Enemies Within and Without: Thatcher, Reagan and the End of the Post-War Consensus (HPHI5904/HPHI6904)

The Line in the Sand – Was Reagans Interventionist policy successful?

In this essay I will explore the policies of the Ronald Reagan administration of the 1980s in relation to Central America and the threat of socialism to American interests at the peak of the Cold War. I will explore the fears associated with socialism taking root in America’s back yard and the lengths the Reagan administration would go to halt and retreat the threat to Americas hegemony in the region. The essay will focus on Nicaragua, the Contras and the reassertion of US power under Reagan in a region long considered to be part of a PAX America and US sphere of influence. Finally, how what is now commonly referred to as the ‘Dirty Wars’ almost brought down a US president considered by many as the most popular in recent times.

“Let’s Make America Great Again” - Ronald Reagan 1980
Reagan came to power in a landslide victory on November the 4th 1980 with 489 Electoral College votes to Jimmy Carter’s 49 and 50.7% of the popular vote.[footnoteRef:10038] The sweeping victory gave Reagan a clear mandate to enact on his campaign promises to the American people and begin a Reagan revolution. His messages of restoring American strength, prosperity and pride resonated with voters and his implementation of ‘Reaganomics’ stimulated economic growth and created jobs. Reagan certainly fulfilled his campaign promises to strengthen the US military and by 1981 a staggering arms buildup had begun with spending peaking at over $300 billion per year during his term. As Michael Schaller mentions in Reckoning with Reagan: America and its president in the 80s, ‘the Pentagon spent over $30 million an hour on defense which emerged as his center piece of Reagans foreign policy’[footnoteRef:20537]. This huge increase in military expenditure coincided with Reagans negative and fearful attitude towards the Soviet Union and socialism in general. In Regans first year as President he clearly marks out the Soviet Union as Americas ideological foe by describing them in a speech known as the ‘Evil Empire’ speech as, “focus of evil in the modern world, led by men who reserved the right to lie, cheat and steal their way to world domination”. The rhetoric like his slogans are familiar sound bites used by American leaders most notably Donald Trump, ‘Make America Great Again’ and George W Bush with the “Axis of Evil”. It's impossible to imagine in 1981 that in Reagans final year in office he would be toasting with the Soviet leadership and signing disarmament treaties. [10038:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1980_United_States_presidential_election Accessed [11/12/2024]]  [20537: Schaller Michael, Reckoning with Reagan: America and its president in the 80s, ] 

This arms buildup was seen as a direct response to the growing threat of the Soviet Union and the spread of Socialism in all its forms across the globe. Critically the US were deeply troubled by the creeping socialism in Central America in Americas traditional sphere of influence. Reagan wanted America to reassert themselves internationally and pledged to restore military superiority and support anti-communist movements throughout the world. Schaller attributes this need to assert military strength to shake off ‘an impression of national weakness’ and suffered from a ‘Vietnam syndrome, the inability or unwillingness to resist Soviet Pressure’[footnoteRef:27267]. Reagan and his administration's policies would now start to focus on Central America and the spread of Communism. [27267:  Schaller, Michael, Reckoning with Reagan: America and its president in the 80s,] 


Nicaragua, The Contras and Central America
The Monroe Doctrine has been a cornerstone of US foreign policy for over 200 years, the principle of this doctrine was the Western Hemisphere was no longer open to interference from foreign powers. Initially used to support Latin American nations declaring independence from European colonial powers it was now used as a pretext to justify US opposition to growing Soviet influence in the Americas which accelerated after the Cuban revolution.  The U.S. has a rich history of foreign interventions around the world which certainly accelerated on a global scale with the ‘Truman Doctrine’ post 1947. This doctrine essentially was created to contain the spread of communism and has been a corner stone of U.S. foreign policy and its shift from being a relatively isolationist nation to being more active globally in world affairs. From Lebanon, Iran, Vietnam and the Philippines to name a just a few the U.S. has sought to contain and roll back Communist gains in this new world order. A key component in this story is the formation of the CIA in 1947 and its role in these interventions, overtly and covertly post 1947 and more critically during Reagans terms in the Whitehouse.
In 1979 the Somoza Regime which had ruled Nicaragua as a dictatorship for over 40 years were overthrown by a popular and organic general uprising. The Somoza's who had significant financial support from the U.S. were ousted due to corruption, human rights abuses and their inability to address the widespread poverty that permeated through Central America. In 1979 Ambassador to the UN and highly influential Reagan Allie, Jeane Kirkpatrick commented that, ‘Carters failure to support these strongmen hastened the triumph of regimes hostile to the United States.’ [footnoteRef:12603] This stance influenced Reagan and compelled Reagan to actively support these autocratic regimes over leftist governments as the lesser of two evils. ‘QUOTE ABOUT LESSER OF TWO EVILS’. [12603:  Schaller, Michael, Reckoning with Reagan: America and its president in the 80s,] 

