America and brought out
the worst in the U.S. national security and foreign policy system. These roads not taken were
highly consequential, because of the ways they shaped the limits of what the U.S. would actually

do in the region for the next decade.

The EI Salvador White Paper on Communist Interference

Despite lingering reticence about Haig’s enthusiasm for making Central America the first
front in a Cold War offensive, the administration quickly put its prestige on the line in presenting
its case to the public. The centerpiece was a White Paper titled Communist Interference in El
Salvador. After White House domestic advisors had insisted on a two-week delay while the
President’s requests for tax cuts and increased military appropriations won approval in Congress,

the State Department released the report with great fanfare on February 23. It began:
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This special report presents definitive evidence of the clandestine military support given
by the Soviet Union, Cuba, and their Communist allies to Marxist-Leninist guerrillas
now fighting to overthrow the established government of El Salvador.5°*

The White Paper used the logic of the Truman Doctrine to argue that the U.S. was acting in
legitimate defense of El Salvador’s sovereign government. Portraying President Duarte and the
Christian Democrats as struggling heroically against the extremes of both right and left, the
report’s central purpose was to demonstrate that “El Salvador has been progressively
transformed into a textbook case of indirect armed aggression by Communist powers through

Cuba 99592

That case rested on U.S. intelligence and captured documents that clearly demonstrated
extensive collaboration on behalf of the Salvadoran revolutionaries between Nicaraguans,
Cubans, and other members of the Eastern Bloc, with explicit Soviet approval. The White Paper
was intended to win public and international support for a strong U.S. response to Soviet and
Cuban aggression in Central America. However, evidence yielded to perception, and it did not

quite work out that way.

On a swing through Europe armed with the El Salvador White Paper, Assistant Secretary
of State Larry Eagleburger put NATO allies on notice that support for the U.S. in Central
America would be an early test of loyalty. Instead, in a Europe that longed for détente and
suspicious of Reagan’s warlike intentions, he confronted resentment and skepticism, sympathy
for the Sandinistas, revulsion over the brutality of the Salvadoran security forces, and outright
opposition from Social Democrats, who openly supported the FMLN’s political front, the FDR.

While not necessarily denying the White Paper’s allegations, the Europeans for the most part
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rejected the portrayal of East-West conflict in Central America as over-simplified. They publicly

advocated negotiations.>®

In Latin America, Mexico and Venezuela distanced themselves from the U.S. position in
the White Paper and began what would become an enduring regional peace initiative. It was a
different story when General Vernon Walters, the polyglot military intelligence officer and
former Deputy Director of the CIA, visited right-wing military regimes in Latin America in his
new capacity as ambassador-at-large. They needed no convincing. In Argentina, military
commanders responsible for the Dirty War confirmed they were helping the Salvadorans,
Hondurans, and former Nicaraguan National Guardsmen. Reporting back to Washington on what
would quickly evolve into the Tripartite arrangement to support the Contras, Walters related that
Army chief General Galtieri, soon to become President, was eager to work with the U.S. in

Central America. “All we have to do is tell them what to do,” Walters commented.>%*

In the United States, the White Paper won few converts, if any. Instead it became a
lightning rod for skeptical members of Congress and the press. Heavy ideological language and
some uncorroborated interpretations overshadowed the authenticity of the evidence, and
prompted portrayals of the report as an artless propaganda exercise. °**®* Communist Interference
in El Salvador also inadvertently touched a sensitive nerve with its parallel to another White

Paper, Aggression from the North, released in 1965 to make the case for U.S. intervention in

593 Richard Elder, “Europe and El Salvador,” NYT, February 22, 1981; Alan Riding, “Social Democrats Offer to Act
as Mediators on Salvador,” NYT, March 3, 1981.

594 AmEmbassy Santiago, telegrams 1135 and 1136, Argentina/El Salvador, February 26, 1981, NSDA.

%9 Jonathan Kwitny, “Tarnished Report? Apparent Errors Cloud U.S. 'White Paper," Wall Street Journal, June 8,
1981; Robert Hager, Jr., “Soviet Bloc Involvement in the Salvadoran Civil War: The US State Department’s 1981
‘White Paper’ Reconsidered,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 28:4, December 1995, pp. 437-70.

224



Vietnam.>% Attempts to deny the parallels between El Salvador and Vietnam merely seemed to
beg the obvious. The poor reception to the White Paper set the tone for reaction to the extensive
but ultimately futile efforts the administration made to win over domestic opinion. Throughout

the decade, support for U.S. policies in Central America never passed 20 percent. %%

Haig Wants to Go to the Source

Secretary of State Haig persisted in swimming upstream on Central America and Cuba.
Despite the antipathy the White Paper had generated, he kept raising El Salvador and threatening
to go to the source. The White House troika, joined by Nancy Reagan, thought Haig a loose
cannon, resented his overblown pretention to be the vicar of foreign policy, and worried he
would tempt the President’s anti-communist “dark side.”*® Haig dismissed them as “hambones,”
over-concerned about the President’s popularity and the economy, when they should have been

worrying about the Soviet threat. °*° Finally, with Reagan’s approval, they managed to muzzle

him in public.

On the inside, Haig kept promoting the idea of attacking Cuba, but he did no better than
he had in February.®® He had already scaled back from proposing major military action,

acknowledging:
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I sent an options paper to the President, recommending that he lay down a marker on
the question of Cuba. Reagan, despite some sentiment among his advisors to do
otherwise, decided to abide strictly by the understandings on the status of Cuba reached
by the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. in the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis.®%!

In regarding Central America as a strategic problem to be addressed with military measures, he
was thinking like a commanding general, but he was also following in the footsteps of every
administration since Eisenhower, which had tried, or at least considered, using force against

Cuba.

In the spring of 1981, he had his Counselor, Bud McFarlane, a retired Marine, assemble
an interagency “band of brothers” to draw up military options.%* Its other members were
Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Affairs Francis “Bing” West, Assistant to the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Lieutenant General Paul Gorman, and Latin America
Division Chief at CIA Nestor Sanchez, who would soon take over the Latin America portfolio
from West at DOD. The group quickly concluded that offensive military action against Cuba was
a bad idea, just as the previous exercises had under Kissinger and Brzezinski. Attacking Cuba
would draw on forces needed elsewhere in the world and was not worth the risk of confrontation
with the Soviet Union or a second Vietnam in America’s backyard. Instead, the group
recommended focusing on Central America, in line with options that the parallel Interagency

Core Group was working on at the same time.

Haig rejected their recommendation and insisted on keeping military options for Cuba

alive. McFarlane subsequently prepared a memorandum titled “Taking the War to Nicaragua.”%%

Following OPLAN 316-62, the memo listed a full range of options. The aggressive end of the
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scale included invasion, bombing, blockade, and quarantine of arms bound for Cuba. There were
options for shooting down planes and interdicting boats en route from Cuba to Nicaragua, as well
as action against Cuban forces in Africa. At the other end was increasing the size and frequency
of naval exercises off the island. The options also included a proposal for covert action against
the Sandinistas, which McFarlane had first circulated in February. Haig thought both covert

action and counter-insurgency were insufficient and continued to press for direct action.

When the Sandinistas mobilized several mass demonstrations against the United States
after Reagan took office, no one wanted a replay of the Iran hostage crisis in Managua. Haig
argued for a permanent increase in the regional U.S. military presence, but DOD limited action

to preparing for Embassy evacuation and rescue operations.®%*

In his first months as Secretary of State, Haig proved to be highly disruptive and out of
synch with the White House. His desire to draw the line in Central America by attacking Cuba
took up enormous time and energy. He had no intention of giving up, and there was still one

more round to go.

Force vs. Diplomacy in Central America

Within the bureaucracy, the Core Group developed Central America planning throughout
the summer and into the fall of 1981. The point man was new Assistant Secretary for Latin
America Tom Enders, who from August to October attempted to reach a security arrangement
with the Sandinista government. After the initiative ended, the Washington Post carried a

detailed report, to which subsequent accounts have added little.6%
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Secret diplomacy played out in part as public spectacle. Enders offered a preview in a
July 16 speech to the World Affairs Council.®%® Under his proposal, if the Sandinistas would halt
support for the Salvadoran guerrillas and cut their reliance on Soviet and Cuban arms, the United
States would provide economic assistance and accommodate the Nicaraguan revolution. Picking
up where Ambassador Pezzullo had left off, Enders added a coercive dimension by threatening
that Nicaragua would pay a price for exporting revolution. He gained credibility from reports
that the U.S. was moving to support the Nicaraguan Resistance and considering whether to
invade. Enders held firm on U.S. support for democracy and counter-insurgency in El Salvador,

rejecting power sharing negotiations with the FMLN.

Enders’s plan pragmatically harnessed force and diplomacy. However, internal
opposition from administration hardliners proved impossible to smooth over. Enders aroused
personal suspicion and, more fundamentally, hardliners who believed they represented the
President’s true wishes feared Enders was prepared to let the Sandinistas and Cubans off the
hook. They labeled the negotiations as appeasement. Even his boss, Secretary of State Haig,

dismissed the idea of a deal as not worth the effort.

Operating under strict White House instructions, Enders must have known that the terms
he offered to the Sandinistas amounted to a list of impossible demands. Nicaragua was to cut off
all support to the Salvadoran FMLN, reduce the Sandinista Peoples’ Army to 8,000, below the
level of its neighbors, halt the import of heavy weapons, return Soviet tanks and other arms that

were not already in Central American inventories, and internally take steps toward democracy.
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They responded that they were prepared to negotiate with the U.S., but not at the expense of their
revolution. As Daniel Ortega told journalist Alan Riding, “The door to reconciliation was so
small that in order to pass through we would have to do so on our knees.”®"’ Defining themselves
by opposing the United States and promoting revolution in Central America, they defiantly cast
their lot with Moscow and Havana. Talks would drag on through the fall but, after seeking Fidel

Castro’s counsel, they rejected a deal 5%

Not surprisingly, pragmatism lost out to maximalist goals. With each side seeking to
blame the other, the initiative foundered. The hardliners pushed Enders out in 1982. The talks
would set the tone for U.S. diplomacy on Central America, which did little more than maintain a

facade of diplomacy throughout the Reagan administration.®%®

Far less militant about the East-West struggle than the United States, Latin American
countries, with support from Europe, developed an independent diplomatic track on Central
America beginning in 1981.%° As the Cold War ended, the Contadora process and a peace
framework formulated by Costa Rican President Oscar Arias led to 1990 elections in Nicaragua
in which the Sandinistas were defeated, the Chapultepec Peace Accord that ended the Salvadoran

civil war in 1992, and helped consolidate a wave of democracy throughout the region.
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IV. Limited War by Constraint

Lack of public support, combined with lack of enthusiasm internally for both military
escalation and diplomacy, limited the aims and means of the Reagan administration in Central
America. The deliberations that began in early 1981 were more concerned with constraining the
use of force than exercising it. In consequence, the principal lines of U.S. action fell within the
scope of Low Intensity Conflict. These consisted of support for insurgency in Nicaragua and
counter-insurgency in El Salvador, supplemented in 1982 by rotating U.S. ground force units in

what amounted to a permanent force in being in Honduras.

At the domestic heart of the problem was a dispute over the value of the object.
Alongside the friction between hardliners and pragmatists within the administration, the dispute
took the form of a political-legal struggle between the executive and Congress. In Congress, the
presence of large conservative and moderate wings among both Democrats and Republicans had
permitted cross-party majorities on Cold War foreign policy, but that consensus broke over
Vietnam. %! As Ronald Reagan began his first term determined to make Central America a
battlefield of the Cold War, a significant portion of Congress, particularly liberal Democrats, was
equally opposed.®!2 Their first set of concerns was moral and ethical, regarding human rights, the
association of the United States with reprehensible allies, and covert action against a sovereign
government. A second issue was the efficacy of means — whether, after Vietnam, U.S. military
involvement in the Third World was a formula for quagmire or served any purpose at all. The

result was a political contest that lasted throughout the 1980s between the power of the executive
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branch to make war and the power of the legislature to restrain it. In fact, so consuming were the
travails that the wars in Central America themselves became backdrops to blow-by-blow

controversy between Congress and the President in Washington, DC.%1

In his first decision on Central America, in February 1981, Reagan used the same
emergency authority that Carter had employed one month earlier to demonstrate support to El
Salvador by providing a second tranche of military assistance. The difference was Reagan did so
with none of Carter’s ambivalence. But the additional $20 million was a one-time measure and
aiding El Salvador required a sustainable solution. %* A request to reprogram $5 million from
other countries went to Congress for approval at the same time. Criticism in Congress was not
strong enough to block support to El Salvador outright. Instead, Congress conditioned future aid,
most importantly by requiring the President to certify twice a year that the El Salvador
government was “making a concerted and significant effort to comply with internationally
recognized human rights” and “achieving substantial control over all elements of its own armed
forces.”®® When Reagan signed the first certification in February 1982 and administration
officials testified in special hearings, they struggled to support the claim. They stretched the
thinnest of veils, not only over the thousands of death squad killings, but over the December
1981 massacre of nearly 1,000 noncombatants in the village of EI Mozote by the elite Atlacatl
Rapid Reaction Battalion, trained and equipped by the United States.'® Assisting EI Salvador

was bound to be complicated and messy; certification provided a semblance of accountability.
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Once the President certified and the funds were appropriated, the initiative remained with the
executive. To overturn the decision, Congress would have had to mobilize a majority and enact
new legislation, and it was not about to risk taking responsibility for losing another country to

communism.

The most sensitive aspect of military assistance to El Salvador was the disposition of U.S.
troops within the country. As small Special Forces Mobile Training Teams (MTTs) began to
deploy in 1981, the shadow of Vietnam loomed prohibitively over the prospect of even a single
casualty. The administration had to decide so much whether to subject American soldiers to
combat, but whether to risk combat with Congress. In February 1981, using an interagency
determination that the 1973 War Powers Act did not apply to U.S. troops in El Salvador, the
administration managed to avoid confrontation with Congress by applying exceptional
constraints: explicitly identified as trainers, not advisors, U.S. military personnel in El Salvador,
most of them Army Special Forces, were limited to a maximum of 55 in-country at any one time,
carried no weapons other than side arms, were confined to brigade level headquarters or higher,
and were prohibited from accompanying Salvadoran forces in combat. " Similar restrictions
applied to U.S. forces in Honduras. Most of these self-imposed constraints remained in place for

the next decade.

War in El Salvador and the Information Revolution
Vietnam was the first television war; El Salvador was the first TV war by satellite. Instant
transmission magnified controversy. In mid-February 1982, a Cable Network News (CNN) crew

was out looking for “bang-bang” when they videotaped three officers from the U.S. Military
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Group inspecting a bridge. They were carrying M16s. The images played as breaking news and
their photos were on the front pages of the next day’s newspapers. Two senior Democratic
Senators, Claiborne Pell and Patrick Leahy, happened to be in El Salvador on the same day. Both
were deeply skeptical of U.S. support for the Salvadoran government. Following a “rough
meeting” with Salvadoran military commanders, they took full advantage of a press opportunity
to advocate negotiations with the FMLN guerrillas and declared, “Continued U.S. aid to this
country is being seriously questioned by Americans gravely concerned about the prospect of an
ever-escalating war.”%'® With support for U.S. involvement in El Salvador so weak, their threat

to cut aid had to be taken seriously.

