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"Carter's Reputation Making a Comeback" the newspapers recently announced. 

Public opinion polls show that a majority of voters now give a favorable rating to Jimmy 
Carter's administration. One third of those surveyed have said that their opinion of him 
has changed for the better since he left office {Newark Star Ledger, 17 July 1988, 
section I, p. 19}. 

 
After eight years of Reagan, of course, it would be difficult not to have a better 

opinion of Genghis Khan. And one cannot avoid feeling some sympathy for a former 
president who was excoriated for being insufficiently tough. But when even Jesse 
Jackson can talk of making Carter his secretary of state, one has to wonder whether the 
new thinking has not gone a little too far. 

 
Some have compared Carter to Michael Dukakis. Both were governors, with little 

foreign policy experience, before their quest for the White House. Both are Democratic 
party centrists who have sought to unify their divided party in order to challenge eight 
years of Republican rule. And, with appropriate allowance for the different decades they 
inhabit, there is good reason to believe that in terms of foreign policy Dukakis would 
have much in common with Carter. 

 
The upper reaches of a Dukakis administration, like that of the Carter 

administration, would be staffed by people "in the centrist mainstream" (to use Cyrus 
Vance's phrase) {Vance 29}, with a few lesser posts given out to the party's left-wing. In 
1976, Carter-aide Hamilton Jordan, with his Georgia-outsider's wariness of the eastern 
establishment, had warned, "if after the inauguration you find a Cy Vance as secretary 
of state and Zbigniew Brzezinski as head of National Security, then I would say we 
failed. And I'd quit" {Vance 30}. Jordan did not quit, but most of the key foreign policy 
positions of the Carter administration -- including Carter himself, Vance, and Brzezinski 
-- came from the Trilateral Commission, an organization of the liberal elite. Dukakis 
gives every indication that his administration will be similarly staffed. 

 
There are three reasons that the Carter years are worth looking at in some detail. 

First, they reveal the limitations of liberal foreign policy; as the most recent Democratic 
party president, Carter illustrates liberalism in action. Second, if we are to understand 
the roots of Reagan's foreign policy -- both his policies and how he was able to mobilize 
considerable popular support for them -- it is necessary to examine the Carter 
presidency and the role it played in moving public opinion from the anti-interventionist 
"Vietnam syndrome" to the Reagan pathology. And third, the Carter administration in 
many respects provides a foretaste of a possible Dukakis administration, again of 



course allowing for the differences between the late seventies and the late eighties.  
 
Because Vance and Brzezinski later had a serious falling out, and Vance resigned 

from the administration, pundits have often sought to figure out exactly who was behind 
any particular Carter foreign policy and which adviser was ascendent at any particular 
point in time. In his memoirs, Brzezinski goes to some length to emphasize his 
closeness to the president. He tells us that he and Carter shared many forms of "cultural 
appreciation" including "an eye for attractive women" {Brzezinski 29}, and that "when we 
were discussing world affairs, he shared with me the details of an awkward ailment from 
which he was temporarily suffering" {Brzezinski 19}. 

 
But it was political views that Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski shared the most. The 

latter two had recommended each other to Carter {Carter 52}. Even when Vance 
resigned over the Iran hostage rescue mission, Carter acknowledged that his and 
Vance's views and philosophy were very close and that there was "no serious difference 
between us on major issues" {Carter 513}. At the end of his term, Carter awarded 
Brzezinski the Presidential Medal of Freedom and said of his national security adviser: 
"I don't know of a single time in the last four years when he has ever made a public 
statement of any kind, privately or publicly [?], which was not compatible with my own 
policies" {Brzezinski 31}. There is nothing inappropriate, then, in considering the Carter 
administration's foreign policy independent of the internecine squabbling. 

 
The Carter team took office shortly after the Vietnam war and they were determined 

to avoid similar disasters. But they were equally determined that the United States 
should play a global role. Vance has recalled Secretary Dean Rusk "saying ruefully that 
one of the burdens that a secretary of state must shoulder is the fact that at any given 
moment in the day at least two-thirds of the people around the world are awake and 
some of them are making mischief" {Vance 13}. There was no place on earth to which 
the US should close its eyes, Vance told Congress: We cannot "define our security 
interests in ways that exclude any region. To do so could leave beyond the lines of our 
interest nations of genuine importance to our well-being or tempt others to believe that 
we were ceding to them new spheres of influence" {Vance 504}. In short, our sphere 
was everywhere. 

 
Brzezinski wrote the president in 1978: "I am not concerned that Moscow will be 

able to impose a Pax Sovietica, but that the Soviet efforts will make it increasingly 
difficult for the US to give order and stability to global change" {Brzezinski 561}. 
Brzezinski took it as axiomatic that the US had the right to regulate change, to decide 
that, for example, change was moving too fast in El Salvador, too slowly in Eastern 
Europe, and just right in China. 

 
"Perhaps we have been too much of an international busybody in the recent past," 

remarked the new defense secretary, Harold Brown. "But no one can doubt that there 
remains much to busy us in this dynamic world" {AFP 10}. 

 
What were the busy beavers up to during the Carter years? 



 
Human Rights 

 
The "cause that has been closest to my own heart," Carter has said, "is the cause of 

human rights" {AFP 1316}. The human rights issue was a shrewd one for Carter as a 
presidential candidate, for it enabled him to find common ground between the Scoop 
Jackson Democrats, who wanted to pillory the Soviet Union, and the McGovern 
Democrats, who objected to US support for right-wing dictators {Muravchik 2-4}. More 
importantly, a human rights campaign would, in Brzezinski's words, "revitalize an 
American image which had been tarnished by the Vietnam experience" {Brzezinski 
124}. 

 
Carter wrote that he "was deeply troubled by the lies our people had been told; our 

exclusion from the shaping of American political and military policy in Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Chile, and other countries; and other embarrassing activities of our 
government, such as the CIA's role in plotting murder and other crimes" {Carter 143}. 
But there were limits to Carter's embarrassment. When a US official at the UN Human 
Rights Commission publicly apologized for the US role in overthrowing the lawfully 
elected government of Chile, his remarks were officially repudiated {New York Times, 9 
Mar. 1977, pp. 1, 4; 10 Mar. 1977, pp. 13, 26}.  

 
Some of those appointed to the Human Rights Office of the State Department had a 

genuine commitment to human rights. And during the course of the Carter years, their 
efforts had a real impact, saving some individuals in some countries from execution, 
torture, or prison. But the Human Rights Office did not make US foreign policy, and in 
the foreign policy establishment as a whole human rights concerns were always 
subordinated to national security. Even before they took office, Vance told the president 
that "we had to be flexible and pragmatic in dealing with specific cases that might affect 
our national security" {Vance 33}. 

 
Thus the focus of Carter's human rights campaign was the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe {Garthoff 569}. In the chapter of his memoirs on human rights policy, 
Carter devotes substantive attention to human rights conditions in only two countries: 
four pages on the USSR and one sentence on Argentina {Carter 141-51}.  

 
China's human rights record was no better than that of the Soviet Union, but 

because the Carter administration decided to make Beijing a strategic ally against 
Moscow, there was criticism of China on human rights on only one occasion (when a 
dissident was given a 15-year prison sentence), and there were no consequences 
{Garthoff 752n111}. The Soviet Union had been particularly taken to task for its 
restrictions on emigration, but China also had restrictions. Carter and Brzezinski 
describe a conversation they had with Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping in Washington in 
January 1979. When Carter asked Deng to ease his country's emigration policies, Deng 
replied: "If you want me to release ten million Chinese to come to the United States, I'd 
be glad to do so." And, Carter adds, "of course, everyone laughed" {Carter 209; 
Brzezinski 407}. No one apparently wanted to ask Deng whether China was prepared to 



allow emigration of those who had places to go. 
 
Among the most hideous human rights violators during the Carter years were the 

Khmer Rouge in Cambodia (Kampuchea). The administration condemned the 
Cambodian regime, and Carter denounced it as "the worst violator of human rights in 
the world today" {AFP 1045}. Assistant Secretary of State Richard Holbrooke testified in 
1977 that neither the United States, the United Nations, nor any Western European 
nation had the leverage to affect the human rights situation in Cambodia. There was in 
fact only one country that had leverage in Cambodia and that was China. But "I do not 
believe those countries closest to Cambodia have the desire, or enough influence, to 
move the Khmer authorities," Holbrooke remarked {AFP 1044}. 

