


Critical praise for this book

‘Colombia is the worst humanitarian catastrophe in the hemisphere. The
sources are deeply rooted in Colombia’s own history, and in policies of

the hegemonic power that are no less deeply rooted in its own history and
institutions. This study provides a uniquely perceptive analysis of the tragic
interaction, and its far-reaching implications for understanding the past and
the evolving global order.” — Noam Chomsky

‘US administrations keep finding new excuses for intervening in Latin
American affairs. Colombia is the most blatant example, as Doug Stokes’
trenchant account of the US’s shifting agenda — from Cold War, to guer-
rillas, then the drug trade, and now the “war on terror” — so forcefully
shows. Whether called imperialism or technical assistance, the consistent
result is state terror and human suffering on a vast scale.” — James Petras,
Professor of Sociology (retired), Binghamton University, New York

“The two great turning-points of the last few years have been, or so we've
been told, the end of the Cold War and 9/11. Not so, argues Doug Stokes,
in this most challenging of volumes. Now, as before, the United States pur-
sues the same hegemonic project simply using different cover stories — first
communism, then drugs and now terrorism — to justify intervention in
Colombia. For those looking for reassurance, this is not the book; for those
seeking to peel back the layers of officialese and get to the heart of things,
this is a must read.” — Professor Michael Cox, London School of Economics and
Editor of International Politics

“This is a well-researched and impeccably documented exposé of US dupli-
city and intervention in Colombia. As Doug Stokes shows, Washington’s
rhetoric has changed from containing communism to the war on drugs and
terrorism. But behind it all is the same cynical policy of terror and repres-
sion against the Colombian people, to prevent social change and maintain
control. This book fills a critical gap in the literature on Colombia and on
post-Cold War inter-American relations. It also has wider implications for
International Relations theory and for our understanding of transnational
conflict in this era of globalization.” — William I. Robinson, Professor of Socio-
logy, Global and International Studies, and Latin American and Iberian Studies,
University of California—Santa Barbara

‘America’s Other War paints a very disturbing picture. Highlighting contin-
uities in Washington’s strategy that go back to the Cold War and show up
elsewhere in Latin America, Doug Stokes shows that there is depressingly
little “new” about the growing US involvement in Colombia’s conflict.
With very thorough research and a highly readable narrative, America’s
Other War goes beyond the liberal-conservative debate over Plan Colom-
bia, the ‘war on drugs’ and the “war on terror’, reminding us of the central
role played by the often brutal pursuit of economic interests.” — Adam
Isacson, Director of Programs, Center for International Policy, Washington



About this book

With the end of the Cold War, Colombia has become the third
largest recipient of US military aid in the world, and the largest
by far in Latin America. This aid is said to be for a US-backed
‘war on drugs’. After September 11th US policymakers have
also claimed that Colombia has become the principal focus

of US counter-terrorism efforts in Latin America. This book
overturns these arguments and demonstrates that Washington
has long-supported a pervasive campaign of Colombian state
terror. The “wars’ on drugs and ‘terror’ are in fact the latest
pretexts for this policy. US military aid and training for Colom-
bia is designed to maintain the pro-US Colombian state and
continues to destroy threats to US economic interests whilst
preserving strategic access to sources of non-Middle Eastern
oil.

Using extensive declassified documents, this book lifts the
lid on US policy in Latin America both during and after the
Cold War. It demonstrates that the so-called war on drugs and
now the new ‘war on terror’ are actually part of a long-term
Colombian ‘war of state terror’ that predates the end of the
Cold War, with US policy contributing directly to the horrific
human rights situation in Colombia today.

This book is essential reading for students and scholars of
US foreign and security policy, US-—Latin American relations,
International Relations, policy advisers, non-governmental
agencies and the layperson interested in US foreign policy,
human rights and globalization.
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Foreword by Noam Chomsky

As I write, I have just received the most recent of the regular notices from
the Jesuit-based human rights organization Justicia y Paz in Bogota, di-
rected by the courageous priest Father Javier Giraldo, one of Colombia’s
leading defenders of human rights, at great personal risk. This notice
reports the assassination of an Afro-Colombian human rights activist,
Yolanda Cerén Delgado, as she was leaving the pastoral social office near
the police station. Justicia y Paz reports that it is a typical paramilitary
operation, in association with the government security forces and police.
Regrettably, the event is not remarkable.

A few weeks earlier there had been an unusual event: a rare concession
of responsibility. The Colombian attorney general’s office reported that
the army had lied when it claimed that three dead union leaders were
Marxist rebels killed in a firefight. They had, in fact, been assassinated
by the army. Reporting the concession, the New York Times observes
that ‘Colombia is by far the world’s most dangerous country for union
members, with 94 killed last year and 47 slain by Aug. 25 this year’,
mostly killed by right-wing paramilitary leaders linked to rogue army
units’. The term ‘rogue’ is interpretation, not description.

The worldwide total of murdered union leaders for 2003 was reported
to be 123, three-quarters of them in Colombia. The proportions have
been consistent for some time. Not only has Colombia been the most
dangerous place for labour leaders anywhere in the world (in so far as
statistics are available), but it has been more dangerous than the rest of
the world combined. To take another year, on Human Rights Day, 10
December 2002, the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions
issued its annual Survey of Trade Union Rights. It reported that by then
over 150 trade unionists had been murdered in Colombia that year. The
final figure for 2002, reported by the International Labor Organization in
its 2003 annual survey, was 184 trade unionists assassinated in Colombia,
85 per cent of the total worldwide in 2002. The figures are similar in
other recent years.

The assassinations are attributed primarily to paramilitary or security
forces, a distinction with little apparent difference. Their connections
are so close that Human Rights Watch refers to the paramilitaries as
the ‘Sixth Division” of the Colombian army, along with its official



five Divisions. As Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International and
other human rights organizations have documented, political murders
in Colombia — of which assassinations of union activists constitute a
small fraction — are carried out with almost complete impunity. They
call for an end to impunity, and termination of US military aid as long
as the atrocities continue with scarcely a tap on the wrist. The military
aid continues to flow in abundance, with pretexts that are an embar-
rassment.

It remains to be seen whether the September 2004 concession of
the army murders leads to any action. If the past is a guide, nothing
will happen beyond the lowest levels, though the evidence for higher
military and civilian responsibility is substantial.

There have been a few occasions when major massacres were seriously
investigated. The most significant of these was the Trujillo massacre
in 1990, when more than sixty people were murdered in a particularly
brutal army operation, their bodies cut to pieces with chainsaws. Under
the initiative of Justicia y Paz, the Samper government agreed to allow
an independent commission of investigation, including government
representatives, which published a report in shocking detail, identify-
ing the military officer in charge, Major Alirio Uruefia Jaramillo. Ten
years later, Father Giraldo reported that nothing had been done: ‘Not
one of the guilty has been sanctioned,” he said, ‘even though many
more victims have come to light in subsequent years.” US military aid
not only continued to flow, but was increased.

By the time of the Trujillo massacre, Colombia had the worst human
rights record in the hemisphere — not because atrocities in Colombia had
markedly increased, but because atrocities by El Salvador and other US
clients had declined. Colombia became by far the leading recipient of
US military aid and training, replacing El Salvador. By 1999, Colombia
became the leading recipient of US military aid worldwide (excepting
Israel-Egypt, a separate category always), replacing Turkey — not because
atrocities in Colombia had increased, but because Turkish atrocities had
declined. Through the 1990s, Turkey had conducted its brutal counter-
insurgency war against its domestic Kurdish population, leading to
tens of thousands of deaths and probably millions driven from their
devastated villages, many surviving somehow in condemned buildings
in miserable slums in Istanbul, in caves in the walls of the semi-official
Kurdish capital of Diyarbakir, or wherever they can. The atrocities were
accompanied by vicious torture, destruction of lands and forests, just
about any barbaric crime imaginable. Arms from the USA came in an
increasing flow, amounting to about 80 per cent of Turkey’s arms. In the
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single year 1997, Clinton sent more arms to Turkey than the cumulative
total for the entire Cold War period prior to the onset of the counter-
insurgency campaign. But by 1999, the campaign had achieved ‘success’,
and Colombia took over first place. It also retains its position as by far
the biggest humanitarian catastrophe of the Western hemisphere’, as
UN Undersecretary for Humanitarian Affairs Jan Egeland reiterated at
a press conference in New York in May 2004.

There is nothing particularly novel about the relation between
atrocious human rights violations and US aid. On the contrary, it is
a rather consistent correlation. The leading US academic specialist on
human rights in Latin America, Lars Schoultz, found in a 1981 study
that US aid ‘has tended to flow disproportionately to Latin American
governments which torture their citizens ... to the hemisphere’s relatively
egregious violators of fundamental human rights’. That includes military
aid, is independent of need, and runs through the Carter period. In
another academic study, Latin Americanist Martha Huggins reviewed
data for Latin America suggesting that ‘the more foreign police aid given
[by the USA], the more brutal and less democratic the police institutions
and their governments become’. Economist Edward Herman found the
same correlation between US military aid and state terror worldwide,
but also carried out another study that gave a plausible explanation.
US aid, he found, correlated closely with improvement in the climate
for business operations, as one would expect. And in US dependencies
it turns out with fair regularity, and for understandable reasons, that
the climate for profitable investment and other business operations is
improved by killing union activists, torture and murder of peasants,
assassination of priests and human rights activists, and so on. There
is, then, a secondary correlation between US aid and egregious human
rights violations.

There have been no similar studies since, to my knowledge, presum-
ably because the conclusions are too obvious to merit close inquiry.

The Latin American Catholic Church became a particular target when
the bishops adopted the ‘preferential option for the poor” in the 1960s
and "70s, and priests, nuns and lay workers began to establish base com-
munities where peasants read the Gospels and drew from their teachings
lessons about elementary human rights, and worse yet, even began to
organize to defend their rights. The horrendous Reagan decade, com-
memorated with reverence and awe in the United States, is remembered
rather differently in the domains where his administration waged the
‘war on terror’ that it declared on coming to office in 1981: El Salvador,
for example, where the decade is framed by the assassination in March
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1980 of an archbishop who had become a ‘voice for the voiceless” and the
assassination of six leading Latin American intellectuals, Jesuit priests, in
November 1989, by an elite force armed and trained by the USA which
had left a shocking trail of blood and torture in earlier years. The (now
renamed) School of the Americas, which has trained Latin American
officers, including some of the continent’s most outstanding torturers
and mass murderers, takes pride in having helped to ‘defeat liberation
theology’, one of the ‘talking points in its public relations efforts. Such
matters arouse little interest in the West, and are scarcely known apart
from specialists and the solidarity movements. The reaction would be
somewhat different if anything remotely similar had taken place in those
years in the domains of the official enemy.

The basic principles of state terror are explained by Schoultz in a
standard scholarly work on US foreign policy and human rights in Latin
America. Referring to the neo-Nazi ‘national security states’ imposed or
backed by the USA from the 1960s, Schoultz observes that the goal of
state terror was ‘to destroy permanently a perceived threat to the existing
structure of socioeconomic privilege by eliminating the political partici-
pation of the numerical majority ... [the] popular classes’. All of this is
very much in accord with the basic principles of the counter-insurgency
(CI) doctrines that have been core elements of US foreign policy since
the Second World War, as Doug Stokes reviews, doctrines that remain
quite consistent while pretexts change, as does their implementation,
as again Stokes reviews in illuminating detail.

Colombia’s rise to first place as a recipient of US military aid in 1999,
replacing Turkey, was particularly striking at that particular moment.
The transfer, which passed without notice in the mainstream, came right
in the midst of a chorus of self-adulation among Western elites and
praise for their leaders that may have been without historical precedent.
Respected commentators gazed with awe on ‘the idealistic New World
bent on ending inhumanity” as it entered a ‘noble phase’ of its foreign
policy with a “saintly glow’, acting from ‘altruism’ alone and following
‘principles and values” in a sharp break from the past history of the
world as it led the way to establishing a ‘new norm of humanitarian
intervention’. The jewel in the diadem, opening a new era of world
history, was the bombing of Serbia in 1999. Whatever one thinks of
the crimes attributed to Serbia in Kosovo prior to the bombing (which,
as anticipated, led to a radical escalation of the crimes), they do not
compare with the unnoticed actions of Western clients, not only the
leading recipients of US military aid but others as well: East Timor, to
take a striking example from those very months, while US-UK support
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continued as atrocities once again escalated well beyond anything re-
ported at the time in Kosovo by official Western sources.

As is well-known, the ‘drug war’ provides the recent justification
for support for the security forces and (indirectly) their paramilitary
associates in Colombia. With the same justification, US-trained forces,
and mercenaries from US corporations that employ ex-military officers,
carry out ‘fumigation’, meaning chemical warfare operations that des-
troy crops and livestock and drive peasants from their devastated lands.
Meanwhile the street price of drugs in the USA does not rise, implying
that the effects on production are slight, and the prison population in
the USA explodes to the highest recorded level in the world, far beyond
other industrial societies, largely as a consequence of the ‘drug war’. It
has long been understood that the most effective way to deal with the
drug problem — which is in the USA, not in Colombia — is education and
treatment, and the least effective by far is out-of-country operations, such
as chemical warfare to destroy crops and other CI operations. Funding
is dramatically in inverse relation to effectiveness, and is unaffected by
failure to achieve the claimed goals.

The facts, hard to miss, raise some obvious questions. One of the
leading academic authorities on Colombia, Charles Bergquist, remarks
that ‘a provocative case can be made that US drug policy contributes
effectively to the control of an ethnically distinct and economically
deprived underclass at home and serves US economic and security in-
terests abroad’. Many criminologists and international affairs analysts
might regard this as a considerable understatement. Faith in the pro-
claimed doctrines becomes still harder to sustain when we attend to the
relation between US resort to subversion and violence and increase in
drug production back to the Second World War, documented in rich
detail by Alfred McCoy, Peter Dale Scott and others, recurring right at
this moment in Afghanistan. As Scott observes, reviewing many cases
of US military intervention and subversion, with each ‘there has been
a dramatic boost to international drug-trafficking, including a rise in
US drug consumption’. At the same time, the lives of Colombian cam-
pesinos, indigenous people and Afro-Colombians are destroyed with the
solemn claim that it is imperative to carry out these crimes to prevent
drug production and use.

In extenuation, it could be noted that fostering drug production is
hardly a US innovation: the British empire relied crucially on the most
extraordinary narco-trafficking enterprise in world history, with horrify-
ing effects in China and in India, much of which was conquered in an
effort to gain a monopoly on opium production.
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The official pretexts are confronted with massive counter-evidence,
and supported by no confirming evidence (apart from the declarations
of leaders, which invariably speak of benign intent and are therefore
uninformative, whatever their source). Suppose, nevertheless, that we
accept official doctrine, and assume that the goal of the US-run CI
operations in Colombia, including the chemical warfare that is ruining
the peasant society, is to eradicate drugs. And let’s also, for the sake
of argument, put aside the fact that US subversion and aggression
continue to lead to increase of production and use of drugs. On these
charitable assumptions, US operations in Colombia are truly scandalous.
That seems transparent. To bring the point out more clearly, consider
the fact, not in dispute, that deaths from tobacco vastly exceed those
from all hard drugs combined. Furthermore, hard drugs harm the user,
while tobacco harms others — not as much, to be sure, as alcohol, which
is heavily implicated in killing of others (automobile accidents, alcohol-
induced violence, etc.), but significantly. Deaths from ‘passive smoking’
probably exceed those from all hard drugs combined, and ‘soft drugs’
that are severely criminalized, like marijuana, while doubtless harmful
(like coffee, red meat, etc.), are not known to have significant lethal
effects. Furthermore, while the Colombian cartels are not permitted
to place billboards in Times Square, New York, or run ads on TV, to
induce children and other vulnerable sectors of the population to use
cocaine and heroin, there are no such barriers against advertising for
the far more lethal tobacco-based products, and in fact countries have
been threatened with serious trade sanctions if they violate the sacred
principles of ‘free trade’ by attempting to regulate such practices. An
elementary conclusion follows at once: if the USA is entitled to carry out
chemical warfare targeting poor peasants in Colombia, then Colombia,
and China, and many others, are surely entitled to carry out far more ex-
tensive chemical warfare programmes targeting agribusiness production
in North Carolina and Kentucky. Comment should be unnecessary.

Colombia has a violent history, in large part rooted in the fact that
its great natural wealth and opportunities are monopolized by narrow,
privileged and often quite brutal sectors, while much of the population
lives in misery and endures severe repression. Colombia’s tragic history
took a new turn, however, in the early 1960s, when US intervention
became a much more significant factor — not that it had been marginal
before, for example, when Theodore Roosevelt stole part of Colombia
for a canal that was of great importance for US economic and strategic
interests. In 1962, John F. Kennedy in effect shifted the mission of the
Latin American military from ‘hemispheric defense’, a residue of the
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Second World War , to ‘internal security’, a euphemism for war against
the domestic population.

There were significant effects throughout Latin America. One
consequence in Colombia, as Stokes reviews, was the official US recom-
mendation to rely on paramilitary terror against ‘known communist
proponents’. The effects on Colombia were described by the president
of the Colombian Permanent Committee for Human Rights, the dis-
tinguished diplomat Alfredo Vazquez Carrizosa. Beyond the crimes that
are institutionalized in the “dual structure of a prosperous minority and
an impoverished, excluded majority, with great differences in wealth,
income, and access to political participation’, he wrote, the Kennedy
initiatives led to an ‘exacerbation of violence by external factors’, as
Washington ‘took great pains to transform our regular armies into
counterinsurgency brigades, accepting the new strategy of the death
squads’, decisions that ‘ushered in what is known in Latin America as
the National Security Doctrine’. This was not ‘defense against an ex-
ternal enemy, but a way to make the military establishment the masters
of the game ... [with] the right to combat the internal enemy, as set
forth in the Brazilian doctrine, the Argentine doctrine, the Uruguayan
doctrine, and the Colombian doctrine: it is the right to fight and to
exterminate social workers, trade unionists, men and women who are
not supportive of the establishment, and who are assumed to be com-
munist extremists’ — a term with wide coverage in CI lingo, including
human rights activists, priests organizing peasants, labour leaders, others
seeking to address the ‘dual structure’ by non-violent democratic means,
and of course the great mass of victims of the dual structure, if they
dare to raise their heads.

The policy was certainly not new. The horrifying example of Guate-
mala is sufficient to show that. Nor was it restricted to Latin America.
In many ways, the early post-war CI operations in Greece (with some
150,000 dead) and South Korea (with a death toll of 100,000) had set
the pattern long before. Apart from its Guatemala atrocities, the Eisen-
hower administration had overthrown the parliamentary government
of Iran and restored the brutal rule of the Shah in order to bar Iran
from taking control of its own resources, and, in 1958, had carried out
some of the most extreme post-war clandestine operations in its effort
to undermine the parliamentary government of Indonesia, which was
becoming dangerously democratic, and to split off the outer islands,
where most of the resources were — just to mention a few examples.
But there was a qualitative change in the early 1960s.