In the outcry, two of the officers received reprimands and the Lieutenant Colonel in
command was removed from the country. He had stated matter-of-factly to the press that they
were carrying weapons for personal protection and merely being prudent.!® In what otherwise
would have been a non-incident, professional soldiers were punished for using military
judgment, and failing to act with media and political sensitivity. Eighteen years later, the
Commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps would term this the phenomenon of the “strategic

corporal.”8%

No Quick Victory
El Salvador had become the first place in which the US drew the line in the Cold War by
happenstance, but the President’s hope it would be the place for a quick victory proved over-

optimistic. A unified political-military strategy would take shape in El Salvador during 1981, but
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it was still a close-run thing and would remain so for at least two more years. A National
Intelligence Estimate issued in September confirmed that it would take several years for U.S.
assistance to take effect and forecast a protracted war.®?* Brigadier General Fred Woerner,
tasked with preparing a counter-insurgency strategy, confirmed the assessment that El Salvador

was going to be a long haul.%%2

By 1982, it was still a far from clear what success might even look like. In his famous
“Westminster Speech” to the British Parliament on June 10, President Reagan asserted that the
commitment to El Salvador was part of global U.S. opposition to the Soviet Union, placing the
March 28 Constituent Assembly elections there alongside the aspirations of Solidarity in Poland
and declaring that, “The march of freedom and democracy...will leave Marxism-Leninism on
the ash-heap of history.”%?® But Reagan did not go into messy complexities: FMLN insurgents
held the initiative and were contesting territory in one-third of the country; the extreme rightist
party ARENA had won the most votes in the elections and only intervention by the United States
had blocked its leader Roberto D’ Aubuisson from becoming president; he had certified to
Congress that El Salvador was making progress on human rights in the face of contrary
evidence; state terror and the death squads continued, with support from Argentina — whose
soldiers were then fighting the British in the Falklands, while at the same time helping the CIA
organize the Nicaraguan Contras. The war remained stalemated, but after the 1982 elections,
intense controversy over El Salvador eased. Intense attention to Central America did not

disappear, but shifted to Nicaragua.
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V. The Covert Way in Nicaragua

Bill Casey’s “obsession” with Central America fitted with his experience as an OSS
officer in World War 11, his personal mission to revive the CIA, and his enthusiasm for covert
action as an element of long-term competition against the Soviet Union. A historian in his own
right, Casey had written how the arrival of SOE and OSS teams in France was enough to inspire
partisan uprisings and “were among the most brilliant and successful operations of the war.”%%*
Even though Casey had a buccaneering style that was out of step with politico-bureaucratic
norms, he did not exaggerate the strategic value of unconventional warfare, but rather understood
is cumulative effect. Attuned to the constraints of military force in the late-Cold War, he found
his cause in Central America.®?® Armed with a mandate from the President, he put the CIA
Directorate of Operations and its International Activities Division back into the battle against the
Soviet Union. Enthused by the program in Afghanistan where the CIA had been supporting the
mujahedin fighting against Soviet troops for nearly two years, Casey proposed to revive

operations in Angola and start new ones in Cambodia, Laos, Libya, and Iran. But Central

America came first.

As was the case with the Carter administration, the chronology of U.S. involvement with
the Nicaraguan Resistance during the first Reagan year does not quite align and key portions of
the record remain classified. Extensive detail resulting from the Iran-Contra investigations begins

in January 1982 when the Contra program formally got underway.®?® Even Iran-Contra left
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questions unanswered: most importantly, what exactly was the extent of President Reagan’s

knowledge?

One judgment that can be considered sufficiently established is that the program to build
the Contra army unfolded directly from the Carter administration and was effectively in place by
the time President Reagan formally approved it at the end of 1981. The first finding Carter
signed in July 1979 initiated political action to support the Salvadoran government and
Nicaraguan opposition; the second signed in early 1980 expanded the program and opposed
Cuba more broadly in Latin America. At the time of Reagan’s election in November, the CIA

Central America Task Force (CATF) was up and running with a budget of $19.5 million.

Even without weapons, the program provided the latitude to work with early Resistance
members who were already armed and working with their Argentine sponsors. As DCI-
designate, Casey surely was informed on CIA activities in Central America before the January

20, 1981 inauguration.

When Vernon Walters went to Argentina in February to brief the regime on the El
Salvador White Paper, the Argentines must have discussed their presence in Central America
since they asked him what else the U.S. wanted them to do. President Reagan’s first Central
America finding, signed on March 9, consisted of a few paragraphs that continued the Carter
program at the same level. The finding added a vaguely worded reference to interdicting arms
destined for El Salvador and $2.5 million for Guatemala where, at the time, the Argentines and
the Contras had their base. CIA officers began augmenting Central America stations shortly
after. Honduran National Police commander General Gustavo Alvarez had already become the
Contras’ principal host when he met with Casey in Washington, DC in April. Alvarez proposed

the U.S. join Honduras to support the Resistance in a tripartite arrangement with Argentina — the
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“Tripartita.” It is likely that funds started flowing through the Argentines around that time,
almost certainly by June when Walters traveled for a second time to Buenos Aires. CIA officers
were sufficiently involved to broker the merger between the former National Guardsmen in the
September 15" Legion and the non-Guard UDN, which resulted in the main Contra organization,

the FDN, in August.

That month, the Central American Task Force gained an aggressive leader when Casey
hand-picked Dewey Clarridge, who had been station chief in Rome, to head the Latin America
Division. Clarridge explained:

My plan was simple:

1. Take the war to Nicaragua.
2. Start killing Cubans.®?’

Clarridge traveled to Honduras shortly after, where he finalized the Tripartita with Alvarez and
the Argentines. Initially, the Hondurans, Argentines, and Contras wanted U.S. backing for a Bay
of Pigs style invasion to overthrow the Sandinistas. The CATF rejected that option as over-
ambitious, and instead drew up a detailed plan to recruit 7,000 guerrilla fighters and add them to
the existing 500-man Contra force, with Argentina as the covert intermediary. The Core Group
incorporated the proposal into the Central America strategy it was preparing for approval by the
National Security Council. Assistant Secretary Enders, after vetting it with Vice President
George H.W. Bush (who had been DCI under President Ford), presented the covert action plan to
the NSC formally on November 16. Shortly after, Clarridge made a trip to Buenos Aires, and
Argentine Chief of Staff Galtieri (soon to become President) followed with a visit to

Washington, DC where he met Casey and completed the Tripartite Agreement. Reagan had
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initially been unenthusiastic, but he became a convert and signed the finding to arm the Contras
on December 1. With preparations already well-advanced, the program got underway in January
1982. The Contras might have dreamed of rolling back the Sandinistas, but for Clarridge and
Casey it was enough to help them “start killing Cubans” and make Nicaragua a fighting front of
expressive warriors for whom violence against communists was its own end in the larger Cold

War 628

The Bureaucratic Politics of Central America

Casey was one of the few people who saw eye-to-eye with Secretary of State Haig. The
two Cold Warriors were actually friends. Haig was just aiming higher, at Cuba. He thought the
Contra program an insufficient half-measure; he also correctly predicted it was bound quickly to
become public in any case.®?® But Casey was a more astute reader of political reality, sure that a
secret Contra war could be kept low on the radar and was closer to the President’s wishes. A
covert action program also had the advantage that he would be in charge. However, as a legacy
of Vietnam, and as in Angola, the dysfunctional institutional dynamics of U.S. covert action
limited the probabilities of success and resulted in a gap between policy and performance in

Central America. %%
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And yet, the system worked. As the RIG went about building decisions on exactly what
to do in Central America, Ronald Reagan did not need advisors to remind him that his prime
imperative in Central America, and elsewhere, was to keep the costs of war as low as possible.
Reagan’s reservoir of personal support was strong, but on Central America his government’s
credibility was weak, and the press and the public skeptical. Democrats in Congress, at the height
of their post-Vietnam and post-Watergate assertiveness, were eager from the outset to constrain

the White House in Central America.

Covert Action and Controversy

In principle, covert paramilitary programs lowered the costs of war by minimizing the
visibility of U.S. involvement. With the Nicaraguan Contras, however, politics had the opposite
effect, and in consequence made their effectiveness as an instrument of strategy and policy
guestionable. The tension between secrecy and democracy is an enduring institutional problem.
As a 1997 CIA article complained:

Congressional oversight has been intrusive, meddling, short-sighted, and
counterproductive; has involved micromanagement on a grand scale; and has served to
drag the IC [Intelligence Community] into the political cockpit of partisan politics from
which it had previously been immune.53!

Accountability on covert action had steadily built with the 1974 Hughes-Ryan
Amendment, the 1975 Church-Pike investigations, and the establishment of the Senate and
House Select Committees on Intelligence in 1976 and 1977. Given the politicization and
unpopularity of U.S. intervention in Central America, it is difficult in retrospect to see the Contra
program as headed for anything but disaster from the moment the President signed the first

finding to arm them in December 1981.
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Thenceforth the Contras were an on-again-off-again problem and required major
expenditures of White House political capital. In 1981, Congress was reluctant to oppose the
will of a popular new President, but it was equally reluctant to support an unpopular cause.
Liberal Democrats were not the only ones with concerns. Even conservative, anti-communist,
Republican stalwart, and Reagan supporter Barry Goldwater, who chaired the Senate Intelligence
Committee, thought “a covert operation was the lesser of two evils because it avoided sending
U.S. troops.”®% His counterpart on the HPSCI, Edward Boland, a senior Democrat, did not
initially have the votes to block the program, but he was determined to restrain it. He had strong
support from the House leadership, including his Washington, DC roommate Speaker of the
House Tip O’Neil, already aggrieved by the nuns’ case in El Salvador. The Salvadoran Armed
Forces may have been unsavory allies, but the goals of democratic reform and defensive
containment made choosing sides in El Salvador relatively more straightforward. This made
protecting El Salvador by interdicting weapons destined for the FMLN a convenient justification
for Contra funding, except that it was a thinly disguised fiction. The Contras never took action
against weapons trafficking and dedicated themselves exclusively to fighting the Sandinistas
within Nicaragua — their real purpose. This obfuscation, politically expedient as it may have

been, ultimately added to the difficulties of conducting an unpopular protracted war.

In September 1982, when the administration requested $19 million in new funding, Boland
inserted a prohibition in the Defense Appropriations bill for 1983 that outlawed U.S. assistance

for the purpose of overthrowing the Nicaraguan government. In an unmistakable signal of lack of

832 \Woodward, Veil, p. 191.
240



enthusiasm for the Contras in Congress, the Boland Amendment passed in a Joint House

Resolution unanimously, 411-0.

Multiple tensions over the conduct of secret war had existed since the days of the OSS.
These fed into the post-Vietnam contest for authority between the executive and legislature.5®
The administration made its own situation worse. There was a solid reservoir of backing for
Reagan’s revival of American strength in the Cold War. But from the first inklings of opposition
to the Contras, the administration adopted an attitude of disdain toward Congress. Casey was a
principal antagonist.®** His notorious mumbling and evasive testimony reinforced the collusion

in secrecy, evasion, and deception that were among the CIA’s core competences and spread them

throughout the executive on Central America.

VI. Flawed Central America Strategy

The Central America strategy that the Core Group assembled in the fall of 1981 arose
from an unusual degree of interagency consensus and coherence. However, true to the classic
model of bureaucratic politics, personal and institutional friction from the beginning tended to
overshadow agreement on basic national interest.*® Most accounts dismiss the Group’s inclusion
of military options against Cuba as a sop to Secretary Haig. This minimizes the extent to which
determining where and how to draw the line over Central America was a policy and strategy
matter of the first order. Moreover, Haig was trying to use the issue to assert his dominance over

foreign policy in the face of stiff internal opposition, a power struggle that turned cabinet

833 Treverton, Covert Action, p. 32; Joseph E. Persico, Roosevelt’s Secret War: FDR and World War II Espionage
(New York, 2001), p. 112.

834 Woodward, Veil, p. 69.

835Allison and Zelikow, Essence of Decision, pp. 51-62.
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government into a team of rivals.%*® Add divisiveness with Congress and managing Central

America became an internal problem like no other.

As deliberations on Central America in Washington approached decision in the fall of
1981, the Reagan administration’s intentions became a focus of public attention. Throughout
1981, the guerrilla war in El Salvador was regular prime time news, as were the “secret” Enders
negotiations with the Sandinistas, and the first reports had surfaced of covert support to
Nicaraguan counter-revolutionaries in Honduras. In October, renewed anti-U.S. demonstrations
in Nicaragua over Halcon Vista (Falcon View), a small exercise between the U.S. Navy and

Honduras, awoke fresh jitters over U.S. military intervention.®’

Journalists covered the highly classified discussions on Central America through
anonymous sources and leaks. The New York Times reported on November 5 that Al Haig was
again pressing for military action against Cuba; anonymous White House hardliners chimed
in.%%8 The Defense Department made known its continuing opposition to committing American
forces to combat anywhere in Central America or the Caribbean. According to an unnamed
official who spoke on behalf of Defense Secretary Weinberger:

Almost all of the possible military actions are not likely to be successful; it is highly
doubtful the American public and Congress would support military intervention, and
the Soviet Union could respond against West Berlin or the Persian Gulf without there
being much of an American response.®3°

There may have been plenty of desire within the Reagan administration to be rid of Castro, but
taking action against Cuba was a huge jump from the declared objective of halting arms

shipments to the Salvadoran guerrillas.

836 Doris Kearns Goodwin, Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln (New York, 2005.)

837 Dial Torgerson, “U.S. Embassy in Managua Wary of Mob,” Miami Herald, October 24, 1981.

838 T eslie H. Gelb, “Haig is Said to Press for Military Operations for Salvador Action,” NYT, November 5, 1981.
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The November 10 NSC Meeting on Central America

More than two dozen cabinet-level meetings and countless interagency discussions on
Central America culminated toward the end of the year in a series of five meetings in which
Reagan and his team finally ratified the course the United States would pursue there for the rest
of the decade. On November 5, the NSPG met for preliminary discussions of the Core Group’s
proposal. The full NSC then reviewed it three times, taking initial decisions on November 10,
receiving a formal briefing from Enders on November 16, and confirming decisions on the 23,
which appeared two months later as National Security Decision Document (NSDD) 17.%4° At the
final December 1 meeting, the NSPG cleared a draft of the covert action finding that authorized

paramilitary support to the Contras, which the President signed later in the day.

The gist of these sessions is now widely cited in the literature from interviews and
memoirs. NSDD 17 and the December 1 finding have been declassified, and the principal
options paper leaked. However, reports of the meetings have not been released, with one
exception — the November 10 NSC meeting. The agenda item was “Strategy Toward Cuba and
Central America.”®! (Subsequent citations are from this document and the record of the

meeting.)

This session is worth substantial commentary. First, the exchanges revealed the fractured
bureaucratic politics on Central America, including differences on policy and strategy that would
divide agencies and senior leaders for the rest of the decade, even as individual personalities
changed. Second, the meeting discussed contingency planning for action against Cuba: it

revealed the logic that would, in the end, restrict the use of U.S. forces, and so lead way from

640 NSDD 17, National Security Decision Directive on Cuba and Central America, January 4, 1982, NSDA.
641 National Security Council Meeting, Strategy toward Cuba and Central America, November 10, 1981, TRF.
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limited war over Central America. Third, it made evident that the U.S. and the Soviet Union
were not fully engaged with each other during the Administration’s first year. Fourth, the
November 10 discussion showed the origins of actions that figured later in the conflict, including
the deployment of U.S. troops to Honduras and the mining of Nicaraguan harbors. Finally,
President Reagan demonstrated with his own plain thinking that, despite all of the confusion and

second-guessing, in the end he was the boss.

Key administration political and foreign policy figures were present in the cabinet room
on November 10, including several deputy secretaries and advisors who would later play key
roles on Central America. National Security Advisor Allen opened the meeting by outlining the
Core Group strategy document, which covered the range of political, economic, intelligence,
information, and military options for inclusion in NSDD 17. (The group also received a separate
DOD position paper, but it arrived too late for consideration.?*?) The strategy was divided into
Phase One, which included actions the U.S. could take without committing the Armed Forces
directly, and Phase Two which included options for military escalation that would require U.S.
forces. When the options paper leaked in March 1982, the press focused on covert action in

Nicaragua but not on the critical distinction between Phases One and Two.543

Haig Tries Again

Following Allen’s introduction, Secretary of State Haig made his case for action against
Cuba. “The situation in Central America was deteriorating,” he said, “if we wait much longer to
act, then the price will be much higher.” Acknowledging “real problems between State, DOD,

and CIA,” Phase One was not enough. “The purpose of the entire plan was to stop Cuban

842 CIA, Memorandum for Director of Central Intelligence, Deputy Director of Central Intelligence, from Chief,
Interdepartmental Affairs Staff, OPP, NSPG Meeting on TNF and the Caribbean, November 4, 1981, CIA FOIA.
643 Special to NYT, “C.I.A.'s Nicaragua Role: A Proposal or a Reality?” NYT, Mar 17, 1982.
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adventures,” the Secretary insisted, to show that the U.S. “was willing to use any kind of
pressures to succeed.” Haig claimed his public statements:

... Had the Cubans worried. They had made countless overtures to talk. The message we must
get to them is: We mean business. If we don’t do that, then we should not do anything.

He stated categorically:

The threshold on Cuba meanwhile is very clear: it is the 1962 accords, the promise not
to invade is the line. Invasion is the trigger for a serious Soviet response. Up to that
point there is a free play area.