 
By mid-1978, however, the US had enough leverage with China to get it to apply 

pressure on the Khmer Rouge. The worst paroxysm of violence in Cambodia had 
erupted just as Brzezinski was being feted in Beijing. Over the next few months, China 
was eagerly seeking diplomatic ties with Washington, and the Khmer Rouge was 
desperately seeking Chinese military aid. There had been much public denunciation of 
Cambodia in the period 1975-78, often motivated by an effort to ennoble past US 
aggression in Vietnam. Now, when there actually was an opportunity to apply some 
indirect leverage to stop the bloodletting, the Carter administration did nothing, not 
wanting to imperil the prospects for bringing China into an anti-Soviet coalition. 

 
Another one of the most serious human rights abuses in the world involved the 

Indonesian government, which killed between one and two hundred thousand people in 
its invasion of East Timor, beginning in December 1975. It is not surprising that the 
standard neo-conservative study of human rights during the Carter administration 
(Muravchik) should make no mention at all of this particular barbarity, but neither do the 
accounts of Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski. The latter notes, however, that in "Southeast 
Asia the improvement in human-rights conditions was most notable in Indonesia," 
referring to the release of political prisoners {Brzezinski 129}. 

 
The Indonesians used US arms in their invasion, in violation of US law that limited 

use of US-furnished equipment to internal security and legitimate self-defense and 
required the cutoff of new aid while substantial violation continued. The US claimed it 
was deferring arms aid (though in fact it offered Indonesia counter-insurgency weapons 
during this period of time {Chomsky 1982: 338-39}), and then after six months resumed 
the flow of military supplies. 

 
In July 1976, Indonesia announced the incorporation of East Timor into its territory. 

The US did not question this annexation, viewing it as an accomplished fact, and voted 
against a UN General Assembly resolution that disallowed the Indonesian action. Under 
the Carter administration, the United States government formally rejected calls to 
reopen the question and continued sending arms to Indonesia. The atrocities against 
the East Timorese continued with US diplomatic and military aid. 

 
There have been a considerable number of situations in which the United States 



has refused to recognize conquest by force, even where there was no doubt as to the 
conquerer's de facto control, for example, the Soviet incorporation of the Baltic states. 
Did East Timor indicate a change in the US policy on extending recognition? According 
to the legal adviser in Carter's State Department: 

 
I think it is important to state that I do not view US policy in the case of East Timor 

as setting a legal precedent for future cases. The fact is that decisions whether or not to 
treat an entity as part of another entity are most often taken as political decisions on the 
basis of all the circumstances of the particular case in what is perceived as the national 
interest. An important factor to be considered, obviously, is our commitment...to 
promote respect for human rights, including the right of self-determination. 

 
However, the question remains what we are required to do if this right is not 

observed as we might wish in a situation in which we might believe that efforts by us to 
change the situation would be futile and injurious to other national interests of the 
United States. We do not believe that we are required in such circumstances to refrain 
from acting on the basis of the prevailing factual situation {AFP 1016-1018}. 

 
In short, to translate from the legalese, the US does what it wants, when it wants, in 

furtherance of its national interest. Human rights policy, Carter has written, could not be 
based "on a blind adherence to consistency. The world was too complex to respond to 
the application of a few simple rules" {Carter 143}. Actually, of course, the policy was 
thoroughly consistent, in conformity with one simple rule: pursue human rights except 
when US interests -- that is, the interests of the dominant economic and political elite -- 
require otherwise. 

 
Accordingly, human rights concerns were dispensed with in numerous instances. 

The Philippines was suffering under the Marcos dictatorship, but because of the US 
bases in that country, the Carter administration did not "believe that security or 
economic assistance should be reduced because of the human rights problem" {AFP 
1084}. When the US concluded a new military bases agreement with Manila in 1979, 
granting the US "unhampered" use of the facilities, Carter told the press, "I don't think 
that our displeasure with meeting American-type standards on human rights practices 
ought to interfere with our consummating this agreement" {AFP 1089}. Carter constantly 
lectured Soviet leaders that, by virtue of numerous treaties and UN documents, there 
were internationally accepted standards of human rights. But where US bases were at 
stake, as in the Philippines, government killings, disappearances, systematic torture, 
and the like were deemed violations only of "American-type standards." 

 
Carter has related how when he was urging human rights on Soviet ambassador 

Dobrynin, the latter said with a smile that their two countries had different standards; no 
one was deprived of a job in the USSR, and there was no discrimination against women 
{Carter 146}. Dobrynin was being slimy here, trying to rationalize Soviet injustice by 
pointing to US failings (and, moreover, the status of women in the USSR leaves much 
to be desired). But Carter gives no indication that he gave any thought to what it meant 
that under his administration six or seven out of every hundred Americans in the 



workforce were without a job, or that poor women were told by their president that many 
things in life "are not fair" {PPP 1977, II:1236-37}. 

 
Many more instances of Carter's hypocrisy on the human rights question could be 

given {for extensive discussion, see Chomsky & Herman}. Because his administration 
insisted that concern for human rights would "be woven into the fabric" of US policy 
{AFP 407}, the survey that follows of the Carter administration's foreign policy will 
provide numerous additional examples. 

 
In any list of Carter's achievements, priority is usually given to the Panama Canal 

treaties and the Middle East Camp David accords. 
 

The Panama Canal Treaties 
 
Negotiating with Panama on the canal was not a radical notion. Talks had begun 

under the Johnson administration and gone forward under Presidents Nixon and Ford. 
Some sort of settlement was necessary to neutralize the growing hostility to the United 
States in Panama (where anti-American riots were frequent), in Latin America more 
generally, and worldwide. In 1973, thirteen of the fifteen members of the UN Security 
Council, including France, Australia, Austria, and Kenya, had voted to condemn the US 
role in Panama; Britain abstained and Washington stood alone {AFP 1407}. US 
policymakers believed that without a treaty, violence would erupt in Panama and, 
according to "every intelligence assessment," probably spread to other parts of Central 
America {Brzezinski 51}.  

 
Panama's faltering economy and its dependence on foreign capital enabled Carter's 

negotiating team to bring back a draft treaty with many more Panamanian concessions 
than Nixon had been able to extract {Steele 12}. Two points on which, in Carter's words, 
"there was no way I could yield" were that the US "had to have assured priority of 
access to the Canal," and "had to have the right to defend it against external threats at 
all times in the future" {Carter 157}. Washington's "unshakable insistence on 
maintaining a perpetual US role in protecting the canal," Vance acknowledged, 
"however artfully stated...derogated from Panamanian sovereignty" {Vance 145}. 
Brzezinski expressed this same point in less legalistic language. Asked "what if after the 
year 2000 the Panamanian government simply and suddenly announced that it was 
closing down the canal for repairs?" the National Security Adviser replied, "In that case, 
according to the provisions of the Neutrality Treaty, we will move in and close down the 
Panamanian government for repairs" {Brzezinski 136}.  

 
Unsurprisingly, the treaty received strong backing from William F. Buckley, Jr., John 

Wayne, Gerald Ford, Henry Kissinger, and Howard Baker {Carter 162, 159}. That 
Reagan and the far right opposed it should not lead anyone to conclude that the treaty 
represented the demise of US neocolonialism in the isthmus. 

 
Camp David 

 



Probably Carter's most celebrated accomplishment was the signing of the Camp 
David accords between Israel and Egypt. To achieve these accords, Carter had to press 
an Israeli leader harder than any US president had done for two decades. Zionists 
denounced Carter, but it is important to see that Carter and his advisers were 
committed not to genuine self-determination for Palestinians, but to furthering US 
hegemony over the Middle East and its vast oil resources. 

 
From 1967 to 1973, and intermittently in the Reagan years, US policymakers have 

seen this goal best served by using Israel as a strategic asset. But there has been 
nothing automatic about this alliance, as the Suez war of 1956 demonstrated -- when 
the US had forced Israel to withdraw from the Sinai. Domestic US political 
considerations have been an added impetus to US-Israeli ties, but these have never 
been fully determining. Given the significant role of American Jews in Democratic Party 
financing, Democrats have tended to be more accommodating of Israeli interests than 
Republicans, particularly near election time. As a Southern Democrat, Carter was less 
vulnerable to these pressures, but early in his administration even Mondale -- a darling 
of the Zionist lobby and a politician particularly attuned to domestic considerations -- 
agreed that the Israelis had to be pushed {Brzezinski 88, 96-97}. 