In Latin America, the Kennedy administration orchestrated a military
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coup in Brazil, which took place shortly after Kennedy’s assassination,
installing the first of the National Security States, complete with large-
scale torture, destruction of popular organizations and any vestige of
democracy, and intense repression. It was welcomed in Washington as
a ‘democratic rebellion’, “a great victory for free world’, which pre-
vented a ‘total loss to the West of all South American Republics” and
should ‘create a greatly improved climate for private investments’. The
democratic revolution carried out by the neo-Nazi generals was ‘the
single most decisive victory of freedom in the mid-twentieth century’,
Kennedy’s Ambassador Lincoln Gordon held, ‘one of the major turn-
ing points in world history’ in this period. Shortly after, the Indonesian
problem was dealt with successfully as General Suharto took over in a
military coup, with a ‘staggering mass slaughter’, as the New York Times
described the outcome, ‘a gleam of light in Asia’, in the words of their
leading liberal commentator, James Reston. As was known at once, the
death toll was immense, perhaps half a million or many more, mostly
landless peasants. The threat of excessive democracy that had troubled
the Eisenhower administration was overcome, with the destruction of
the major mass-based political party in the country, which ‘had won
widespread support not as a revolutionary party [despite its name: PKI,
Indonesian Communist Party] but as an organization defending the
interests of the poor within the existing system’, Australian Indonesia
specialist Harold Crouch observes, developing a ‘mass base among the
peasantry” through its ‘vigor in defending the interests of the ... poor’.
Western euphoria was irrepressible, and continued as Suharto compiled
one of the worst human rights records of the late twentieth century,
also invading East Timor and carrying out a near-genocidal slaughter,
with firm support from the USA and UK, among others, to the bloody
end in late 1999. The gleam of light in Indonesia also eliminated one of
the pillars of the hated non-aligned movement. A second was eliminated
when Israel destroyed Nasser’s army in 1967, firmly establishing the
US-Israeli alliance that has persisted since.

In Latin America, the Brazilian coup had a domino effect, as the
National Security Doctrine spread throughout the continent with vary-
ing degrees of US initiative, but constant and decisive support, however
terrible the consequences. One example is ‘the first 9/11°, in Chile, 11
September 1973, when General Pinochet’s forces bombed the presidential
palace and demolished Latin America’s oldest and most vibrant demo-
cracy, establishing a regime of torture and repression thanks primarily
to the secret police organization DINA that US military intelligence
compared to the KGB and the Gestapo — while Washington firmly
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supported the regime. The official death toll of the first 9/11 was 3,200,
which would correspond to about 50,000 in the USA; the actual toll was
doubtless much higher. Pinochet’s DINA soon moved to integrate Latin
American dictatorships in the international state terrorist programme
‘Operation Condor’, which killed and tortured mercilessly within the
countries and branched out to terrorist operations in Europe and the
USA. The evil genius, Pinochet, was greatly honoured, by Reagan
and Thatcher in particular, but quite generally. The assassination of
a respected diplomat in Washington was going too far, however, and
Operation Condor was wound down. The worst atrocities, in Argentina,
were yet to come, along with the expansion of the state terror to Central
America in the 1980s, leaving hundreds of thousands of corpses and
four countries in ruins, along with a condemnation of the USA by the
World Court for its ‘unlawful use of force’ (in lay terms, international
terrorism), backed by two (vetoed) Security Council resolutions, after
which Washington escalated the terror to new heights. Colombia’s travail
was part of a far broader picture.

US terror operations in Central America were accompanied by ex-
pansion of the drug trade, the usual concomitant of international
terrorism, which relies crucially on criminal elements and untraceable
financial resources — meaning narcotics. Washington’s mobilization of
radical Islamists in Afghanistan, in collaboration with Pakistani intel-
ligence and other allies, led to a far larger explosion of drug production
and narco-trafficking, with lethal effects in the region and far beyond.
These US policies proceeded side by side with the ‘drug war” at home
and in Colombia, no embarrassing questions raised. Drug production and
distribution are rapidly increasing in Afghanistan and Kosovo, consistent
with the traditional pattern, while Colombian peasants suffer and die
from chemical warfare attacks and are driven to urban slums where
they can rot alongside millions of others in one of the world’s largest
refugee catastrophes. And in the USA, drugs remain available with no
change, the measures that are known to be effective in dealing with
drug problems (let alone the social conditions in which they arise) are
scarcely pursued, and victims flow from urban slums to the flourishing
prison-industrial complex, as some criminologists call it.

The mass murderers and torturers of the Latin American National
Security States have sometimes had to face at least public inquiries into
their crimes. Some have even faced the bar of justice, though nothing
remotely like what would be appropriate to such crimes by Western
standards. Others, however, are completely immune. In the major study
of Operation Condor, journalist/analyst John Dinges observes: ‘Only
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in the United States, whose diplomats, intelligence, and military were
so intimately intertwined with the military dictators and their opera-
tional subordinates, has there been judicial silence on the crimes of the
Condor years.” The United States, he continues, ‘conferred on itself a
kind of de facto amnesty even more encompassing than that enjoyed
by its Latin American allies: no truth commissions or any other kind of
official investigation was established to look into the human collateral
damage of the many proxy wars that were supported in Latin America
or elsewhere’ — and, we may add, actual wars, including horrendous
crimes, shielded by the same self-declared amnesty.

The powerful are, typically, immune to prosecution or even serious
inquiry, even memory for that matter. Only their citizens can end such
crimes, and the far more terrible crimes that flow from permanent
immunity.

As Stokes reviews in convincing detail, US policies persist while
pretexts and tactics shift as circumstances require. Sometimes the basic
principles are frankly stated. Thus diplomatic historian Gerald Haines
(also senior historian of the CIA) introduces his study of ‘the American-
ization of Brazil’ by observing that ‘Following World War II the United
States assumed, out of self-interest, responsibility for the welfare of
the world capitalist system’ — which does not mean the welfare of the
people of the system, as events were to prove, not surprisingly. The
enemy was ‘communism’. The reasons were outlined by a prestigious
study group of the Woodrow Wilson Foundation and the National
Planning Association in a comprehensive 1955 study on the political
economy of US foreign policy: the primary threat of communism, the
study concluded, is the economic transformation of the communist
powers ‘in ways that reduce their willingness and ability to complement
the industrial economies of the West’. It makes good sense, then, that
prospects of independent development should be regarded as a serious
danger, to be pre-empted by violence if necessary. That is particularly
true if the errant society shows signs of success in terms that might
be meaningful to others suffering from similar oppression and injustice.
In that case it becomes a ‘virus’ that might ‘infect others’, a ‘rotten
apple’ that might ‘spoil the barrel’, in the terminology of top planners,
describing the real domino theory, not the version fabricated to frighten
the domestic public into obedience.

The Cold War itself had similar characteristics, taking on a life of
its own because of scale. That is implicitly recognized by leading estab-
lishment scholars, notably John Lewis Gaddis, regarded as the dean of
Cold War scholarship. He plausibly traces the origins of the Cold War
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to 1917, when Russia broke free of its relations of semi-colonial depend-
ency on the West and sought to pursue an independent course. Gaddis
articulates fundamental principles perceptively when he regards the very
existence of the Bolshevik regime as a form of aggression, so that the
intervention of the Western powers was actually self-defence, undertaken
‘in response to a profound and potentially far-reaching intervention by
the new Soviet government in the internal affairs, not just of the West,
but of virtually every country in the world’, namely, ‘the Revolution’s
challenge — which could hardly have been more categorical — to the very
survival of the capitalist order’. Change of the social order in Russia
and announcement of intentions to spread the model elsewhere are
aggression that elicits invasion as justified self-defence.

The threat that Russia could prove to be a ‘virus’ was very real,
Woodrow Wilson and Lloyd George recognized, not only in the colonial
world but even in the rich industrial societies. Those concerns remained
very much alive into the 1960s, we know from the internal record. It
should come as no surprise, then, that these thoughts are reiterated
over and over, as when Kennedy—Johnson high-level planners warned
that the ‘very existence’ of the Castro regime in Cuba was ‘successful
defiance’ of US policies going back to the Monroe Doctrine, so that the
‘terrors of the earth’ must be visited on Cuba, to borrow the phrase
of historian and Kennedy confidant Arthur Schlesinger, describing the
prime goal of Robert Kennedy, who was assigned responsibility for the
terrorist operations.

Colombia, again, falls well within a much more general pattern,
though in each case, the horrors that are endured are terrible in their
own special and indescribable ways.
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I | Introduction: interpreting US foreign policy
in Colombia

During the Cold War the US intervened in more states in Latin America
than in any other continent, with US-sponsored counter-insurgency (CI)
the primary means of US coercive statecraft.' US planners argued that
CI support for allied states was designed to contain the influence of
the Soviet Union through the destruction of left-wing armed insurgen-
cies that were portrayed as externally sponsored instances of Soviet
expansionism. Throughout this period Colombia remained one of the
largest recipients of US CI funding and training designed to destroy the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), a rebel insurgency
movement. The FARC were portrayed as Soviet-backed guerrillas, and
as a threat to the pro-US Colombian state. During these years of sup-
port, the Colombian military carried out widespread human rights
abuses. Although these abuses were not publicly approved, they were
considered a necessary evil required to prevent the alleged devastating
consequences to US security should a potentially pro-Soviet state come
to power in Latin America.” George Kennan, the architect of the USA’s
Cold War grand strategy of containment, explained that in dealing with
communism in Latin America the final answer ‘may be an unpleasant
one’ but the USA ‘should not hesitate before police repression by the
local government’. Kennan considered this repression not only to be
strategically necessary but also to be ethically correct, as ‘the Commu-
nists are essentially traitors’. He continued, it ‘is better to have a strong
regime in power than a liberal government if it is indulgent and relaxed
and penetrated by Communists’.’

Interestingly, with the end of the Cold War the USA has not only
continued to fund and train the Colombian military for its fight against
the FARC, but has dramatically escalated its support to the extent that
Colombia is now the third largest recipient of US military aid in the
world.* A central question emerges from this account, and it is the puzzle
that this book attempts to answer: given the high human costs histori-
cally associated with US Cold War support for abusive Latin American
militaries, why has US aid to the Colombian military been continued throughout
the post-Cold War period? This question is especially pertinent given the
justifications employed by the USA during the Cold War era, the USA’s



publicly declared commitment to post-Cold War democracy promotion
and humanitarian intervention to prevent human rights abuses,” and
the continuing record of gross human rights abuses committed by the
Colombian military and their paramilitary allies who are responsible for
over 70 per cent of all politically motivated assassinations.®

In seeking to explore these issues, this book relates this continuity
in US military funding to a wider set of debates within the discipline
of International Relations (IR). Specifically, within IR, a discontinuity
thesis has emerged that views US post-Cold War objectives within
the Third World as significantly different from their earlier Cold War
orientation. This book formulates an alternative continuity thesis and
argues, in contrast, that in the case of Colombia US objectives and policy
are characterized by significant continuity with their earlier Cold War
orientation. This interpretive dichotomy between the discontinuity and
continuity arguments animates the empirical analysis of US policy in
Colombia. In relation to US intervention in Colombia, the discontinuity
thesis is deeply rooted within mainstream academia, the international
media and the US policy community. The switch from the objectives
of Cold War containment of communist insurgency using CI to an
allegedly new counter-narcotic and counter-terrorist orientation are
taken as both the principal indicators of discontinuity in US policy and
objectives, and as the primary justification for the continued funding
of the Colombian military, albeit for the new post-Cold War battles
against drugs and terrorism.

In opposition to the discontinuity thesis, this book constructs a con-
tinuity argument and grounds this empirically by showing that the USA
is neither targeting the primary drug traffickers nor fighting a war on
international terrorism in Colombia. Instead, the USA has continued
to fund and train the Colombian military for a CI war against both
the Colombian insurgents and progressive sections of Colombian civil
society throughout the post-Cold War era. As such, the wars on drugs
and terrorism provide a pretext for this continuity of US CI strategy,
and US post-Cold War objectives form an overarching continuity with
their earlier Cold War policy and objectives. This continuity is due to
the fact that US economic and strategic interests in Colombia have
remained the same, and the Colombian case grounds a wider critical
perspective as to the nature of US foreign and security policy within
the new world order.

This book thus refutes the rhetorical claims of US policy-makers
and the mainstream discontinuity arguments as to the nature of US
intervention in Colombia, while exploring the role that the USA has
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played in installing, codifying and supporting Colombian state terrorism
both during and after the Cold War period. The central argument is
that the USA continues to pursue a pervasive strategy of state terrorism in
Colombia to protect its economic and political interests in South America. This
goes against the vast majority of analyses of US policy in Colombia,
which maintain that the USA has been fighting a war on drugs, and now
a new ‘war on terror’ in Colombia, and not war of terror designed to
destroy both armed and unarmed social forces. There are three main
reasons for this continuity.

First, the USA’s war on drugs and the new war on terror are pretexts
used to justify the continued funding of the Colombian military so
that it can pacify those armed groups and unarmed progressive social
forces that potentially threaten a stability geared towards US interests.
These interests have remained consistent with the Cold War period.
Furthermore, not only is the USA not fighting a war on drugs and on
terrorism, but it is actually sponsoring the principal drug-funded ter-
rorists in Colombia through its use of CI warfare.

Second, in the wake of the Gulf War in 1990 and the events of Sep-
tember 112001, the USA has sought to diversify its oil purchasing from
the Middle East to other sources. Colombia’s neighbour, Venezuela, is
currently one of the largest oil suppliers to US markets, with Colombia
supplying more oil to the USA today than Kuwait did prior to the first
Gulf War. US planners have explicitly linked South American regional
security to the instability in Colombia and have asserted the impor-
tance of US strategic oil acquisition needs in driving US intervention
in Colombia. US access to South American oil thus contributes to the
continued funding of the Colombian military for CI.

Third, a prevailing CI discourse exists that continues to construct
the identity of various elements of civil society such as unions, teach-
ers’ organizations, human rights groups and so on as ‘subversive’. This
book unpacks this discourse using US military manuals and doctrine
and relates it to the evolution of US CI warfare during the Cold War
and the way it continues to be mapped on to the Colombian situation.
The continued existence of these US economic and strategic interests
provides the most plausible account of the continuity of post-Cold War
US intervention in Colombia alongside the continued existence of the
CI discourse which affects the way the war is waged in Colombia.

Colombia occupies the north-western part of South America and shares
borders with Panama, Venezuela, Brazil, Peru and Ecuador. It also pos-

sesses coasts on both the Pacific Ocean and Caribbean Sea while its
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three Andean mountain ranges split the country into climatically distinct
areas with the Amazon rainforest to the south, vast barren plains to the
east and the Caribbean coast to the north. Alongside its geographical
diversity Colombia is racially mixed and traces its various ethnicities
from its own indigenous peoples, the early Spanish colonizers and the
African slaves put to work on its colonial plantations. By the early nine-
teenth century 50 per cent of Colombia’s people were of mixed race.
Politically, Colombia prides itself on being one of Latin America’s oldest
democracies, with the Republic of Colombia established in 1886. Since
its inception, however, Colombia has been characterized by extreme
class stratification, social exclusion and political violence. Politically
these tensions have been refracted through the rivalries of Colombia’s
two main parties: the Conservatives and Liberals. Both parties have
dominated Colombia’s political system since their formation in the 1840s
with the Conservatives pro-Church, anti-reform and closely aligned with
the landholding class while the Liberals have tended to pursue modest
social reforms and have aligned with Colombia’s commercial sectors.
Aside from these differences, however, the desire to resist fundamental
change to Colombia’s prevailing socio-economic system has tended to
unite them with both parties relying upon clientelistic networks to en-
trench their power at local level. Importantly, both have been united in
their opposition to social forces that have sought to reform Colombia’s
highly unequal economy which has long been characterized by extreme
divisions of wealth. Today, for example, Colombia has one of the most
unequal divisions in the world. The UN states that 10 per cent of Col-
ombia’s rich have a 46.1 per cent share of national income. Conversely,
the poorest 10 per cent have 1.1 per cent.” Colombia is thus effectively
characterized by two economies: one formal and one informal, and it is
the vast and precarious informal economy that sustains the livelihoods
of the majority of Colombia’s urban population.

One of the central bulwarks against economic reformism has been
the Colombian military which has long acted to insulate the Colombian
political and economic system from popular pressures for reform.® This
relationship was codified under the National Front arrangement of the
1950s which alternated power between Conservative and Liberal elites,
and which effectively continues to this day. It was under the National
Front that the Colombian military was given carte blanche to eradicate
enclaves of peasant colonizers in Colombia’s south left over from a brutal
civil war now called simply la violencia (‘the violence’) that claimed up to
300,000 lives. The colonizers were fleeing the persecution of Colombia’s
landholding oligarchy and it was these same colonizers that would later
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go on to form the FARC, the longest running rebel insurgency move-
ment in Latin America’s history. It was also under the National Front
arrangement that the USA stepped up its commitments to Colombia as
part of its new Cold War crusade of anti-communism. This period of
US intervention marked a watershed in Colombian and US relations,
with the Colombian military consistently remaining one of the largest
recipients of US military aid and training throughout the Cold War. It
was also the first country in Latin America to adopt US CI measures in
relation to its perceived problems of insurgency and civil unrest and also
hosted the first Latin America counter-insurgency training school.’

By the late 1960s Colombia’s military was firmly under the guidance
of the USA. A 1969 Colombian CI manual lists eight US CI manuals
as sources, combined with anthologies of articles published in the US
Military Review. ' Colombia has also sent more students to the US CI
training academy, the School of the Americas (SOA), than any other
Latin American nation." Importantly, the Colombian military still main-
tains extensive ties to the USA, and is by far the largest recipient of US
military aid in Latin America, and the third largest in the world. Despite
these continuing ties, US objectives in Colombia are popularly viewed
to have switched dramatically from anti-communist CI to a counter-
narcotic war on drugs and, more recently, on terror. However, as Nazih
Richani argues, there is a relative dearth of studies on Colombia, and
this extends to substantive studies on US policy towards Colombia,
particularly from more critical perspectives.'> Given the ongoing and
massive levels of commitment on the part of the USA, coupled with the
levels of violence and human rights abuses committed in the Colombian
conflict, this book is an attempt to plug this gap and is thus primarily
an examination of US policy in Colombia.

In relation to existing literatures on US foreign policy in Colombia,
some taxonomic ordering is inevitable. Although this sometimes does
violence to the subtle differences between thinkers and theories, it also
provides a useful mechanism for revealing patterns. Broadly speaking,
the different perspectives on US policy in Colombia both during and after
the Cold War fall into two camps. The first is the mainstream camp,
which is largely supportive of US policies and objectives in Colombia.
This perspective is by far the largest, and spans the English-language
academic literature, the American media and the US policy-making
community. The second set of literature is critical of US policy and is
much smaller. This set includes some academic literature, but rarely finds
its way into the American media or the US policy-making community.
This book falls clearly into the critical camp.
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As Robert Pastor notes, within the majority of mainstream academic
approaches to the study of US foreign policy towards Latin America
there are two main strands, conservative and liberal:

Conservatives focus on a relatively narrower idea of US interests and a
military based definition of power. They believe that the United States
should approach problems unilaterally and in a practical and forceful-
solving manner. Liberals give higher priority to the moral dimension
and to ... ‘soft power,” which derives from the American model. They
look at social and economic causes of the crisis, try to understand the
issues from the other’s perspective, and rely on multilateral, diplomatic
approaches.”