Haig’s notion of a “free play area” was a chimera. Certainly, the dictates of prudence and
precedent contradicted any such assumption. In several meetings with Ambassador Dobrynin,
Haig had warned that U.S.-Soviet relations, including progress on arms control, would be on
hold until Moscow got “Cuba’s imperialism in Africa and Latin America under control.”%4*

According to Haig, Dobrynin’s response:

Convinced me that Cuban activities in the Western Hemisphere were a matter between
the United States and Cuba. . . . Castro had fallen between two superpowers. 4

However, in his memoir, Dobrynin wrote that he had rejected Haig’s Cuba-obsessed pressure
and in reply “asked him straight out if his words meant the Reagan administration was not

interested in any constructive dialogue with us at all.”%4

The most sustained U.S.-Soviet exchange during 1981 took place during fruitless
meetings Haig held with Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko in New York during the UN General
Assembly on September 23 and 28. Their conversation was laced with hostility, with Haig at one

point in their private session incensing Gromyko by telling him, “The Soviet Union should

644 Haig, Caveat, p. 131; LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, p. 83.
845 Haig, Caveat, p. 133.
646 Dobrynin, In Confidence, p. 487.
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renounce its foreign policy.”® Their primary topic was arms control, but the two sparred
intensely on Cuba at several points during their nine hours of talks. The record shows no hint of
a Soviet threshold. Rather, if there was a signal from Gromyko it had come immediately before,
in his September 22 address to the General Assembly, when he had demanded that the U.S. halt
its "hostile, criminal intrigues against Cuba."®* Moscow backed up its seriousness by delivering
63,000 tons of military assistance to Cuba in 1981, double the previous year and the highest total

since 1962.649

Phase Two of the strategy paper contained options for direct U.S. military action against
Cuba and Nicaragua. Both the Core Group and McFarlane’s contingency planning group had
recommended against exercising any of them in favor of sticking to Phase One measures,
confined to indirect action in Central America. Similar views prevailed in the intelligence
community. For example, a National Intelligence Estimate assessed that in Central America,
“[T]he Soviets would be likely to adopt more circumspect tactics to exploit opportunities in the
region if the United States seemed ready to exercise its political and military advantages.” In
contrast, it warned, “Moscow is likely to see any US military threat to the Castro regime as a

major crisis in US-Soviet relations.””®>°

Speaking after Haig at the November 10 meeting, Defense Secretary Weinberger
concurred with Phase One. He agreed with the nature and seriousness of the problem in Central

America, but made it clear: “DOD cannot accept the decision to use unilateral force now.” He

847 Memoranda of Conversation, Secretary Haig and Foreign Minister Gromyko, September 23 and 28, 1981, TRF;
Don Oberdorfer, “Superpowers Reported Still Far Apart After Haig-Gromyko Conversations,” WP, October 1,
1981.

648 Andrei Gromyko, “Safeguarding Peace is the Main Task,” speech at the 36th Session of the United Nations
General Assembly, Novosti Press Agency, September 22 1981.

849 Hildago, Soviet Military Assistance to Latin America, p. 98; Special National Intelligence Estimate, Soviet
Policies and Activities in Latin America and the Caribbean, SNIE 11/80/90-82, June 25, 1982, CIA FOIA.

850 CIA, National Intelligence Estimate: Cuban Policy toward Latin America, July 1981, CIA FOIA.
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did not rule out Phase Two use of force altogether, but insisted, “We must prepare public

opinion, and we must work on getting a coalition of Latin American countries to work with us.”

JCS Chairman Jones followed Weinberger. He provided a concise vision of U.S. strategy.
He said the first priority was El Salvador. The primary object was political, and constituent
elections slated for March 1982 would be the critical next step in the transition to democracy.
Reporting that Brigadier General Woerner was at that moment working on his counter-
insurgency strategy, Jones said, “If we do nothing, the junta is doomed to slow defeat. We can,
however, stabilize the situation indefinitely if our economic and security assistance is increased.”
Jones was correct. Despite the declared aim of defeating the FMLN, stabilization would be the
maximum U.S. support to counter-insurgency would achieve in El Salvador. General Jones then
defined the criteria for moving from Phase One to Phase Two: “We need to put pressure on
Nicaragua that does not require a quarantine [or] the landing of U.S. forces. Of course, if the

Cubans move in troops, then we are forced to do more.”

Weinberger, Jones, Kirkpatrick, Allen and Casey all spoke in favor of proceeding with
Phase One measures. Kirkpatrick said that stabilizing EI Salvador was the urgent priority,
without time to build a coalition. Casey said the first target was Nicaragua. Haig responded that
he was “against creating an insurgency in Nicaragua unless you are willing to go all the way...
We cannot start another Vietnam in our hemisphere.” Kirkpatrick disagreed with the comparison,
because, “The Vietnam War did not involve direct national security issues. Central America
does.” Meese interjected to summarize, “The key element is whether U.S. land forces and naval

actions are to be contemplated. Would we use them?”

247



It was clear by the time of the November 10 meeting that war with Moscow over Cuba
was the last thing Reagan was seeking. ®** The President spoke his mind:

Should everyone — Americans, Cubans, Nicaraguans — feel the U.S. will commit its
forces? If the people won’t support the leader and the cause, then there will be a
failure... The press would like to accuse us of getting into another Vietnam. How can
we solve this problem with Congress and public opinion being what they are? We are
talking about an impossible option. Are there other things we can do? Can covert
actions be traced backed to us? How do we deal with the image in Latin America of the
Yankee colossus?

Allen suggested the President make a statement to build consensus. Kirkpatrick agreed.
In his only interjection, White House Chief of Staff Baker, guarding domestic priorities,
objected, “Warnings have already been given.” The President said, “Then what? People will

want to know. What are you going to do?”

Meese weighed in to sum up agreement: “We can do those things listed to help El
Salvador. As for Nicaragua, we can do political, military, propaganda, covert actions that do not

require U.S. forces.”

Apparently consulting the list of options, Vice President Bush asked, “Could we mine

Nicaraguan east coast ports?”

Allen: “Yes, but other shipping is involved... There are short-term demonstration steps
to show our seriousness aside from mining.”

Weinberger: “Everything Mr. Meese outlined can be done without a prior commitment
to use force.”

Meese: “The dividing line is the use of naval forces to interdict Nicaragua.”

Haig: “The dividing line is whether any plan will succeed.”

851 Simon Miles, “Researching through the Back Door: Field Notes from East of the Iron Curtain,” Passport:
SHAFR Review, 47:1, April 2016, pp. 39-41; Dobrynin, In Confidence, pp. 487-89; Reagan, The Reagan Diaries,
pp. 13-15; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, pp. 349-55; Westad, The Global Cold War, pp. 331-34; Cannon,
President Reagan, pp. 256-58.
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The next NSC meeting was scheduled to consider the full Central America proposal on
November 16. Meese proposed preparation of estimates of what it would take to implement each
action “short of the ultimatum to Nicaragua and the employment of U.S. forces against

Nicaragua.”

The President said that in that case he wanted to hear more about various alternatives,
including mining. “What other covert actions could be taken that would be truly disabling and
not just flea bites? I don’t want to back down. I don’t want to accept defeat.” He asked about
training exercises: “Can we introduce a few battalions into Panama or Honduras? Have we ever

done that?”

The last word belonged to Lieutenant General Gorman, Jones’ assistant on the JCS: “No,

we have never done that.”

The November 16 NSC Meeting on Central America

Following nearly a year of deliberations, at the NSC meeting on November 16 Assistant
Secretary of State for Latin America Enders briefed the Central America plan as head of the Core
Group (renamed the Restricted Inter-Agency Group or RIG in 1983). In a case of strategy-
making in reverse, President Reagan endorsed all of the measures, most of which built on his
predecessor’s actions and were already under way. NSDD 17 on Cuba and Central America was
issued January 4, 1982. Prefaced with a declaration of support for democracy, freedom, peace,
and stability, the policy was purely strategic:

[T]o assist in defeating the insurgency in El Salvador, and to oppose actions by Cuba,
Nicaragua, or others to introduce into Central America heavy weapons, troops from
outside the region, trained subversives, or arms and military supplies for insurgents. 2

652 NSDD 17.
249



It listed eleven presidential decisions that employed the range of U.S. instruments of power --

political, diplomatic, economic, military, intelligence, and information.

NSDD 17 would serve as the basis of U.S. policy and strategy in Central America
without significant modification throughout the remainder of the Cold War. Rather than marking
a departure, Reagan’s early decisions on Central America were extensions of the previous
administration’s policy. When it came to the underlying perception of the Soviet-Cuban threat to
national security, there is little to distinguish NSDD 17 of January 1982 from PD 52 of October

1979 on U.S. policy toward Cuba.

Following the adoption of NSDD 17, a major interagency propaganda effort, housed in
the State Department Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean, got
underway. The central public relations problem would be: how to discuss the Cold War problem
in Central America “without making it sound like war?”’%® Attention turned to a Presidential
address intended to overcome opposition among the American public, in Congress, and
internationally. Reagan’s first speech about Central America, delivered on February 24, 1982 to
the OAS, announced the Caribbean Basin Initiative, which focused on regional economic
assistance rather than security.®>* This would be the first of more than 20 addresses dedicated to

or highlighting Central America that Reagan would give as President.

Reagan’s First Year and Central America
U.S. aims in Central America were of the highest order, a grand strategy to defend the

U.S. sphere of interest, maintain a favorable regional balance of power, contain the spread of

853 National Security Council Meeting, The Caribbean Basin, February 10, 1982, TRF.
654 Ronald Reagan, Remarks on the Caribbean Basin Initiative to the Permanent Council of the Organization of
American States, February 24, 1982.
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Marxist-Leninist revolution, commit national prestige and show determination to compete with
the Soviet Union in the Global Cold War. As strategy, however, these measures were of a
significantly lower order, restricted to open-ended contingency operations, with actual fighting

limited to support for insurgency and counter-insurgency within Central America, no more.

Even if everything else about Central America was complex, the reasons why were
simple. The President did have an offensive mindset and he did not want “flea bites.” But he
could not afford the “impossible option” of going to war in Central America without the support
of the American people or becoming the menacing American colossus. Military action against
Cuba would have brought even greater risk, of confrontation with the Soviet Union. To avoid
quagmire on the one hand and escalation on the other, it was necessary to keep the costs of

containment and deterrence at the lowest possible level.

Like light footprint counter-insurgency in El Salvador, supporting Nicaraguan insurgents
fitted this imperative. They were the “low ball option,” intended not to roll the Sandinistas back
but “to waste them,” as Enders put it in his November 16 briefing to the NSC.®>® Once Reagan
converted to Casey’s cause, he became so dedicated to the Nicaraguan Freedom Fighters that,
when Congress moved to cut off their funding in 1984, he enjoined National Security Advisor
Bud McFarland “to help them hold body and soul together.”%® The personal cost to him was

considerable. As Cannon concluded in the two chapters he dedicated to the Iran-Contra affair,

855 \Woodward, Veil, p. 173, Cannon, President Reagan, pp. 309-11.
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“The clandestine foreign policy initiative would overshadow much of his second term and

tarnish the credibility he had preserved as an actor and politician.”®’

Haig did get one chance to go to the source, diplomatically. Following the November 16
NSC meeting, at the President’s direction, Haig travelled with some reluctance to Mexico City
for a secret meeting with Cuban Vice President Carlos Rafael Rodriguez. It proved fruitless.®®
By early 1982, it was fully evident that there would be no direct force against Nicaragua, no

naval interdiction, and no coercive military action against Cuba.®®

When the President asked on November 10 about sending “a few battalions to Panama or
Honduras” and Lieutenant General Gorman replied “we have never done that,” Gorman was
implying not yet. To use the terms adopted in the Defense lexicon at the time, Military
Operations Other Than War (MOOTW) proved effective elements of U.S. containment and
deterrence strategy in Central America.®®° The initial move, under the direction of U.S. Southern
Command in Panama, was already under way in 1981 with the arrival of a small U.S. military
unit headquartered at Pamerola (Soto Cano) Air Base 60 miles west of Tegucigalpa, Honduras.
Joint Task Force-Bravo became a key dimension of Central America strategy by deploying U.S.

troops to Honduras, where they built an airfield to handle strategic airlift, trained Central
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8%8«Transcript of Meeting between Secretary of State Haig and Cuban Vice Premier Rodriguez,” Mexico City,
November 23, 1981, CWIHP Bulletin, Nos. 8-9, (Winter 1996-1997), pp. 217-19; Alfonso Chardy, “Cuba’s Canny
Old Communist,” Miami Herald, December 18, 1983; Haig, Caveat, pp. 133-136. LeoGrande and Kornbluh,
Backchannel to Cuba, pp. 225-33.

859 Don Oberdorfer, “More U.S. Effort Yields Less Result: Haig Finds Quick Solutions in Central America Slip
from Grip,” WP, March 4, 1982.

860 Joint Doctrine for Military Operations Other Than War, Joint Chiefs of Staff Joint Publication 3-07, 1995.

252



American militaries, developed infrastructure, supported Contra logistics, secured the border,

and conducted exercises that involved repelling an invasion by Nicaragua.®®

The Soviets and other Eastern Bloc countries advised and armed the Sandinista Peoples’
Army (EPS), which grew to 80,000, by far the largest army in the region. Arms continued
flowing to the Salvadoran guerrillas. There were T-55 tanks to defend Managua and Hind
helicopters to counter the Contra insurgency, but not to invade Honduras. Over 10,000 Cubans
were in Nicaragua supporting the revolution, about 5,000 of them military advisors. But Cuba
did not send combat troops. Despite the Sandinistas’ strong desire and Castro’s urging, the

Soviets declined to extend their commitment to defend Cuba to Nicaragua.®®?

A specific tripwire appeared in June 1982. Several dozen EPS pilots had trained to fly
MIGs, and when intelligence reported that the Soviets were preparing to ship some of the
fighters to Nicaragua, Secretary of State George Shultz, who had just replaced Haig, leveled an

explicit warning. To the Sandinistas’ chagrin, the Soviets never followed through.

By the end of 1981, the pieces of the Reagan administration’s strategy for Central
America were in place. Taken as a whole, counter-insurgency in El Salvador, support for the
Nicaraguan Contras, along with associated operations other than war, constituted multi-faceted,
open-ended, and low cost contingency operations. They met the imperatives of restrictive
deterrence by remaining below a threshold that would provoke public rejection or risk escalation

to limited war. One year after Reagan came into office, the situation in Central America had not

861 LTC Russell J. Hall, “Joint Task Force-Bravo: A Case Study in Military Operations Other Than War,” U.S.
Army War College Strategy Research Project, 1988.
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improved much and there was still nearly a decade to go. In the entry to his diary for February 4,

1982, he wrote:

Day filled with meetings, N.S.C. etc. We have problems with El Salvador — the rebels
seem to be winning. Guatemala could go any day & of course Nicaragua is another
Cuba. Lot of opinions but no decisions. Mid afternoon | could hardly keep my eyes
open — in fact I didn’t. — Tonite early to bed.563

863 Reagan, The Reagan Diaries, p. 67.
254



Part Three: Afghanistan
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Chapter 7: Soviet Intervention, American Reaction, Cold War Watershed

I. U.S. - Soviet Contention over Afghanistan

This chapter unwinds the origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars that emerged from the
Carter administration’s reaction to the December 1979 Soviet military intervention in
Afghanistan. Colliding beliefs, miscalculations, and misconceptions produced this psychological
and strategic watershed, which marked the beginning of the final phase of the Cold War. Both
superpowers were motivated by fears that the other had a strategic design to upset the regional
balance of power, but beneath their considerations of national interest and rational calculus lay

an overriding will to contend.

Moscow’s decision to send its troops into Afghanistan proved a strategic error that the
United States exploited effectively at high cost to the Soviets. In some respects, the Carter
administration initially over-reacted to the Soviet intervention. Why was this reaction so
extreme? The decisions the Carter administration took in association with supporting the
mujahedin, and which the Reagan administration upheld, had enduring impact. The

consequences that continue to this day are profound.

As in Angola and Central America, the Afghan war became a war within the Cold War,
and U.S. involvement there was entirely an extension of global competition with the Soviet
Union. Unlike those two other conflicts, U.S. support for insurgency in Afghanistan was
dedicated to killing Russian soldiers and it was not a source of domestic political controversy.
Although the fighting was confined to Afghanistan, the war had at once global, regional, and
national, as well ideological dimensions. The mujahedin arose as a spontaneous resistance
movement powerfully motivated to carry out Islamic jihad against their modernizing communist

Afghan opponents, then against the Soviet occupiers. U.S. involvement was concerned
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exclusively with exploiting the opportunity to combat the Soviets. True to the warfighting origins
of covert action in World War Il, the character of the insurgents themselves, the ethnic and
religious aspects, as well as the motives of the two other main protagonists, Pakistan and Saudi

Arabia, were matters of secondary importance.