 
The Carter administration sought "to obtain a comprehensive Middle East 

settlement, without which the further radicalization of the Arab world and the reentry of 
the Soviet Union into the Middle East could not be avoided" {Brzezinski 54}. And 
Moscow was not the only intruder that Washington wanted to keep out of the region; for 
example, the administration wanted to sell planes to Saudi Arabia for otherwise the 
French would do so, "with predictable consequences," Brzezinski remarked, "of 
strengthening the Saudi-French political relationship at the expense of the US one" 
{Brzezinski 248}. 

 
On October 1, 1977, the United States and the Soviet Union, as co-chairs of the 

Geneva Conference, issued a joint statement on the Middle East. The US had 
succeeded in moderating the Soviet stance by getting Moscow to agree not to refer to 
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) nor to the established Soviet position in 
support of an independent Palestinian state {Vance 192-93}. Nevertheless, within days 
Washington walked away from the statement {Brzezinski 108, 175}. The next month, 
Sadat made his dramatic offer to go to Jerusalem, and the US determined to attempt to 
orchestrate an Israeli-Egyptian peace without the USSR. As Brzezinski put it, the US 
would now try "to regain the initiative, capitalizing on Sadat's move while gradually 
squeezing the Soviets out of the game" {Brzezinski 113}. 

 
Sadat's reputation as a messenger of peace is largely undeserved. After hearing a 

Sadat lecture on what US global strategy ought to be, Brzezinski was led to observe 
that "his prescriptions would have made Theodore Roosevelt sound like a pacifist!" 
{Brzezinski 24} Nevertheless, Sadat showed a willingness to transcend deep-rooted 
antagonisms that was not reciprocated on the Israeli side. Carter would have to press 
Israel to attain any agreement. In December 1978, the president confided to his 
advisers, "I would be willing to lose my election because I will alienate the Jewish 



community, but I think it is important to prevent the Arabs falling under Soviet sway" 
{Brzezinski 277-78}. The next month he told Deng Xiaoping why a Middle East peace 
was essential: "As long as Egypt had its military forces lined up against Israel on the 
east side of the Suez, and while Syria, Jordan, Iraq, and other neighboring countries 
were all focusing hostile attention on Israel, we would be unlikely to restrict further 
Soviet intrusion into the area." Deng, Carter reports, listened closely {Carter 205}. 

 
Carter knew that the Middle East would remain a tinderbox as long as so much 

Arab land and so many Palestinians were under Israeli rule. But he also knew that, 
despite their public stances, most Arab leaders did not insist on, nor even favor, an 
independent Palestinian state {Vance 170; Carter 300}. Of course, the Palestinians 
favored a Palestinian state -- an awkward fact -- but US policymakers shared Israeli 
concerns about a potentially radical Palestinian state {Vance 187; AFP 646} and 
believed that a constricted form of Palestinian autonomy would suffice to pacify the 
region. Thus US officials put forward all sorts of formulations of Palestinian rights, all of 
which fundamentally fell short of the self-determination that all other peoples claim for 
themselves: a homeland, "self-determination but not the right to claim independence" 
{Carter 300}, "a Palestinian entity (not an independent nation)" {Carter 290-91}. "The 
fact was," declared Vance, "that it was not possible to offer the inhabitants of the West 
Bank and Gaza an immediate and free vote on what they would like their future to be" 
{Vance 253}. 

 
The US refused to deal with the PLO on the grounds that they refused to accept UN 

Security Council Resolution 242, which guaranteed the rights of all states in the area to 
exist in peace within secure and recognized boundaries. In fact, however, as Brzezinski 
and Vance acknowledged, the PLO "indicated that it would accept 242 with 
reservations, if it were interpreted in such a way as to apply to the creation of a 
Palestinian state" which would be one of the states in the Middle East to live in peace 
{Brzezinski 103; see also Vance 189}. This the US rejected. 

 
The three parties that met at Camp David had conflicting goals. Sadat wanted a 

deal giving him back the Sinai "while also giving him a fig leaf in the eyes of the other 
Arabs." Otherwise, as Brzezinski noted, "he would be politically discredited and 
regionally ostracized" {Brzezinski 235-36}. He got the Sinai and his fig leaf {Brzezinski 
274}, but the latter was too transparent to prevent Egypt's isolation. The Israelis wanted 
a separate peace with Egypt and no interference with their continued rule over the West 
Bank and Gaza; in this they largely succeeded. 

 
Washington wanted to make Egypt and Israel twin pillars of US policy in the Middle 

East, and achieve enough progress on the Palestinian question so as to avoid "creating 
new openings for the Soviets" {Brzezinski 114}. With the help of massive military aid to 
Cairo and Tel Aviv, Carter attained the first of these goals. (Even before Camp David, 
US military aid to Israel was so high that Defense Minister Ezer Weizman was able to 
argue facetiously that Israel needed bases in the Sinai because "he was already having 
a hard time finding a place to park all the military equipment the Israelis were getting 
from the United States" {Carter 381}.) Carter failed in his second goal, however. Begin 



subverted even the constrained autonomy of the Camp David accords and by the 
middle of 1979 it was too close to the US elections for Carter to risk provoking Israel 
{Brzezinski 438}. 

 
One is inclined to welcome any peace treaty as a useful step in a war-torn world. 

But Vance's claim that the "danger of war in the Middle East has been reduced" by the 
Camp David accords {AFP 709} was nonsense. Attacks by Arab states on Israel have 
been less likely with Egypt neutralized; but Israel was given a free hand for blatant 
aggression in Lebanon and intensified repression of the Palestinians. Camp David has 
not led to peace. And it was never even intended to achieve justice. 

 
The Arms Race 

 
Ronald Reagan has presided over the most dramatic increase in peacetime military 

spending in US history. In many respects, however, Reagan represents a continuity with 
trends established under Carter. 

 
US defense spending (to use the euphemism), corrected for inflation, declined 

every year under Nixon and Ford until fiscal year (FY) 1976. Carter came into office 
promising to cut the defense budget. He did not do so, and in fact defense outlays 
increased in every Carter year {Komer 73}. In Brzezinski's words, "for the first time in 
peace the US defense budget actually grew, reversing the trends of the preceding 
years" {Brzezinski 517}. From FY78 to FY81 (excluding Reagan's 1981 supplemental 
appropriation), real defense outlays increased 12 percent, and would have increased 
even more had inflation not eaten so heavily into the projections {Komer 73}. On the 
other hand, discretionary domestic spending increased less than one percent during 
Carter's term in office, an accomplishment of which he is particularly proud {Carter 78}. 
For FY1981, Carter approved a five percent real growth in defense spending, and 
projected an even higher rate of growth for the years FY82-86 {Komer 76}. Based on 
these figures, Carter's undersecretary of defense, who says that Carter did not spend 
enough {Komer 73, 75}, has concluded that in a second term Carter would have tried to 
spend about as much as Reagan actually ended up spending {Komer 77}. 

 
The Carter administration also got NATO to agree to three percent real growth in 

defense spending {Komer 74} and pressed Japan to spend more as well {AFP 1043}. 
During the Carter years, defense spending in the United States grew at a faster rate 
than in the Soviet Union (though U.S. officials claim not to have realized this until 1983), 
and NATO consistently outspent the Warsaw Pact {Komer 75; Garthoff 795}. 

 
Much of Reagan's defense buildup has been militarily irrational, spending, for 

example, billions on Star Wars that won't work and on the B-1 bomber that will be 
obsolete before it can be made to fly. The Carter administration, on the other hand, 
wanted to emphasize conventional forces. 

 
"A good SALT agreement," Vance observed in late 1977, "could enable us to focus 

a larger share of our defense expenditures on strengthening our conventional forces, 



which were the main instrument for protecting our interests in critical Third World 
regions" {Vance 62-3}. As early as August 1977, a Presidential Directive (PD-18) called 
for the establishment of what was later termed the Rapid Deployment Force {Brzezinski 
177-78}. Progress was slow on RDF until 1979, but picked up swiftly thereafter. Even 
though "our ability to project our power is unsurpassed," Vance told Congress in March 
1980, "improvements must be made. Enhancing the mobility of our Rapid Deployment 
Force will be an important step forward" {Vance 509}. Three years later Vance 
observed, "As we look to the late 1980s, conventional force deficiencies are 
obvious....We need to increase our ability to project conventional forces abroad, 
whether to maintain open sea lanes to Europe and Japan and to the vital Persian Gulf, 
or to be able to back up treaty commitments, or to have an option for limited 
engagement abroad, should this be required to protect our vital interests" {Vance 416}. 
It is not farfetched to conclude that not only would Carter have spent as much on 
defense as Reagan, but that he would have spent it in ways more conducive to an 
interventionist foreign policy. 