This distinction between mainstream liberal and conservative ap-
proaches provides a useful way of thinking through the differences
between analysts on Colombia. Conservatives tend to emphasize military
solutions to Colombia’s conflict, view the Colombian military as the best
way of implementing US interests, and see no ethical issues arising as a
result of continued US support for the Colombian military. For example,
Richard Downes argues that drug trafficking in Colombia jeopardizes
the national security interests of the USA, with the ‘impact of the drug
industry ... devastating on US society’. He subsequently calls for an
active military engagement with Colombia’s ‘narco-guerrillas’ through
the intensification of US military aid.’* David Passage also advocates
an increase of US military aid to Colombia so as to help ‘Colombia’s
democratically elected government regain control of its national ter-
ritory” which can then ‘halt the production of illegal narcotics’ which
threaten US national security interests.”” Angel Rabasa and Peter Chalk
argue that US national security considerations are as significant as
its alleged counter-narcotics concerns in Colombia, and trace this to
Colombia’s geostrategic importance. Both Rabasa and Chalk call for
the USA to upgrade and modernize the Colombian military to regain
control of Colombia’s rural areas and to contain regional destabiliza-
tion.” Dennis Rempe’s work begins by arguing that throughout the
Cold War the US ‘pursued an indirect policy that played to America’s
strengths: economic and military aid, training of security forces, technical
assistance, and logistical and intelligence support” which furthered ‘US
Cold War interests’."” Rempe continues that the primary threats to US
interests in post-Cold War Colombia now come from illegal narcotics,
with US policy switching from a strategy of anti-communist CI to a
new war on drugs. Rempe states that US policy combines both ‘counter-
narcotics and institution-building strategies with a negotiated settlement
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to that nation’s long-running insurgent war’."® In fighting the war on
drugs, Rempe cautions that Colombian policy-makers must ‘concentrate
security efforts on neutralizing the clandestine infrastructure and milit-
ary power’ of Colombia’s ‘narco-guerrillas’. He also recommends the
incorporation of Colombia’s clandestine paramilitary networks within
an overall security system so as to improve the capacity for the war on
drugs to eliminate the alleged interweaved problems of insurgency and
narcotics trafficking."

In the aftermath of September 11, US policy has increasingly been
justified as both a war on drugs and a new war on terrorism, and the
USA has continued to provide large-scale funding and training for the
Colombian military. For example, Colombia was by far the largest
recipient of US military training in 2002, with 3.6 times more soldiers
trained than Thailand, the second largest.”* In justifying the continued
funding of the Colombian military, the US Assistant Secretary of State
for Western Hemisphere Affairs, Otto Reich, argued that the “40 million
people of Colombia deserve freedom from terror and an opportunity to
participate fully in the new democratic community of American states.
It is in our self-interest to see that they get it.”*" As such, the emphasis
has continued to be placed upon a militarized solution to Colombia’s
internal violence. Although it is as yet too early for substantive academic
studies on the way in which the USA’s war on terror has affected its
Colombian policy, the continuity of emphasis on militarized solutions
has been reflected in the media. For example, the Washington Post argues
that US military aid should now be delinked from its supposed exclusive
focus on counter-narcotics and the USA should ease its human rights
requirement on the Colombian military so as better to prosecute the
new war on terror: ‘US military assistance and equipment, including
50 helicopters, can be used only against drug traffickers, not guerrillas.
The congressional Democrats who have insisted on the restrictions
have justified this policy by citing the army’s human rights record.” It
continues that US policy-makers should ease the human rights condi-
tions so that ‘the United States’ can ‘come to [the] defense’ of this
‘moderate democracy in the heart of the Americas’.** Conservatives
thus view US military aid to Colombia as the best way of securing US
interests, and either ignore or downplay the human rights consequences
of US policy. The primary threat to US interests during the Cold War
was seen as communist insurgents; drugs and terrorism are the new
post-Cold War threats.

The liberal approach, while not challenging the characterization of
Cold War US policy as driven by bipolar competition or post-Cold War
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US policy as driven by drugs and counter-terrorism, tends to advocate a
more multi-layered and less overtly militarized approach for US policy
than the more conservative approaches outlined above. It is also more
critical of US policy. However, it tends to couch this criticism in terms
of US policy shortcomings and argues that while US intervention in
Colombia is a good thing, the USA should stress human rights and
economic development as well as the war on drugs and terror. Indicative
of this approach is Raphael Perl, who castigates the US militarization
of the war on drugs in Colombia. Perl argues that the USA ‘is inadvert-
ently strengthening the power of the military at the expense of often
fragile, civilian democratic institutions in the region’, which threatens
to harm human rights in Colombia.” Similarly, Roberto Steiner ac-
cepts that during the Cold War ‘US involvement in Latin America was
more closely linked to containing the spread of communism than to
combating drugs’.** He goes on to condemn the overt militarized focus
of US policy in Colombia and argues that the US-Colombian ‘bilateral
anti-drug agenda has proven to be remarkably unsuccessful’ because
drugs have become more available in the USA, while ‘Colombia’s in-
come from drugs has stabilized’.”” Furthermore, Steiner argues that
the overtly militarized focus of US policy could have the potential to
lead to human rights abuses in Colombia. However, Steiner tempers
his concern and argues that: [tlhe good news is, of course ... human
rights abuses now rank very high in the US agenda.’* Thus, human
rights abuses committed by the US-backed Colombian military are
seen as an aberration from an otherwise correct US policy of military
funding, with US policy moving to address these problems through its
alleged strict human rights conditions and the professionalization of
the Colombian military.

A common theme among liberal approaches to US policy is how the
USA's alleged war on drugs after the Cold War in Colombia has failed to
stem the level of drugs entering the USA itself. Critics thus argue that
the USA should continue to fund the Colombian military but should
simultaneously pursue economic and social solutions or concentrate on
both supply side (Colombian) and demand side (US) reduction efforts.
The failure of the USA’s “war on drugs’ in Colombia is traced to a number
of different factors. For example, in his book Cocaine Quagmire, Sewall
Menzel argues that while the funding of the Colombian military was
correct, the US war on drugs in Colombia has failed largely because it
has ignored the social and economic issues.” Similarly, Ron Chepesiuk
argues that US objectives in its war on drugs are unclear with bureau-
cratic infighting hampering the effective implementation of the USA’s
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counter-narcotic strategy,”® while Patrick Clawson and Rensselaer Lee
argue that US intervention in Colombia has failed to stem the amount
of drugs entering the USA.* Drexler also condemns the failure of US
narcotics eradication in Colombia while cautioning against the human
rights abuses within Colombia itself: “Washington needs to state that it
understands that abuses of human rights are contrary to longstanding
policies of the Colombian government, but that it shares the conviction
of a wide, influential number of Americans that stronger measures must
be taken against such violations.”” Bruce Bagley and Juan Tokatlian go
so far as to argue that the reason the US war on drugs has failed is
largely because it is premised on realist assumptions on the part of US
policy-makers. They argue that by taking the state as the central unit
of analysis in world politics, US policy-makers have failed to grasp the
fact that ‘multiple subnational and transnational actors are involved in
the international [drug] industry [that] operate outside, if not in direct
defiance, of national authorities throughout the hemisphere’.”! They also
argue that the notion that the US military is the best way of waging the
so-called war on drugs reflects ‘the realists’ consistent overestimation
of the efficacy of force as an instrument of policy’.”

Most illustrative of the liberal approach is the work of Russell
Crandall, who has produced the most extensive body of work on US
post-Cold War policy in Colombia. His Driven by Drugs argues that
US post-Cold War policy in Colombia was, indeed, driven by drugs.
According to Crandall, US concerns throughout the Cold War were
dominated by the ‘threat of Communist infiltration and expansion in
the region’.” In the post-Cold War era, however, Crandall argues that
‘intermestic’ concerns — that is, a combination of both domestic and
international priorities — have come to dominate US policy towards
Colombia. Crandall argues that domestically the USA was becoming
increasingly concerned with drug use, while internationally it sought to
pursue a strategy of drug eradication in the source countries. As with
the analysts outlined above, Crandall argues that the USA supply-side
war on drugs in Colombia has failed to stem the flow of drugs into the
USA. In response, Crandall argues that the USA has chosen radically to
escalate its counter-drug assistance to Colombia in the form of ‘Plan
Colombia’, a $1.3 billion military aid package which mostly goes to
Colombia. Crandall states: “Washington’s solution for “saving” Colombia,
that is, the component of Plan Colombia provided by the United States,
was essentially a series of counter-narcotics measures. Plan Colombia
was thus the ideal justification for what was basically an extension of
the war on drugs.”
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Crandall’s overall thesis is that prior to September 11 drugs were the
‘overriding priority” of the USA in Colombia.” He argues that with the
election of George W. Bush, and after September 11, there has been a
change in US policy towards a more counter-terrorist orientation: “The
new anti-terror climate in Washington will certainly influence how the
Bush administration views the new dynamics in Colombia ... it is increas-
ingly likely that the US government ... will view FARC kidnappings,
murders, and bombings more as “terrorist” activities than acts of war.”*
In pursuing the new agenda, Crandall cautions that Washington should
wait for the Colombians themselves to come up with ways of ending
the violence in Colombia. This will avoid the perception that the USA
wishes to ‘solve Colombia’s problems more than Colombia does’.”

In summary, the primary differences between conservative and
liberal mainstream analysts of US policy in Colombia are their policy
prescriptions and relative critical orientations. Conservatives tend to
favour militarized solutions to perceived problems. US military aid to the
Colombian military is thus seen as the best way of achieving US national
interests. Liberals, on the other hand, tend to emphasize a mixture of
social, economic and military responses to Colombia’s problems, and
view the Colombian military as in need of some reform. In relation
to human rights abuses in Colombia (if they are mentioned at all),
conservatives tend to see them as a result of the violence committed
by armed insurgents and advocate a militarized approach to eradicate
the ‘narco-guerrillas” who protect Colombia’s coca plantations. On the
other hand, liberals tend to concede that the Colombian military also
commits human rights abuses, and in response either calls for more
social and economic aid, or more effective US military aid and training
to professionalize the Colombian military. Rarely, is any mention made
of the relationship between US policy and the levels of violence in
Colombia. If it is mentioned it is seen as an aberration, a policy failure
or a mistake and not as a systematic pattern. Thus, mainstream analysts
couch their criticism within a narrative of US policy failure or the un-
intentional consequences of an otherwise correct policy of US funding
for the Colombian military. Beyond these differences are a far larger set
of shared assumptions such as the belief that US policy was driven by
a bipolar security logic during the Cold War, and that the threats to
US national security interests have switched to counter-narcotics and
counter-terrorism during the post-Cold War era. This switch allegedly
indicates a discontinuity in US objectives within Colombia. Furthermore,
both conservatives and liberals do not challenge the belief that the USA
has an innate right to continue to intervene in Colombia and the essenti-
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ally benign nature of US policy. As Crandall argues, while ‘some US
policymakers expressed concern over the human rights implications and
the lack of an exit strategy, the main disagreements’ between liberals and
conservatives arose ‘not over whether to send helicopters’ to Colombia,
but ‘over how many should be sent’.”®

In contrast to these mainstream approaches, more critical approaches
to US policy in Colombia tend to argue that US post-Cold War policy
and objectives in Colombia continue to be characterized by a prevailing
CI strategy aimed at destroying threats to US economic and political
interests. Critical approaches thus reject the mainstream view that the
overriding priority of the USA in the post-Cold War era is either a
war on drugs or a new war on terrorism, and draw a link between the
continued use of CI warfare, and the preservation of a capitalist socio-
economic order conducive to US interests. George Monbiot summarizes
the position very clearly. On the effect of US intervention in Colombia,
Monbiot argues that officially the US ‘is now involved there in a “war
on terror”. Before September 2001, it was a “war on drugs”; before
that, a “war on communism”. In essence, however, US intervention in
Colombia is unchanged: this remains, as it has always been, a war on
the poor.™

Furthermore, critically inclined analysts draw a direct link between
US policy in Colombia and human rights abuses, and do not frame
these abuses as either aberrations or mistakes, but as a systematic
pattern of repression designed to protect capitalism in Colombia. For
example, Peter Wilkin examines US policy in Colombia and argues
that the ‘core capitalist liberal states are using the means of violence
as a mechanism for promoting social change in a way that far exceeds
the worst excesses of any non-state terrorist actors’. In contrast to the
mainstream approaches, he also questions the alleged US war on drugs
and states that the primary ““narco-terrorists” are the drug gangs and
the paramilitaries, who exist in a mutually supportive relationship with
the Colombian state’.*” Similarly, James Petras argues that US funding
for the Colombian military is designed primarily to destroy the left-wing
FARC guerrillas on the pretext of waging a war on drugs. As such, the
US military aid package, Plan Colombia, was in fact an ‘attempt to
behead the most advanced radicalized and well-organized opposition
to US hemispheric hegemony’.* Javier Giraldo documents the strategy
used for the destruction of the FARC, which involves the pervasive use
of paramilitaries to wage a ‘dirty-war’ on the FARC and their alleged
civilian sympathizers. His work thus draws a link between the use of CI
by the USA and human rights abuses through illustrating the centrality
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of paramilitarism to the USA’s overall strategy.** In a nuanced account
of Colombia’s violence, Nazih Richani argues that the war between
the Colombian state and the guerrilla movements has sedimented their
relations into a “war system’. US intervention, especially the escalation
of military funding contained within Plan Colombia, threatens to ‘exacer-
bate the civil war augmenting the cost of its continuation’.”” Robin Kirk’s
more autobiographical approach also explicitly draws the link between
US policy and human rights abuses in Colombia. Kirk notes that when
US policy-makers were told that US military funding would be used for
CI by senior Colombian military personnel, the ‘announcement caused
little comment, a sign of how neatly the war on subversion had already
melded into the “war on drugs” ... Colombia’s use of US funds and
advice, and the human rights abuses that resulted, caused little outrage
in Washington.™** Similarly, Noam Chomsky provides an analysis of the
continued use of US CI strategy to pacify both Colombian civil society
and its armed groups.” Chomsky begins by highlighting the extensive
collusion between the Colombian military and paramilitary networks
throughout Colombia. These paramilitaries commit the vast majority
of human rights abuses.* By extension, then, Chomsky argues that by
funding the Colombian military, the USA is also supporting Colombia’s
paramilitary groups and is thus deeply implicated in human rights abuses.
Moreover, the USA funds the Colombian military so as to defend its
economic interests: “The targets of the Colombia Plan are guerrilla forces
based on the peasantry and calling for internal social change, which
would interfere with integration of Colombia into the global system on
the terms that the USA demands: dominated by elites linked to US power
interests ...”*” Chomsky explicitly associates US military aid to Colombia
with the preservation of particular socio-economic relations that benefit
US economic and strategic elite interests and sections of the Colombian
ruling class. US-backed CI aid and training to Colombia thus form part
of a ‘long history of driving peasants off the land for the benefit of
wealthy elites and resource extraction by foreign investors’.*

While all of the critical scholars above make reference to US Cold
War policy in Colombia, none of them has examined it in any great
detail.* In particular none of the critical scholarship has made any sig-
nificant reference to the initial stages of US CI intervention in Colombia
in the early 1960s. During this crucial period the USA reoriented the
Colombian military to an overtly internal security role reliant on a CI
strategy. Chapter 2 explores the nature of this earlier period in US policy
towards Colombia, and makes use of a number of recently declassified
documents relating to US policy during this crucial period.”® Also, there
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are a number of gaps in the historiographical literature in relation to
the immediate post-Cold War period prior to Plan Colombia. This book
incorporates a number of declassified documents released in 2002 which
relate directly to US policy in Colombia.”’ These documents in turn
provide an insight into the thinking of US planners and how US policy
unfolded prior to the major escalation of US military funding under
Plan Colombia.”

The next chapter provides the broad framework of analysis for under-
standing US intervention in Latin America generally and Colombia more
specifically. It outlines the evolution of the US Cold War containment
strategy in Latin America and the justifications given for US intervention,
and shows how an orthodox historiography of US foreign relations un-
derpins mainstream IR’s presumptions as to the nature of US interven-
tion with US foreign policy in Latin America overwhelmingly interpreted
as defensively driven by security considerations related to the bipolar
competition. In contrast stand revisionist historical perspectives that
relate US Cold War foreign and security policy to the maintenance of
a world capitalist order conducive to US economic interests. The Latin
American case studies examined in this chapter show clearly that US
planners principally feared the threat of Latin American states pursuing
majoritarian development policies and not Soviet expansionism and thus
confirm revisionist perspectives.

Chapter 3 examines discontinuity arguments in relation to the nature
of post-Cold War US foreign and security policy and contrasts US post-
Cold War policy justifications with policy practice and its effects. It is
clear that US objectives have indeed remained the same as their earlier
Cold War orientation.

Chapter 4 focuses on US policy in Colombia during the Cold War and
examines the way in which US intervention orientated the Colombian
state towards an internal security role through the formalization of state
terrorism as a necessary response to indigenous insurgency. This formal-
ization took place at both the level of training, and also at the ideological
level, with the inculcation of a ‘CI discourse’ within recipient militaries
that specifically portrayed progressive sections of civil society as inimical
to the overall CI effort. In outlining the CI discourse, a number of US
military manuals are examined. These manuals were used by the USA
throughout the Cold War period to train militaries for CI. This chapter
then examines the ways in which the USA’s CI strategy and discourse
were implemented in Colombia during the Cold War.

Chapter 5 details the switch in US justifications for its continued sup-
port of the Colombian military after the Cold War, from a justification
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of anti-communist containment to a new ‘war on drugs’ and, after
September 11, to the ‘war on terrorism’. Primary and secondary data
sources show that despite such claims the USA has in fact continued
to pursue a pervasive strategy of CI aimed primarily at the FARC and
Colombian civil society. Concomitantly, this strategy continues to lead to
widespread human rights abuses and constitutes a major continuity with
the earlier Cold War period. Furthermore, the US is in fact relying upon
the biggest drug traffickers and terrorists in Colombia to implement this
strategy. This chapter thus empirically grounds the overall continuity
argument in relation to US post-Cold War policy in Colombia.
Chapter 6 then draws together the case study findings in order to
reach substantive conclusions regarding the causal link between US in-
terests and the continuity of US-sponsored CI in Colombia. There are
three primary reasons for the continuity of US post-Cold War policy in
Colombia: the preservation of a capitalist international order, US access
to strategic natural resources, and the continuity of the CI discourse
which continues to construct social relations between the Colombian
state and civil society in particular ways. The book ends by examining
potential scenarios for the future of US—Colombian relations.
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2 | US objectives in Latin America during the
Cold War

Orthodox historical interpretations of US foreign policy have become
dominant within IR, and are regularly adopted as unproblematic and
uncontested modes of historical analysis by neo-realist, liberal and even
more critically inclined IR theorists. Broadly speaking, these orthodox
accounts view US Cold War foreign policy as having been reactive to
Soviet expansionism, with the USA’s primary grand strategy in the
developing world being containment of the Soviet Union. US inter-
vention is thus predominantly interpreted as defensive and driven by
a bipolar security logic. Counterposed to this interpretation, and yet
almost entirely absent from conventional understandings, are revisionist
accounts. These argue that US Cold War foreign policy was primarily
driven by the desire to construct, defend and extend a liberal capitalist
international order while maintaining the US position as the dominant
state within that order. Revisionists argue that US interests within the
Third World were primarily economic with concomitant strategic and
ideological considerations. Specifically, these interests were the main-
tenance of access to raw materials, the continued flow of capital from
the developing world to the developed, access to cheap labour and the
destruction of social forces or states that followed a path of development
independent of US control.