Synopsis of Afghanistan Historiography (1978-1981)

No general discussion of the last decade of the Cold War skips Afghanistan. There are a
number of thorough accounts of the events that led the Soviet Union to attempt to control
Afghanistan through military force in 1979, and of the initial U.S. response. The literature
specifically covering the early period, roughly from 1978 through 1981 is thorough and
comparable to that on Central America and Angola. The Soviet intervention was a huge
international story. Journalists covering it from the U.S. had access to the usual harvest of leaks
and anonymous sources, as well as to abundant official reaction. Understandably, reporting from
Moscow and Afghanistan itself tended to be scantier. The documentary record is substantial, in
some respects more complete on the Soviet than it is on the U.S. side. Disputes over events and
facts are minor, but each interpretation of the Afghan elephant provides something of a blind

man’s version that leaves the full portrait incomplete.

There are several American memoirs. Brzezinski’s long account of his involvement with
Afghanistan is a required source. Carter and Vance also gave it major attention in their memoirs.
Robert Gates had a front row seat, first as Brzezinski’s assistant at the NSC until late1979,
thereafter as DCI Turner’s executive secretary and then as National Intelligence Officer for the
Soviet Union. Among lesser-known accounts, Peter Rodman offers unique insight on
Afghanistan early in the Reagan administration when the greater preoccupation was Central

America. Declassified reports by U.S. officials, notably Bruce Amstutz, who became U.S.
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Chargé in Kabul following the assassination of Ambassador Dubs in February 1979, provide a
highly astute on-the-ground perspective, as does Amstutz’s memoir published in 1986.%%* In his
2011 history of the war, former U.S. Special Envoy to the Afghan Resistance Peter Tomsen fills

in key details, especially on the roles of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.®%®

Steve Coll’s 2004 Pulitzer Prize winning Ghost Wars is regarded as the definitive history
from the Soviet invasion to September 10, 2001, but he did not dwell on origins in great detail.
The first thorough narrative of the initial period came out in 1983 (updated in 2001), by Henry
Bradsher, an American journalist with experience in Kabul and Moscow who had good access to
U.S. documents and officials.®®® Raymond Garthoff provides a detailed and nuanced analysis of
the Soviet occupation and the U.S. reaction that made extensive use of primary sources,
including interviews with unusually frank Soviet officials and shredded U.S. communications
that Islamist revolutionaries recovered from the U.S. Embassy in Tehran in 1979. ¢ Afghansty
by former British Ambassador to Moscow Rodric Braithwaite is another recent volume dedicated

to the Soviet experience in Afghanistan.®%®

Westad’s extensive work on Afghanistan in The Global Cold War and elsewhere stands
out for its attention to conflicting Soviet and American perspectives. His detailed documentation
of the run-up to the Soviet intervention draws on interviews with participants and pioneering

research in Russian archives.®®® Westad’s central conclusion, that the actions of both
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superpowers were “ordained by perceptions, personalities, and ideology far more than interests

and strategies,” carries considerable weight.®”

There are many Russian memoirs that deal with Afghanistan, although none from the
senior Moscow leadership. Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin’s long chapter on the impact of
Afghanistan on U.S.-Soviet relations relates how he circulated between Washington and
Moscow in the months after the invasion like something of a superpower psychiatrist, trying to
bridge mutual misapprehension as the bilateral relationship descended to a dangerous low point.
Dobrynin, although unguestionably a Russian patriot, provided equally penetrating assessments
of both sides, calling Afghanistan a “gross miscalculation” by the Politburo and an “emotional
over-reaction” by Carter.%”* Three other authoritative Russian sources include a history of the
KGB in Afghanistan by Soviet defector Vasili Mitrokhin, a critical study of Soviet military
performance by the Russian General Staff, which is the third volume on the Soviet-Afghan war
translated and edited by Lester Grau of the U.S. Army Command and Staff College, and the
military history of the intervention by Aleksandr Lyakhovskiy, former deputy of the Soviet

Afghan Working Group.57?

The Wilson Center and the National Security Archive have extensive digital archives of
U.S. and translated Russian documents. Both archives are presented with thorough explanatory
essays and bulletins that bring together the work of multiple scholars and institutions, along with

the proceedings of several conferences with direct participants as well as academics. The
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holdings also assemble multiple Russian language volumes, for example the English version of a
25-year joint investigation into Moscow’s involvement in Afghanistan by a Russian journalist
and a former KGB Colonel.®”® The FRUS volume of U.S. documents on the Soviet Union during
the Carter administration is available, but volumes on Afghanistan for the Carter and Reagan

administrations are under declassification review and some years off from release.

Fortunately, for anyone attempting to write about Afghanistan there is Afghanistan: A
Cultural and Political History by the anthropologist Thomas Barfield.®”* Something like a
Tocqueville for Afghanistan, Barfield’s grasp of Afghan character and history is unique. His
book contains valuable keys to understanding how this marginal and idiosyncratic nation-state
with fiercely competing political clans, recurrent Islamic jihad, resistance to modernization, and
a seemingly perpetual condition of war have attracted foreign occupiers for millennia, only to

lead them astray.

Graveyard Myths

The myth that Afghanistan is the graveyard of empires contains a core of truth.”> As the
story goes, a remote land of difficult geography and little intrinsic interest is inhabited by a
contentious and unruly people who sustain a minimum of order on their own with great
difficulty, but nevertheless rises up in arms to resist and defeat any foreign power foolish enough

intervene on their soil. In pre-modern times, the ungoverned spaces of Afghanistan were known

573 Wilson Center Digital Archive, The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, CWIHP; “New Evidence on the Soviet
Intervention in Afghanistan,” CWIHP Bulletin, 8/9, Winter 1996-1997, pp. 128-84; National Security Archive, The
September 11th Sourcebooks, Vol. I1: Afghanistan: Lessons from the Last War, NSDA; Vladimir Snegirev and
Valery Samunin, Virus A: How We Got Infected by the Invasion of Afghanistan, National Security Archive
Electronic Briefing Book No. 396; Steve Galster, Afghanistan: The Making of U.S. Policy, 1973-1990, NSDA.

674 Thomas Barfield, Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History (Princeton, 2010).

675 Milton Bearden, “Afghanistan, Graveyard of Empires,” Foreign Affairs, 80:6, November/December 2001, pp.
17-30; Seth G. Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires: America's War in Afghanistan (New York, 2009).

260



visitors and occupiers as Yagistan, wild country.®”® More completely understood, for millennia,
Afghanistan’s geographic position gave it importance on the periphery of competing empires and
as an intersection on the Silk Road.®”” Founded as a state in 1747, Afghanistan resulted from a
fractious merger of regionalism, ethnicity, tribalism, and Islam, yet it has evolved a strong and
enduring national identity. In the modern era, Afghanistan has remained a contest between order
and disorder. That contest has in turn has been both cause and consequence of intervention in
three phases: first as the object of the Great Game between Great Britain and Russia, then of
competition between the United States and the Soviet Union during the final phase of the Cold
War, and for the United States and its coalition partners following September 2001. In each case,
the powers have serially underestimated Afghanistan’s intractable and resilient nature, and

encountered implacable insurgents fueled by Islamic jihad.

Even if maintaining order was always a challenge, Afghanistan was not perpetually
volatile, and the origin of its modern descent into chaos can be precisely determined. Relative
stability prevailed under King Zahir Shah from 1933 until 1973, when Prime Minister
Mohammed Daoud Khan overthrew him and declared a modernizing republic. Pakistani Prime
Minister Ali Bhutto secretly began promoting resistance by Islamic conservatives at that time. In
April 1978, the ultra-leftist People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) overthrew Daoud
and launched the Saur Revolution. The PDPA’s attempts to impose communism and suppress
Islam alienated much of the population. By early 1979, armed resistance had spread across the

country, abetted by Pakistan’s military Inter-Services Intelligence agency, the ISI.
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Afghanistan and the Cold War

Afghanistan was not initially a serious object of the Cold War. Unlike Iran and Pakistan,
Afghanistan had long been closer to the Soviet orbit; its economic aid and 3,000 military
advisors far outweighed the American presence. The Soviets had been content enough with
Daoud, who endeavored to balance himself between the East and West. As a CIA analyst wrote,

“Daoud was happiest when he could light his American cigarettes with Soviet matches.""8

Prior to 1979, the U.S. had competed rather complacently with the Soviet Union in the
contemporary Great Game. Daoud’s balancing gestures also contented Kissinger during the
Nixon and Ford years, in which Iran and Pakistan’s pro-U.S. alignment bracketed the Soviet
predominance in Afghanistan.®”® The Islamic Revolution which overthrew the Shah of Iran on
January 1979 upset that regional balance. Although the US had recognized the communist
government after the Sauer Revolution in 1978, relations soured after the assassination of
Ambassador Adolph Dubs on February 14, 1979 during a botched KGB-supervised attempt to
rescue him from terrorist kidnappers. Shocked, the U.S. downgraded relations and cut off all
except humanitarian aid. Suspicion and hostility toward the chaotic PDPA regime and the Soviet
role increased from there. 8°

Casting about for ways to harden the U.S. position, and with the anti-communist
resistance burgeoning, the Special Coordinating Committee first considered CIA options for

covert action on March 5. In that meeting, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Walter
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Slocombe asked, “Would it be worth sucking the Soviets into a Vietnamese quagmire?” %!
Instead, the U.S. merely warned the Soviets that its deepening involvement in Afghanistan
violated the spirit of détente and would affect relations. It was not until July 3 that the President
approved the first covert action finding. It provided $500,000 for propaganda and a small amount
of non-lethal equipment for the mujahedin, organized in cooperation with Pakistan. One of the
reasons for hesitation and the insubstantial amount was concern that a large program would

provoke a Soviet reaction.®82

II. Afghanistan’s Descent into Chaos

According to the man who introduced Mikhail Gorbachev to Margaret Thatcher, Oxford
Russia expert Archie Brown, “If 1979 was a bad year for the Carter administration, it was, if
anything, worse for the Brezhnev regime.”%® The Soviets continued to project military power
and their system had yet to reveal its fatal decay. But discontent was emerging as a serious
challenge in Poland, a few in the Politburo knew the economy was critically ill, and General
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev was obviously debilitated. It could hardly have seemed to Moscow
that the Third World was going its way. Cuba and Vietnam had become expensive allies, while
newer revolutionary clients in Angola, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua were headaches — unstable,

embroiled in wars, with demanding and obstreperous leaders.

Then, there was Afghanistan. Moscow did not play a role in the April 1978 coup, but it

welcomed the new communist rulers. However, violence and extremism quickly became the
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hallmarks of the Saur Revolution. In addition to provoking hostility from conservative Muslims,
the PDPA regime was split into two factions and became consumed with internal purges that saw

over half of the party’s original 30,000 members killed or imprisoned.

Moscow’s decision to send in combat forces, although ill-considered, was neither rash
nor hasty. % Instead, during nearly a year of creeping intervention, the Soviets attempted to
prevent Afghanistan from spiraling out of control by stepping up military assistance, discreetly
increasing the number of troops, taking a direct role in governing, and using political intrigue to
insert less lethal and more malleable leadership. Like the U.S. in Vietnam, they found the more
committed to propping up the government they became, they more enmeshed they became in a

game they could neither control nor win. 6%

A rude shock came on March 15, 1979, when Herat, the largest city in Western
Afghanistan, erupted in rebellion under the influence of Islamists. The 17" Army Division
mutinied and well-armed rebels took control of the city, hunting down hundreds of hated
communists and murdering over 100 Russian advisors and family members.%® The Herat
uprising demonstrated the strength of the insurgency and exposed the weakness of the PDPA

government. Panicked Afghan leaders begged the Soviets to send combat forces in disguise. “No
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one will recognize them. We want you to send them,” President Taraki pleaded with Prime
Minister Alexi Kosygin.®®’ The Politburo declined. But six months later, with the situation
worsening, KGB Chief Yuri Andropov, Defense Minister Dimitry Ustinov, and Foreign Minister
Andrei Grmoyko convinced Breznehev that the United States had designs on Afghanistan and
they needed to act to keeping Afghanistan within the Soviet orbit.®® Dismissing authoritative
objections and the opposition of several senior leaders, the Politburo secretly ratified the decision
to intervene on December 12 by signing a handwritten note that remained locked in a Central

Committee safe until after the fall of the Soviet Union.58°

On December 25, Soviet troops began crossing the Amu Darya River into Afghanistan,
while airborne forces secured the main airports, and Special forces eliminated the leadership.
Afghanistan’s new hand-picked rulers invoked the 1978 Treaty of Friendship to request Soviet
assistance, thus technically the intervention was not an invasion. ®° Termed the 40" Army
Limited Contingent, Soviet forces never exceeded 110,000 (compared tol7 divisions sent to
Hungary in 1956 and 500,000 Warsaw Pact troops that occupied Czechoslovakia in 1968.)

Moscow initially expected to stabilize Afghanistan and withdraw in six months. But forces
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quickly became bogged down in combat operations and a full counter-insurgency campaign
against an estimated 60,000 mujahedin. ®®* The Soviets were already looking for a way out in
March 1980 when Fidel Castro made the first negotiating proposal in his capacity as Chairman
of the Non-Aligned Movement, with the United States to participate as a guarantor. It was under
the same formulation that the UN would begin mediation efforts two years later and the Soviets

would finally withdraw in 1989.59

The Soviets perceived their action in Afghanistan as defensive, fixed on preventing a
troubled regime in their own sphere of interest from collapsing into self-consuming anarchy.
Moscow loudly denounced U.S. interference, but leaders felt no need to fear the U.S. reaction.®%
After all, the West had acquiesced when the USSR used force in Hungary and Czechoslovakia;
the U.S. had failed in Vietnam and Cuba remained inviolate; Soviet support for revolutionary
regimes in Angola, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua faced no effective opposition from the Carter
administration; U.S. warnings against military action in Afghanistan in March and again in June
1979 carried no threat; and the Cuba brigade incident in September merely left the Soviets
irritated and puzzled. Nor had Moscow much to lose: détente was virtually moribund, with U.S.-

Soviet relations at their lowest point since 1962.
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When the United States reacted so aggressively to the Soviet intervention, some in the
Politburo believed that President Carter was emotionally destabilized by the influence of a
Rasputin-like Brzezinski. With deeper understanding, Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin counseled
that the United States Government was reverting to containment.®®* A familiar Cold War security
dilemma took hold as the more determined the U.S. became to oppose the Soviets in

Afghanistan, the more determined the Soviets became to sustain their commitment.

Afghanistan’s Descent into Chaos

According to the man who introduced Mikhail Gorbachev to Margaret Thatcher, Oxford
Russia expert Archie Brown, “If 1979 was a bad year for the Carter administration, it was, if
anything, worse for the Brezhnev regime.”®% The Soviets continued to project military power
and their system had yet to reveal its fatal decay. But discontent was emerging as a serious
challenge in Poland, a few in the Politburo knew the economy was critically ill, and General
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev was obviously debilitated. It could hardly have seemed to Moscow
that the Third World was going its way. Cuba and Vietnam had become expensive allies, while
newer revolutionary clients in Angola, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua were headaches — unstable,

embroiled in wars, with demanding and obstreperous leaders.

Then, there was Afghanistan. Moscow did not play a role in the April 1978 coup, but it
welcomed the new communist rulers. However, violence and extremism quickly became the

hallmarks of the Saur Revolution. In addition to provoking hostility from conservative Muslims,
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the PDPA regime was split into two factions and became consumed with internal purges that saw

over half of the party’s original 30,000 members killed or imprisoned.