 
Reagan's strategic nuclear buildup, of course, has been dangerous as well as 

irrational. His deploying of destabilizing weapons, together with his (pre-INF) credo that 
he never saw an arms control agreement that he didn't oppose, made the Reagan years 
extremely perilous. Carter did not neglect strategic weapons: he endorsed cruise 
missiles, the counterforce Mark 12A warhead for the Minuteman, the Trident, the MX, 
and the stealth bomber. But he claimed to have a deep and abiding belief in the 
importance of arms control agreements. He says he abhorred nuclear weapons, but 
unfortunately, he abhorred being considered weak even more. His record on arms 
control was unimpressive. 

 
Carter's first arms control initiative was to propose to Moscow deep cuts in strategic 

weapons. The myth has somehow been promoted that Carter naively assumed that he 
could achieve disarmament overnight, not realizing that what he was proposing was 
much too radical for the Soviet Union. In fact, however, the deep cuts Carter put forward 
fell disproportionately on the Soviet side, calling on them to reduce their advantages in 
land-based missiles with no comparable reduction in submarine-launched missiles 
(SLBMs) or bombers, where the US had a lead {Garthoff 805-08}. This was the same 
sort of propaganda ploy that Reagan would later indulge in. 

 
Carter's attempt to pull a fast one made Soviet leaders suspicious, but six months 

later strategic arms limitation talks resumed, and in June 1979 a SALT agreement was 
signed by Carter and Brezhnev. The agreement was denounced by the US right as a 
sell-out, but in fact Soviet militarists could have made a much stronger case for the 
inadequacy of the pact. 

 
The USSR agreed to freeze the number of warheads per ICBM, an important 

concession because its heavy missiles could potentially carry many more warheads 
than they had been configured with {Vance 102-03}. The terms of the treaty in effect 
allowed the US "a bonus" of 120 bombers carrying air-launched cruise missiles, since 
the USSR did not have any such bombers {Brzezinski 332n}. Moscow agreed not to 



count US forward-based systems in the totals, nor the nuclear weapons of US allies, nor 
to prohibit the transfer of US Trident SLBMs to Great Britain {Vance 97-98n}. On two 
particularly vexing questions dealing with the Backfire bomber and the cruise missile, 
the USSR "did accept," Brzezinski noted, "by and large, the postulates on these two 
issues that we advanced in March 1977" {Brzezinski 164}. It is no wonder that Reagan, 
despite his having denounced SALT II, found it advantageous to live within its terms for 
so long. Stranger is Brzezinski's comment that the US might not have moved in the 
direction of a strategic relationship with China "if the Soviet Union had not been so 
determined to extract concessions from the United States on SALT..." {Brzezinski 419}. 
The concessions seem to have been entirely in the other direction. 

 
Many American citizens might be inclined to applaud Carter's ability to obtain 

concessions from Moscow on SALT. But some Soviet positions that Washington 
rejected might in fact have enhanced the security of both countries. For example, the 
USSR indicated that it would be willing to accept either a ban on all new ICBMs or 
permission to build one new ICBM but with only a single warhead. The US dismissed 
these suggestions {Vance 103-04} even though the latest generation of ICBMs are 
extremely destabilizing because of their highly accurate multiple warheads, which can 
destroy enemy missiles in their silos and thus achieve a first-strike. Likewise, the US, 
with its lead in cruise missile technology, was unwilling to consider a ban on these 
weapons {Vance 48}; but recall that when the US had refused to limit multiple warheads 
in SALT I because of its technological advantage, it was only just a few years until the 
Soviet Union caught up and then both nations were less secure. 

 
The MX missile, the new US ICBM deployed by the Reagan administration, was first 

authorized during the Carter years, before the SALT II signing, and with the backing of 
both Vance and Brzezinski {Brzezinski 333, 337}. Despite the Carter administration's 
talk of US vulnerability -- a gross exaggeration repeated by Reagan, though refuted by 
Reagan's own Scowcroft Commission -- the MX was designed as a first-strike weapon: 
Brzezinski explicitly urged Carter to approve "the construction of a new missile with solid 
hard-target kill capability" {Brzezinski 333}. And the Carter administration approved as 
well a nuclear war-fighting doctrine in a presidential directive, PD-59, issued in July 
1980. Later Reaganite claims that nuclear wars could be kept limited and could be won 
had their genesis in PD-59 which implicitly called for superiority to dominate at every 
level of the nuclear escalation ladder {Garthoff 789; see also Brzezinski 457, 459}. 

 
Early in his presidency, Carter declared that he not only sought limitations and 

reductions in strategic arms, but numerous other arms control measures as well: he 
wanted a complete ban on nuclear testing, the complete demilitarization of the Indian 
Ocean, limitations on conventional arms transfers, restrictions on anti-satellite weapons, 
and talks on civil defense. In addition, he indicated his strong commitment to preventing 
nuclear proliferation. 

 
On the issue of a comprehensive test ban (CTB), in November 1977 the USSR 

made some important concessions: it agreed that "peaceful" nuclear explosions would 
also be banned, and that it would permit the establishment of seismic stations on Soviet 



territory and on-site challenges. In May 1978, the United States indicated that it only 
favored a test ban of 5-year duration. Brzezinski admitted that he was "not very 
interested" in CTB, but out of respect for Carter's deep moral concern he did what he 
could as long as proposals "would not jeopardize our ability to continue the minimum 
number of tests necessary for our weapons program" {Brzezinski 172n}. This was a 
rather bizarre way to pursue a complete test ban, but in September 1978 Washington 
stated that it wanted to allow small nuclear experiments, and that any treaty should only 
last three years and then be totally renegotiated. At this point, Britain, a party to the 
negotiations, declared its refusal to allow as many seismic stations on its territory as 
were to be set up in the US and USSR. Agreement was reached that the US would set 
up one station in the USSR to test the efficacy of the sensors, but Washington never 
went ahead. The comprehensive test ban was dead {Garthoff 756-59}. 

 
On the Indian Ocean talks, in October 1977 the United States backtracked from its 

call for total demilitarization to a position favoring no increases in military presence and 
no new bases in the region. In February 1978, Washington discontinued its participation 
in the talks because the USSR had been expelled from its base in Berbera, Somalia, 
and because the Carter administration decided it wanted to build up in the area. At the 
Carter-Brezhnev summit meeting in Vienna in June 1979, the parties agreed that the 
talks would be resumed, but in August secretaries Brown and Vance recommended an 
enhanced Rapid Deployment Force, joint military exercises in the region, a moderate 
increase in the US permanent military presence (primarily naval units in the Indian 
Ocean), and the initiation of security consultations with key states in the area {Vance 
369-70; Garthoff 762, 649n98}. In October 1979, still before the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, in response to the totally unrelated issue of a Soviet brigade in Cuba (see 
below), Carter announced that the US intended to build up in the Indian Ocean {AFP 
1349-50}. In the following year Washington acquired bases in Masirah Island, Berbera, 
Mombasa, and Ras Banas (Egypt) {Brzezinski 446-47}. The Indian Ocean talks too 
were dead. 

 
Commentators have been amused to note that the Reagan administration has 

rejected its own arms control proposals {Tom Wicker, New York Times, 21 Mar. 1986, 
p. A35}. But on the issue of conventional arms transfers, talks collapsed in December 
1978 when the Carter administration, in the words of a former State Department official, 
abandoned "an initiative of its own to which the Soviet Union had responded favorably 
and responsibly" {Garthoff 761}. Talks on anti-satellite weapons were also promising, 
but Washington broke them off after the invasion of Afghanistan {Garthoff 759-60}. The 
US proposed talks on civil defense, but dropped the issue after the USSR agreed 
{Garthoff 788}. 

 
In early 1979, upon concluding that Pakistan was in the process of developing 

nuclear weapons, the Carter administration cut off aid, as Congressional legislation 
required it to do. Following the Soviet move into Afghanistan, however, Carter offered 
Pakistan's dictator Zia $400 million in military and economic aid. Carter claimed that 
non-proliferation and human rights concerns were outweighed in this case by security 
considerations -- Pakistan was threatened by Soviet aggression -- but the extent of the 



threat was well revealed when Zia rejected the US aid offer, calling it "peanuts" 
{Brzezinski 448}. 