Orthodox interpretations of US Cold War foreign policy: East
versus West

Realist and liberal analysts of US foreign policy tend to view the Cold
War in bipolar terms and work with an orthodox historical interpreta-
tion of its origins and operation." An orthodox historiography views
the Soviet Union as having had expansionist tendencies in the Third
World during the Cold War and as fundamentally hostile to Western
security. As a consequence US foreign policy within the Third World
was driven by a defensive reaction to Soviet expansionism, with the
pre-eminent US national interest being Soviet containment.” US foreign
policy is thus predominantly viewed as a response to Soviet hostility
within a bipolar system; US domestic politics play a relatively minor
role.” In policing and containing threats to global capitalism, George



Kennan, the director of the US State Department’s policy planning
staff, authored “The Sources of Soviet Conduct’, which provided the
policy framework and overriding rationale for the USA's Cold War
grand strategy of Soviet containment.* The essay articulated a vision
of a political war between the USA and what was characterized as the
mutually antagonistic communist world. Kennan argued that the USSR’s
‘brand of fanaticism’ was wholly ‘unmodified by any of the Anglo-Saxon
traditions of compromise” and was ‘too fierce and too jealous to envis-
age any permanent sharing of power’.” The main element of US policy
towards the Soviet Union ‘must be that of a long-term, patient but firm
and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies’. US President
Harry Truman first publicly wedded the policy of Soviet containment
to US foreign objectives in 1947 when he stated: ‘One of the primary
objectives of the foreign policy of the United States is the creation of
conditions in which we and other nations will be able to work out a
way of life free from coercion.” The USA was characterized by a ‘way
of life” which was ‘based upon the will of the majority, and is distin-
guished by free institutions, representative government, free elections,
guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and
freedom from political oppression’. Counterposed to these values was
the Soviet Union whose political system was ‘based upon the will of a
minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and
oppression, a controlled press and radio; fixed elections, and the sup-
pression of personal freedoms.” Throughout the world, Truman argued,
it ‘must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who
are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside
pressures’.” Thus the USA’s post-war grand strategy became articulated
around a vision of Soviet containment.

Kennan argued that the immediate task of US containment after the
Second World War was to use economic aid to insulate the shattered
Western European capitalist economies from the ideological threat
posed by the Soviet Union. Kennan’s vision of containment as primarily
a political and diplomatic task was increasingly superseded by a milit-
arized containment orientation in the early 1950s.* Throughout the 1950s
Western Europe and Japan were successfully rebuilt and incorporated
within a US-led international capitalist order. Concomitant to this proc-
ess of incorporation was a gradual shift of US containment efforts from
the advanced capitalist countries to the underdeveloped Third World.
Factors precipitating this shift included the enforced nuclear peace be-
tween the superpowers in Europe and Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev’s
declaration of support for the developing world’s anti-colonial wars of
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‘national liberation’. Among US foreign policy planners these new wars
of national liberation were characterized as communist insurgencies that
had the potential to encroach gradually upon Western spheres of influ-
ence.” The successful nationalist revolution in Cuba led by Fidel Castro
in 1959 added to US fears that communism was on the march in its own
backyard. US President John E Kennedy argued that the ‘free world’s
security can be endangered not only by nuclear attack, but also by being
nibbled away at the periphery by forces of subversion, infiltration, intim-
idation, indirect or non-overt aggression, internal revolution, diplomatic
blackmail, guerilla warfare or a series of limited wars™."” Indigenous insur-
gencies were viewed as dangerously threatening to US interests through
their ability to be hijacked by communist forces whose ‘aggression is
more often concealed than open’ and who ‘in some cases control whole
areas of independent nations’."' The domino theory provided a succinct
visual metaphor for the potential spread of regional pro-Soviet subver-
sion throughout the developing world. It was argued that if this were to
happen, US credibility would be weakened in the eyes of its allies, and its
resolve to resist Soviet aggression would be questioned.'?

In resisting and rolling back alleged Soviet aggression in the Third
World, the USA sometimes carried out covert warfare and government
destabilization. The USA also installed and backed a number of pro-US
dictatorships throughout the Third World as a bulwark against what were
labelled Soviet-backed insurgencies.” Although these regimes” practices
were frequently anti-democratic, and they often carried out human rights
abuses, these policies were deemed necessary to resist the alleged nega-
tive consequences for both US and global security should a pro-Soviet
regime assume power. Conservative scholars tend to argue that this
was an unfortunate but necessary policy consequence of resisting the
global spread of Soviet communism.' Liberal scholars tend to argue
that sometimes US fears were overstated, and have examined the role
that Cold War belief systems have played in exaggerating US perceptions
of Soviet expansion in the periphery, the influence that domestic power
groups have exerted on US foreign policy, and the effect that bureau-
cratic rivalry has had upon US foreign policy formation.” However, the
divergence between realist and liberal opinion over US Cold War policy
means within the Third World tends not to extend to divergence over
the ends, the USA’s innate right to pursue these ends, or the essentially
benign character of Cold War US foreign policy.

These orthodox historical interpretations have been employed by
conventional IR scholars as if historical debates as to the nature of the
Cold War and US foreign policy are largely settled and unproblematic.'
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This is not the case. Revisionist historiography credibly challenges the
basis of orthodox accounts and yet has been occluded in liberal and
realist historical analyses of US foreign policy and its role in managing
North-South relations during the Cold War. These revisionist arguments
provide a number of novel insights. First, they provide a more nuanced
account of the underlying reasons for US policy towards the developing
world by analysing US policy as guided by economic considerations as
well as concomitant strategic rationales during the Cold War era. Liberal
and realist accounts tend to concentrate on the security dimensions of
US foreign policy and characterize US security policy as largely driven
by anti-communist containment concerns. In so doing they ignore the
role that economic considerations have played in US foreign and security
policy and their subsequent role in the construction and maintenance of
a capitalist international order. As a result of this widening of the focus
to encompass the political economy of US foreign policy, revisionists also
provide a novel insight into the nature of perceived threats to US interests
in the developing world and the concomitant underlying drives towards
US intervention. Revisionists make the argument that the primary threat
to US interests during the Cold War came from any form of independent
development in the Third World and not just from communist forces
allegedly linked to the Soviet Union. This is a very interesting theoretical
and empirical claim concerning the nature of North-South relations and
the role of US policy in retarding socio-economic reforms throughout
the developing world largely because IR’s conventional wisdom portrays
US foreign policy as inherently benign and democratic.

Second, and more importantly for the central argument of this book,
these revisionist arguments instantiate a different set of theoretical and
empirical insights about the nature of the post-Cold War era. By taking
the USA’s primary mission during the Cold War as the defence and
extension of global capitalism from any threats, including but extending
beyond Soviet expansionism, revisionists claim that US post-Cold War
policy is characterized by significant continuity with its earlier concerns.
That is, US post-Cold War goals continue to be the commitment to
the preservation of global capitalism with the USA as the pre-eminent
state, and the destruction of social forces that may credibly threaten
these relations.

Revisionist historiography and US Cold War foreign policy:
North versus South

In the early 1970s, a new form of revisionist history emerged that
challenged the prevailing orthodox consensus on the origins of the Cold
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War and the operation of US foreign policy. Revisionists accord far less
explanatory weight to the alleged anarchic structure of the international
system than do either liberal and (neo)-realist IR scholars and instead
ground US foreign policy-making within the geo-economic and strategic
interests of US (trans)national capital and the construction of a world
order conducive for the long-term preservation of capitalism.”” Hence
they work with an understanding of the USA as an empire, and US
interests as essentially imperialist in relation to the Third World, and
thus reject theoretical understandings of US foreign and security policy
that see it as driven by an objective ‘national interest” which transcends
sectional class-based interests.'® Gabriel Kolko and Joyce Kolko argue
that in the immediate post-war period the USA’s aim was to ‘restructure
the world so that American business could trade, operate, and profit
without restrictions everywhere. On this there was absolute unanimity
among American leaders, and it was around this core that they elaborated
their policies and programs.’ Fred Block argues that in the post-war
period, American policy-makers were more concerned about national
capitalism in Western Europe than they were with a possible invasion
by the Red Army or successful socialist revolution’. He continues that
it is ‘necessary to place the Cold War in the context of the American
effort to create a certain type of world economy’.” Revisionists thus
theorize the US state as an essentially imperial capitalist state in relation
to the Third World.*

James Petras and Morris Morley define the imperial state as ‘those
executive bodies or agencies within the “government” that are charged
with promoting and protecting the expansion of capital across state
boundaries by the multinational corporate community headquartered in
the imperial center’. The US imperial state exercises both an economic
and coercive function, which serve to ‘facilitate capital accumulation
on a global basis’.”> US foreign policy is thus institutionally derived
through the relation between the US state and US capital in so far
as the US state must ensure the generic global conditions for capital
accumulation. This structurally derived notion of the US state, and by
extension US foreign policy, is not to deny the agency of US state plan-
ners but merely to locate agency within the structural and institutional
milieu within which US state planners must work. As US Transnational
Corporations (TNCs) expand abroad, and a larger share of their profits
are derived through international expansion, so the “activities of the im-
perial state have become increasingly important for the maintenance of
these “building blocks” of U.S. capitalist economy’.” Petras and Morley
contrast the capitalist state with the imperial state and conclude that
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the two are different in so far as within the bounds of the nation-state,
the capitalist state is ‘the only source of sovereign authority’, while the
imperial state exercises its authority ‘in a field of competing and aspir-
ing sovereigns—competing imperialist states, regional powers, and local
authorities”.* The emergence of the USA as the dominant imperial state
within the world system is a relatively recent phenomenon, and was
largely spurred on by the collapse of earlier European imperial systems
and the emergence of the USA as a global superpower charged with the
maintenance of global capitalism in the immediate post-war period.

Petras and Morley argue that throughout the developing world the
US imperial state functions through local ‘intermediaries linked through
military and economic alliances of bilateral ties’. These links ‘are sus-
tained through the reciprocal exchanges that mutually benefit the factions
of ruling classes in each country’ in tandem with a series of socio-cultural
linkages. Petras and Morley continue that the ‘imperial state project
requires the “throwing down” of roots into the society to create a social
and cultural infrastructure to sustain the otherwise narrow and fragile
base of external domination’.”” US imperial state planners serve to ‘medi-
ate the class interests of the ascendant groups within the ruling class in
each configuration of forces. As such, they have discretionary power in
the day-to-day tactical and conjunctural determinations.’* Bureaucratic
considerations and differences may occur within the imperial state archi-
tecture, but this discretionary power operates ‘within a larger universe,
defined by the organizing principles of the capitalist system’.”” Within
this larger universe, security considerations may sometimes outweigh
immediate economic concerns; nevertheless, the management of the
welfare of the global capitalist system still confers the absolute bound-
aries of policy. For example, US coercive intervention within a developing
nation may be more financially costly than non-intervention, or there
may be little overall US capital penetration within the target country.
However, the strategic logic guiding intervention is subordinate to the
wider logic of the global management of a US-led capitalist system which
may be threatened by attempts at independent development within the
periphery that may spread to other developing nations.” A developing
country that attempts to pursue independent development may provide
what Oxfam calls the ‘threat of a good example’.”

The internal planning record provides clear indications as to the way
in which the USA constructed its interests in the developing world during
the Cold War. As it became increasingly obvious to the allied powers that
they would emerge victorious from the Second World War, US planners
began to focus on the shape of the new international order. With the
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bankrupting of Great Britain, the custodian of global capitalism prior to
the end of the Second World War, the USA emerged from the war with
unrivalled military, political and economic power. In 1942, US Secretary
of State Cordell Hull argued that leadership ‘towards a new system of
international relations in trade and other economic affairs will devolve
largely on the United States because of our great economic strength’.
He went on to assert that the USA ‘should assume this leadership and
the responsibility that goes with it, primarily for the reasons of pure
national self-interest’.** In relation to the developing world, Hull called for
‘international investment’ so as to make capital ‘available for the sound
development of latent natural resources and productive capacity’.’’ In
this new role, the US national interest was articulated around a dual
vision; the maintenance and defence of an international system open to
capital penetration, coupled with a concomitant global geo-strategy of
containing social forces considered inimical to capitalism, including but
extending beyond communism.** National Security Council Document
68 (NSC 68) was one of the central documents outlining the USA’s policy
of containment. Within it, but largely ignored by conventional accounts
of US policy, was a very clear statement of intent on the part of the USA.
NSC 68 argues that the USA’s ‘overall policy at the present time’ is ‘de-
signed to foster a world environment in which the American system can
survive and flourish’. NSC 68 went on to assert that even ‘if there were
no Soviet Union we would face the great problem of the free society ...
of reconciling order, security ... with the requirement of freedom’.”
This reconciliation of order, security and freedom and the US role in
fashioning world order was encapsulated in the ‘Grand Area’ concept
developed by the influential Council on Foreign Relations and senior
US policy-makers, and was used as the blueprint for US policy in con-
structing the post-war international system.** The Grand Area strategy
emerged from an analysis of what caused the Second World War: the
disintegration of the inter-war international order and the emergence
of rival spheres of influence and protectionist blocs. The Grand Area
strategy sought to eliminate rival imperialisms and called for the opening
up of closed territories for American investors and traders combined
with the incorporation of rival capitalist nations under US economic,
political and military hegemony.” This strategy required the break-up of
the old European empires and included not only what had been formerly
under British imperial control, but also the Western hemisphere, the
Far East and the Middle East.’* The Third World and its subordination
to Western economic and political interests were thus crucial for the
functioning of global capitalism. Kennan summarized these objectives
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in a top secret planning document in 1948, he argued that the USA had
‘about 50% of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3% of its population ... In
this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment.
Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relationships
that will permit us to maintain this position of disparity.’”

The Third World was thus crucial to servicing the needs of the ad-
vanced industrial capitalist economies, with US foreign policy geared
towards the maintenance of these asymmetric relationships. Soviet
expansionism (real, imagined or used as a pretext for intervention)
was merely one of a number of threats to the interests of US capital-
ism within the developing world. The primary threat was indigenous
nationalism that threatened to rearticulate national economies to global
markets on terms that might not be entirely beneficial for an increas-
ingly transnational capitalist political economy.*® The US imperial state
thus acted to protect the interests of capital through the maintenance
of an international system open to capital penetration while destroying
social forces that threatened the process of global capital accumulation.
This becomes much clearer when examining concrete examples of US
intervention.

What was the USA containing in Latin America during the
Cold War?

The case of Guatemala The earliest US intervention in Latin America
justified as a response to Soviet expansionism was the 1954 US-backed
coup in Guatemala that overthrew the democratically elected adminis-
tration of Jacobo Arbenz. President Eisenhower condemned Arbenz’s
government as a ‘Communist dictatorship’ that had been established
as an outpost ‘on this continent to the detriment of all American
nations’, while Secretary of State John Dulles stated that, under Arbenz,
Guatemalans were living under a ‘Communist type of terrorism’.* In
fact, Arbenz’s coalition government was drawn from a wide political
spectrum. The communist Guatemalan Labour Party, the smallest party
within Arbenz’s coalition, had only four of a total of fifty-one seats.”
Arbenz’s government was mildly nationalist and, in the words of a US
State Department paper, enjoyed support from a number of groups
including “anti-Communist nationalists in urban areas’.*' Moreover, the
Soviet Union had no diplomatic mission in Guatemala nor did it provide
any military assistance.

Prior to Arbenz’s election, 2 per cent of Guatemala’s population
owned 70 per cent of all arable land. Arbenz nationalized and distributed
uncultivated land that belonged to the US multinational United Fruit.
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The land was given to 100,000 landless peasants. He also instituted social
reforms that included the recognition of trade unions and adult literacy
campaigns. Crucially, Arbenz did not carry out widescale nationalization
of foreign-owned industries, but instead built up nationally-owned indus-
tries such as a hydroelectric plant and a large Atlantic port. This strategy
was designed to limit the power of foreign companies through direct
competition rather than through the nationalization of foreign assets.
Arbenz’s model of development was thus a nationally-based capitalism
with a mixed economy aimed at bolstering local industries.

These domestic reforms were seen as a direct threat to US interests.
In 1953, Charles R. Burrows of the US State Department’s Bureau of
Inter-American Affairs argued that the economic reforms in Guatemala
threatened US interests because they provided a potential workable
model of development for neighbouring countries that was not wholly
open to US capital. He stated: ‘Guatemala has become an increasing
threat to the stability of Honduras and El Salvador. Its agrarian reform
is a powerful propaganda weapon; its broad social program of aiding
the workers and peasants in a victorious struggle against the upper
classes and large foreign enterprises has a strong appeal to the popula-
tions of Central American neighbors where similar conditions prevail.”*
In response, the USA, along with key US corporations such as United
Fruit (which had significant interests in Guatemala and close ties to the
Eisenhower administration), financed and armed a number of senior
Guatemalan military officers to overthrow the Arbenz government.®
Recently declassified documents outline the role of the CIA. US as-
sistance to the coup-plotters ‘included budgeting, training programs,
creation of hit teams, drafting of target lists of persons, and transfer
of armaments’.* The coup members were drawn from sections of the
Guatemalan military unhappy with Arbenz’s programme of reform.
They subsequently overthrew Arbenz in 1954. Once Arbenz realized
that the US-backed coup would succeed, he announced his resignation
over national radio. In his speech he declared that the USA had

used the pretext of anti-communism. The truth is very different. The
truth is to be found in the financial interests of the fruit company and
the other US monopolies which have invested great amounts of money
in Latin America and fear that the example of Guatemala would be
followed by other Latin countries ... I was elected by a majority of the
people of Guatemala, but I have had to fight under difficult conditions
... I took over the presidency with great faith in the democratic system,
in liberty and the possibility of achieving economic independence for
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Guatemala. I continue to believe that this program is just. I have not vio-
lated my faith in democratic liberties, in the independence of Guatemala
and in all the good which is the future of humanity.*

The US coup ended democracy in Guatemala and inaugurated forty
years of various US-backed dictatorships. The Guatemalan Commission
for Historical Clarification was set up as part of the 1994 peace pro-
cess and was the officially recognized body investigating human rights
abuses in Guatemala during the years of dictatorship. The commission
concluded that Guatemalan state forces murdered 200,000 people during
the 1980s, and ‘committed acts of genocide’ against Guatemala’s Mayan
indigenous people.* In sum, Arbenz’s programme of industrial protec-
tionism for incipient Guatemalan industries coupled with his land reform
programme were considered a symbolic threat to US interests through
their potential for inspiring other underdeveloped Latin American nations
to follow a path of development not entirely under US control.