Moscow’s decision to send in combat forces, although ill-considered, was neither rash
nor hasty. ®% Instead, during nearly a year of creeping intervention, the Soviets attempted to
prevent Afghanistan from spiraling out of control by stepping up military assistance, discreetly
increasing the number of troops, taking a direct role in governing, and using political intrigue to
insert less lethal and more malleable leadership. Like the U.S. in Vietnam, they found the more
committed to propping up the government they became, they more enmeshed they became in a

game they could neither control nor win. %%

A rude shock came on March 15, 1979, when Herat, the largest city in Western
Afghanistan, erupted in rebellion under the influence of Islamists. The 17" Army Division
mutinied and well-armed rebels took control of the city, hunting down hundreds of hated
communists and murdering over 100 Russian advisors and family members.5% The Herat
uprising demonstrated the strength of the insurgency and exposed the weakness of the PDPA
government. Panicked Afghan leaders begged the Soviets to send combat forces in disguise. “No

one will recognize them. We want you to send them,” President Taraki pleaded with Prime
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Minister Alexi Kosygin.®®® The Politburo declined. But six months later, with the situation
worsening, KGB Chief Yuri Andropov, Defense Minister Dimitry Ustinov, and Foreign Minister
Andrei Grmoyko convinced Breznehev that the United States had designs on Afghanistan and
they needed to act to keeping Afghanistan within the Soviet orbit. " Dismissing authoritative
objections and the opposition of several senior leaders, the Politburo secretly ratified the decision
to intervene on December 12 by signing a handwritten note that remained locked in a Central

Committee safe until after the fall of the Soviet Union.’®

On December 25, Soviet troops began crossing the Amu Darya River into Afghanistan,
while airborne forces secured the main airports, and Special Forces eliminated the leadership.
Afghanistan’s new hand-picked rulers invoked the 1978 Treaty of Friendship to request Soviet
assistance, thus technically the intervention was not an invasion. 7% Termed the 40" Army
Limited Contingent, Soviet forces never exceeded 110,000 (compared tol7 divisions sent to
Hungary in 1956 and 500,000 Warsaw Pact troops that occupied Czechoslovakia in 1968.)
Moscow initially expected to stabilize Afghanistan and withdraw in six months. But forces

quickly became bogged down in combat operations and a full counter-insurgency campaign
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against an estimated 60,000 mujahedin. "> The Soviets were already looking for a way out in
March 1980 when Fidel Castro made the first negotiating proposal in his capacity as Chairman
of the Non-Aligned Movement, with the United States to participate as a guarantor. It was under
the same formulation that the UN would begin mediation efforts two years later and the Soviets

would finally withdraw in 1989.7%

The Soviets perceived their action in Afghanistan as defensive, fixed on preventing a
troubled regime in their own sphere of interest from collapsing into self-consuming anarchy.
Moscow loudly denounced U.S. interference, but leaders felt no need to fear the U.S. reaction.’®
After all, the West had acquiesced when the USSR used force in Hungary and Czechoslovakia;
the U.S. had failed in Vietnam and Cuba remained inviolate. The Soviets were supporting
revolutionary regimes in Angola, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua without effective opposition from the
Carter administration, and the U.S. had taken no action to back up its warnings against military
action in Afghanistan in March and again in June 1979. The Cuba brigade incident in September
merely left the Soviets irritated and puzzled. Nor had Moscow much to lose; détente was

virtually moribund and U.S.-Soviet relations were at their lowest point since 1962.
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When the United States reacted so aggressively to the Soviet intervention, some in the
Politburo believed that President Carter was emotionally destabilized by the influence of a
Rasputin-like Brzezinski. Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin counseled that the United States
Government was reverting to its policy of containment.”® The more determined the U.S. became
to oppose the Soviets in Afghanistan the more determined they became to sustain their

commitment and the familiar Cold War security dilemma took hold.

III. The U.S. Reacts

The Carter administration assumed that signaling unspecified costs to détente and arms control
would somehow deter military action in Afghanistan. Interaction was already so highly
contentious, there was no basis for serious dialogue, let alone understanding. The single summit
between Carter and Brezhnev on June 15-18, 1979 in Vienna was barren. Carter objected
petulantly and at length to Brezhnev about Soviet expansion in the Third World and its backing
for Cuba’s military activities. When Carter raised Afghanistan, he thought Brezhnev had
responded with a firm promise of non-intervention. Actually, Brezhnev merely denied they had

any intention of intervening, which was true enough at the time.”®’

Brzezinski speculated that with greater determination the U.S. could have headed off the
Soviets, claiming that he had constantly urged the State Department to take a stronger stance.
However, when he delivered the first U.S. public expression of concern in a speech on August 2,

the message was ambiguous.’® As late as December 15, Washington’s instructions to
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Ambassador Watson in Moscow amounted to seeking an explanation in the most diplomatic of
tones, “so that conflict situations will not arise which would serve to increase international tensions.”’%°
In an exchange with Secretary of State Vance during a Policy Review Committee meeting
shortly after the intervention, Brzezinski assumed the Politburo should have read the protest

signals more astutely:

Brzezinski: Maybe the Soviets haven’t thought all this through. There is an ageing
leadership and they may not have drawn all of the conclusions.

Vance: We should make fewer protests to the Soviets. We protest too many things too
often.”®

Vance put his finger on the issue: the Soviets found nothing in prior U.S. statements or actions

that might have deterred them.

The U.S. Was Well-Informed

The Carter administration reacted to the Soviet entry into Afghanistan with shock. This
did not mean it was a surprise. A constant stream of Embassy telegrams and intelligence reports
had kept officials well-informed about the creeping intervention from the time it began in 1978,
and warning notices reached the White House as soon as Soviet forces starting massing, weeks
before they crossed the border. Subsequent controversy over a supposed U.S. intelligence failure
to predict the intervention was off the mark. In the first place, the small group in the Politburo
did not make their decision until shortly before they ordered the troops in. To the extent that

there was a failure to anticipate the intervention, it also arose from the virtually universal

1978-1980,” https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/soviet-invasion-afghanistan, accessed January 10, 2016;
Brzezinski, Power and Principle, p. 432.

709 SecState to Embassy Moscow, telegram 323556, Soviet Military Deployments, December 15, 1979, FRUS, Vol.
VI, Document 239.

710 NSC Note, Policy Review Committee Meeting, January 4, 1980, NSDA.
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assumption within the U.S. government that Moscow would consider the costs too high to

actually do it. "

The U.S. portrayal of the Soviet action as an offensive invasion was in diametric contrast
to the Soviet’s perception that they were acting defensively. This divergence ensured that
Afghanistan became a Cold War watershed. The policy and strategy framework can be seen
taking shape in a three-page memorandum that Zbigniew Brzezinski sent to President Carter on
December 26 1979, the day after troops began entering in force. In it, Brzezinski characterized
the intervention as the result of strategic design: “If the Soviets succeed in Afghanistan...the
age-long dream of Moscow to have direct access to the Indian Ocean will have been fulfilled.”*?
This notion of aggressive geopolitical intent would drive the U.S. reaction, just as Soviet fear
that the U.S. would take advantage of a reversal in Afghanistan drove them to intervene in the

first place.

Brzezinski was also attuned to the possibilities for exploiting the situation. In a section of the
December 26 memo labeled “What is to be Done?” he outlined a strategy to contain,
delegitimize, and punish the Soviets for their action in Afghanistan. He raised the possibility of
delivering the Soviets their own Vietnam. It became evident soon enough that the USSR had

blundered into its own quagmire.”

11 Department of State/Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Intelligence Summary: Deteriorating Afghan Situation
Brings in Soviet Troops, December 4, 1979, NSDA, Douglas MacEachin, “Predicting the Soviet Invasion of
Afghanistan: The Intelligence Community's Record,” CIA CSI, June 28, 2008; Gates, From the Shadows, pp. 143-
49.

2 Brzezinski Memorandum for the President, Reflections on Soviet Intervention in Afghanistan, December 26,
1979, NSDA.

13 CIA, Intelligence Appraisal: Indications of Continued Disintegration in Afghanistan, January 20, 1980; White
House Situation Room Noon Note for Brzezinski, September 29, 1980, NSDA.
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The full National Security Council met on December 28 to consider the U.S. response. A
cumulative list included a range of over 40 military, economic, intelligence, and information
options. With equal haste and determination, the NSC approved nearly all of them on the spot.
No one pushed harder for punitive measures than the President. He did set one limit: that the

U.S. response must remain “one major step short of war.”’*4

One of the first actions on Afghanistan was a harsh exchange of hotline messages with
Brezhnev. The psychology of honor rose immediately to the surface. Carter felt that Brezhnev
had misled him about Afghanistan in Vienna six months earlier. Now he threatened the General
Secretary: “Unless you withdraw from this course of action, this will inevitably jeopardize the
course of United States-Soviet relations throughout the world.”’*® Brezhnev rebuffed him,
replying that the Soviet Union had sent their troops at the request of the Afghan government.
Carter and Brzezinski called Brezhnev “devious” and “mendacious”; Brezhnev responded in

kind."1

Public interaction between the U.S. and the Soviet Union descended into angry
recriminations that spread beyond Afghanistan. The President set the tone and substance as he
abandoned references to détente and arms control in favor of the full Cold War narrative. U.S.
actions became a moral crusade that sought “to indict the Soviets for causing massive human
suffering” and “to defend the weak against the strong.”’*’ Carter’s refrain became that

“Afghanistan is the greatest threat to peace since the Second World War,” a blatant

14 Morton Kondracke, “Kennedy, Take Two,” The New Republic, February 8, 1980,
https://newrepublic.com/article/68725/kennedy-take-two, accessed January 10, 2016; Westad, Global Cold War, p.
328; Carter, Keeping Faith, p. 597.

715 Editorial Note 248, FRUS, 1977-1980, Vol. VI, Soviet Union.

716 Kevin Klose, “Brezhnev,” WP, January 13, 1980; Carter, Keeping Faith, p. 472; Brzezinski, Power and
Principle, p. 429; Dobrynin, In Confidence, p. 445.

17 President Jimmy Carter Press Conference, February 13, 1980, Presidential Documents, Vol. 16, February 18,
1980, p. 309; State Department Special Report No. 70, The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan, April 1980.
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overstatement compared to Korea and the Cuban Missile Crisis.”'® In a New Year’s eve
television interview the President called Brezhnev a liar, but opened himself to an embarrassing
charge of naiveté when he said in an unscripted gaffe, “My opinion of the Russians has changed
most [more] drastically in the last week than even the previous two and one-half years before

that.”719

The package of initial presidential decisions on Afghanistan included support for regional
allies, economic sanctions, and a freeze on bilateral relations, even cancelling cultural
exchanges.’? The U.S. successfully mobilized international condemnation, garnering a powerful
rebuke of the Soviet Union in the UN General Assembly by a vote of 104 to 18 (the Soviets
vetoed a Security Council resolution.) Several of the measures were more controversial: an
embargo on grain exports to Russia, withdrawal of the U.S. from the 1980 Moscow Summer
Olympics, and resumption of registration for the draft. Popular support for such a strong U.S.
response proved temporary. Many commentators at the time judged it an emotional over-reaction
that caused the administration, “to go overboard in tossing everything moveable onto the

sacrificial bonfire of sanctions.”’?!

On January 4, a dour and moralizing President Carter addressed the nation:

18 Jimmy Carter, “The State of the Union Address Delivered Before a Joint Session of the Congress,” January 23,
1980.

1% Frank Reynolds interview with President Carter, ABC Television, December 31, 1979, Vanderbilt Television
News Archive, http://tvnews.vanderbilt.edu/, accessed January 10, 2016; Editorial Note 133, FRUS, 1977-1980,
Vol. I, Foundations of Foreign Policy.

720 Memorandum From the Executive Secretary of the Department of State (Tarnoff) to the President’s Assistant for
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1980, Vol. VI, Soviet Union, Doc. 249; Brzezinski Memorandum for the Secretary of State, Presidential Decisions
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Massive Soviet military forces have invaded the small nonaligned, sovereign nation of
Afghanistan, which had hitherto not been an occupied satellite of the Soviet Union...
This invasion is an extremely serious threat to peace because of the threat of further
Soviet expansion into neighboring countries in Southwest Asia... It is a deliberate effort
of a powerful atheistic government to subjugate a fiercely independent Islamic

people... and a steppingstone to possible control over much of the world's oil
supplies.’®

To illustrate the alleged threat, the screen displayed a regional map. No matter that far from
invading a freedom-loving country, the Soviets had intervened to replace a bloody and
dysfunctional communist regime with one less radical, or that its ground troops would have had
to overcome rampant internal disorder and a determined insurgency in Afghanistan before they
could begin to traverse hundreds of miles of hostile territory in Pakistan or Iran to reach the

Arabian Sea.

Brzezinski (Mis)uses History

One of the explanations why Carter and his administration appeared to flail in foreign policy and
national security is that they were “markedly ahistorical.”’?® This is not quite right. By
December 1979 Carter had become history’s prisoner, and Zbigniew Brzezinski served as Jimmy
Carter’s historian in chief. Certainly the President used his words in invoking Munich during his
January 4 television address: “History teaches, perhaps, very few clear lessons. But surely one
such lesson learned by the world at great cost is that aggression, unopposed, becomes a

124 1t was a fallacious analogy to justify placing peripheral Afghanistan at the

contagious disease.
center of global security. Alarmed that “the Soviet Union was malevolently seeking
advantage” in Africa and Central America, by the time Iran fell to Islamic revolution in January

1979 and the security of the Middle East lost its center of gravity Brzezinski was warning of an

722§ immy Carter, “Address to the Nation on the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan,” January 4, 1980, The Miller
Center, UCSB.

723 Neustadt and May, Thinking in Time, pp. Xiv, 66-74, 92-6.
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“arc of crisis” in “a region of vital importance to us threatened with fragmentation.”’?> He may
not have been a Rasputin, and Carter constantly asserted his own brand of leadership, but the
National Security Advisor had long been urging the President, as he did in a September 1979

memo, “to toughen both the tone and the substance of our foreign policy.”’?® (ltalics in original.)

Afghanistan became the turning point. Brzezinski wrote, as they “stood by the fireplace
in the Oval Office and ruminated sadly about the Soviet move,” he told Carter, “Before you are a
President Wilson you have to be for a few years a president Truman.”’?” This historical counsel
was too late, but finally the President was heeding the advice. Whether the reaction to
Afghanistan was extreme or not, it would serve the strategic purpose of reviving American

power.

The record of high level attention in Washington to Afghanistan contains little
consideration of Soviet motives. It is not that understanding lay outside official grasp. Even in
the absence of precise intelligence on what was being said within the Politburo, informed
assessments were available. The State Department perspective in advance of the intervention
placed Russian interest in Afghanistan in historical Great Game terms; reporting from the
Embassy in Moscow, as well as Kabul, was detailed and fairly consistent.”?® A finished

intelligence analysis that DCI Turner sent to the President included the following inference:

725 “Iran: The Crescent of Crisis,” Time Magazine, January 15, 1979.
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It is highly unlikely that the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan constitutes the
preplanned first step of a highly articulated grand design for the rapid establishment of
hegemonic control over all of Southwest Asia. Rather than a...strategic offensive, the
occupation may have been a reluctantly authorized response to what was perceived by
the Kremlin as an imminent and otherwise irreversible deterioration of its already
established position in a country which fell well within the Soviet Union’s legitimate
sphere of influence.”?°

As accurate as the assessment may have been, it was not relevant to the public narrative of
condemnation, the pivot to containment, or to re-equating U.S. national security with world order
in the global Cold War.”*® That the Soviet intervention was not technically an invasion or that it
did not portend geopolitical expansion mattered no more to the U.S. than it did to the mujahedin.
Nor did it matter that the measures adopted ““short of war” were insufficient to achieve the
declared aim of compelling the Soviets to withdraw from Afghanistan — at least not in the short-

term.

While there is no evidence to support the claim that Brzezinski played Machiavelli by
luring the Russians into intervening, he recognized Kissinger-like that, “The issue was not what
might have been Brezhnev’s subjective motives in going into Afghanistan but the objective
consequences of a Soviet military presence so much closer to the Persian Gulf.”"*! The myth of
Soviet aggression in Afghanistan provided an ideal pretext for larger ambition. From this
watershed came a new focus on geopolitics and a justification for rebuilding U.S. military
strength: In January, Defense Secretary Brown made a major trip to Beijing to raise the profile of
U.S.-Chinese security cooperation as an explicit balance of power challenge to the USSR. An
ambitious initiative got under way to establish a regional strategic framework stretching from

West Asia, across the Middle East, to Eastern Africa. In his State of the Union Address on

729 Memorandum for the President from DCIA Turner, Soviet Union and Southwest Asia, January 15, 1980, NSDA.
730 State Department, Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan; Brzezinski, Power and Principle, p. 443; Garthoff, Détente
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January 23, the President declared under the Carter Doctrine: “An attempt by any outside force
to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of
the United States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary,
including military force.””*? Codified in PD/NSC-63, The Carter Doctrine was the most

significant new commitment the United States would make through the end of the Cold War. "3

U.S. leaders did weigh possible consequences, at least to some extent. Domestic politics
came first. With the 1980 presidential elections less than a year away, Carter needed to counter
the perception that he had been irresolute on foreign policy; his new stance as a Cold Warrior
rallied American patriots, at least at first, but he was also criticized by both left and right.”* Vice
President Mondale correctly predicted that reinstating registration for the draft and the grain
embargo would cost votes in November. Secretary of State VVance uncharacteristically supported
the strong U.S. reaction, but he was dismayed to be dismantling cooperation with Moscow and
worried about a “potential serious divergence between the United States and its European
partners over what constituted a balanced policy toward the Soviet Union.”"*® Brzezinski
welcomed the opportunity to seize the initiative in the Cold War, but the prospect of jettisoning
relations with the Soviet Union altogether sobered even him. When he suggested softening some

of the sanctions, the President criticized him for pulling his punches.”®

The State Department, DOD, and CIA did consider some possible consequences of their

Afghan recommendations , but for the most part the national security bureaucracy coalesced
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around the reversion to their Cold War raison d’étre. *” One of the few outright objections came
from the Department of Agriculture, which accurately predicted that the grain embargo would
disrupt agricultural sales to the largest U.S. overseas market, but would not penalize the Soviet
Union, because other countries, especially Argentina, would quickly compensate. "8 In a hastily
arranged visit, General Goodpaster tried to convince the Argentines to go along with the
embargo, but the Junta flatly refused unless the U.S. lifted human rights sanctions and resumed
military sales (see p. 172 175). *° After Secretary of Agriculture Bergland feuded with
Brzezinski, Carter went along with the embargo, only to find that USDA had been correct.
Instead of teaching the Soviets a lesson, the embargo revealed the unwieldiness of sanctions and,
more broadly, the limits to U.S. power.”* Robert Tucker commented on Carter’s attempt to
redeem a failed foreign policy using Afghanistan:

Once again we have reached a major turning point in American foreign policy....Was
the apparent drift in policy due to the absence of a strategic rationale, or was it rather
due to a rationale that did not work?.... In this familiar world, the overall stakes of
superpower rivalry remained largely unchanged from a generation ago.”**

IV. The Decision to Support the Mujahedin and Its Consequences

Brzezinski took advantage of the intervention in Afghanistan to marshal support for a
strategic revival of American competition with the Soviet Union in the Cold War. The measures
he envisioned would have major regional and global impact. But he was also determined to make

Afghanistan the Soviet Vietnam. In his December 26 memo, he advised the President, “It is
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essential that the Afghanistani [sic] resistance continues.” "*? Four of the six recommendations in

the section labeled “What is to be Done?”” concerned that aim.