 
Carter's final contribution to arms control was his decision to deploy Pershing II's 

and cruise missiles in Western Europe. These weapons were actually placed in Europe 
during the Reagan administration, but the decision was made under Carter. 

 
Brzezinski has written that the decision was motivated by the Soviet deployment of 

the Backfire bomber and "the huge 1,500 kiloton SS-20 missiles" {Brzezinski 301} in 
1977, both capable of hitting targets anywhere in Europe "without any effective 
Europe-based nuclear counter" {Brzezinski 307}. Now in fact the SS-20 has warheads 
with yields of 150 kilotons; presumably Brzezinski just made a typographical error, but 
to refer to them as "huge" is also misleading given that they had the smallest yield of 
any major Soviet nuclear weapon {Arkin & Fieldhouse 46}. (And one can be sure that 
Brzezinski does not take the view that any nuclear weapon is inherently "huge.") More 
importantly, however, his claim that there was no "effective Europe-based nuclear 
counter" is nonsense. Carter had increased the number of submarine-based missile 
warheads assigned to NATO from 80 to 400, and had doubled the number of US 
nuclear fighter-bombers based in Europe from 80 to 164 {Garthoff 850}. And this does 
not include the British and French nuclear forces nor US carrier-based aircraft. 

 
Europe was hardly defenseless in the face of the Soviet deployments. Vance has 

stated that unless the US introduced Pershings and cruises, "deployment of the SS-20 
would erode the alliance's long standing advantage" in theater nuclear forces {Vance 
64}. And the prevailing view in the Carter administration was that the new US weapons 
were not needed militarily, but to reassure the NATO allies {Garthoff 859}, who in fact 
gave in to US pressures to accept the deployment only on condition that the US agreed 
to also pursue arms control negotiations. These negotiations, Vance has acknowledged, 
were "essential to contain expected internal opposition to the proposed deployments 
within most of the member countries" {Vance 392}. 

 
The Present Danger 

 
It must be acknowledged that the Carter administration was not functioning in a 

vacuum; a fanatic campaign was being waged by the Committee on the Present Danger 
to obtain an increase in defense spending, block any arms control agreements, and 
confront the Soviet threat {see Sanders}. Public opinion, which so few years before 
seemed chastened by the Vietnam experience, was increasingly hawkish. But instead 
of challenging these views, the Carter administration capitulated to them, and even 
promoted them. The first member of the Committee on the Present Danger to be given 
a government post -- Max Kampelman -- was appointed by Carter; in the spirit of 
bipartisanship, Reagan kept him on {Garthoff 981}. 

 
At a National Security Council meeting in June 1978, after hearing Brzezinski, 

Vance, and Brown describe impending Soviet military advantage, Carter himself was 
led to declare that "much of the perception of Soviet superiority had been created by" 



his advisers {Brzezinski 335-36}. "Why, you may ask, do some have the view that the 
Soviet Union has become the world's number one military power?" a deputy secretary 
of defense asked his audience in 1978. "The answer is that, to a large extent, we have 
created that image ourselves...in the understandable desire to reverse the antidefense 
mood and the propensity for reduced defense budgets of the early 1970's..." {quoted in 
Cox 110-11}. One can imagine the difficulties in debunking right-wing propaganda when 
one shares the right-wing "desire to reverse the antidefense mood." 

 
Public and congressional opinion was especially exercised during 1977 and 1978 

over allegations of Soviet adventurism. Vance's feeling was that much of this concern 
"arose from background press sessions held by staff members of the national security 
advisor and were self-inflicted" {Vance 84}. But the alarms were soon sounded by 
others. Vance himself testified in March 1980 that "as a magnet draws iron, Third World 
conflict seems to draw the interest of the Soviets, the Cubans, or others prepared to 
exploit disorder" {Vance 513-14}. And Carter's view was that "when violence occurred in 
almost any place on earth, the Soviets or their proxies were most likely to be at the 
center of it" {Carter 256}. 

 
In mid-1978, events in two locations -- Angola and the Horn of Africa -- were seized 

upon by the Carter administration as instances of Soviet aggressiveness and used by 
the administration to heighten the Cold War atmosphere.  

 
Angola 

 
In January 1975, three Angolan liberation movements had agreed to compete 

peacefully in preparation for independence. The US covertly provided one of the 
groups, the FNLA, with funds and in February, encouraged by Washington, the FNLA 
attacked the MPLA, beginning a bloody civil war. The MPLA had received no significant 
Soviet support since 1973, but now, in response to US and Chinese backing for FNLA 
and the third group, UNITA, Soviet arms and Soviet and Cuban advisers were sent to 
the MPLA. CIA advisers and Zairian troops joined the UNITA/FNLA forces, and a South 
African armored column attacked the MPLA from the south. Then Cuban troops forced 
the South Africans to retreat and helped the MPLA achieve victory. In 1976, the US 
Congress passed the Clark amendment prohibiting covert activities in Angola, but both 
South Africa and Zaire continued to support guerilla activities in the country. The Cuban 
troops remained to help the new MPLA government deal with these threats {Stockwell; 
Davis}. 

 
In the spring of 1977, a group of exiles from the Zairian province of Katanga, now 

called Shaba, made an armed incursion over the border into Zaire. Probably the raid 
was approved by the MPLA government as a retaliation for the continued Zairian 
support for FNLA forays into Angola, though the evidence is not conclusive. In any 
event, France flew to Zaire 1,500 Moroccan troops who repulsed the Katangan attack; 
the US gave Zaire some nonlethal military aid and Egypt provided additional assistance. 
Carter declared that "We honor and respect and appreciate the action that the French 
and the Moroccan and Egyptian nations have taken" {Vance 70-72; Garthoff 623-25; 



AFP 1256}. The issue passed with little notice. 
 
A year later, in May 1978, there was another attack into Shaba by Katangan rebels, 

following hostile incursions on both sides. The US airlifted French and Belgian troops to 
Zaire and again the attackers were forced to retreat; and US planes later ferried in 
Moroccan and other African troops to replace the Europeans {Garthoff 625-26; Vance 
89-90}. This time Carter publicly blamed the Cubans for the Katangan attack, and 
lashed out at Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko. Gromyko denied any Soviet or Cuban 
role, but Vance told him that the president was "fully and accurately informed" {Garthoff 
626-27}. The Cubans assured the US that they had not been involved, stating that they 
had had no link to the Katangans for over two years, and that in fact they had tried to 
stop the incursion when they learned about it. Carter then denounced the Cubans for 
indirect involvement since they surely could have prevented the attack if they had 
wanted to {Garthoff 627-28}. Even though Carter says in his memoirs, without any 
qualification, that "the Cubans aided Katangan rebels in an invasion of Zaire" {Carter 
222}, and Brzezinski writes that there was "probably Cuban assistance" {Brzezinski 
209}, Vance has acknowledged that US intelligence to this effect was "not very good" 
{Vance 90}, and no evidence supporting any sort of more direct Cuban role has come to 
light. 

 
The Carter administration informed Angola that it would not consider normalizing 

relations as long as Cuban troops remained in the country -- despite the fact that the US 
"could not have expected a more constructive, collaborative relationship with any other 
Angolan government on matters of regional concern" {Katsikas 90-91}. That Reagan 
has withheld recognition from Angola is not surprising, but Carter was just as 
hypocritical. As Africanist Gerald Bender has put it, "What international principles...do 
the Cuban troops violate? Why does the United States accord the right to any African 
nation to request French, Moroccan, British, and even American troops when its 
sovereignty is threatened by external aggression (for example, Chad and Zaire), but not 
grant Angola the same right when it is threatened by South Africa?...Does a sovereign 
nation such as Angola, recognized by all countries in the world except the United 
States, have the right to invite outside assistance to protect itself from external (that is, 
South African) aggression?" {Bender 116} 

 
But this was not the only similarity with Reagan's Angola policy. On May 1, 1978, 

CIA director Stansfield Turner and Brzezinski's deputy, David Aaron, sounded out 
Senator Dick Clark on whether covert aid could be provided to UNITA through a third 
country. Clark said no, and the story got into the media {Garthoff 630n31}. At a June 
press conference, Carter was asked about the approach to Clark and replied that 
back-door weapons to UNITA would violate US law and that no responsible person in 
his administration would consider doing so. The questioner persisted and Carter stated: 
"I didn't have any idea that the CIA Director had even talked to Senator Clark about it. 
My impression of it from the news reports and from subsequent information was that he 
went to consult with Senator Clark to see within the bounds of the law what involvement 
would be possible in Angola" -- essentially conceding the point. "But I had no knowledge 
of that, nor have I ever intended to send weapons to Angola, either directly or indirectly" 



{AFP 1262}. 
 