The case of Cuba The USA feared the threat of independence in Cuba
as well. Fidel Castro led Cuba’s successful revolution in 1959, overthrow-
ing the US-backed dictator, Fulgencio Batista. US President Kennedy
declared that he would not allow a ‘communist satellite’ that was only
‘ninety miles off the coast of Florida’.” However, both the internal plan-
ning record and the trigger for US hostility illustrate a set of concerns that
extend far beyond fears of Soviet expansionism. Kennedy's Special Assist-
ant, Arthur Schlesinger, argued that the problem in Cuba was ‘the Castro
idea of taking matters into one’s own hands” whereby the “poor and
underprivileged, stimulated by the example of the Cuban revolution, are
now demanding opportunities for a decent living’. In relation to alleged
Soviet expansionism, Schlesinger outlined that the primary threat to US
interests was the Soviet Union’s alleged ‘flourishing [of] large develop-
ment loans and presenting itself as the model for achieving moderniza-
tion in a single generation’.* Similarly, the CIA told the White House in
1964 that Cuba’s experiment in ‘statism’, that is state interventionism
to protect national industries, was bad for US capital: ‘the climate for
private enterprise has taken a sharply adverse turn ... Cuba’s experiment

. and any appearance of success there could have an extensive impact
on the statist trend elsewhere in the area.”* These concerns with internal
reforms that favoured the “poor and underprivileged” and the US desire
to destroy the symbolic threat that Cuba represented is also confirmed
by the diplomatic record of early US policy manoeuvring whereby the
USA sought to destroy Cuba economically prior to any significant Soviet
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alignment.”® The Cuban economy was heavily dependent on its crucial
sugar exports to US markets which the USA sought to use as leverage to
ameliorate Cuban domestic reforms. As a result of this and Cuba’s fear
of a cutin its sugar quota, Cuba signed an agreement with the USSR that
sought to barter sugar for oil. American-owned oil refineries in Cuba,
with US government encouragement, refused to refine Soviet crude oil,
a crucial need for the Cuban economy that relied heavily on external
energy supplies.’’ In response to this situation, and amid increasing fears
of a complete US embargo of sugar purchases, the Cubans nationalized
a number of the largest American-owned refineries. This in turn led to
a complete suspension of American sugar purchases. The Soviets then
offered to make up for this shortfall through increased purchases of the
now surplus Cuban sugar crop.”® In short, the USA sought to destroy
economically post-revolutionary Cuba prior to any significant alignment
with the Soviets. This was recognized by US planners. Kennedy’s Secret-
ary of State, Dean Rusk, outlined the fact that the US embargo would
‘deprive Castro of dollar exchange to the extent that he is unable to
dispose of approximately $60-70 million annually of these commodities
in this market or in other markets with convertible currencies’. This in
turn would help to “deplete his already low foreign exchange position’.”
It can therefore be concluded that US pressure forced Cuba into a clear
alignment with the Soviet Union.

This series of US provocations took place against the backdrop of
increased calls for US military intervention in Cuba and an increasingly
warlike posture on the part of the new Kennedy administration that
culminated in the US-backed paramilitary invasion of Cuba at the ‘Bay
of Pigs’. Schlesinger feared the impression that the ‘Bay of Pigs’ invasion
would have on world public opinion. He stated that ‘many people in
the United States and probably most people outside the United States
will, unless countermeasures are put into immediate play, see a vast
gap between what they regard as the minor threat presented by a tiny
nation of 7 million to the great United States and the massive response’.
He went on to state that people “will assume that we are acting, not to
protect our safety, but to protect our property and investments’. More-
over, Schlesinger posited the potential for the negative portrayal of US
motives as a result of US aggression: “The objective will be to portray
the Soviet Union as the patron and protector of nationalists, Negroes,
new nations and peace and to portray the Kennedy Administration as
a gang of capitalist imperialists maddened by the loss of profits and
driven to aggression and war.” Schlesinger outlined ways of countering
this perception by emphasizing key themes. These were ‘that Castro
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is threatened, not by Americans, but by Cubans justly indignant over
his betrayal of his own revolution ... that we sympathize with these
patriotic Cubans, and ... that there will be no American participation in
any military aggression against Castro’s Cuba’. He went on to state:

[if] our representatives cannot evade in debate the question whether

the CIA has actually helped the Cuban rebels, they will presumably

be obliged, in the traditional, pre-U-2 manner, to deny any such CIA
activity. (If Castro flies a group of captured Cubans to New York to
testify that they were organized and trained by CIA, we will have to be
prepared to show that the alleged CIA personnel were errant idealists or
soldiers-of-fortune working on their own.)™

Even after the failure of the Bay of Pigs to end Castro’s govern-
ment, the CIA continued to argue that Cuba’s ‘export of physical aid
to revolutionary movements, whilst important, is much less significant
than the threat posed by Castro’s example and general stimulus of these
movements.” In 1964 the US State Department summarized Cuba’s
threat to US interests and stated that ‘the primary danger we face in
Castro is not what he does in the way of distributing arms, dissem-
inating propaganda, training subversives, and dispatching agents, but
in the impact that the very existence of his regime has upon the leftist
movements in many Latin American countries’.”® In sum, the USA feared
the potential loss of control that would be engendered by a model of
development that appealed to Cuba’s ‘poor and underprivileged’ and,
more crucially, presented a symbolic alternative model of development
to other Third World nations, especially in Latin America. Washington’s
hostility towards Cuba, and its planning to overthrow Castro, occurred
prior to any significant alignment of Castro’s Cuba with the USSR, with
US hostility towards Cuba heavily responsible for pushing Cuba into the
arms of the USSR. US planners were aware of the negative propaganda
that a US invasion would cause and sought themes to counter the por-
trayal of US policy as a case of ‘economic imperialism’ by emphasizing
the indigenous nature of opposition to Castro’s Cuba, and the blanket
denial of US involvement, and continued to conclude years after Cuba’s
Soviet alignment that the primary threat to US interests was Cuba’s
example to other Latin American nations.”

The case of Chile The pattern was similar in Chile. President Salvador
Allende was elected in Chile in 1970. Allende was a socialist who sought
good relations with the USA. He began a series of social democratic
reforms after his election that worried US planners. The internal US
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planning record indicates clearly that the principal concern for US plan-
ners was not whether Chile aligned itself with the Soviet Union, but the
symbolic threat that Allende’s government presented. For example, in a
US national security meeting held on 6 November 1970, US President
Richard Nixon claimed that he would refuse to allow Chile to carry out
these reforms while still enjoying good relations with the USA. Nixon
declared that if ‘we let the potential leaders in South America think
they can move like Chile and have it both ways, we will be in trouble
... No impression should be permitted in Latin America that they can
get away with this, that it’s safe to go this way’ Nixon stated quite
clearly that the potential or actual alignment of Chile with the Soviet
Union was of little importance: ‘If Allende can make it with Russian
and Chinese help, so be it, but we do not want it to be with our help,
either real or apparent.” Nixon continued that the ‘main concern’ for
the USA in relation to Allende was that he ‘can consolidate himself and
the picture projected to the world will be his success’. This was seen as
very dangerous as it threatened to give ‘courage to others sitting on the
fence in Latin America’. Nixon explained how the USA would overthrow
Allende: ‘T want to work on this and on the military relations, put in
more money. On the economic side we want to give him cold turkey.
Make sure that the EXIM [Export Import Bank of the United States]
and the IOs [International Organizations] toughen up.” US Secretary
of State William Rogers added that the US ‘military should keep in
contact with their Chilean colleagues and try to strengthen our position
in Chile’.’® The USA subsequently supported a coup to unseat Allende.
Then CIA director Richard Helms stated that the USA would ‘support,
by benevolent neutrality at the least and conspiratorial benediction at
the most, a military coup which would prevent Allende from taking
office’.”” Allende was overthrown in 1973, and a US-backed dictatorship
was installed under General Augusto Pinochet. Allende was murdered
within eight hours of the beginning of the coup.® In sum, Nixon stated
quite explicitly that it did not particularly matter whether Chile received
either Russian or Chinese help. Furthermore, the primary threat, as was
the case in the other examples examined so far, was the symbolic threat
that Chile posed to US hemispheric hegemony. In eliminating this threat,
the USA backed a covert destabilization campaign designed to topple the
Chilean government. The story is similar in the case of Nicaragua.

The case of Nicaragua When the leftist Nicaraguan Sandinistas over-
threw the US-backed dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza in 1979, the

World Council of Churches commented that the Sandinistas were ‘bent
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on a great experiment which, though precarious and incomplete at many
points, provides hope to the poor sectors of society, improves the condi-
tions of education, literacy and health, and for the first time offers the
Nicaraguan people a modicum of justice for all rather than a society
offering privilege exclusively to the wealthy ... and to the powerful’.!

Nevertheless, US President Ronald Reagan committed the USA to
the destruction of the revolution. He declared that ‘the security of our
own borders depends upon which type of society prevails [in Central
America], the imperfect democracy seeking to improve, or the Com-
munist dictatorship seeking to expand’.”” Reagan linked Nicaragua to
Cuba and thus the USSR. However, Cuba had encouraged Nicaragua
to maintain strong diplomatic and economic ties to the USA, having
realized that ‘small states cannot afford the luxury of opposing the
United States’.® Mexico became Nicaragua’s largest backer, with $500
million in credits given by 1984.% Western European countries supplied
$282.9 million, while multilateral lending institutions such as the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and World Bank provided
$632.2 million by 1984.% A report prepared for the US State Department
concluded: ‘aid from Western Europe and UN agencies has been ...
substantial, and hence crucial. Furthermore, it must also be said that
in the context of her overall aid to Third World nations, Moscow’s
commitment to Nicaragua is modest.” (Eastern bloc aid combined
amounted to only 24.2 per cent or $605.6 million by 1984.)

Nicaragua gradually came to rely more on Soviet aid when the USA
applied pressure to lending countries and multilateral organizations. For
example, the Nicaraguan government sent a loan request to the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) in 1985 requesting $100 million to
develop its private-sector agriculture. Then US Secretary of State George
Shultz sent a letter to the bank threatening to withdraw US support for
the bank if the loan was made, but gave no reason as to why this would
be the case. A senior IDB official later remarked: T have never seen such
political pressure on the bank as in the last four years.”” The blocking
of this loan illustrates the hypocrisy of the Reagan administration as the
private agricultural sector was the very area that Washington had said
it had hoped to preserve against an alleged Marxist takeover. Similarly,
Nicaraguan reliance on Soviet-supplied arms did not start until 1982.
The Nicaraguans had attempted to secure arms from Western sources
for two years after the revolution, even approaching the USA for military
aid. The Nicaraguans did manage to secure a $15.8 million deal with
France, a deal that US Secretary of State Alexander Haig criticized as a
‘stab in the back’. In March 1982, French President Francois Mitterrand
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assured Reagan that the delivery of helicopters included in the package
would experience indefinite delays.*® In the face of mounting American
hostility, including a US-backed insurgency movement called the Contras,
and the diminishing prospects of securing Western arms for self-defence,
the Sandinistas increasingly turned to Moscow. Thus, as in the case
of Cuba, the USA was instrumental in further cementing Nicaraguan
reliance on Soviet arms, which, according to a classified US intelligence
report seen by the Wall Street Journal, were primarily ‘defence orientated’
and ‘may have been prompted by the escalation of the CIA-backed
Contra war’.® Mitterrand’s assurances to President Reagan came in the
same year that the World Health Organization awarded Nicaragua its
prize for the ‘most significant achievement in public health by a Third
World nation” and two years after UNESCO honoured Nicaragua for
its 1980 literacy campaign which reduced illiteracy rates among adults
from 50 per cent to below 15 per cent.”” A 1985 Americas Watch report
also noted that human rights abuses in Nicaragua by government forces
had virtually disappeared (unlike abuses by the US-backed El Salvadoran
and Guatemalan governments). The report goes on to note that, in
Nicaragua, ‘there is no systematic practice of forced disappearances,
extrajudicial killings or torture, as has been the case with “friendly”

armed forces in El Salvador’.”

Soviet policy in Latin America

Since the late 1960s, Soviet policy in Latin America had been con-
ducted with a view to maintaining good diplomatic and economic ties
with as many countries as possible. In so doing the Soviets had ‘put
support for revolution low on its list of priorities’,”” with ideological
orientation no guarantee of Soviet support either. For example, in 1979,
due to the US grain embargo imposed on the Soviet Union as a result
of its invasion of Afghanistan, Soviet reliance on Argentinian grain in-
creased substantially. By 1982 the Soviet Union was taking approximately
one-third of Argentina’s entire grain crop. During this same period the
Argentinian anti-communist junta was carrying out a US-backed “dirty
war’ on its own internal opposition that included the outlawing of the
pro-Moscow Communist Party. The Soviet Union abstained from votes
condemning Argentina within the UN and, crucially, refused to break off
any diplomatic or economic ties to the Argentine government. There was
thus no guarantee that on ideological grounds alone the USSR would
align itself with a leftist government. Furthermore, by 1979 Cuba was
costing the USSR $3 billion annually and there is no evidence to sug-
gest that reformist governments would immediately align themselves or
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subordinate their foreign policy to that of the Soviet Union.” Indeed,
when one considers the proximity of Latin America to the United States
and its reliance on US business and good favour with multilateral lend-
ing organizations, coupled with the threat of US-backed sanctions and
the very real possibility of covert destabilization or overt invasion, it
seems unlikely, to say the least, that any reformist government would
seek immediately to align itself with the USSR.

What can we conclude from these examples? First, in the case of Latin
America, the orthodox interpretation of US Cold War foreign policy that
informs both realist and liberal interpretations is empirically unsustain-
able as it views US foreign policy as almost solely driven by US security
concerns defined as its need to contain Soviet expansionism. US hostility
to these states occurred prior to any significant Soviet alignment, and as
a result of domestic policies that favoured the poor majorities of those
nations. Moreover, the predominant US foreign policy discourse labelled
‘communist’ any reforms that favoured a nation’s poor majorities or
lessened reliance on US capital and decreased the levels of expropriated
profit while providing an alternative model of national development
for other developing nations. Furthermore, and again contrary to the
realist and liberal argument, these fears were very clearly articulated by
US policy planners and were central to US decisions to intervene and
overthrow alternatives to US aligned states. Second, the stated desire
to contain Soviet expansion was clearly used as the central pretext for
US intervention in Latin America throughout the Cold War period. As
illustrated above, however, the internal record reveals a varied set of
concerns. The ‘Soviet expansionism’ thesis, and the equation of reformist
domestic policies with international communism, served as a propaganda
device with (in the case of Cuba at least) a relatively sophisticated under-
standing on the part of US planners of the potential negative publicity
that unilateral US intervention would produce, and ways to counter the
negative portrayal of US policy as economic imperialism. Thus a crucial
aspect of US intervention involved the use of threat discourses, and the
linking of perceived enemies to alleged existential threats to US national
security, which, during the Cold War, became the Soviet Union.” Third,
in extending and defending a liberal capitalist order, US foreign policy
was directly responsible for overthrowing democratically elected govern-
ments and installing dictatorships that murdered thousands of their own
people. The revisionist perspective, by refuting the notion that these
policy measures were necessary to contain Soviet expansionism, thus
highlights the enormous human costs associated with the preservation
of US interests and the defence of capitalism in Latin America. That
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is, even if conventional understandings of US policy agree with the
notion that alongside the desire to contain Soviet expansionism ran the
US objective of extending market relations, the revisionist perspective
brings into focus the normative consequences inherent within the USA’s
extension and defence of capitalist market relations.
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3 | US objectives in Latin America after the
Cold War

While conventional understandings of US foreign and security policy
work with an orthodox interpretation of US foreign policy during the
Cold War, the post-Cold War period has led to a shift in analyses that
seek to chart the purported new orientations of US post-Cold War
foreign policy.! Given the presumptions of conventional realist and
liberal IR scholars, it is logical that in the absence of the Soviet Union
they would view US foreign policy as characterized by change from its
Cold War orientation of Soviet containment. This new post-Cold War
discontinuity thesis presumes, or takes as given, that US foreign policy
objectives in the post-Cold War era have in some way significantly
changed, especially in relation to the Third World. This thesis extends
beyond IR scholarship into the popular discourses of US policy-makers
themselves and the international institutions that manage world order.
Counterposed to this discontinuty thesis stands a continuity thesis which
argues that US post-Cold War foreign policy is characterized by signifi-
cant continuity in its objectives in relation to the developing world. The
primary US goals continue to be the promotion and defence of a liberal
international order with the USA as the pre-eminent hegemonic capitalist
state, and the continued opposition to reformist states and movements
that threaten this order.” This is illustrated clearly by the way in which
the USA has continued to oppose reformist democracies in Venezuela
and Brazil. The orthodox historical interpretation of US Cold War
foreign policy and discontinuity arguments in relation to US post-Cold
War foreign policy are, at least in relation to Latin America, unsustain-
able. Furthermore, the discontinuity interpretations treat the analysis
of US foreign policy as if the debates over its motivations, drives and
consequences are unproblematic and settled.

US post-Cold War foreign and security policy objectives: the
discontinuity thesis

With the end of the Cold War a discontinuity thesis has emerged
in relation to international relations in general, and US foreign policy
more specifically. This thesis emphasizes the primacy of containment
of the Soviet Union on US foreign policy during the Cold War, and



argues that US objectives in the post-Cold War period are characterized
by discontinuity in relation to the Third World. As Joffe has argued:
‘During the Forty Years War, also known as the Cold War, America’s
grand strategy was both elegant and efficient. It consisted of one word:
“containment.” And its purpose was the break-up or mellowing of
Soviet power. Having achieved both objectives, the United States was
left without a grand strategy.”

Even structural realists such as Kenneth Waltz, who emphasizes the
post-Cold War continuities within international politics, still work with
an orthodox interpretation of US Cold War foreign policy that sees it as
driven by fears of Soviet expansionism. For example, Waltz argues that
for “almost half a century, the constancy of the Soviet threat produced a
constancy of American policy” and with the ‘disappearance of the Soviet
Union, the United States no longer faces a major threat to its security’.*
In the face of this apparent post-Cold War dissolution of the USA’s
grand strategy of containment, Barry Posen and Andrew Ross pose a
number of questions that US planners must face in the post-Cold War
era: ‘what are US interests; what are the threats to those interests; what
are the appropriate remedies for those threats? In short, what is to be
the new grand strategy of the United States?”” They outline a number
of potential new post-Cold War US foreign policy grand strategies that
range from a stance of neo-isolationism that seeks US withdrawal from
regional conflict altogether to a grand strategy of primacy which seeks
confidently to assert a unilateralist US hegemony.