The President’s prescription to keep U.S. actions “short of war” did not apply to indirect
war. Carter signed a covert action finding on January 29 that authorized paramilitary assistance
to the mujahedin through Pakistan, now named Operation Cyclone. The program grew from
$500,000 to $50 million, then $60 million per year and remained at that level for the next four
years.’* The U.S. mobilized equally important additional support. Although the Chinese
declined explicit security cooperation, soon after Defense Secretary Brown’s visit to Beijing they
independently also began supplying the mujahedin with weapons through Pakistan. In early
February, Brzezinski led a U.S. delegation to Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. It was on this trip that
he famously appeared in a news photo at a Pakistani Frontier Corps observation post on the
Khyber Pass aiming a rifle toward Afghanistan. Deputy Secretary of State Warren Christopher
told Afghan tribal chieftains assembled for the occasion, "The American people admire your
fight for freedom and believe in the long run you will persevere."’** Christopher did not need to
mention that the U.S. had already begun to assist them covertly or that the purpose of their visit
to Pakistan was to make arrangements to expand that program. On the delegation’s subsequent
stop in Saudi Arabia, the Saudis agreed to participate by matching U.S. funding dollar-for-dollar.
In the first public acknowledgement of the covert action program, Egyptian President Sadat
revealed during a 1981 television interview that he had opened his stores to the U.S. the moment

Soviet forces moved into Afghanistan.’®
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Covert action in Afghanistan was a low-ball option that restricted costs and risks by
delegating armed rivalry with the Soviet Union to the mujahedin. Unlike Angola and Central
America, the significant difference was the absence of apparent downsides. There is no
indication that anyone in the United States government, including members of the congressional
intelligence committees, objected seriously, proposed alternatives, or considered consequences.
Why should they? With the injection of outside support, the Afghan resistance became an
effective instrument of punishment and the deliverers of quagmire. Geographic remoteness
combined with the fact that highly motivated local guerrillas were fighting directly against
Soviet forces rationalized the means and ends of U.S. involvement. These factors insulated
Afghanistan from the congressional restrictions, domestic political controversy, human rights
concerns, and the other political constraints that ended covert action in Angola and encumbered
Central America. The Afghanistan program surpassed those operations in size without evoking
serious expressions of concern. This remained the case for a decade, even though the American-
backed war provoked a massive refugee crisis, while the mujahedin routinely engaged in

terrorism and committed egregious atrocities, such as torturing and beheading their captives.

The consequences — local, regional, and global — were enduring and fateful. That the
United States, as the prevailing Great Power, was directly complicit or at minimum an indirect
accessory to them is now generally understood and accepted. This is not to propose that
American leaders should have prudently anticipated and therefore prevented the misfortunes that
resulted. The origin of those consequences lay in four decisions related to supporting the Afghan

resistance which the Carter administration took in December 1979:

First: the decision to channel U.S. assistance to the Afghan resistance via the

Government of Pakistan. Expediency was the driving motive, along with geography. In 1979, the
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mujahedin were already under the aegis of the ISI and Pakistani territory served as their
sanctuary. The CIA regarded direct management as infeasible and never seriously considered it,
although it did recruit a few unilateral assets and, along with other U.S. Embassy officials,

exercised some direct monitoring.

The arrangement was an extension of the complex and often duplicitous bilateral US-
Pakistan relationship, which blew hot and cold but inevitably served U.S. strategic requirements.
Since the early 1960’s, U-2s had launched surveillance flights of the USSR from Pakistan’s
Peshawar Airport; from 1970 to 1972, Pakistan served as Henry Kissinger’s secret bridge to
China; and in 1979, the U.S. had begun considering Pakistan as a replacement site for the key
intelligence listening post lost to the revolution in Iran, as well as the Southwest Asian bulwark
for Brzezinski’s initiative to establish a regional security framework for the Middle East and

Indian Ocean.’*®

These interests notwithstanding, U.S.-Pakistan relations were at a low point prior to the
Soviet entry into Afghanistan. Pakistan was under human rights and nuclear proliferation
sanctions, and President Carter had personally criticized General Muhammad Zia ul-Haq, who
had seized power in a 1977 coup, especially after he had his civilian predecessor, Prime Minister
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, hanged in January 1979. To make matters worse, on November 21, 1979 a
mob, enraged at a false report that the United States had bombed the Grand Mosque in Mecca,
burned the American Embassy to the ground with the loss of four lives. Despite urgent requests

for protection, Pakistani security forces delayed their response for over five hours, arriving only
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after the crowd had dispersed. It later proved that Jamaat-e-Islami, an Islamist party that enjoyed

Zia’s sponsorship, had provoked the attack.

The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan prompted Pakistan and the U.S. back into Cold
War alignment, but the relationship remained a limited and often difficult one, hardly an alliance.
Pakistan’s range of interests diverged deeply from the United States. Zia was himself an Islamist
with an ambitious vision that involved achieving “strategic depth” through influence over
Afghanistan and designed to culminate in an Islamic confederation with Pakistan. Through a
combination of Muslim holy warriors, Saudi oil money, conventional military forces, and
nuclear weapons, Pakistan would help extend an Islamic coalition into the Middle East. Through

this growth in its power, Pakistan would neutralize its arch-rival India.”*’

As the U.S. responded to the Soviet move into Afghanistan by supporting the mujahedin,
reinforcing Pakistan became an indispensable component of its policy. During the course of his
administration, Carter made no greater about-face from principle to power. As it had been in the
past, the interaction was largely transactional. Zia set his price, a security guarantee and a blank
check from the United States. Otherwise, Pakistan “could not risk Soviet wrath.”’*® He never did
quite receive either, but over the course of the next decade in excess of $20 billion flowed to
Pakistan in the form of military assistance (with the sale of F-16 fighters as the highly
controversial centerpiece), economic aid, funding for millions of Afghan refugees, and support to

the mujahedin.”®
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Rather than seeking to unify the fractious Afghan opposition, the 1SI kept them under
control throughout the war by channeling assistance to seven chosen mujahedin groups, with the
most extreme among them receiving the bulk of aid. U.S.-Pakistan relations reverted to another
low point after the Soviets left in 1989. The ISI continued to hold the mujahedin close, and when
the Taliban emerged as the most devout among them and seized power to establish the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan in 1996, it was with crucial backing from Pakistan. The attacks of
September 11, 2001 provoked the U.S. to lead the overthrow of the Taliban government and
occupy Afghanistan. Pakistan again became indispensable to the US, this time in the so-called
war on terror. Between 2001 and 2016, Pakistan has received in the order of $33 billion in
United States assistance, about half in the form of military reimbursements.”® At the same time,
Pakistan began to ride its own rising Islamist tiger, while the ISI continued to sponsor the

Afghan Taliban against the United States and its coalition partners.”*

Second: the decision to suspend the application of U.S. non-proliferation policy against
Pakistan’s drive to acquire nuclear weapons. The euphemistic formulation adopted was, “We
will...urge the Pakistanis to put the problem aside for solution later while we deal with the
Soviet-Afghan problem.”’? Following its rival India, Pakistan began seeking the bomb in 1972;
it did not sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty. The issue received intense consideration during the
Carter administration’s deliberations on reaction to the Soviets in Afghanistan. The one thing the
U.S. could have done to preempt Pakistan would have been a security guarantee vis a vis India,

something it was unwilling to do. Instead, the principal concerns were the President’s reluctance
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to abandon his non-proliferation goal, which he overcame, and how to get Congress to go along
with a national security waiver to the Symington Amendment, the first of three measures that
restricted U.S. assistance to Pakistan on non-proliferation grounds and was in effect at the
time.”? Legislative exceptions remained in place from 1979 to 1990. In addition, federal
authorities were lax in their prosecution of several smuggling cases involving nuclear
components, and the U.S. signaled weak support for IAEA regulation and other UN measures
concerning Pakistan. Following the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, concerns over stability
in South Asia and the security of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program again came to the fore. In
1990, President Bush declined to certify that Pakistan did not have nuclear weapons, leading to a
suspension of aid and yet another downturn in bilateral relations. It is now a matter of record
that, during the Afghan war, Pakistan became a nuclear weapons state. Subsequently, A.Q. Khan,
the “Father” of Pakistan’s nuclear program, proliferated nuclear technology to Iran, North Korea,

and Libya.

Third: the decision to “to concert with Islamic countries on a covert action campaign to
help the rebels.””* Crucial to that campaign, along with Pakistan’s role as executive agent and
provider of sanctuary, was Saudi Arabia’s financial contribution, secured during Brzezinski’s
February 1980 visit. But Saudi Arabia did much more than sponsor Holy War against the Soviets
in Afghanistan. Independently, in association with other Gulf States and private Islamic

charities, the royal House of Saud, through its alliance with the Wahhabi clerical establishment,
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spent as much as $4 billion a year to finance mosques and madrassas in the Afghanistan-Pakistan
frontier region as part of a worldwide campaign. Those religious centers became critical bases
that sustained the Afghan jihad by gathering recruits, sustaining fighters and their families, and
indoctrinating religious learning with the weaponization of Islam. In addition, thousands of
Muslims from Saudi Arabia and other countries also received generous subsidies that enabled
them to travel to Pakistan and there participate in jihad as the “Afghan Arabs.”" These activities

were entirely in synch with Zia’s messianic Islamism and conducted with the cooperation of the

ISI.

Saudi leaders were not acting at the behest of their important American ally or out of
anti-communist conviction, but had their own compelling motives. First, Saudi Arabia promoted
itself as the champion of Sunni Islam through Holy War in Afghanistan. The revolution that had
overthrown the Shah of Iran less than a year earlier placed Ayatollah Khomeini’s Shiism in the
vanguard of a new and competing form of political Islam. Even more immediately threatening,
on November 21, 1979, Saudi religious radicals seized the Grand Mosque of Mecca, the holiest
site in Islam. They declared their intent to purify and restore true Islamic rule by seizing power
from the corrupt House of Saud that was in the service of infidels. Sworn to protect Mecca, the
insurgents struck at the authority and legitimacy of the Saudi regime, especially when the
recovery of the Mosque took over a week and required aid from French commandos. The
incendiary reach of the insurgents’ message could be seen literally in the burning of the
American Embassy in Islamabad during the uprising, fueled by the false rumor of U.S.

responsibility for the Mecca uprising . When Soviet combat troops entered Afghanistan a few
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weeks later, the Saudis recognized an opportunity to deflect jihad away from Mecca, and

themselves."®®

The Saudi-sponsored madrassas and channeling of Arabs to Afghanistan were separate
from, but ran parallel to, the CIA program, which served as the principal source of weapons and
logistic support. I1SI was the operational connection as host and intermediary for both. The
purposes of Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and the United States overlapped in jihad against an atheistic
foreign invader and the Cold War against the Soviet Union. This intersection brought the most
radicalized Islamists among the Afghan mujahedin, such as Abdul Rasul Sayyaf, Jalaluddin
Haqgqani, and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Pakistan’s favored commander, into association with the
Afghan Arabs, including Osama bin Laden.”” The CIA was not concerned, in fact the opposite.
According to Robert Gates, on learning of the number of Arabs traveling to fight against the
Soviets, “We examined ways to increase their participation, perhaps in the form of some sort of

‘internationalist brigade,” but nothing came of it. "

There was, in any case, no need. Al Qaeda and the Taliban formed an alliance in the
crucible of the Afghan jihad. Once they were in power, the Taliban made Afghanistan a haven
for international terrorists. Those terrorists found in the defeat of one superpower inspiration to
attack the other. The United States was simply unaware at the time that, by fighting the Cold
War in Afghanistan, Operation Cyclone was sowing the dragon’s teeth (vis the myth of

Cadmus.)"®
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Fourth: the decision to engage in protracted war by sponsoring the Afghan mujahedin as
an offensive instrument against the Soviet Union. Something less than a strategy given its
punitive aim, the open-ended commitment to indirect warfare was integral to the U.S. rationale
from the start. As a State Department paper issued in April 1980 stated, “Given the
determination of the resistance forces, this portends a long, bloody struggle.”’® CIA officer
Howard Hart who headed Operation Cyclone from Pakistan was more explicit about the
opportunity, and passionate: “I was the first Chief of Station ever sent abroad with this wonderful

order: ‘Go kill Soviet soldiers.” Imagine! I loved it.” "%

This emphasis on military means that subsumed political ends was fundamental to what
the U.S. actually did in Afghanistan. Despite readily claiming the high moral ground, the United
States’ drive to make the Soviets suffer the punishment and humiliation it had suffered in
Vietnam was never far from the surface. When U.S. National Security Advisor Zbigniew
Brzezinski learned that Soviet forces had crossed the Afghan border, he allegedly shot his fist
into the air and exclaimed triumphantly “They have taken the bait!”’%? In cautioning the
President not to be too sanguine about Afghanistan becoming a Soviet Vietnam in his December
26 “Reflections” memo, Brzezinski pointed out that the Afghan resistance was not the North
Vietnamese Army and the Red Army was not likely to be as constrained as American forces had
been in Vietnam. The point was merely to get arms into the hands of the mujahedin and keep

them fighting. 763
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The two declared U.S. aims were Soviet withdrawal and the establishment of an
independent and neutral Afghanistan. Given the scope of the Soviets’ military commitment and
the prestige they had at stake, the U.S. stance made withdrawal less likely, not more.”® The
means the United States adopted were insufficient to compel those outcomes decisively, and a
greater effort might well have implied limited war. Moscow did seek an exit on its terms almost
as soon as they went in, and began negotiations under UN auspices in 1982. But they were
caught in a bear trap, as the media sometimes referred to it. Neither the mujahedin nor the United

States had a farther-reaching aim to pursue than open-ended, protracted war.

The United States, President Carter moralized in early 1980, sought “to indict the Soviets
for causing massive human suffering.”’®® After nearly a decade of war, that would prove a shared
responsibility. As Soviet forces prepared to withdraw from Afghanistan, the consequences of
were evident: one million dead, six million displaced persons and refugees, economic ruin,

political shambles.

Three U.S. administrations — Carter, Reagan, and Bush — had found it relatively easy to
invest in secret war; war termination was a different matter. Bad faith lubricated the UN
Agreements that stipulated the Soviet departure. When the United States, Pakistan, the USSR,
and Afghanistan signed the accord for Soviet withdrawal in Geneva on April 14, 1988, they had
never actually met face-to-face before the ceremony.”®® Soviet client President Najibullah
remained in Kabul and in command of the well-equipped Afghan Armed Forces. The mujahedin,

excluded from the talks, denounced the agreements and pledged to continue fighting, and did so
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with backing from the U.S. and Pakistan. On March 5, 1989, less than three weeks after the last
Soviet troops departed, the Afghan resistance attempted to transition from guerrilla warfare and
launched an offensive to force the regime from power. Confidently declaring a belligerent
government led by ISI favorite Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, 10,000 mujahedin, including a contingent
of Afghan Arabs, captured the major city of Jalalabad near the Pakistan border. However,
government forces rallied and defeated the mujahedin in the only decisive conventional battle of

the war.