The story does not end here, however. When Brzezinski was in China that same 

month, according to a former official who spoke to participants, the national security 
adviser "urged the Chinese to support...UNITA in Angola, which the United States could 
not do owing to congressional constraints" {Garthoff 704}. 

 
The Horn of Africa 

 
For decades the United States had supported the Haile Selassie regime in Ethiopia. 

The Emperor gave the US "unhampered use" of a military base at Kagnew. In return, 
Washington would have given him "solid gold Cadillacs" (as the US ambassador 
acknowledged), but Selassie preferred military aid, which he used against Eritrean 
secessionists who had been fighting for independence since 1962, when he had 
unilaterally abrogated a federation relationship between Ethiopia and Eritrea authorized 
by the United Nations {US Senate 35-36, 59 118; Selassie 168-69}. 

 
In 1974, Selassie was overthrown by military officers, who proceeded to institute 

social reforms along with brutal repression, particularly of leftist students and the 
Eritreans. The "garrison socialism" of the new government (as it has been aptly called 
{Markakis}) was not considered "anti-American" by Washington {US Senate 123}, and 
US military aid continued, and was still used in Eritrea {AFP 1233}. 

 
Neighboring Somalia claimed the Ogaden region of Ethiopia as part of "Greater 

Somalia" and in 1960 and 1964 the two countries had gone to war {Selassie 173}. In 
1969, the Soviet Union began arming Somalia and received in return access to naval 
facilities at Berbera. In 1974, Moscow started to build ties with Ethiopia. 

 
When Carter became president, the US cut back military aid to Ethiopia over human 

rights abuses and stated that it intended to "aggressively challenge, in a peaceful way of 
course" the Soviet Union in such places as Somalia. In June 1977, Carter privately told 
the Somalis that he would see what he could do about providing them with weapons 
through US allies. Regular Somali soldiers then started to join indigenous guerillas in 
the Ogaden. In July, the US secretly indicated to Somalia that Washington agreed in 
principle to supply defensive arms. By the end of the month, with the expectation of US 
arms, Somalia sent its entire army into the Ogaden to seize the territory from Ethiopia. 
On July 26 and again on July 29 the State Department announced US intentions to 
provide arms to Somalia. In the meantime Moscow tried unsuccessfully to pressure the 
Somalis to cease their invasion, and stepped up military aid to Ethiopia. Then in August, 
Washington decided that it would not provide arms to Somalia as long as their troops 
remained in the Ogaden {Garthoff 631-45; AFP 1239-40}. In November, at the urging of 
Saudi Arabia, and in order to get US support, Somalia broke its friendship treaty with 
the USSR. Moscow airlifted Cuban troops to Ethiopia to repulse the Somali invasion. 
Both Ethiopia and the Soviet Union assured Washington that neither Cuban nor 
Ethiopian forces would cross the border {Vance 86-87}, and they did not do so. 

 



In January 1978, the USSR proposed a "joint US-Soviet mediation effort"; this was 
rejected by the United States because it would "legitimize the Soviet presence in the 
Horn." Brzezinski has said this was "the classic Soviet solution to regional disputes" 
{Brzezinski 180-81}, which, as a former State Department official has noted, was surely 
"an unintended compliment" {Garthoff 647}. 

 
In March 1978, just after the Somalis had been pushed back over the border, the 

US offered them defensive weapons as long as they agreed not to use them in the 
Ogaden. No agreement could be reached, but in May Carter instructed Brzezinski to 
ask the Chinese "to provide aid to Somalia" {Brzezinski 207, 554; the instructions were 
drafted by Brzezinski}. In 1980, the Carter administration acquired bases in Somalia and 
called on Congress to approve military aid, citing Somali assurances regarding the 
Ogaden; the CIA, however, testified that at that very time regular Somali troops were in 
Ethiopia {Garthoff 665-66; AFP 1238-40}. 

 
Cuban troops have remained in Ethiopia, primarily in the Ogaden. The Cubans have 

refused to directly aid Ethiopia in its counter-insurgency campaign in Eritrea, but other 
nations have done so: the Soviet Union, Libya, and Israel, the latter having been 
involved in this regard for many years {see Katsikas 158; Garthoff 640-41, 643; on 
Israel in the 1960s: US Senate 54}. 

 
The Soviet and Cuban role in Ethiopia was widely denounced in the US, not just by 

Brzezinski (who was frustrated by the fact that the Somalis "were the nominal 
aggressors" {Brzezinski 178}), but by Carter and Vance as well {e.g., Carter 254; Vance 
396, 503}. Even analyst Arthur Macy Cox, generally quite sober in debunking Cold War 
propaganda, considered the Cuban and Soviet military involvement in Africa a serious 
blow to the principles of detente. Writing in 1982, he pointed to what he viewed as the 
crucial difference between these activities and US policies: "Since the withdrawal from 
Vietnam no American combat troops or American-sponsored combat troops had been 
sent into any dispute anywhere in the world" {Cox 45}. 

 
As noted above, however, the US airlifted foreign troops to Zaire in 1978. (Lest it be 

suggested that the Zairian operation was different because the Katangan rebels were 
endangering civilians, recall that in 1975 the Zairian troops invading Angola engaged "in 
a tidal wave of terrorism, rape, and pillage" and the population "prayed for the early 
arrival of the MPLA and Cuban liberator," in the words of the former chief of the CIA's 
Angola task force {Stockwell 215}.) Egypt discussed with the US the possibility of 
deploying troops in Somalia in the event the Ethiopians crossed the border, and 
Washington agreed {Brzezinski 181}. Iran, with Saudi Arabian support, said they would 
do the same {Garthoff 640}. In 1975, the Zairian intervention in the Angolan civil war 
was "American-sponsored." And what about the Pakistani troops stationed in 22 
countries {New York Times, 6 Feb. 1981, p. 2} or Iran's role as the policeman of the Gulf 
under US sponsorship before 1979? 

 
Soviet leaders, Carter asserted, "had their surrogates -- Cuba and Vietnam -- to 

serve them when military action was required" {Carter 235}. It is simplistic to view Cuba 



as a Soviet surrogate in Africa -- Cuba did not follow the Soviet lead on Eritrea and had 
conflicts with Moscow in Angola {Garthoff 518-19, 644}. But it is even more misleading 
to view events in Southeast Asia as part of Moscow's design.  

 
[part II] 

 
Nicaragua 

 
Looking through the memoirs of Vance, Brzezinski, and Carter, one is struck by how 

little is said about El Salvador or Nicaragua. Carter has only three substantive 
paragraphs on El Salvador and one sentence on Nicaragua {Carter 585-86}. Brzezinski 
writes that "the crisis in Nicaragua was beginning to preoccupy and absorb us" 
{Brzezinski 358}, but then says not a word more on the subject, nor on El Salvador. 
Vance is utterly silent on both countries. US policy towards these two nations, however, 
deserves some attention, to illuminate both their current travail and the concerns and 
values of the Carter administration. 

 
 When US troops ended their years of occupation of Nicaragua in 1933, they left 

Anastasio Somoza in charge, his power based on the US-trained and equipped National 
Guard which he headed. This was the beginning of a rapacious and ruthless dynasty 
that ruled the country until 1979. In 1961, the Sandinista Front of National Liberation 
(FSLN) was founded, dedicated to the overthrow of the Somoza regime. 

 
When Carter became president, he asked Congress for military and economic aid 

for Nicaragua, despite the reign of terror then being waged by Somoza and the National 
Guard against the population. Liberals in Congress tried unsuccessfully to block the aid, 
but, assured by US military attaches that the guerilla threat had been wiped out, Carter 
agreed to withhold military sales credits and economic aid until the country's human 
rights record improved {Walker 18; LeoGrande 64-65}. In the fall, Somoza announced 
the lifting of the state of siege that had been in effect for three years and Carter 
approved $2.5 million in military aid to the dictator, while continuing to withhold the 
economic assistance.  

 
 The US military attaches were wrong, the Sandinistas had not been wiped out. And 

Carter was wrong to think that a slight reduction in the repression without addressing 
the fundamental problems of dictatorship, inequality, and corruption would neutralize the 
opposition. The FSLN launched a major offensive in October. In January, a leading 
liberal critic of the regime was assassinated by pro-Somoza thugs, and the dictatorship 
lost its last vestiges of popular support. The Sandinistas now led a broad coalition of 
anti-Somoza forces and government repression grew more intense. 