Reagan’s administration embarked on this confrontational path in Nicaragua under the pretext of halting the spread of socialism and the fear being installed into the American people of a ‘Dominio Effect’ that had been used throughout the Cold War and was now being implemented in Central America. The problem for Reagan as suggested by Piero Gleijeses in his article ‘The Reagan Doctrine and Central America’ that the prospect of putting boots on the ground in Nicaragua could lead to between 10,000 and 20,000 U.S. casualties and an estimated cost of $4.5 billion[footnoteRef:16411]. At a time when the American people were still coming to terms with the defeat in Vietnam the prospect of sending boots on the ground was not considered an option. The next most cost-effective option would be the unqualified support from Reagan to the Nicaraguan opposition, the Contra’s. [16411:  Gleijeses Piero, The Reagan Doctrine and Central America] 

The Contras were made up of ex national guard members whose loyalty and support for the Somoza regime was unwavering during their time in power. Now the tables had turned, and they faced a popular leftist government who were well equipped and funded by the Soviets and their proxies, predominately Cuba. Reagan instructed his CIA director and close friend William Casey to begin to organize all the anti-Sandinista members and train and fund them to form a more effective fighting unit. Initially the CIA relied on other autocratic regimes in the Americas to conduct training but after the Falklands war Argentina withdraw due to Reagan’s support of British interests and their supply of invaluable intel helped the British defeat and reclaim the Islands. Due to this the Contra’s had to be funded almost entirely by the U.S. and Reagan has some difficulty obtaining approval for funds via congress. It was difficult for most of the U.S. population to understand that the future of Western civilization depended on who ruled in Managua. It seemed that Reagan and his administration were overselling the threat posed by the Sandinistas but for Reagan it was essential to display strength especially within the U.S. sphere of influence. In 1982 a resolution known as the Boland Amendment capped CIA aid to the Contras at just $24 million and ordered that none of the funds be used to topple the Nicaraguan government[footnoteRef:5083]. This cap would force the CIA and Reagans administration to find alternate methods to assist and fund the Contra which will be explained a little later, for now it's important to understand the impact of the Contras on the conflict. [5083:  ,Reckoning With Reagan,] 

The Contras were funded, trained and supported by the U.S. and is a clear example of the Reagan Administration ‘choosing undesirables (Contras) over the unacceptable’[footnoteRef:15355] (Sardinistas). Regardless of the atrocities, the human rights abuses and the prolonging of the conflict, Reagan was determined to not just halt the spread of communism with his line in the sand in El Salvador but attempts to roll back the gains in Nicaragua as well. While the primary aim of the Contras and by extension the US was the overthrow of the leftist Sandistas their methods and tactics were often brutal and highly controversial with Reagan turning a blind eye to but also highlighting any Sandinista's controversy. Sabotage of infrastructure crippled the economy, targeting, killing and kidnapping civilians turned the population against the contras and prolonged the bloodshed that claimed around 75,000 victims over almost 10 years. Reagan was finding first-hand the difficulty of defeating an authentic revolution, something that future administrations would find out aswell. The tactics being used by the Contras were condemned on the international stage, but Reagan refused to condemn their actions and even refereed to them as ‘Freedom fighters’ in a speech delivered in April 1985 and the message repeated throughout his tenure, [15355:  Kirkpatrick, Jeane, Dictatorships and Double Standards, Commentary Magazine, 1979] 


	“These are the forces of the democratic resistance. The Communist government 	named them contras, but the truth is they're freedom fighters. Their tenacious 	struggle has helped buy the surrounding democracies precious time, and with their 	heroic efforts, they are helping give freedom a chance in Nicaragua.”[footnoteRef:30231] [30231:  Address to the Nation on Aid to the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance - February 1988, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-aid-nicaraguan-democratic-resistance-february-1988
] 

Reagan also taps into the sentiment of resistance in World War Two comparing the Contras to fighting an evil regime similar to Nazism. Powerful rhetoric, which was a common trait of Reagans,
“and like the French resistance that fought the Nazis in World War II, they have been 	fighting the Communist Sandinistas ever since.”[footnoteRef:14726] [14726:  Address to the Nation on Aid to the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance - February 1988, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-aid-nicaraguan-democratic-resistance-february-1988] 

There is no doubt that atrocities occurred on both sides but the sheer scale of death from direct Contra action is undeniable. Across the border in El Salvador where Reagans line was to be drawn evidence provided by the United Nations Truth Commission Report makes clear, at least 85% of the human rights atrocities committed during the war are attributable to the Salvadoran military and its security forces.[footnoteRef:9437] [9437:  https://www.usip.org/publications/1992/07/truth-commission-el-salvador] 

This shows the extreme lengths to which Reagan and his administration are supporting these Right-wing groups and which would cause years of turmoil and a crisis in refugees still seen today.
Iran-Contra and the CIA
Reagan's use of the CIA to intervene in Central America was a very low-cost project to reassert U.S. hegemony in the region and help establish and support governments more friendly to American interests. It also seems to me the use of the CIA in this project had little effect on the American public opinion on Reagan during the 1980’s.