More pessimistically-inclined discontinuity analysts tend to view the
post-Cold War world as potentially more dangerous for US interests.
Some of the supposed new threats to US interests include increased inter-
capitalist competition, the emergence of expansionist and belligerent
developing world ethnic nationalisms and new and more deadly forms
of ‘post-modern’ identity warfare.® John Mearsheimer argues that the
system of bipolarity had an ordering effect on world politics with an
increased potentiality for new political tensions emerging in the post-
bipolar era.” Samuel Huntington argues that the post-Cold War era will
see a reconfiguration of the world along civilizational ‘fault lines’ that pit
the West against new enemies. He argues that these fault lines ‘will be
the battle lines of the future’ with a ‘clash of civilizations” dominating
relations between the West and the developing world and US foreign
policy having to adapt to these new threats accordingly.®

More optimistically-inclined interpretations of the post-Cold War
period have emphasized the end of ideological struggle with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and the global triumph of liberal capitalism.” These
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approaches tend to be aligned quite closely with (neo)-liberal theorists of
US foreign policy who stress the pacific potential of liberal capitalism and
see the promotion of neo-liberal forms of governance as the best way of
ameliorating conflict within an anarchic international system. As such,
the promotion of liberal democracy within US foreign policy has been
linked to the opportunities presented to US foreign policy-makers by the
end of the Cold War. Ikenberry, for example, argues that although US
foreign policy has allegedly had a longstanding commitment to exporting
a Wilsonian liberalism premised on human rights, democracy and free
trade, the end of the Cold War provided a great opportunity to pursue
these liberal objectives more stridently. Ikenberry berates the pessimistic
discontinuity arguments and argues that for ‘all the talk about drift and
confusion in American foreign policy, the United States is seized by a
robust and distinctive grand strategy’ of post-Cold War liberalism."
In a similar vein, Tony Smith has argued against the realist presump-
tion that the promotion of human rights and democracy should take
second place to US self-interest in international relations. Smith argues
that a ‘national security liberalism’ that supports ‘human rights and the
establishment of democratic governments abroad’ combined with US
self-interest (defined as ‘the enhancement of American influence in the
world’) may ‘actually serve one another far more often and importantly
than most commentators on the US role in world affairs generally sup-
pose’.'" In place of containment, Smith calls for a post-Cold War US
grand strategy to promote democracy and human rights through the
enlargement of democratic governments throughout the world."? The
democratic peace thesis within International Relations has been crucial
in theorizing this alleged new orientation within US foreign policy.
The democratic peace thesis has proposed a taxonomy of world
order between what is characterized as the Zone of Peace and the
Zone of War. This binary taxonomy has come to dominate post-
Cold War discussions of developed and developing world relations
and the role of US foreign policy within the world order. The Clinton
administration enthusiastically adopted the democratic peace thesis as
one of its intellectual cornerstones.” The thesis argues that inter-state
relations between democracies within the Zone of Peace are governed
by a Kantian peace while relations within the Zone of War are char-
acterized by a Hobbesian struggle for survival and balance of power
politics. The democratic peace posits a causal relationship between the
existence of democracy and the absence of inter-state war. Democratic
peace proponents ground their arguments on analyses that purport to
show the absence of inter-state wars among democracies since 1815,

41 | THREE



and the essentially pacific nature of their international relations with
each other.”* The absence of war among liberal democracies and the
existence of a democratic peace are considered to be ‘the closest thing
we have to an empirical law in the study of international relations™."
Bruce Russett, one of the central democratic peace theorists, has argued
that the end of the Cold War destroyed the ‘old bases for evaluating the
character of international relations” with the ‘end of ideological hostility’
representing a ‘surrender to the force of Western values of economic
and especially political freedom’. The existence of a democratic peace
among market democracies and the implications of this for world
politics are said to be so profound that any discussion of the ‘future of
international relations” must address this issue.'®* Democracy promotion
has thus become one of the central justifications for the conduct of US
post-Cold War foreign policy in the developing world, with a number of
US-led interventions justified as necessary either to protect democracy
or to bring it about. As Michel Feher argues, US and Western European
leaders “proudly associated the end of the Cold War with the advent of
an increasingly cohesive international community” that was committed
to ‘fostering democracy and preventing human rights violations, even
when the latter were perpetrated by the agents of a recognized state
against their own population’.”” As such, a number of post-Cold War
US interventions, for example the US-led intervention in Kosovo, have
been justified as necessary both to promote democracy and end human
rights abuses.'®

This alleged commitment to human rights and democracy has also
led to calls for a more robust and ethically-orientated Western military
policy of humanitarian intervention to stem human rights abuses in
the Third World. Mary Kaldor, for example, has outlined what she calls
post-Cold War ‘new wars’.” These are distinct from earlier, large-scale
wars in that they resemble what have traditionally been termed civil
wars or low-intensity conflicts. For Kaldor, these categories are insuf-
ficient because they work with a notion of sovereignty that fails to
grasp fully the increasingly globalized complexities of new wars, and
the subsequent dissolution of distinctions between the internal and ex-
ternal, state and non-state nature of new wars.”® She explicitly relates
the ‘new war’ model to the ‘globalisation of the 1980s and 1990s” and
the ending of the Cold War that ‘contributed in important ways to the
new wars’.” She calls for transnational institutions and Western liberal
democracies to underwrite and enforce a global cosmopolitan peace.
Underlying this call for a more strident post-Cold War policy of Western
military humanitarian intervention has been the call for the deepening
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of market relations that are seen to have pacific effects. As Ikenberry
claims ‘trade and economic openness have liberalizing political impacts’
with the view that ‘free trade and open markets strengthen society and
create zones of autonomy that limit the reach of the state’ sitting ‘at
the core of American foreign policy efforts’.?” Thus, calls for the spread
of democratic governance are inherently linked to the deepening of
capitalist market relations.

This equation between democracy, pacific governance and the end of
the Cold War is echoed by US policy-makers and international institu-
tions. In the words of the Commission on Global Governance, the end
of the Cold War has ‘created a unique opportunity for strengthening
global co-operation to meet the challenge of securing peace, achieving
sustainable development, and universalising democracy’.”” The extension
of a democratic peace through the spread of market-led globalization
has formed a cornerstone of post-Cold War US foreign policy. Former
Secretary of State James Baker argued that with the end of the Cold
War we now have a chance to forge a democratic peace” with ‘real
democracies’, not going to ‘war with each other’.* Anthony Lake, US
President Bill Clinton’s National Security Adviser, explicitly linked demo-
cracy promotion in the developing world to the USA’s post-Cold War
grand strategy by arguing that the ‘successor to a doctrine of contain-
ment must be a strategy of enlargement — enlargement of the world’s
free community of market democracies’. He continued that during the
Cold War ‘even children understood America’s security mission; as they
looked at those maps on their schoolroom walls, they knew we were
trying to contain the creeping expansion of that big, red blob. Today ...
we might visualize our security mission as promoting the enlargement
of the “blue areas” of market democracies.” US foreign policy, however,
is pacific and does not seek to expand the reach of our institutions by
force, subversion or repression’.” Clinton stated that the best way to
guarantee democracy in the developing world was through the spread
of globalization which, he argued, leads to a “world without walls” and
an ‘explosion of democracy® and provides ‘more of our own people
— and billions around the world — the chance to work and live and raise
their families with dignity’.”” US post-Cold War foreign policy has thus
been very clearly linked to the promotion of liberal democracy and the
intensification of neo-liberal globalization within the Third World.

Echoing Smith’s calls for a national security liberalism, this deepening
of capitalist social relations and democracy has also been linked to US
security interests. In the words of Clinton’s National Security Strategy of
Engagement and Enlargement, ‘democratic states are less likely to threaten
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our interests and more likely to co-operate with the United States to
meet security threats and promote free trade; the more that democracy
and political and economic liberalization take hold in the world the safer
our nation is likely to be and the more our people are likely to prosper’.?
Current US President George W. Bush stated that the USA ‘must have
a great and guiding goal” which is to ‘turn this time of American influ-
ence into generations of democratic peace’.”” Furthermore, globalization
represents the ‘triumph of human liberty across national borders” and
provides the opportunity for the USA ‘to prove that freedom can work
not just in the new world or old world, but in the whole world’.*® The
principal mechanisms for the spread of democracy and neo-liberal gov-
ernance within the developing world have been the use of international
institutions such as the IMF which has conditionally linked its loans
to market reforms. These forms of global governance are said to be
leading to the replacement of an anarchic international system with
what McGrew characterizes as a set of ‘pluralistic arrangements by
which states, international organisations, international regimes, non-
governmental organisations, citizen movements and markets combine
to regulate or govern aspects of global affairs’.’ Michel Camdessus, the
former International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) director, stated that: ‘ours
is the first generation in history that finds itself in the position of being
called upon to influence global affairs — not from a position of military
conquest or imperial power, but through voluntary international coop-
eration’.”” Alongside these international institutions and global forms
of governance has been the use of Western military force in what are
characterized as humanitarian interventions within the Third World to
prevent human rights abuses and topple dictatorships.

The events of September 11 have served to shift this foreign policy
commitment to democracy promotion, human rights and multilateral-
ism to a more unilateral and militarized focus on North—South relations.
Unrest and insufficiently pro-US states within the Third World are in-
creasingly seen as dangerously threatening to US security through their
potential linkages to international terrorism. For example, in his State of
the Union Address, President Bush constituted an ‘axis of evil’ made up
of a series of allegedly rogue states that were potentially ‘catastrophic’
for US security.”” Accompanying this policy shift from a multilateralist
approach to world order, a number of commentators have called for
the establishment of a new US empire to safeguard US security. Thomas
Friedman compares the events of September 11 to the Second World War
and the end of the Cold War in terms of its significance for international
order and US foreign policy: “World War I gave birth to the League of
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Nations and an attempt to re-create a balance of power in Europe, which
proved unstable. World War II gave birth to the United Nations, NATO,
the IMF and the bipolar US-Soviet power structure, which proved to
be quite stable until the end of the Cold War. Now, Sept. 11 has set
off World War III, and it, too, is defining a new international order.’
Friedman adopts the taxonomy of the democratic peace debates and
argues that the new post-September 11 era ‘is also bipolar, but instead
of being divided between East and West it is divided between the World
of Order and the World of Disorder” with the mission of the world of
order to ‘stabilize and lift up the World of Disorder’.** Condoleezza
Rice, President Bush’s National Security Adviser, affirmed Friedman’s
point when she declared that ‘the collapse of the Soviet Union and 9/11°
signified a major shift in ‘international politics” with the post-September
11 era providing the USA with the opportunity to ‘expand the number
of democratic states’.”” September 11 has thus come to be seen as a
defining moment whereby the USA must implement its alleged goals of
democracy, human rights and counter-terrorism more forcefully within
the developing world. Accompanying this more unilateralist orienta-
tion in US foreign policy have been calls for the establishment of a US
empire as the best means for achieving US policy objectives. Charles
Krauthammer explained: ‘People are now coming out of the closet on
the word “empire” ... The fact is no country has been as dominant
culturally, economically, technologically, and militarily in the history of
the world since the Roman Empire.”*

Within this new imperial discourse, the USA is seen as a reluctant
empire that has inherited the capacity for global power projection due
to the preponderance of power left over from the superpower confronta-
tion. Furthermore, the extension and consolidation of its empire in the
post-September 11 era is still allegedly driven by defensive considera-
tions to civilize and bring order to what continue to be characterized
as zones of war within the developing world. Sebastian Mallaby argues
that in the post-September 11 era, ‘anti-imperialist restraint” on the part
of the USA, which has characterized its foreign policy since “World
War IT’, is increasingly becoming ‘harder to sustain’. He continues
that to protect the USA against ‘terrorists, drug smugglers and other
international criminals’ that find refuge in ‘failed states’, the USA must
now acknowledge its ‘reluctantly’ imperial role in world order, and self-
consciously adopt a ‘logic of neo-imperialism” when dealing with Third
World failed states.” Robert Kaplan explained that there is ‘a positive
side to empire ... It’s in some ways the most benign form of order” as
a globally hegemonic USA provides the best hope there is for peace and
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stability.”® American power projection and consolidation of empire are
viewed as the best guarantors for US stability and the protection of US
interests, with the alleged lack of American power projection interpreted
as the reason for the September 11 attacks. The Wall Street Journal's
features editor, Max Boot, argued: ‘the Sept. 11 attack was a result of
insufficient American involvement and ambition; the solution is to be
more expansive in our goals and more assertive in their implementation
... US imperialism — a liberal and humanitarian imperialism, to be sure,
but imperialism all the same — appears to have paid off in the Balkans.’
He continued, the solution for ‘troubled lands” in the developing world
is a ‘sort of enlightened foreign administration once provided by self-
confident Englishmen in jodhpurs and pith helmets’.”” According to
Stratfor, one of the USA’s leading intelligence firms: ‘Sept. 11 created
an unintended momentum in U.S. foreign policy that has led directly
to empire-building ... The United States ... is an imperial power, not
in the simplistic Leninist sense of seeking markets, but in the classical
sense of being unable to secure its safety without controlling others.”*
September 11 has thus led to calls for a new US empire, with a benign
form of imperialism throughout the developing world seen as the best
guarantor for US security in the twenty-first century. As I now go on
to show, these discontinuity analyses that purport to examine the new
orientations and objectives of US foreign policy in the post-Cold War
and now post-September 11 era continue to ignore revisionist accounts
of US Cold War foreign policy and its underlying drives.

US post-Cold War foreign policy: the continuity thesis

Post-Cold War discontinuity IR scholarship has a presentist bias that
occludes the significant continuities in US post-Cold War objectives in
relation to the Third World. This extends to the alleged novelty of the
supposed new imperial relations and can be best explained by the avoid-
ance of the analytical concept of imperialism by mainstream IR scholar-
ship to explain the long-term relations between the North and South.
Fred Halliday contends that while ‘IR has recognised the importance
of structures of power and inequality’ it has treated these structures
as ‘self-standing entities, separate from, or at best contingently related
to, the world market and the global organisation of production’.*' As
we saw above, however, revisionist understandings of US foreign policy
provide a useful corrective to conventional understandings through
their examination of US intervention within the Third World, and its
role in destroying challenges to the capitalist global organization of
production. Revisionist understandings of US foreign policy also stand
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in contradiction to those discontinuity analysts who argue that US
post-Cold War foreign policy objectives have significantly changed or
that we are now witnessing a new and benign US empire engendered
by the events of September 11. The discontinuity arguments outlined
above emphasize or presuppose the significantly altered and changed
nature of the post-Cold War and post-September 11 eras. This in turn
has led to the overestimation of the significance of the Cold War as
determinative of global order and US foreign policy between 1945 to
1990 and leads to an overemphasis on the significance of the end of the
Cold War for international relations. Revisionist perspectives, in contrast,
emphasize the continuities within the post-Cold War era by arguing that
the overriding objectives of US policy in the Third World have largely
remained unchanged. These objectives continue to be the preservation
and defence of a (neo)-liberal international order and the destruction
of social forces or states considered inimical to this order. The alleged
discontinuities in US objectives, such as democracy promotion and the
promotion of human rights, are in fact shifts in the rationales of US
foreign policy that mask this deeper and more significant structural
continuity in North-South relations. As Michael Cox argues: ‘many of
the broader objectives sought by the United States since 1989 actually
bear a strong resemblance to those it pursued before the end of the
Cold War and the fall of the USSR ... the underlying aim of the US,
to create an environment in which democratic capitalism can flourish
in a world in which the US still remains the dominant actor, has not
significantly altered’.*

The accuracy of both the discontinuity and continuity arguments can
best be examined by looking at the USA’s stance towards democratic
states and the role that US-led neo-liberal globalization plays in allegedly
fostering pacific forms of governance and global wealth creation. In this
way we can shift from the rhetoric of US planners to an examination
of what US policy actually does. In the next section of this chapter I
show that the existence of democracy in Latin America continues to
be contingent on the preservation of open economies and social orders
deemed unthreatening to US interests and that the USA maintains a
number of policy options to contain democracy. These include capitalism
(the use of International Financial Institutions, IFIs, and negotiated free
trade agreements to tie down national states” policies), coups (the con-
tinued and credible threat to revert to authoritarian forms of governance
should social forces threaten US interests), and counter-insurgency (the
continued funding of counter-insurgency campaigns to destroy armed
groups and pacify civil societies).

47 | THREE



Transnational capital exercises a profound disciplining power upon
the policies pursued by democratically elected governments throughout
Latin America. US foreign policy has been instrumental in implement-
ing neo-liberalism both through its multilateral agreements with Latin
American states and its domination of the international institutions that
are implementing forms of neo-liberal governance throughout Latin
America. The Free Trade of the Americas Act (FTAA) builds upon the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) passed by the US
Congress, Canada and Mexico in 1993. NAFTA sought to integrate the
economies of North America, Canada and Mexico into a single trading
bloc, to dismantle trade barriers, to privatize state-owned industries and
to loosen the restrictions on the movement of capital.” Like NAFTA, the
FTAA seeks to link the economies of all the Latin American nations (with
the exception of Cuba) into a single trade bloc. The FTAA is based on a
corporate-led model of development that will accelerate post-Cold War
neo-liberal reforms of national economies throughout Latin America. It
also contains a number of provisions that will strengthen the power of
US capital due to the domination of the US economy in the region. The
gross domestic product (GDP) of North, Central and South America
was $11,000 billion in 2000. However, the USA’s share of this GDP was
75.7 per cent, with Brazil, which was the next largest, at 6.7 per cent,
Canada’s was 5.3 per cent while Mexico’s was 3.9 per cent. The other
thirty-one nations comprised only 8.4 per cent. Per capita GDP in the
USA was $30,600 in 2000 while the lowest, Haiti, stood with just $460.*
The FTAA will serve to deepen the already overwhelming power of US
capital by dismantling national trade barriers to allow easier penetration
by US capital and US-subsidized exports, the increase in the privatization
(and consequent foreign ownership) of state-owned industries, and the
more rigorous enforcement of the intellectual property rights of (mainly)
US corporations.” The FTAA also has deep implications for democracy
in Latin America. For example, the US Trade Representative’s office
(USTR) has supported ‘investor-state’ provisions within the FTAA that
grant transnational corporations the legal status that had formerly been
used for states and provide transnational corporations the ability to use
FTAA trade agreements to challenge national laws in court.* Thus, if
democratically elected governments pursue policies that are deemed
harmful to the interests of transnational corporations, those govern-
ments can be sued. For example, under the rules of NAFTA, Canada is
being sued by the US chemical producer Crompton Corporation, because
Canada had responded to health fears over Crompton’s pesticide Lindane,
and had banned its use on food crops. Crompton is now in the process
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of suing the Canadian government for $100 million for loss of profits.”
Even the threat of legal sanctions provides a powerful disciplining force
on democratic reforms. That is, states will think twice about instituting
social or economic policies that could potentially threaten the interests
of transnational corporations if it means that they could be sued for
millions of dollars.

The FTAA also provides more liquidity for transnational capital
through the lessening of restraints on international capital movements,
with the FTAA ensuring the rights of investors to move capital from
one nation to the next with no legal impediment. This threat of “capital
flight” also serves to condition the bounds of the democratically permis-
sible within states through the threat of the devaluation of national
currencies should policies that may be passed by national governments
threaten corporate interests. The conditions attached to loans by the
US-dominated transnational institutions such as the IMF and the World
Bank have been used to push US foreign policy and economic priorities.
For example, the IMF has recently announced that its loans to developing
nations would now be conditionally linked to whether or not a state is
aligned with the USA’s new “war on terror’.*

The disciplining power of largely US transnational capital on demo-
cracy and the role of neo-liberalism in strengthening this power are
illustrated clearly in the case of Brazil. Luiz Inacio da Silva (Lula)
who heads the Brazilian Workers™ Party was elected President in Oct-
ober 2002. He has pledged Brazil to a new social-democratic policy
that favours Brazil’'s poor majority. Lula declared that his party ‘can
guarantee an agrarian reform and that people can eat three times a
day’.” However, prior to his election, IFIs and banks had attempted
to undermine Lula’s chances of victory. In May 2002, Merrill Lynch,
Morgan Stanley and ABN Amro had issued warnings to investors that
caused a run on Brazil’s currency, the real. In June, Moody’s rating
agency altered Brazil’s rating from stable to negative. This in turn led
to the plummeting of Brazil's currency, which lost 23 per cent of its
value between January and June 2002. As 90 per cent of Brazil's foreign
debt is linked to the dollar, Brazil’s debts increased substantially with
a potential default of $250 billion if the real continued to plummet.”
Largely due to the size of the Brazilian economy, and the exposure of
a number of US transnationals in Brazil, the IMF provided a loan of
$30 billion to Lula’s predecessor, Fernando Henrique Cardoso.”’ This
loan was conditional upon the continued implementation of neo-liberal
reforms with $6 billion given to Cardoso and the rest saved over for
Lula. US Under-Secretary of the Treasury, Kenneth Dam, argued that
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the USA ‘supported the August decision to provide an expanded IMF
lending package to Brazil because of confidence in the current policy
mix and the firm belief that the short-term liquidity pressures facing
Brazil can be alleviated through continuity of such policies”. He went
on to outline how IMF conditionality had been linked to the continu-
ation of neo-liberalism in Brazil: “To ensure that the large majority of
IMF resources are provided only if sound policies are observed, the
program “backloads” the funds. That is, Brazil will get the majority of
the IMF loan only if it adheres to sound policies such as maintaining
fiscal prudence and taking concrete steps to reform major impediments
to growth such as the current tax code.”” Lula’s Workers’ Party has had
to continue the implementation of IMF reforms and has cut govern-
ment spending. The principal beneficiary of the loan will be two US
banks, Citibank and Fleet Boston (with estimates of up to $20 billion
of the $30 billion loan being used to service Brazil’s debts to these two
institutions).” The choice in Brazil, then, is quite clear: either follow
policies laid down by the IMF that help to service the debt of US banks,
or face destabilization of the economy through capital flight, negative
credit ratings and the cut-off of ‘backloaded’ loans. Nevertheless, the
use of IFIs to constrain state policies is one of the less overtly coercive
mechanisms that can be used to contain democracy in Latin America.