 
 Military aid was frozen again, but in May the Carter administration released the 

economic aid that had been withheld in September 1977. The economic aid was now 
said to be beneficial to the poor, though this had not seemed to matter the previous 
September {Berman 263}. 

 



 In the months that followed, Washington tried alternately to back Somoza (when it 
looked like he was strong enough to maintain power) and to encourage him to transfer 
power to appropriately conservative elements. On August 1, 1978, Carter sent Somoza 
a private letter praising his (non-existent) human rights improvements {LeoGrande 66}. 
When the FSLN temporarily seized the National Palace later that month and 
insurrections broke out in cities across the country, the US started searching for pro-US 
alternatives to Somoza. A State Department official admitted that "We've been looking 
everywhere for another Balaguer, but we can't seem to locate him" {Pearce 123}, a 
reference to the puppet president under Trujillo in the Dominican Republic in the early 
1960s. In October, the US got the Organization of American States (OAS) to begin a 
mediation effort, essentially under US auspices, between Somoza and the moderate 
opposition; the FSLN was not consulted {LeoGrande 67-68}. 

 
 Somoza in the meantime was being amply equipped with weapons from Israel and 

Argentina. US officials knew about the Israeli aid, but refused to discourage it: "If 
Somoza goes, we would prefer him to go peacefully. We would not like to see him 
toppled in an armed revolt" {Hunter 140}. 

 
 In the mediation talks, Washington pressed the moderates to form an interim 

government in coalition with Somoza's political party and to maintain the National 
Guard. All but the most obsequious of the moderates walked out, unwilling to accept the 
hated National Guard {LeoGrande 68}. No agreement was possible even with the 
remaining "moderates," however, because of what the US said was "Somoza's 
unwillingness to accept the essential elements" of the mediators' proposal. The US 
reacted by announcing that it was going to withdraw its military advisory group, 
terminate its military assistance program (which had already been suspended), and 
decline to approve any new economic aid projects (but not cut off current projects) {AFP 
1317}. This relatively mild response -- there was no call for Somoza to step down, no 
break in diplomatic relations -- was the result of US intelligence estimates that now said 
Somoza and his National Guard would be able to defeat the FSLN. In May, the US 
voted in favor of a $66 million loan from the IMF to Nicaragua, to help it pay for the 
military supplies it continued to receive from Israel and Argentina {LeoGrande 69}. 

 
 On May 29, the FSLN launched their decisive offensive. Again, the intelligence 

estimates were wrong; in a matter of days the Sandinistas were in control of every 
major city outside of Managua. Vance went to the OAS and, warning of Cuban 
involvement, called for an OAS peace-keeping force and a government of national 
reconciliation acceptable to all major elements in Nicaragua {AFP 1318-1320}. 
However, not a single OAS member (other than Somoza) was willing to go along with 
this transparent effort to deflect a Sandinista victory {LeoGrande 69}. Despite US 
charges, Cuban support for the rebels was "relatively minor" and less than that "from 
Western European social democratic parties and democratic Central American 
countries," as a former State Department official has acknowledged {Garthoff 665n149}. 

 
 In the middle of June, a high White House official stated that the National Guard 

had to be retained to "preserve order." As Richard Fagen has noted, "at the very 



moment he was speaking, the Guard was looting shops and businesses, bombing 
civilians, and executing unarmed young men and women in the streets" {Fagen 189}. 

 
 Unable to block the FSLN, the US then determined to constrain them. First, 

Washington tried to promote a coalition between the Sandinistas and former Somoza 
supporters, with the National Guard intact; no one supported this scheme. Then the US 
offered to obtain Somoza's resignation in exchange for the FSLN agreeing to add 
additional moderates to their government and guarantee the continuance of the National 
Guard; the Sandinistas rejected this {LeoGrande 70-71}. 

 
 On July 17, Somoza left Nicaragua. Washington arranged that the older officers of 

the National Guard would leave with Somoza who would turn over power to a caretaker 
government until the FSLN arrived, thus permitting the Guard, under younger officers, to 
remain intact and act as a moderating influence on the new FSLN government. This 
scheme, however, also failed when the caretaker decided to try to keep power, and the 
demoralized National Guard collapsed under Sandinista attacks {Pearce 127}. 

 
 Facing up to reality, the Carter administration now decided that it would have to live 

with the new government. The Nicaraguans were obviously desperate for aid from any 
source: according to UN figures, 45,000 people had died in the civil war (almost two 
percent of the population), with another 160,000 wounded and 40,000 orphaned; 
economic losses were put at $2 billion {AFP 1323}. Washington immediately provided 
some emergency food and medical aid {AFP 1321}, and in November, Carter asked 
Congress for $75 million in aid for Nicaragua, $70 million of which was a loan to provide 
foreign exchange for the purchase of critical imports, 60% of which were to go to the 
private sector {AFP 1329, 1337}. The US hoped to win influence in Nicaragua generally, 
but also, by aiding the business sector, to strengthen those forces opposing the Marxist 
leanings among FSLN leaders. In addition, US banks, wanted to avoid a Nicaraguan 
default on the $1.6 billion debt with which Somoza had burdened the country {Jonas 
383-86}. 

 
 Congress approved the request, but after much stalling and not before adding 

numerous conditions, among them a requirement that the credits be used to buy US 
goods, that no funds could be used to assist any educational institution that housed, 
employed, or was made available to Cubans, that up to one percent of the total funds 
was to be used to publicize US generosity, and that the president would have to certify 
that Nicaragua was not exporting revolution {CQ 331-32}. Carter signed the bill on May 
31, 1980, declaring that "This legislation will signal to the Cubans and others who might 
want to interfere in Central America that the United States intends to resist their efforts 
throughout the region in order to support the forces of democracy" {AFP 1338}. 

 
 Carter waited three months before providing the required certification and began 

releasing the funds. In January, shortly before he was to turn over the White House to 
Reagan, Carter announced that he was withholding the last $15 million of the aid 
pending an investigation into Nicaragua's role in El Salvador. In addition, he cancelled 
negotiations for the renewal of a loan which Nicaragua could use to purchase US wheat 



and cooking oil {Sigmund 638}. 
 
 In sum, Carter supported Somoza until he could no longer rule, then tried to block 

the FSLN, and, after a brief period of accommodating the new government, reverted to 
an antagonistic relationship. But here Reagan went far beyond Carter, waging an all-out 
effort to overthrow the Sandinista government. But if Carter was willing (more or less) to 
tolerate one Nicaragua, he was not willing to accept another one in El Salvador.  

 
El Salvador 

 
El Salvador had been ruled by a succession of US-backed military regimes for 

decades. During the Matanza (massacre) of 1932, when at least 30,000 people were 
murdered by the armed forces, US warships stood watch off the coast. Beginning in the 
1960s, the United States provided advisers, training, and support for the enhancement 
of the state security apparatus that terrorized the population. In these years the US was 
promoting its counter-insurgency model throughout Latin America, enabling repressive 
governments to initiate "paramilitary, sabotage and/or terrorist activities against known 
Communist proponents," in the words of a secret US report {McClintock 23; see also 
Nairn}. 

 
 In 1977, General Carlos Humberto Romero took power in a fraudulent election. He 

unleashed vicious repression against the "popular organizations," those who favored 
changes in the Salvadoran status quo which enabled a tiny fraction of the population to 
monopolize the wealth and power of the country. Romero was inept and his brutality 
drew international condemnation. 

 
 The Carter administration criticized El Salvador's human rights record and Romero 

announced that he would reject proposed US military assistance in protest over the 
criticisms. Nevertheless, at least $1 million of previously-authorized military aid was 
delivered in the next two years. (Creative accounting by the Pentagon probably 
understates this and other aid figures {McClintock 326-27}.) In any event, US economic 
aid and aid from international organizations (in which the United States has a significant 
say) increased in this period, enabling the Salvadoran government to buy arms from 
Brazil and Israel {McClintock329}. 

 
 In October 1979, a bloodless coup toppled Romero. A five-person ruling junta was 

established, composed of two military officers, one a reformist, and three progressive 
political figures. Carter announced his intention to provide non-lethal military aid and 
dispatched a team of US military advisers. 