[image: ]
Fig 1 - Reagan Public Approval Chart
The dip in his approval rating in 1983 can be attributed to the 1983 bombing of the American Marine barracks in Lebanon which killed 241 U.S. service personal, the largest single loss since the Vietnam war.
As I have established the Contras and the friendly factions with Central America were being funded legally by the U.S. through the provision of funds via the Boland Amendment but the cap of $24 million was no way near enough to continue the fight in Reagans eyes. Reagan who dubbed Congress ‘meddlesome’ in 1983 in reference to their continued interference in his policies,
"The problem in Nicaragua is that we have a meddlesome committee of 535 		members, which is Congress, who won't let us do anything about it.[footnoteRef:10813]"

Reagan directly after this setback ordered his administration to circumnavigate this law by providing supposedly surplus weapons to the Contras along with raising private funds to the cause. Along with the funding the CIA were also complicit in the coordination of attacks on infrastructure and even directly mined the entrance to Nicaraguan ports all which violated the Boland Amendment. Amendments were made to the Boland agreement when the funds ran out, but this did not stop the CIA from supplying the Contras with whatever was needed. Whether the next steps were known to Reagan is debatable, but we know that Reagans associates placed Lt. Col. Oliver North in charge of continuing to support the Contras by any means necessary. Private accounts were opened in Switzerland allowing private donors and foreign governments to donate to the cause and circumnavigate the restrictions put in place by congress. Along with private donors' whispers of CIA involvement in drug smuggling and gun running that provided additional funds to the Contras and Central American Rightists.  [10813:  Ronald Reagan, Speech to the National Association of Evangelicals, October 27th, 1983] 

The biggest controversy during this period and one which almost toppled Reagan was the infamous Iran-Contra affair, the illegal sale of arms to Iran and diversion of profits to Contra. This scandal broke in November 1986 conveniently came to light after the polls closed on November the 4th. When it broke it led to the Tower Commision and Norths among others being tried and convicted. The scary part is how long this had been going on for and what else the CIA had been allowed to get away with, could this be just the tip of the iceberg? Reagan publicly denied all knowledge about the operation and on November the 13th blamed the media for over hyping the story and insisted that his administration had done nothing more than transfer, “small amounts of defensive weapons and spare parts” to Iran.[footnoteRef:25996] As Reagan continued to publicly claim he had no knowledge of the scandal only one in seven believed him, and his approval rating plummeted from 67% to 46%, the sharpest drop in a president's approval rating ever.[footnoteRef:13746] 

 [25996:  Reckoning With Reagan]  [13746:  Reckoning With Reagan,] 

Conclusion

The initial goal was to halt the spread of socialist ideology to the ruling governments in Central America and if we look at this very broad narrative then we can say yes socialist governments did not spread beyond Nicaragua. The line in the sand in El Salvador was defended at great cost humanitarianly and financially. The Reagan administration spent nearly five billion dollars providing military and economic aid to El Salvador between 1981 and 1989[footnoteRef:21593] that we know of, but the line had been held. With relation to his Nicaraguan aim, to roll back the communist gains Reagan was less than successful, essentially prolonging the conflict and destroying their ability to produce economically resulting in the mass movement of people we can still see today. The graph below clearly shows us the lasting effects on the US action in intervention in Central America and the destabilizing effect that has caused a mass of immigration of people looking for better lives. [21593:  Reckoning with Reagan] 
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Fig 2 – Number of Central American Immigration into the U.S. between 1980 and 2015

The correlation from between Reagan's policies and the increase in migration to the U.S. is undeniable. The socio-economic issues created by his policies in the 1980’s have caused a legacy of poverty and economic hardships in the region. I could argue further destabilizing the area and sowing the seeds for future difficulties.
The Reagan Administration certainly increased American strength with the military buildup and flexed their muscles in Central America but the cost of supporting less undesirables in the region casts a shadow over his tenure. His consistent defense of the Contras and support certainly added to what some have suggested as a warmongering attitude even to the extreme of comparing them to the founding fathers of American Democracy. In an article in the New York Times in 1985 he said ‘the rebels seeking to overthrow the Nicaraguan Government were the moral equal of our Founding Fathers’. This position was at least consistent throughout his terms in office.
I believe Reagan’s policies did help in preventing the spread of communism in many parts of Central America, including in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. By supporting anti-communist governments and insurgents through direct and indirect means, Reagan ensured that communist factions did not gain total power in these countries. The controversy arises due to the unwavering support of violent groups which directly led to human rights violations throughout the 1980’s. The use of death squads which were trained and funded by the U.S. legally and illegally I might add is a stain that's hard to wash out on Reagan's record. Despite all the financial support Reagan's administration has merely prolonged the conflicts without addressing the root cause of the unrest, poverty, inequality and political repression, something that is repeated time and time again.
By Matthew Simpson
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