In a striking parallel to South Vietnam, Najibullah defied predictions by lasting for nearly
three more years.”®” Once his subsidies ended with the collapse of the Soviet Union itself, the
Army disintegrated and the mujahedin killed him after overrunning Kabul in 1992.
Subsequently, American, and therefore international, interest in the outcome waned. The
disputatious mujahedin factions never managed a stable power-sharing arrangement. U.S.
Special Representative Tomsen, who recognized their extremism, complained about lackluster
backing from Washington and called international mediation efforts “tilting at windmills.”"®® In
the absence of jus post bellum, Afghanistan disintegrated into four more years of civil war. With
critical assistance from the Pakistani ISI, the Taliban completed an arduous campaign to take
power and declared the Emirate of Afghanistan in 1996. Their legitimacy rested on a claim that
they had banished “fitna” (disorder), an Islamic equivalent of Hobbes’ logic that any government

is preferable to anarchy.”®® By overthrowing the Taliban in December 2001 and establishing the

Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the U.S.-led coalition inadvertently revived another protracted
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insurgency-counterinsurgency war. Even though roles shuffled, most of the participants
remained the same. Fighting has not ended, and Afghanistan has now been in a state of fitna for

38 years.

V. Afghanistan and the Reagan Doctrine Wars

Afghanistan was the catalyst that brought together multiple pieces of a revived strategy of
containment, deterrence, and competition with the Soviet Union during Carter’s final year in
office. Some measures denied opportunities for Soviet expansion — balance of power
cooperation with China, support for regional allies, especially Pakistan, new basing rights and
naval deployments under the Carter Doctrine in the Persian Gulf and elsewhere. Others imposed
costs — international condemnation, sanctions, support for the mujahedin. This hardening
brought with it a new challenge in superpower relations, or rather revived an old one that détente
seemed temporarily to have overcome. Edmund Muskie, who filled in as Secretary of State after

Vance resigned in April 1980, explained the problem in a major foreign policy address:

The effect of Afghanistan, of course, is to escalate the possibility of confrontation
between our two countries, and in that kind of environment, the limitation of arms,
especially nuclear arms, is an important objective for each country. The difficulty is
how do we achieve it? ... No one to my knowledge has come up with a solution to that
problem.’°

The challenge lay not only in Afghanistan but, Muskie continued, “in Nicaragua, in El Salvador,
and in many other places where the Soviets are prepared to expand their power and limit Western

influence.”’’* The solution was to increase competition while keeping the possibilities of
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escalation to limited war, and the associated fear of quagmire, to a minimum. The same method

and purpose applied to Afghanistan, as well as to Angola and Central America.

Afghanistan did give rise to new, if inconclusive, motion on Angola and Cuba. The
proposed unconditional diplomatic recognition of Angola, despite the presence of Cuban troops,
which Secretary of State Vance and UN Ambassador Donald McHenry had promoted, came off
the table and remained off for the next decade. Meanwhile, rebel UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi
had done a good job of cultivating his American contacts following the aid cut-off in 1975, and
he received further consideration after the Soviets went into Afghanistan. He had asked for U.S.
recognition and support in a November 9, 1979 meeting with an NSC staffer.”’? In January, NSC
Africa Director William Griffith forwarded a CIA analysis to Brzezinski that showed UNITA
was gaining against the Cuba- and Soviet-backed government. The consequences of the invasion
of Afghanistan, Griffith argued, “objectively outmode” the idea of recognition and instead
“require...U.S. arms aid to Savimbi.” ’"®* He recommended an SCC meeting to consider the
proposal. However, Brzezinski had to decline, noting on the memo, “The trouble is that it is
against the law.” The congressional prohibition on aid to Angolan insurgents would remain in

place until 1985.

Afghanistan was also the background for one of the on-and-off secret talks between the
U.S. and Cuba, the second during the Carter administration. The flap over the Soviet Brigade in
Cuba three months prior to the Soviet move into Afghanistan had brewed superpower acrimony

and left the U.S. angered. After the intervention, though, Afghanistan had proved a net setback
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for Cuba, and Fidel Castro was suffering as a bystander, a reprise of his role during the 1962
Missile Crisis. Cuba was one of only 18 countries to vote against condemnation of the Soviet
Union in the UN General Assembly, lost its bid for a seat on the Security Council, and tarnished
its leadership of the NAM, while Castro’s proposal to mediate between Afghanistan and Pakistan
went nowhere. Brzezinski denigrated “the whole business of Castro as a piddling affair,” but he
thought it was worth exploring whether there might be a crack between the Soviets and Cubans
to exploit.”’* In Havana on January 16, 1980 NSC Latin America Director Robert Pastor and
Undersecretary of State Peter Tarnoff met with Castro for 10 hours. Castro defended Cuba’s
support for revolutionaries in Central America and its troops in Angola and Ethiopia. Pastor and
Tarnoff, under specific orders from Carter, suggested that Castro criticize the Soviet Union on
Afghanistan. He demurred, but admitted he did not understand why his patron had done it and

complained that they had not bothered to brief him.

Reagan and Afghanistan

President-elect Ronald Reagan received an intelligence briefing on U.S. support for the
mujahedin before his inauguration in January 1981, and his new national security team included
Afghanistan on their long list of places where the Soviet Union was causing “a worldwide
climate of uncertainty.”’”® However, when the Reagan administration took over, the obsession
was no longer Afghanistan. Instead it was Secretary of State Al Haig’s, “fires of insurrection, fed
by the Soviets and fanned by their surrogates, the Cubans, spread unchecked in Central

America.”’® As if to demonstrate their distance from Carter, rather than the specter of the Red
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Army on the march from Kabul to the Persian Gulf, Reagan officials invoked Sandinista tanks
driving from Nicaragua to Harlingen, Texas, the closest town in America’s backyard. They

believed that in Central America they could win.

After an NSC meeting on March 8, Defense Secretary Weinberger suggested in an
interview that the U.S. might send arms to the Afghan resistance, but would not tolerate Soviet
arms supplies to rebels in El Salvador on the grounds that it violated the Monroe Doctrine.”’’
Picking up on the issue, a television interviewer asked Reagan the next day how he thought the
Soviets might react to the double standard. The President replied, “I don't know that they could
really have an objection to that, but I'm answering this now without having sat down with the
Secretary and others and looked at all the ramifications.”’’® By that date, the NSC had met
multiple times on Central America, but Afghanistan had received far less attention; Reagan had
also replied to extensive questioning on El Salvador from Walter Cronkite and other members of
the press corps, but Afghanistan had barely come up. In the New York Times interview, Reagan
quickly turned the conversation back to El Salvador, repeating his denial of any intention to
intervene there with U.S. troops. But he did take the time to make a correction: "You've used the
term 'Afghan rebels' and sometimes | think the Soviet Union has been successful in their
propaganda with getting us to use terms that semantically are incorrect...Those are freedom
fighters.”’’® Reagan in fact borrowed the label from Carter, who had often referred to the

mujahedin as freedom fighters, and had used it in his one-on-one Oval Office meeting with the

President-elect in November.”8°
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Even though the freedom fighters whom Reagan, Haig, and CIA Director Casey truly
cared about were the Nicaraguan Contras, the new administration kept the Afghan program in
place, along with its Pakistani and Saudi components. Nor did the administration alter the
purpose: keeping the Soviets in a quagmire, bleeding its forces, and stymying Soviet efforts to
negotiate their way out while maintaining the declared U.S. goal of achieving their withdrawal.
When Casey saw how effective the mujahedin were in Afghanistan, he immediately set out to do
the same for the Contras. The Nicaragua program was controversial when the mujahedin first
came to public prominence in February 1983. Invited to the White House, six tribal leaders
appeared in an Oval Office photograph, bearded and turbaned warriors, accompanied by their

CIA Afghan task force chief Gust Avrakotos, seated incongruously with the President. "8

A few months later, former Somoza champion, Texas Congressman Charlie Wilson,
acting on his own, adopted the mujahedin as his new anti-communist crusade. Using his position
on the Defense Appropriations Committee, he added $90 million from the DOD black program
to Operation Cyclone’s $60 million in the budget for 1984. When Casey asked him to transfer 10
percent of the Afghan funding to the Nicaragua program, Wilson turned Casey down, telling him
the Contras were a lost cause in Congress. Wilson kept adding money for the Afghan resistance
until the program peaked at $630 million in 1987, the same year the administration became
mired in the Iran-Contra scandal. The Saudis kept matching the U.S. dollar-for-dollar, while the

Chinese, British, and others continued their contributions.”82
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Conclusions about Origins and Afghanistan

Whether or not Afghanistan is the graveyard of empires, it has more than its share of
myths. If myths are a simplified form of collective memories, the most recent ones are myths by
exclusion that forget key details about U.S. involvement and gloss over the chronology. 8
Writing in a 2010 op-ed, the former chief of the CIA Afghanistan Task Force claimed that by
backing the mujahedin against the Soviet Union, “In the 80’s we essentially ended the Cold War
with a well-funded and broadly supported covert action program.”’84 He was using this argument
to make the case for using the same method to defeat terrorism in Afghanistan and Pakistan after
9-11. Itis true that U.S. support enabled the Afghan insurgency to exhaust the Soviets. The
humiliation of their withdrawal wracked a regime already in decline. However — again like the
United States in Vietnam — that end came not with military defeat but in loss of will. The
decision to get out came with regime change in 1985, when Gorbachev declared Afghanistan “a
bleeding wound.”’® To that extent, to judge by results, the method proved a success. However,
it is not credible to claim that the United States accomplished more than that in Afghanistan,
when the fundamental reasons for the collapse of the Soviet Union were economic failure and

political decay.

This returns to a larger issue regarding the original conception of using protracted
warfare in Afghanistan, which is not to weigh whether its cost was worth ultimate victory in the

Cold War. The point is that it is insufficient and misleading to glorify what support for the
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mujahedin accomplished while ignoring altogether the fateful and enduring consequences that

continue to make this most peripheral of nations so central to the United States.
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Conclusion

Origins: The Central Argument

The “Reagan Doctrine” Wars began with the July 1975 U.S. intervention in Angola, just
four months after the fall of Saigon. The original phase ended in mid-1982, about one year and a
half into Ronald Reagan’s first term, with the completion of a new National Security Strategy
based on long-term U.S. competition with the Soviet Union.”® The President signed the strategy
on May 20, and National Security Advisor Bill “Judge” Clark outlined it publicly in a little-
noticed speech the following day.”®" Clark highlighted how in the Third World:

The Soviet Union also complements its direct military capabilities with proxy forces
and surrogates, with extensive arms sales and grants, by manipulation of terrorist and
subversive organizations, and through support to a number of insurgencies and
separatist movements by providing arms, advice, military training, and political
backing.

Calling these activities “threats to vital interests,” he explicitly linked the U.S. response
to the new strategy. One month later, Secretary of State Haig resigned and George
Shultz replaced his bluster with a more pragmatic temperament. The new strategy and
the change in leadership did not end political battles with ideological hardliners within
the administration or with liberals in Congress over the conduct of the wars in Angola,
Central America, and Afghanistan. Substantively, though, rough consensus on aims to
impose costs on the Soviet Union and deny it further expansion in the Third World
ultimately held. Although no one knew it at the time, the Reagan Doctrine Wars became

the principal fighting fronts of the Cold War during its final decade.
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U.S. strategic behavior in the gray zones between war and peace had emerged
soon after World War 1l. Reinforced through the experience of limited wars in Korea
and Vietnam, and despite political ups and downs, including Carter’s effort to break
from the mold, both intent and method proved consistent throughout all four decades of

the Cold War.”®®

The interpretation | present in this thesis is an original contribution to the extensive
literature on the Reagan Doctrine Wars. My focus was on how decision-making related to
Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan in three U.S. administrations — Ford, Carter, and
Reagan — interacted with domestic politics, Cold War adversaries and allies, and events on the
ground between 1975 and 1982. Benefiting from recently released official documents, this is a
diplomatic and military history, which, in the tradition of strategic studies, | have supplemented
with models and concepts from political science and international relations. These concluding
remarks review the principal points, making observations about the value of strategy and policy
analysis, particularly the application of realism to these wars. The final section discusses the
relationship between origins and consequences, pointing the way to a more comprehensive

assessment of these wars.

This is a good point to restate the central argument. Most accounts treat Angola, Central
America, and Afghanistan as discrete events, proxy wars on the periphery that happened
chronologically to be underway at the end of the Cold War. Rather, | see the three Reagan

Doctrine Wars as much more integral to the history of the Cold War. Each was complex and
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significant in different ways, but all three were extremely complex civil and regional wars within
the global Cold War. They became the fighting fronts during the final phase of the Cold War for
two reasons. First, for both the United States and the Soviet Union, avoiding direct confrontation,
either nuclear or conventional, in the core areas became of over-riding importance. Leaders on
both sides learned to rely on deterrence and took measures to lower the risks of escalation,
because they perceived the potential costs as higher than the value of any possible gain. When
crises over Soviet military action did erupt, the United States more often cautiously avoided
using force. This was the case during the Berlin Blockade in 1948-49, the invasions of Hungary
in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, as well as the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. The
subsequent occasions when policy-makers in all three administrations advocated military action
against Cuba can be added to this list — an original contribution of this thesis. Second, in the two
instances during the Cold War when the United States engaged in limited war the experience
proved costly. As combat in Korea and Vietnam lengthened without achieving victory, the
relative value of U.S. aims declined and negotiations to end the fighting resulted. Especially after
Vietnam, aversion to losses made avoiding commitment of U.S. forces to Third World conflicts a
domestic political imperative. In consequence, the Ford, Carter, and Reagan administrations gave
priority to avoiding the costs and risks of escalation without abandoning the strategy of
containing Soviet expansion. As the Cold War entered its fourth decade, both the U.S. and the
USSR remained in contention, but by practicing restrictive deterrence, they provoked and
prolonged wars on the Third World periphery where it was more important to manage the level
of fighting than it was to seek victory. These strategic dynamics defined the character of the wars

in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan.
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Interpretation and Realism

The framework for historical interpretation used here is anchored in classical realism,
because that point of view fits best with what actually happened in the Reagan Doctrine Wars.
The three realists | rely on most — Hans Morgenthau, Robert Osgood, and Robert Tucker — had
historical minds. By citing figures such as Thucydides, Hobbes, and Wellington, they connected
their views to enduring strategic themes and the wider human experience. Similarly in my
assessment, the United States encountered the unchanging nature of war in Angola, Central
America, and Afghanistan. For example, motivated by fear, honor, and interest, the United States
and the Soviet Union through intervening made these peripheral conflicts central to their global
Cold War. As long as the great powers sustained their will to contend, they helped to protract the
sufferings these wars entailed, while the other protagonists in these regional and civil wars

pursued their own interests and made the great powers subject to their conflicts and demands.

As contemporary commentators, the three realists also understood the character of the
Reagan Doctrine Wars. Morgenthau regarded the Cold War as a classic struggle for power, but
he recognized that the need to avoid, rather than seek decisive war, was a key change that made
the Cold War different from great power conflict of the past. He foresaw the challenge of
Marxist-Leninist revolution and the dilemmas of trying to maintain a foreign policy of principles
for the United States as it competed with the Soviet Union for the balance of power. Osgood,
writing about Korea in 1957 and subsequently about Vietnam, understood how deterrence
prevented general war, but led to limited war, with its own problems for the U.S. as a democracy.
Tucker was concerned about the match between U.S. policy and strategy. He questioned how
intervention on the periphery and the ideological drivers of the Reagan Doctrine served the

purposes of American power in the Cold War.
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Contribution to the Literature

Building on the realist perspective, the thesis begins by viewing the origins of the Reagan
Doctrine Wars as a whole. The predecessors of U.S. involvement run from support to partisans in
World War I, through the gray zone conflicts of the early Cold War, to the experience of limited
wars in Korea and Vietnam. The domestic politics of these wars across three presidential
administrations was exceptionally messy, from the post-Vietnam contest between Congress and
the Executive that erupted over Angola in 1975, to Carter’s attempt to break from the Cold War
at the beginning of his term and extreme reaction to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979,
to fear of another quagmire provoked by the choice of Central America as the place to draw the
line against the Soviet Union early in the Reagan administration. Most importantly, the political
swings that accompanied changes in administration should not obscure the fundamental

continuity of U.S. strategic behavior throughout the Cold War.