 
 The Human Rights Office at the State Department opposed the aid, arguing that it 

was too early to tell if this government would be any different from those that had come 
before and whether it would be able to control the military. Higher-ups in the State 
Department overruled the objection. The archbishop of San Salvador, Oscar Romero 
(no relation to the general), denounced the military assistance, and asked that the aid 
be conditioned on "the purification of the security forces, a satisfactory resolution of the 



problem of the disappeared and punishment of those guilty." Carter ignored the 
archbishop's plea, and the aid was sent without conditions {Bonner 165}. 

 
 The warnings of the archbishop and the Human Rights Office were prescient. The 

armed forces refused to submit to civilian control and escalated their reign of terror 
against the popular organizations, killing more Salvadorans in the first month of the 
"reformist" junta than in the previous nine months {McClintock 252}. At the beginning of 
January, the three civilians on the junta resigned, along with almost every minister and 
deputy minister of the government, claiming they had no authority over the armed forces 
and were unable to stop the repression. They were replaced by three new civilians. 

 
 Carter then announced that he wanted to reprogram $5.7 million in non-lethal 

military aid for El Salvador, even though the country had only received $16.8 million in 
military aid in the entire period 1946-79. 

 
 On February 17, Archbishop Romero sent a letter to Carter, imploring him not to 

send military aid; "instead of favoring justice and peace," the archbishop wrote, aid "will 
almost surely intensify the injustice and repression of the common people who are 
organized to struggle for respect for their most basic human rights." The government, 
particularly the security forces, have "resorted to repressive violence," he noted, which 
has resulted in "a much higher toll of dead and wounded than in the previous military 
regimes whose systematic violation of human rights was denounced by the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights." Moreover, the archbishop informed the 
president that "non-lethal" aid had allowed the security forces to repress the people 
"even more violently" {Pearce 230-31}. 

 
 On March 24, the archbishop was shot dead while saying mass. A week later, 

Congress approved the $5.7 million in military aid. 
 
 Carter tried to portray the situation in El Salvador as a centrist government 

besieged from left and right. "El Salvador continues to struggle against terrorists on the 
right who seek to restore an old tyranny and terrorists on the left who seek to create a 
new one. That struggle of theirs is ours as well" {AFP 1315}. This claim was patently 
false. The "terrorists on the right" were precisely the government security forces, as 
abundant evidence shows {McClintock 284, 300-02, 305, 342; Bonner 226-32, 365-66}. 
Amnesty International told Carter in February that all the security agencies were 
implicated in rights abuses {McClintock 367n299}. Civilians in the government, including 
another member of the junta, continued to resign over their inability to control the 
military {Bonner 173}. 

 
 Carter knew what the real facts were. But by characterizing the situation as a noble 

government caught between the extremes of left and right, he hoped to neutralize public 
opposition to US backing for the Salvadoran government. So when Reagan declared in 
1983 that much of the violence was "beyond the control of the government" {Bonner 
326}, he was only following the propaganda tack charted by Carter. 

 



 It is important to realize that the US was not simply tolerating a brutal regime. It 
was sponsoring the brutality. Washington was determined that there would be no repeat 
of Nicaragua in El Salvador. The left was becoming more unified all the time, and its 
armed wing was growing. The opposition would have to be crushed. And US military 
training, advisers, and equipment were part of that effort. Moreover, according to the 
former chief of the Salvadoran National Security Agency, the top military figures in 
post-October 1979 El Salvador were secretly on the CIA payroll {McClintock 352}. 

 
 In November 1980, Carter lost the presidential election to Ronald Reagan. But 

Carter would remain chief executive until January 20 and would be responsible for US 
policy in El Salvador (and elsewhere) until the end of his term. 

 
 By the end of December, the toll of people killed by the security forces surpassed 

8,000, compared to 1,000 the year before {McClintock 302}. Four of these deaths were 
embarrassing to Carter: three Maryknoll sisters and a lay church worker -- Americans -- 
were raped and killed, and their bodies mutilated. (As Raymond Bonner notes, "it was a 
'non-lethal' jeep, though not necessarily one supplied by the Carter administration," in 
which the killers drove to the spot where the women were murdered {Bonner 170}.) On 
December 5, the day after the corpses were found, Carter announced that he was 
suspending economic and military aid and sending a special mission to El Salvador. 

 
 Carter has written that the murder of the four churchwomen, "we believed by 

Salvadoran soldiers, was another incredible act the country's officials were trying to 
ignore" {Carter 585}. But, of course, the country's officials had not been trying to ignore 
the "incredible" acts, they were committing them. Carter emissaries told him "they could 
hear hand grenades and automatic rifles going off all during each night as people were 
killed. They don't have anybody in the jails; they're all dead. It's their accepted way of 
enforcing the so-called law" {Carter 585} -- a description rather inconsistent with the 
Carter administration's public posture that the Salvadoran government was being 
attacked from the left and the right. 

 
 Publicly, the Carter administration announced on December 12 that the Salvadoran 

government had communicated its profound regret about the killing of the churchwomen 
and indicated that an investigation would be pursued wherever it led. If there were 
progress on the investigation, significant restructuring of the government, and shifts in 
military personnel, Washington declared, the US would resume aid {AFP 1341-42}. 

 
 Five days later, Carter restored economic aid and the next day voted for an 

Inter-American Development Bank loan for El Salvador. Washington knew that the 
investigation of the killing of the four women was not moving forward {Bonner 221}. The 
political restructuring consisted of two parts, one cosmetic, one substantive. 
Cosmetically, a civilian member of the junta, Jose Napoleon Duarte, was henceforth to 
be addressed as "president," though he was not to be commander-in-chief of the armed 
forces. The real change was that the last of the reformist military officers had been 
removed from power, giving the reactionary officers absolute control. In short, the 
restructuring was a move to the right {McClintock 277; Bonner 221}. 



 
 On December 15, the UN General Assembly called on member states to refrain 

from supplying arms and military aid to El Salvador. West Germany, Canada, Mexico, 
Panama, and Ecuador were among the 72 affirmative votes. The US (and 54 others) 
abstained {Bonner 223}. In fact, however, US military aid to El Salvador had never 
stopped. Military training and advising went on uninterrupted {McClintock 357n107}, and 
the administration continued to deliver military equipment that was in the pipeline 
{Bonner 221}. On January 2, Washington informed its embassy in San Salvador that it 
was going to expedite military aid and dispatch two new groups of military advisers 
{Bonner 222}. One advisory group arrived on January 7 {McClintock 332}. 

 
 On January 10, the opposition forces in the country launched what they hoped 

would be a "final offensive" against the government. Four days later, Carter announced 
that he was resuming military aid (which had never stopped) and three days after that 
he declared that he was using his emergency powers to rush an additional $5 million in 
lethal military aid to the security forces of El Salvador, even though by this time the 
offensive had already failed. 

 
 Just to make sure that the public would raise no objection to US backing for the 

forces of barbarism, the Carter administration asserted not only that the rebels had 
received massive arms shipments from outside, but that guerillas from Nicaragua had 
landed on the Salvadoran coast. The claim of external arms was grossly exaggerated; 
the claim of Nicaraguan guerillas was almost certainly concocted. US ambassador 
Robert White -- soon to be fired by Reagan for insufficient fanaticism -- made the 
charges at a press conference in San Salvador, but acknowledged that he had "no 
evidence other than what the [Salvadoran] government has told me." Duarte, however, 
said that "our information comes from the American ambassador." The odor of a CIA 
deception operation was strong {Bonner 225-27}. A few days later, with Reagan now in 
the White House, another Nicaraguan raid was alleged, again with no evidence; on 
January 29, two Salvadoran government officials resigned, charging that both 
"invasions" had been staged {McGehee 425}. It should be noted that there were 
Nicaraguans fighting in El Salvador, but they were former members of Somoza's 
National Guard supporting the security forces {McClintock 343}. 

 
 Reagan's policies in El Salvador followed directly from Carter's. They went further, 

but the key elements were all there before Reagan took office: US backing for a 
terroristic regime under the guise of defending democracy from terrorists of the left and 
the right as well as from international communism. 

 
 History does not repeat itself, and a Dukakis administration would not face the 

same issues, nor the same political environment, that the Carter administration did. But 
one can expect certain similarities. Like Carter, Dukakis would be committed to human 
rights whenever they did not conflict with US national security interests; he would 
support a peace settlement in the Middle East, so long as the US would thereby retain 
its dominant position in the region; he would eschew wasteful strategic weapons 
systems to make the Pentagon a more lean, mean military machine; and he would 



accommodate to Third World revolutions where he had to, while trying to block them 
where he could. The fanaticism of the Reagan years would be over, but radicals would 
still have their work cut out for them.  
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