The recent case of the US-backed military coup against the demo-
cratically elected government of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela shows the
precarious nature of even relatively wealthy democracies within the de-
veloping world when attempting to follow an independent foreign policy
and modest internal reforms.”* Venezuela has the largest petroleum
reserves outside the Middle East and is one of the USA’s largest oil
suppliers.”” Chavez has consistently sought to use Venezuelan leadership
within the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to
strengthen its bargaining power with Western countries. He has also
expressed sympathy for anti-government forces in Ecuador, Bolivia and
Colombia, states all loyal to Washington, and is instituting a social-
democratic model that seeks to use Venezuela’s mineral wealth for its
poor majority.’® Peter Romero, the former State Department Assistant
Secretary of State for the Western Hemisphere, called Chavez and his
Foreign Minister, Jose Rangel, ‘professional agitators’.”” The current US
Secretary of State, Colin Powell, expressed his frustration with Chavez
and stated: “We have not been happy with some of the comments he
has made with respect to the campaign against terrorism. He hasn’t
been as supportive as he might have been.”®

The USA backed a coup attempt against Chavez on 11 April 2002.
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Immediately afterwards State Department spokesperson Phillip Reeker
stated that the USA wished ‘to express our solidarity with the Ven-
ezuelan people and look forward to working with all democratic forces
in Venezuela’. He went on to explain that the coup had been caused
by Chavez’s ‘undemocratic actions’ that ‘provoked’ the ‘crisis in Ven-
ezuela’.”” Contrary to this assertion, Chavez had won elections in 1998
and 2000 by the largest majority in four decades of Venezuelan history,
and had passed a new democratic constitution by popular referendum in
1999.% In backing the coup the US government’s National Endowment
for Democracy had channelled ‘hundreds of thousands of dollars in
grants to US and Venezuelan groups opposed to Mr Chavez, including
the labour group whose protests sparked off the coup’, while the US
navy was alleged to have coordinated and aided the coup plotters.*
Thomas Dawson, the IMF External Relations Director, stated that the
IMF stood ready to assist the new junta ‘in whatever manner they find
suitable’.® A Bush administration spokesman stated quite bluntly that
although Chavez was “democratically elected’, one had to bear in mind
that ‘legitimacy is something that is conferred not just by a majority
of the voters’.” Once Chavez had been returned to power after mass
street demonstrations by Venezuela’s poor, Miguel Bustamante-Madriz, a
member of Chavez’s cabinet, argued: America can’t let us stay in power.
We are the exception to the new globalization order. If we succeed, we
are an example to all the Americas.”* As we can see, the use of a coup
to unseat a democratically elected government continues to form an
element of the USA’s post-Cold War policy within Latin America.
However, the most striking form of policy continuity remains the
continued US funding of Latin American military forces despite their
atrocious human rights records. For example, throughout the Cold War
the principal form of US coercive statecraft was the use of counter-
insurgency to destroy social forces considered potentially inimical to US
interests. Counter-insurgency was thus used to police the liberal interna-
tional order instituted throughout Latin America, and formed the prin-
cipal coercive modality to allegedly ‘contain Soviet expansionism’ during
the Cold War. Even though the Cold War has ended, the USA continues
to maintain global links with the majority of Third World militaries
through US foreign military aid and training.”” Throughout the Third
World, indigenous US-backed militaries still hold considerable power,
and frequently play an instrumental role in direct repression. In the late
1990s the USA was training up to ‘100,000 foreign soldiers annually” with
the training taking place in ‘at least 150 institutions within the US. and
in 180 countries around the world™.* US training and aid have increased
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considerably as part of its new global ‘war on terror’. Furthermore,
this aid continues to go to states whose military forces are consistently
responsible for gross violations of human rights.®” Latin America is no
exception. For example, Chile, Guatemala and Nicaragua received over
$350 million in US military aid between 1990-2001.% Of all the different
forms of US intervention in Latin America, US military aid to repressive
militaries is the area most implicated in human rights violations and
the containment of democracy. This is largely due to the legacy of US
training and aid during the Cold War period which saw the orientation
of Latin American militaries towards an internal security role. In Guate-
mala alone, Amnesty International noted that in 1996 ‘judges, lawyers,
journalists, [and] members of human rights organizations — are frequent
victims of torture, extrajudicial executions, abductions and death threats
by agents linked to the states’ security forces’.*” What can we conclude
from US post-Cold War policy in Latin America?

Contrary to the claims made by discontinuity theorists, US post-Cold
War policy continues to be opposed to democracies that pursue policies
considered inimical to US interests. The USA can thus be said both to
be promoting democracy in so far as it complements US interests and
to be containing democracy when those interests are threatened. As I
have shown, this was the case in a number of countries during the Cold
War, and in the examples examined above continues to be the case in the
post-Cold War era. If progressive democratically elected governments
threaten to initiate significant socio-economic reforms then a series of
policy options are available to US planners to stymie this process. In the
case of Brazil, the threat of international capital flight and the condition-
alities linked to IMF loans serve to constrain significant moves towards
popular reform, with neo-liberalism increasing the anti-democratic
power of transnational capital. In the case of Venezuela, the more blunt
instrument of a military coup was used in an attempt to end Chavez’s
democratically elected government. Thus, regardless of the fact that the
bipolar competition has ended, there has been a striking continuity in US
goals in relation to particular kinds of social forces in Latin America. This
is remarkable precisely because US Cold War foreign policy was invari-
ably justified as driven by the very feature of the international system
(the Cold War competition) that has ended. I have argued that the best
way to account for this continuity is the fact that the US state has long
acted in the interests of an increasingly transnationalized set of capitalist
interests that predate the end of the Cold War.”

In the next two chapters I examine in depth the role of US policy in
Colombia both during and after the Cold War. I develop the theme of
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continuity outlined in this chapter, and show that while there has been
a shift in the discourses used to justify US intervention in Colombia,
US post-Cold War objectives have remained consistent with its earlier
Cold War objectives.
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4 | Installing state terror in Colombia

Throughout the Cold War, Latin America saw the greatest number of US
interventions justified under the rubric of anti-communist containment.’
However, US intervention was designed to roll back forms of progres-
sive social change, with anti-communism providing both a ideological
slant and a propaganda pretext for US policy. Throughout the Cold War
the principal means for US coercive statecraft in Latin America was CI
warfare designed to internally police US-backed dictatorships and to
prevent credible challenges to pro-US governments. CI was officially
codified and formally used as a central part of US coercive statecraft
with President Kennedy’s authorization of the 1961 Foreign Assistance
Act which sent US aid to developing states to increase bilateral military
ties and encourage capitalist-orientated economic development. CI en-
visaged a broad spectrum of US engagement which encompassed both
economic development reforms in host countries and the strengthening
of recipient militaries for an internal security role.” Walt Rostow, one of
Kennedy’s National Security Advisers, helped to develop modernization
theory as a theoretical component of US-sponsored CI. It theorized the
developmental process as a series of stages eventually leading to industrial
capitalism, with Third World societies most susceptible to revolution
when economies begin to ‘take off” towards modernity. Rostow argued
that strong internal security arrangements were necessary to insulate the
development process from popular reforms during this crucial takeoff
period.” David Bell, then director of the USA's Agency for International
Development (AID), argued that a ‘general theory of economic develop-
ment’ requires a ‘minimum degree of personal security” with (among
others) the Cuban revolution teaching the USA that “we must often
make special adaptations to achieve this” as ‘guerrilla warfare and ter-
rorism’ are ‘obstacles to the peaceful concentration on the problem of
economic growth’.* However, the economic component of US CI took
a back seat to the internal security role of recipient militaries largely
due to the resistance of Latin America’s indigenous conservative elites
to the proposed economic reforms envisaged within CI strategy. These
reforms would have required indigenous elites to forgo some of their
privileges, which in turn would have impacted upon their economic
interests.’



The USA’s Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 committed the US to im-
prove ‘the ability of friendly countries and international organizations
to deter or, if necessary, defeat [Communist] aggression’. To this end
the USA facilitated “arrangements for individual and collective security’
and assisted ‘friendly countries to maintain internal security and stability
in the developing friendly countries essential to their more rapid social,
economic, and political progress™.® In resisting what was characterized
as communist expansionism throughout Latin America, US CI doctrine
envisaged a war that was to be fought on ideological, political and milit-
ary fronts. The internal security role of recipient militaries required the
policing of their own populations to prevent indigenous social forces
from challenging a status quo geared towards what were perceived to be
core US interests: the maintenance of pro-US governments and national
economies open to US capital penetration.” Internally-orientated Latin
American national security states wedded to a CI strategy thus formed
the bedrock of US policy throughout the Cold War in Latin America.
US support took a number of forms, including extensive security assist-
ance, the legitimization of the repressive Latin American states through
US contact and the training of Latin American military personnel in a
number of US training academies. For example, the US Army training
academy for Latin America, then called the School of the Americas
(SOA), had trained over 40,000 Latin American military personnel by
the end of the Cold War.® In 1947, US Secretary of War Robert P.
Patterson explained the rationale for the setting up of these academies
and the ideological function that they performed: TTThe provision of
United States equipment is the keystone since United States methods of
training and organization must inevitably follow its adoption along with
far-reaching concomitant benefits of permanent United States military
missions and the continued flow of Latin American officers through
our service schools. Thus will our ideals and way of life be nurtured
in Latin America, to the eventual exclusion of totalitarian and other
foreign ideologies.”

As part of the planning process, strong, authoritarian states were
seen as the best guarantor of US interests in Latin America. These
states, however, frequently carried out mass violations of human rights.
US policy was thus at odds with its publicly declared aim of prevent-
ing human rights abuses and helping incipient democracies to protect
themselves from ‘communist subversion” during the painful process of
development. The USA was linked to human rights abuses not only by
installing and supporting allied states, but also through the very doctrines
and practices passed on through US CI doctrine.
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The internal security role within US-sponsored counter-insurgency
not only called for indigenous militaries to confront their armed in-
surgencies but also, and more crucially, called for the policing and
disciplining of various sections of unarmed civil society. In this section
I examine a broad CI discourse that was developed by US CI trainers
and reinforced throughout the Cold War by continuous US military aid
and training. Gearoid O Tuathail and John Agnew define discourses as
‘sets of socio-cultural resources used by people in the construction of
meaning about their world and their activities’, and it is in this sense
that I use the term."” As I go on to show, the CI discourse served to
delegitimate particular social identities while legitimating sets of estab-
lished institutions and practices."

While the Colombian state was repressive prior to US CI aid and
training, the qualitative character of US intervention in Colombia served
further to legitimate, support and entrench the strategy of state terror-
ism. US-sponsored CI was thus directly responsible for the ideological
legitimation of widespread state terror directed specifically at civil society
in the name of anti-communism. This in turn served to raise the associ-
ated costs of dissent and, as I go on to show, was designed to pacify or
destroy restive sections of society while insulating national economic and
political structures from popular reforms. Within the CI discourse, US
policy was thus justified as a necessary response to the bipolar conflict:
indigenous insurgencies were portrayed as manifestations of externally
sponsored subversion, and guerrilla forces as Soviet proxies. However,
within the CI discourse, subversion was defined so broadly that unarmed
progressive social forces were linked to subversion through the equation
of their social identities with communism. As we shall see, membership
of trades unions, political lobbying and even criticism of the government
were considered signs of ‘communist subversion’. The development of
the CI discourse and its institutional links to US training and aid are illus-
trated most clearly through an examination of the training manuals used
by the USA to train local military forces. These manuals give an insight
into the CI doctrines that the USA developed and subsequently imparted
to the thousands of Latin American military personnel trained during the
Cold War period. They also provide an insight into the discursive world-
view of US trainers and give clear indications of the kinds of ideological
practices inherent in US training of Latin American military forces.

US CI strategy and the legitimation of state terrorism
US Special Forces were the lead agency tasked with the training of

indigenous CI military and paramilitary forces: "The Special Action Force
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[US Special Forces] ... provides advisory personnel and mobile training
teams to advise, train and provide operational assistance for paramilitary
forces.”* A 1962 special warfare manual outlined the training programme
for the USA's allied security forces. Training included ‘guerrilla warfare,
propaganda, subversion, intelligence and counter-intelligence, terrorist
activities, civic action, and conventional combat operations™."? Another
Special Forces manual entitled Counter-Insurgency Operations, which was
used to train recipient militaries, underlined the necessity for US trainers
to stress offensive action: “Stress maintenance of the initiative by prompt
offensive actions, economy of force and employment of suitably organ-
ized and trained troops and police in all-weather field operations utilizing
guerrilla/terrorist tactics.” Within CI warfare, the manual continued, the
strategies employed by a recipient state could be broken down into eight
key areas. These were ‘a) Meeting engagements; b) Attacks; c) Defense;
d) Ambushes ... ; e) Raids; f) Pursuit actions; g) Interception actions; h)
Terror Operations’.'* One of the tactics employed as part of the overall
CI effort was the use of psychological warfare. A US Army manual,
Psychological Operations, stated that psychological operations formed a
central component of the USA's Cold War CI arsenal: ‘Although most
past experience by the [US] military in the conduct of propaganda cam-
paigns has been limited to periods of general war or limited war, the
realities of the Cold War indicate that military psychological operations
has a major and essential mission to fulfill in activities not involving
full-scale hostilities.” The manual continued that the primary target “for
tactical psychological operations is the local civilian population’. After
other means have failed, pro-US forces can legitimately target civilians
to instil terror:

Civilians in the operational area may be supporting their own gov-
ernment or collaborating with an enemy occupation force. Themes

and appeals disseminated to this group will vary accordingly, but the
psychological objectives will be the same as those for the enemy military.
An isolation program designed to instill doubt and fear may be carried
out ... If these programs fail, it may become necessary to take more
aggressive action in the form of harsh treatment or even abductions. The
abduction and harsh treatment of key enemy civilians can weaken the
collaborators’ belief in the strength and power of their military forces."”

Another manual, entitled Handling Sources, continued along similar
lines and advocated the harsh treatment of civilians. The manual was
used to teach CI forces the art of cultivating government informants
within alleged insurgent organizations. The manual states that good
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techniques to force people to inform were the targeting of family
members and the use of physical violence. The ‘CI agent could cause
the arrest of the employee’s parents, imprison the employee or give
him a beating as part of the placement plan of said employee in the
guerrilla organization’. The manual went on to outline how crucial
successful informants are, with an informant’s worth increasing through
the number of ‘arrests, executions, or pacification[s]’ the informant’s
information led to, all the while “taking care not to expose the employee
as the information source’. According to the manual even children were
to be used as potential information sources: “‘Children are, at least, very
observant and can provide precise information about things they have
seen and heard, if they are interrogated in the appropriate manner.”* The
use of state terror was thus overtly advocated as a legitimate technique
to be employed by CI forces, with recipient militaries trained in the
use of terrorism, and the ‘abduction and harsh treatment’ of civilians
advocated so as to raise the associated costs of dissent. This particular
form of terror was used extensively throughout Latin America by US-
backed CI forces, and became known by the generic term of civilian
‘disappearances’ by both the families of the victims and the human rights
groups that regularly monitored these forms of coercive statecraft."”
The Federation of Associations for Relatives of the Detained and Dis-
appeared, which monitors disappearances in Latin America, confirmed
the effectiveness of the ‘abduction and harsh treatment’ in spreading
terror among the target population. They argue that the ‘objective of
forced disappearance is not simply the victim’s capture and subsequent
maltreatment, which often occurs in the absence of legal guarantees.
Because of the anonymity of the captors, and subsequent impunity, it
also creates a state of uncertainty and terror both in the family of the
victim and in society as a whole.”®

One of the key features of the US-backed Latin American states was
the institutionalization of torture against perceived enemies with torture
practised routinely and on a wide scale by US-backed CI forces."” The use
of coercive techniques as part of the overall CI effort was advocated by
US trainers, and physical and mental coercion were openly advocated as
a legitimate part of the counter-insurgent’s arsenal. For example, in
the CIA’'s Human Resource Exploitation Training Manual, it was stated
that although US trainers ‘do not stress the use of coercive techniques,
we do want to make you aware of them and the proper way to use
them’. The manual outlines a number of coercive techniques including
sensory deprivation, solitary confinement and different forms of physical
torture including bizarre forms of water torture whereby subjects were
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‘suspended in water and wore black-out masks’. The manual continues:
‘stress and anxiety become unbearable for most subjects ... how much
they are able to stand depends upon the psychological characteristics of
the individual ... the “questioner” can take advantage of this relationship
by assuming a benevolent role’. The manual cautions that if a “subject
refuses to comply once a threat has been made, it must be carried out.
If it is not carried out then subsequent threats will also prove ineffec-
tive.” The training manual concludes that ‘there are a few non-coercive
techniques which can be used to induce regression, but to a lesser degree
than can be obtained with coercive techniques’.?

This manual was based on a 1963 manual used by the CIA, the
KUBARK Counterintelligence Interrogation Manual. Its introduction states
that if bodily harm or ‘medical, chemical or electrical methods or
materials are to be used to induce acquiescence’, then prior approval
from CIA headquarters is required. The manual continues that if ‘a new
safehouse is to be used as the interrogation site, it should be studied
carefully to be sure that the total environment can be manipulated as
desired. For example, the electric current should be known in advance,
so that transformers or other modifying devices will be on hand if
needed.” The Baltimore Sun conducted an investigation into the use of
these manuals. They were told by an intelligence source that the ‘CIA
has acknowledged privately and informally in the past that this referred
to the application of electric shocks to interrogation suspects’.* In sum,
torture was condoned as part of the strategic arsenal available to CI
forces in combating alleged subversion. Importantly, torture not only
provided an efficient means for inducing ‘regression’ but also acted to
instil terror within target populations.

Aside from the attribution of clandestine state violence to insurgent
forces, and the covert use of torture, the principal mechanism em-
ployed so as to allow a state plausible deniability was the development
and deployment of paramilitary forces.” Paramilitary forces provided
plausible deniability due to the clandestine nature of their composition,
which allowed for a distancing between ‘official’ state policy and the
‘unofficial’ use of terrorism directed against civilian populations. Such
terror techniques included mass civilian displacement, the pacification
of rural populations and the murder of civilians deemed inimical to the
overall CI effort (union leaders, human rights workers, teachers and so
on). Leaders of paramilitary forces were invariably drawn from sections
of a state’s security personnel and members from wider society who
were seen to have a greater stake in the status quo. A US directive in
relation to US CI efforts in Vietnam, which formed the model for US CI
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in Latin America,* explained that paramilitary forces should be specifi-
cally drawn from ‘the young elite which exists everywhere; those who
have a stake in the community’ and who wish to ‘get ahead in business,
professions or politics’.” The use of paramilitary warfare was typically
characterized by US trainers as a reactive form of counter-terror within
US CI doctrine because of the perceived need to fight fire with fire. For
example, a 1966 CI manual stated that CI forces ‘may not employ mass
counter-terror (as opposed to selective counter-terror) against the civil-
ian population i.e., genocide is not an alternative’.*® This use of terror
was doctrinally justified as a necessary response to the alleged terrorism
committed by insurgent forces. For example, a 1963 manual argues: “The
methods used by communist-dominated insurgency forces are designed
to gain control of the people and to weaken the government and its
forces ... Their methods include subversion, infiltration of the govern-
ment, sabotage and violence ... terrorism by assassination, bombing,
arson, armed robbery, kidnapping, torture, and mutilation.””