Classic strategic principles aid this interpretation. In his dictum that ‘war is the
continuation of politics by other means,” Clausewitz used the German Politik, a word that can
apply to war aims in terms of both foreign policy and domestic politics. The importance of those
aims, the “value of the object,” in turn determines effort and duration. U.S. decision-making in
the Reagan Doctrine Wars conformed, but in a way that had little in common with the
conventional American way of war. Rather than pursuing victory, strategic aims in these
peripheral wars were to impose costs and contain the Soviet Union while managing the level of
violence and minimizing the risks of escalation in response to the demands of the Cold War, a
strategy of restrictive deterrence. Support for insurgents in Angola, Nicaragua, and Afghanistan,
along with support for counterinsurgents and associated democratic reforms in El Salvador, as

well as involvement with regional allies, served these purposes. Termed “low intensity conflict,”
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these means fit Corbett’s indirect strategy of war by limited contingent, in which economy of
force operations kept the costs and risks of involvement in actual fighting low. The politics and
policy were often confused, but these strategic principles make it possible to understand how
U.S. participation in these peripheral wars fitted with long-term competition against the Soviet

Union during the Cold War.

The thesis does not engage in counterfactual supposition over the Reagan Doctrine Wars.
It does, however, attach importance to inaction and alternative courses of action by the United
States in several instances. When Congress tied the Ford administration’s hand by prohibiting aid
to insurgents in Angola, the so-called Safari Club, led by French intelligence, took up the cause
of anti-Communism in Africa. Similarly, Argentina exported its methods of Dirty War to fill the
vacuum that resulted from what they viewed as Jimmy Carter’s abandonment of the Cold War in
Central America. Henry Kissinger during the Ford administration, Zbigniew Brzezinski during
Carter’s, and Alexander Haig under Reagan all pressed for military attacks on Cuba. In each
instance, the bureaucracy prevented action by warning that a strong Soviet response was both
unpredictable and likely. As a result, Cuba remained free to continue its unprecedented military

deployments in support of revolution in Africa and Central America.

The interpretation of the Reagan Doctrine also says something new about the historical
continuity of U.S. presidential doctrines. All doctrines are combined expressions of American
military power and political purpose. As statements of policy and strategy, they reflect prevailing
shifts in domestic politics and are likely to be inconsistently applied. Although each doctrine has
a specific purpose in time and place, all doctrines declare an intent to exclude hostile foreign
powers from areas that lie outside of U.S. territory as a means of defending national security, by

use of force if necessary, while remaining imprecise about exactly how force will be used. The
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tradition began with the desire to exclude European powers from the Western Hemisphere, as
declared in the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, complemented in 1904 with the Roosevelt Corollary
which justified internal intervention for that purpose in Central America and the Caribbean. The
Truman Doctrine globalized the principle in 1947 by declaring the intent to contain Communism,
and particularly Soviet expansion into Greece and Turkey. The Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson,
Nixon, and Carter Doctrines reiterated the general purpose of containment, with varying
geographic and military specifications. Significantly, in the light of American withdrawal from
Vietnam, in 1969 the Nixon Doctrine included explicit limitation on the direct use of U.S. forces
to defend threatened nations. The Reagan Doctrine followed suit by relying on indirect means to
meet the challenge of Marxist-Leninist revolutions and contain the expansion of Soviet influence
in the Third World. Sustained support for anti-Communist insurgents applied only to Angola,
Nicaragua, and Afghanistan, and for counterinsurgency to El Salvador. As with previous
presidential doctrines, political controversy accompanied those choices and other opportunities

remained unexploited.

Collective beliefs in the form of conventional wisdom are meaningful, even when they
are wrong, including two myths about the Reagan Doctrine. First, Ronald Reagan embraced the
wars in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan, but U.S. involvement in them had already
begun under Ford and Carter. He even inherited his signature term “freedom fighters” from
Jimmy Carter. Second, the Reagan Doctrine was never official. Rather it was an invention of the
journalist Charles Krauthammer, which the administration tacitly accepted. The history of the
Reagan Doctrine Wars also debunks the myth that the Cold War was a simpler time compared
with the geopolitical competition, hybrid wars in gray zones, and Islamist revolutionaries that are

today’s preoccupations.
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The Reagan Doctrine Wars, Theory, and Applied Theory

Nor is it necessary to wade deeply into the thickets of international relations, political
science, and security studies to recognize that theories do not fare very well when held up against
the Reagan Doctrine Wars. My focus has been on strategy and policy, but, as noted in the
Introduction and even as those in the field readily admit, the social sciences have yet to achieve
predictive value, much less usable overarching explanations of such complex and messy
events.”®® The myriad problems of method begin perhaps with the limitations of using historical
case studies to prove hypotheses that abuse parsimony by stripping out crucial factors. Another
flaw lies in the assumption that decision-makers are rational actors who seek to optimize national
interests. Cognitive research has made inroads into this foundation of political science, validating
older understanding of the role of irrationality in human motivation. For evidence, one can look
to the anger and wounded prestige over Angola that sparked Henry Kissinger’s desire to “smash
Cuba,” Jimmy Carter’s belief that Brezhnev had lied to him that fed his insecurity and led to his
overreaction on Afghanistan, and CIA Director Bill Casey’s obsession with Central America and
his desire to wreak violence for its own sake in peripheral wars against the Soviet Union.
Although indemonstrable, it may be that the Reagan Doctrine Wars channeled the aggressive
passions and vengeful desires of expressive warriors, helping the cold logic of deterrence safely

keep nuclear strategy in the realm of theory throughout the Cold War.

Implicitly or explicitly, theories guide understanding and action in a complex world.
However, there is a danger that trying to match theory with reality obscures more than it

explains. George Kennan proposed that the U.S. should pursue a strategy of containment while

790 Jack Levy, et al, H-Diplo/ISSF Roundtable on Chernoff, Explanation and Progress in Security Studies, IX:11,
February 20, 2017, http://issforum.org/roundtables/9-11-chernoff.

306



the Soviet Union followed its destiny to collapse. Yet, however brilliantly containment served as
an organizing principle for the United States and eventually led the Cold War to a peaceful
conclusion, grand strategy proved less useful in answering the specific challenges of limited war
and revolution. Militarization and the domino theory led the United States astray in Vietnam,
and exclusive concern with the Soviet Union certainly contributed to the muddles of U.S.
behavior in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan between 1975 and 1982. In contrast,
formal international relations theories tend to drive broad explanations down narrow tracks.
Game theory, updated versions of realism divided between offensive and defensive branches,
and structural realism or neo-realism, which emphasize the search for security as the key to
international behavior, all suffer from this limitation.”* A recent example directly relevant to the
Reagan Doctrine Wars is Jeffrey Taliaferro’s study of great power intervention on the
periphery.’ Taliaferro skillfully recounts several historical cases, including the United States in
the Korean War, only to claim the single primary motive for intervention in each was the desire
to avoid perceived losses, a theory he terms “negative balancing.” Fear of losses featured in U.S.
involvement in the Reagan Doctrine Wars, but this explanation is far too simplistic to account for

the multiple, confused, and even contradictory sources of U.S. behavior.

Rather than pursuing a single strand of theory, classical realism is more an encompassing,
historically grounded perspective on international power relationships. Attributes such as
military strength, but also intangibles such as will, determine relative power among nations,

groups of nations, or any sub-group for that matter. Accordingly, nations cooperate and compete,

91 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Pennsylvania, 1979); Karl K. Schonberg, “Robert E. Osgood
and the origins of social international relations theory,” International Journal, 64:3, Summer 2011, pp. 811-23; H-
Diplo Forum 59, “Liberalism and Decisionmaking in Neorealism,” https://issforum.org/articlereviews/59-waltz;
Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 4-12.

92 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the Periphery (Cornell, 2004).
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they behave defensively and offensively, and they can do these simultaneously. One avenue to
understanding how they exercise their power is whether they perceive adversaries offensively or

defensively, the core of the “security dilemma,” in international relations terms.”*?

In application, the strategic behavior and decision-making of the United States across
three presidential administrations during the origins of the Reagan Doctrine Wars revolved
around perceptions of Soviet power. Kissinger’s brand of Machiavellian realism sought
defensive balance, but regarded the Soviet Union as a fundamentally offensive power. Détente
permitted the United States, in its moment of weakness following defeat in Vietnam, to reduce
Cold War confrontation. At the same time, Kissinger shifted the balance of power against the
Soviet Union through opening contact with the People’s Republic of China. The offensive-
defensive balance came undone in Angola which proved that détente did not apply to
competition in the Third World, and when Cuba acted as a revolutionary wild card, China
refused to turn alignment with the U.S. against the Soviet Union into active alliance, and

Congress curtailed executive authority over militarized containment on the periphery.

Jimmy Carter came to office with the entirely different intent of placing principles before
power. Like Woodrow Wilson before him, Carter began his term infused with Christian morality,
believing the United States could be a benign and progressive force fully invested in liberal
ideals of prosperity, sovereignty, human rights, and democracy. Instead, power quickly overruled
principles in aggressive contests with Cold War adversaries, as the Carter administration found
itself defensively on the wrong side of a series of security dilemmas in Angola, Nicaragua, and

elsewhere, before belatedly reversing the tide in El Salvador and Afghanistan. But Brzezinski’s

98 Richard Betts, American Force (New York, 2012), pp. 14-15.
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advice to Carter in 1979 that he needed to be like Truman before he could be like Wilson came
too late; those wars demonstrated the infeasibility of trying unilaterally to de-link the United
States from the exercise of power. Even if an enduring liberal world order remains a valid goal,
as Zanchetta and Carter’s other proponents insist (see Chapter 2), his administration’s
performance revealed serious lapses in international cooperation and the propensity of the United

States to intervene in non-democracies under the pressures of war.

Ronald Reagan was also a president of moral conviction, who practiced what Francis
Fukuyama called “realistic Wilsonianism.”’®* Ultimately, Reagan resolved the security dilemma
by balancing ideology with pragmatism, and principles with power, embodied in the idea of
peace through strength. While carrying out an offensive strategy of long-term competition with
the Soviet Union, his administration also kept the risks of confrontation low by limiting
involvement in direct military action. As a “forward strategy for freedom,” the Reagan Doctrine
Wars were a training ground for the neoconservatives, particularly through pursuing democracy

at the point of bayonets in Central America (see Chapter 5).

Origins, Ends, and Consequences

Writing a history of the Reagan Doctrine Wars, or any war, that considers only origins is
insufficient without establishing some connection with their ends. The outline of consequences
that flowed from the U.S. decision to support the mujahedin in Afghanistan in Chapter 7, Part IV

is a down payment on that task.

94 Fukuyama, America at the Crossroads, pp. 45-49.
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Through its interventions in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan, and its
associated regional and global activities, the United States, under three presidents, sustained its
commitment to containing the Soviet Union. Often those involved between 1975 and 1982
seemed to muddle through. The cost was high in political controversy, in human lives and
disaster, and in failures of diplomacy and international institutions. Presumably the purpose of
strategy is to win, but that was never the purpose in the Reagan Doctrine Wars. Rather, it was to
contain the Soviet Union and impose costs while keeping the risks of escalation low and above

all, to make sure that others, not Americans, would do the fighting and dying.

The final act opened in 1986. Gorbachev had been in power for less than a year when he
and Reagan held their first formal summit in Reykjavik that October and realized they shared a
belief in the absurdity of threatening to destroy each other with nuclear weapons they could not
use. What they termed regional conflicts was on the agenda, but even then negotiations did not
prosper and the wars in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan remained unremitting.
Fought from the beginning as ‘forever wars’, they were power-locked. The antagonists remained
the same; no allies changed sides. Battles mattered on occasion; none was terminally decisive.

Neither side escalated; there were no balance of power reversals.

In 1986, rather than relaxing, each of the wars sharpened. Congress had lifted the ban on
aid to UNITA, and Reagan welcomed Angolan rebel leader Jonas Savimbi to the White House.
South Africa launched a second invasion, and in the largest battles in Africa since World War I,
50,000 Cuban troops turned it back again. In Central America, domestic controversy receded as
democracy took hold in EI Salvador, while the U.S-backed counter-insurgency war hardened and
the FMLN thrived as the toughest guerrilla army in Latin America. In Nicaragua, Soviet-Cuban

aid to the Sandinistas mushroomed as the Contras remained a potent force, despite erratic U.S.
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funding and the Iran-Contra scandal that bedeviled the Reagan administration for more than a
year. In Afghanistan, U.S. aid to the mujahedin reached new heights. With no prospect for an
end to the “bleeding wound,” Gorbachev secretly declared his intention to withdraw Soviet
troops, but he got no help from the United States. The conflicts continued much as they had

begun.

“Wars transform the future [and] it is the way in which a war is brought to an end that has
the most decisive impact,” wrote Fred Iklé in his short but insightful book on war termination.’®

Ironically, Iklé was one of the key architects of the Reagan Doctrine Wars, a hardliner who had

no interest in ending these particular wars.

The beginning of the end of superpower involvement came in the same way that wars
often end, with regime change. Gorbachev had signaled authentic willingness to lessen
confrontation with the U.S. across the board, including on the periphery. But serious relaxation
would not take place until 1989, when the Soviets began to lose their international grip in a

dimly recognized prelude to collapse.

In Angola, only then did the negotiating formula to trade Cuban withdrawal from Angola
for South African withdrawal from Namibia, first proposed during the Ford administration, take
hold. However, the largest UN Peacekeeping mission up to that time failed when UNITA
resumed fighting. The Angolan Civil War would not end until 2002, when the Army finally
hunted down and killed Jonas Savimbi, after 27 years, with 1 million dead and more than one-
third of the population displaced. In Central America, at least 125,000 would die. It was Latin

Americans themselves who took charge of the peace process as the United States dragged its

95 Fred 1klé, Every War Must End (New York, 1991), pp. vii.
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feet. The Sandinistas opted for elections in 1990, and, after they lost, Cuba and the Eastern Bloc
quickly left Nicaragua; the Contras disbanded into obscurity. Fighting ceased in El Salvador
under a 1992 peace agreement. Despite continuing insecurity and low quality democracy, the
Salvadoran civil war ended definitively. Soviet withdrawal in 1989 brought Afghanistan to a new
phase of war. It may be that every war must end, but after 35 years the end of war in Afghanistan

has yet to come.

As long as the United States and the Soviet Union sustained an open-ended will to
compete they sponsored the wars in Angola, Central America, and Afghanistan. Once regime
change followed by collapse extinguished Soviet will, and with it the Cold War, the Reagan
Doctrine Wars lost their purpose. In consequence, the value of the object declined. United States
and Russia invested less in trying to end those wars than they had in perpetuating them as rival
superpowers. In Central America, the most westernized of the three, revolution lost its relevance
and war termination came through democratic means. In Angola and Afghanistan, where

underlying causes remained inadequately addressed, protracted wars became intractable.
The Reagan Doctrine Wars and Long-Term Strategy: The Way Ahead

Our present is built inescapably on the foundation of the past, however forgotten or
misremembered it may be. In 1987, an expert U.S. Commission on Integrated Long-Term
Strategy received a charter to conduct the first comprehensive study of lessons from four decades
of Cold War, including the Third World. By the time its reports appeared in 1988, the Cold War

was waning and they drew little attention.”®

796 Discriminate Deterrence, Report of the Commission on Integrated Long-Term Strategy, January, 1988; A U.S.
Strategy for Third World Conflict, Report by the Regional Conflict Working Group, May 5, 1988.
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The Commission’s findings nevertheless proved highly predictive. Sections, for example,
on precision guided munitions, unmanned aerial vehicles (drones), and other technology then in
its infancy, as well as on intelligence-driven operations and special operations forces, have
become the face of war in the 21% Century. Such tactical and operational developments, in which
weapons systems acquire greater precision and lethality, force employment becomes more
efficient, and personnel receive greater protection from combat, are consistent with the changing
character of wars throughout history. Where the Commission made observations on more
fundamental issues of strategy, less evolution has taken place. While U.S. military proficiency
has increased, national security institutions remain ‘flawed by design.” The Commission
observed that despite the appearance of new international norms and the decline of war between
liberal states, competition among powers would persist and limited war would remain a
possibility in the nuclear age. It warned of new challenges from terrorism and revolution, and
cautioned against the direct involvement of U.S. combat forces in protracted wars on the
periphery. These issues proved to be the sources of serious lapses that contributed to the lack of
U.S. success in the wars that followed 9-11, in the misnamed Global War on Terror as well as in
the interventions in Irag and, again, Afghanistan. The consequences of the Reagan Doctrine
Wars, including the work of the Commission on Integrated Long-Term Strategy, would be

valuable topics for future research.
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