In practice, however, the ‘counter-terror’ operations conducted by
recipient military and paramilitary forces led to the large-scale abuse
of human rights throughout Latin America. Moreover, US trainers and
manuals actively called for the strategy of terrorism as a legitimate
part of the counter-insurgents’ arsenal and bolstered repressive milit-
aries while granting the measures they adopted a degree of strategic
legitimacy due to the alleged necessities imposed by the bipolar com-
petition. Perhaps the most damaging aspect of US policy, however, was
the marriage between these forms of coercive statecraft and the generic
designation of whole swathes of civil societies as inherently inimical
and subversive. That is, while a number of the Latin American states
had long used repressive measures against their civilian populations, US
military aid and training extended beyond arms transfer and numerous
training programmes to encompass ideological aspects that sought to
portray civil societies themselves as inherently subversive and therefore
legitimate battlegrounds for the overall CI effort. For example, the US
Army manual entitled Stability Operations was translated into Spanish
and was used by the School of the Americas to train thousands of Latin
American military officers in CI intelligence-gathering.”® The manual
begins by outlining the fundamentally subversive nature of insurgency
and its alleged link to the bipolar confrontation:

Recent history has been characterized by the frequent occurrences
of insurgencies which have usually taken place in developing and/or
emerging nations as a result of having obtained independent status from

63 | FOUR



a colonial power. Frequently, such insurgencies have been Communist
inspired or have become subversive in nature as Communist elements
manage to gain control of the movement for their own purposes ... In
recent years the Communists have instigated or supported insurgencies
in many parts of the world as a means of expanding their sphere of
influence and/or control.”

The manual moves on to outline the centrality of civilian popula-
tions to any insurgent movement: “To succeed in his phased develop-
ment the insurgent relies on the population as the major source for
expansion and replacement of his military forces.” It then extends its
definition of subversion beyond armed insurgents and explicitly links
civil society organizations to the problem of insurgency. For example,
it asks, ‘[aJre there any legal political organizations which may be a
front for insurgent activities?” and then highlights the education system
as vulnerable to subversion: Is the public education system vulnerable
to infiltration by insurgent agents? What is the influence of politics on
teachers, textbooks, and students, conversely, what influence does the
education system exercise on politics?” What ‘is the nature of the labor
organizations; what relationship exists between these organizations, the
government, and the insurgents?’ In outlining targets for CI intelligence
operations, the manual identifies a number of different occupational
categories and generic social identities. These include ‘merchants’ and
‘bar owners and bar girls’ and ‘ordinary citizens who are typical mem-
bers of organizations or associations which represent predominant local
occupations, such as farming, industry, labor unions, farm cooperatives,
social organizations, political parties, religious groups, and other organ-
izations which play an important role in the local society’. In particular,
CI forces were to concentrate on [lJeaders of Dissident groups (minor-
ities, religious sects, labor unions, political factions) who may be able
to identify insurgent personnel, their methods of operation, and local
agencies the insurgents hope to exploit’. In an overt indication of the
equation of labour movements with subversion, the manual then goes
on to state that insurgent forces typically try to work with labour
unions and union leaders so as to determine ‘the principal causes of
discontent which can best be exploited to overthrow the established
government [and] recruit loyal supporters’. Alongside the designation of
certain sectors of the workforce as potentially subversive is the blanket
labelling of any moves towards democratic reform or criticism of the
status quo as inherently subversive. The US CI discourse thus identified
patterns of behaviour and specific types of political activity as funda-
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mentally linked to insurgent activity. For example, the manual states
that organizations that stress ‘immediate social, political, or economic
reform may be an indication that the insurgents have gained a significant
degree of control’. It then moves on to detail a series of what it terms
‘Insurgent Activity Indicators’, which were generic behavioural signs
that, allegedly, indicated communist subversion. These indicators were
taken as definite signs of subversion: Anything that insurgents can do
to influence and direct a society toward revolution will be reflected by
some overt occurrence or indication, no matter how subtle the action
... through recognition of them [the] first clues to insurgent existence
and evidence of the growth of the insurgent movement are obtained.’
These alleged indications included:

Refusal of peasants to pay rent, taxes, or loan payments or unusual
difficulty in their collection. Increase in the number of entertainers

with a political message. Discrediting the judicial system and police
organizations. Characterization of the armed forces as the enemy of the
people. Appearance of questionable doctrine in the educational system.
Appearance of many new members in established organizations such as
labor organizations. Increased unrest among laborers. Increased student
activity against the government and its police, or against minority
groups, foreigners and the like. An increased number of articles or adver-
tisements in newspapers criticizing the government. Strikes or work
stoppages called to protest government actions. Increase of petitions
demanding government redress of grievances. Proliferation of slogans
pinpointing specific grievances. Initiation of letterwriting campaigns to
newspapers and government officials deploring undesirable conditions
and blaming individuals in power.*

Thus, the CI discourse was very specific about the types of demo-
cratic lobbying seen to be linked to communism. The quote illustrates
clearly that activities considered indications of insurgent subversion
were actually practices otherwise considered normal elements of the
democratic process within liberal democracies themselves, including
in the USA. Indeed, one manual entitled Revolutionary War, Guerrillas
and Communist Ideology even rendered participation in the democratic
process itself as beyond the pale for alleged insurgents. It argued that
guerrillas can ‘resort to subverting the government by means of elec-
tions in which the insurgents cause the replacement of an unfriendly
government official to one favourable to their cause ... insurgent leaders
can participate in political races as candidates for government posts’.”!
In effect, then, avenues of dissent and processes of democratic lobbying
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for reform were designated as inimical to the overall CI effort to such an
extent that protests, petitions and even letter-writing to local newspapers
were considered to be ‘insurgent activity indicators” demonstrating that
insurgents were influencing society ‘toward revolution’.”? US CI strategy
was thus directly at odds with broad swathes of democratic activity.

Paramilitary units were to form the vanguard for both monitoring
and intelligence-gathering on alleged enemy civilians and civil society
organizations. In training paramilitary forces an early US CI field manual,
entitled US Army Counterinsurgency Forces, explains that ‘paramilitary units
can support the national army in the conduct of counterinsurgency
operations when the latter are being conducted in their own province
or political subdivision’, with assistance ‘for organizing, equipping, and
training paramilitary forces” being “provided through the [US] Military
Assistance Program, the US AID Mission (for civil police), or other ele-
ments of the Country Team’.” In a section entitled ‘Secure Population
Centers’, the manual outlines how ‘mobile reserves’ that are ‘generally
made up of paramilitary units’ can be used to ‘move rapidly to the
assistance” of villages under attack from insurgent forces. These para-
militaries were also to be involved in the establishment ‘of an intelligence
network in the community for the purpose of developing information
about guerrillas in the area and to insure the prompt exposure of any
undercover insurgent sympathizers in the community’. The manual
goes on to list a series of measures that could be introduced to further
control civilian populations. These include the suspension ‘of civil
rights to permit search of persons ... and arrest and confinement on
suspicion’, the ‘establishment of a reporting system whereby absentee
employees are immediately reported for investigation’, the confiscation
of ‘property, real and personal, of those individuals adjudged guilty of
collaboration’, press ‘censorship’, and the forced ‘relocation of entire
hamlets or villages [or] suspected individuals and families to unfamiliar
neighborhoods, away from relatives and friends who may be serving
with the insurgents’.*

We see, then, a very clear development of US strategy that entrenched
a militarized relationship between Latin American militaries and their
own populations. As part of this reorientation, US military aid and train-
ing openly advocated the use of terrorism and violence as a legitimate
part of the overall CI effort. When we marry these techniques of coer-
cive statecraft with the inherent designation of progressive social forces
such as labour unions, teachers’ organizations and student protest as
‘subversive’, the end result is deadly. Communism became the principal
referent for subversion, with communism allegedly manifested through
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any challenges to what were highly class-stratified societies throughout
Latin America. Moreover, conservative pro-US militaries became the
ultimate arbiter as to what constituted subversion. Thus, the ‘refusal
of peasants to pay rent, taxes, or loan payments’, the “appearance of
questionable doctrine in the educational system’ or even an ‘increase of
petitions demanding government redress of grievances’” became indica-
tors of communist insurgency. The use of CI strategy and discourse
was operationalized through its legitimating function for repressive
military responses to reform that in turn served to defend the interests
of Latin America’s pro-US indigenous ruling classes and insulate political
and economic structures favourable to the US imperial state. Crucially,
then, counter-insurgency both served a coercive policing function and
provided a discursive framework to defend and maintain pro-US capitalist
socio-economic relations throughout Latin America, with devastating
consequences for human rights. I now develop this argument more fully
with an examination of the ways in which US CI policy and discourse
were mapped on to Colombia during the Cold War.

Antecedents to US Cl in Colombia: Ia violencia

Since the late 1840s the Conservative and Liberal parties have dom-
inated Colombian politics.® The Conservative Party has historically
aligned with and represented the interests of the large landholding
oligarchy and the Catholic Church. The Liberal Party, on the other
hand, has been more closely aligned with Colombia’s commercial sector
and tended to view the Catholic Church as a backward social institu-
tion that prevented economic modernization. Although for many years
their policy programmes were largely indistinguishable, the rise of Jorge
Gaitan, a left-wing Liberal Party member during the 1940s, managed
to reorient the Liberal Party towards a more reformist and egalitarian
agenda that sought modest land reforms and progressive labour laws.”
Gaitan’s populism was based on his appeal to the poor and dispossessed
throughout Colombia; in the words of Jenny Pearce, he sought to make
‘capitalism socially responsible, not to abolish it’.”* Gaitan took over the
leadership of the Liberal Party in 1947, and was almost certain to win
elections scheduled for 1950. But Gaitan’s increasingly populist appeal,
combined with his overt rhetoric attacking the unequal distribution of
national resources, made Colombia’s ruling class, and especially the large
landowners aligned with the Conservative Party, increasingly worried
and hostile. Gaitan was subsequently assassinated in Bogota (Colombia’s
capital city) in 1948. His assassination ended the democratic challenge
to oligarchic rule in Colombia, and destroyed the hopes of the poor
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majority that he represented. His death also ‘ruptured the breakwaters
holding back years of discontent” and the immediate response to his
assassination was a spontaneous popular uprising in Bogota that des-
troyed established symbols of power and privilege.” The Colombian
military put down the uprising but the violence spread to Colombia’s
rural areas and sparked a large-scale civil war within Colombia now
known as la violencia. This civil war lasted for almost ten years and
pitted rural Conservative and Liberal peasants against each other. It is
estimated that up to 200,000 people died during this period, and the
resolution of the violence was achieved through the formation in 1958
of a National Front rotational government between both the Liberal and
Conservative parties.* This served to alternate power between the differ-
ently aligned sections of the Colombian Conservative and Liberal elite
while strengthening the Colombian armed forces to suppress popular
reforms and the remaining armed partisans in the rural areas.

In relation to the USA, the instability triggered by Gaitan’s assassina-
tion and the emergence of armed Liberal and Conservative guerrillas
in Colombia’s rural areas was interpreted as dangerously threatening
to US interests. The USA sought to stabilize the Colombian political
system which threatened to disintegrate as a result of the instability
caused by la violencia; in 1948-49 alone, for example, two Colombian
governments collapsed.*’ The US Department of State recognized these
dangers and declared the crisis in Colombia to be threatening ‘because
of strategic, political and economic considerations” with ‘Colombia’s
radical departure from customary practises’ a “vital concern to the United
States’.* The USA had substantial strategic interests in Colombia due to
its proximity to the crucial sea lane of the Panama Canal. For example,
Colonel Edward Lansdale, then US Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Special Operations, argued for comprehensive engagement by the USA
to protect its access to the Panama Canal: ‘During the expected two
years remaining in the Presidency of Lleras Camarago, there is a real
opportunity for the US. to undertake assistance to Colombia to cor-
rect the situation of political insurrection which reportedly has caused
a quarter-million deaths and displaced over a million and a half people
since 1948 in this area neighboring a place so vital to our own national
security as the Canal Zone.”® The USA also had significant economic
interests in Colombia specifically and South America more generally. In
1959, for example, Colombia was one of the largest markets in South
America for US direct foreign investment (FDI). In 1959, of the $399
million of US FDI in Colombia, the vast majority was in oil ($225 mil-
lion), followed by manufacturing, public utilities and trade.*
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The USA also feared both the internal and regional instability that
could be triggered by the remaining armed bands in Colombia’s southern
regions. In particular the USA feared the potential threat that these armed
bands posed to capitalism. A 1959 US memo outlined the rationale for
the provision of US CI military aid to Colombia: ‘it would be difficult
to make the finding of present Communist danger in the Colombian
guerrilla situation’; however, ‘the continuance of unsettled conditions
in Colombia contributes to Communist objectives’ and threatens the
‘establishment of a pro-US, free enterprise democracy’.* In response to
the perceived crisis, the USA began to provide Colombia with increased
military aid. This aid was designed both to insulate the National Front
arrangement from popular pressures for reform by using the Colom-
bian military to suppress the peasantry, and also to strengthen the
Colombian military in its increasingly counter-guerrilla strategy directed
against the remnants of armed peasant groups left over from the years
of la violencia. Total US military aid for Latin America between 1950
and 1957 was $156 million with Colombia receiving $18.3 million; over
11 per cent of the total for Latin America as a whole.*

In 1958, the US ambassador to Colombia, John Cabot, explained that
if “‘we wish Colombia to undertake further military programs ... in our
interest [then] we must also pay for them’, with US aid and training
increasing Colombia’s ‘friendliness for the United States’.® However,
it was not until the late 1950s and early 1960s that the USA explicitly
reoriented the Colombian military away from an externally-orientated
hemispheric defence posture to an internal security arrangement to
deal with the remaining armed guerrillas spread throughout Colom-
bia’s rural areas. Although the armed groups were not seen as linked
to the Soviet Union’s alleged expansionist tendencies, the very presence
of the groups and their challenge to the authority of the Colombian
state were interpreted as dangerous to US interests. These “unsettled
conditions’ led the USA to offer ‘to send to Colombia a team of experts
on guerrilla warfare problems, to survey the situation and make recom-
mendations to President Lleras with respect to an overall program to
eliminate the problem’.” A US Special Survey Team that was comprised
of US CI experts who had previously served in developing countries
including the Philippines and parts of Asia and Latin America arrived
in Colombia in October 1959.* The team recommended a series of
actions that both the USA and Colombia should undertake in setting
up an effective CI orientation for the Colombian military. These actions
began the process of reorienting the Colombian military for an internal
security role, and inculcating the CI discourse. For Colombia the survey
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team recommended the establishment of dedicated CI brigades, the set-
ting up of an effective military intelligence network, improved training
methods and the rehabilitation of the national police into a formalized
CI structure. The US role was primarily related to training and the
provision of military aid along with an overall advisory role.”

The initial survey team’s findings were augmented in 1962 by a
follow-up survey conducted by a US Army Special Warfare team led
by General William Yarborough. Yarborough'’s principal objective was to
‘make recommendations for [the] utilization of a US counterinsurgency
MTT [Mobile Training Team]. These MTTs consisted of US Special
Forces trainers who would travel to Colombia to train Colombian milit-
ary personnel in CI. Yarborough’s recommendations give an insight into
the early formulation of US policy in Colombia, and the US role in the
development of clandestine paramilitary forces and their use by the
Colombian state. Specifically, Yarborough stated:

It is the considered opinion of the survey team that a concerted country
team effort should be made now to select civilian and military personnel
for clandestine training in resistance operations in case they are needed
later. This should be done with a view toward development of a civil and
military structure for exploitation in the event that the Colombian in-
ternal security system deteriorates further. This structure should be used
to pressure toward reforms known to be needed, perform counter-agent
and counter-propaganda functions and as necessary execute paramilitary,
sabotage and/or terrorist activities against known communist propo-
nents. It should be backed by the United States ... The apparatus should
be charged with clandestine execution of plans developed by the United
States Government toward defined objectives in the political, economic
and military fields. This would permit passing to the offensive in all fields
of endeavor rather than depending on the Colombians to find their own
solution.”

Yarborough's recommendations clearly illustrate the designation of
particular social identities within the CI discourse as legitimate targets
for attack and his recommendations are rather candid about the methods
to be used by US-backed CI forces. Also interesting is the insight that
his recommendations give into the attribution of responsibility for state
terror in Colombia in so far as he calls for an offensive US strategy in
place of Colombian solutions to their own perceived problems ("This
would permit passing to the offensive in all fields of endeavor rather
than depending on the Colombians to find their own solution’). The
intelligence assessment goes on to provide clear indications of the
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development of the CI discourse within Colombian military doctrine
and its institutional links to US training and aid. One of the designated
objectives of the US CI intelligence mission in Colombia was the intro-
duction of ‘anti-communist indoctrination [for all Colombian] services
schools, [the] Military Academy and [the] War College” and the reorien-
tation of the Colombian military to develop ‘an appreciation of the
western democratic system and culture’ that would serve to inculcate
‘anti-communist indoctrination’ for US-trained forces. The assessment
was also quite frank as to the methods to be used to imbue senior
Colombian military officials with the CI discourse:

[Flrom the beginning it was considered that in order to adequately
influence and capture the minds of present and future [Colombian]
Armed Forces leaders, with the objective of orientating them to west-
ern democratic concepts and precepts, much more was required than
just obvious simple publications expounding on the virtues of western
democracy and the evils of communism. It was deemed necessary to use
the gentle indirect approach, which would expand their mental horizons
and imbue them with the spirit and great universal thoughts of great
thinkers and writers of all ages, who believed in the virtue of a free
society in all fields of endeavour ... Coupled with the above an approx-
imate total of 225,000 copies of direct anti-communist type of literature
and security was distributed to the Armed Forces units and personnel as
well as civilians during various civic action Jornadas” of many military
units ... Another media [sic] was the utilization of numerous movies
depicting the tragedy, misery and inhumanness of communism. These
were distributed for showing in every Army headquarters and unit down
to and including company level.”

This makes clear the conscious strategy of the USA to inculcate the
CI discourse within the Colombian military, and foster the perception
of insurgency as externally sponsored. Ultimately, Yarborough’s recom-
mendations went on to form the core of the USA’s reorganization of
Colombian military forces, whose new counter-insurgency strategy de-
buted with the implementation of ‘Plan Lazo’ between 1962 and 1965.

US policy, Plan Lazo and paramilitarism

Plan Lazo was designed to destroy the various armed groups in
Colombia’s rural areas left over from the years of la violencia and was
principally targeted at the peasant agriculturalists found in Colom-
bia’s south. These areas were largely populated by peasants who had
either fled the violence of the civil war or were dispossessed through
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land clearances. According to Jenny Pearce, these peasant commun-
ities ‘farmed the land and organized their own defense’ and had ‘no
broader political project’.”” However, the independence of these areas
from Colombian state control combined with the continued existence
of armed groups left over from the years of la violencia were interpreted
as dangerous to US interests, largely because of the perceived potential
for these areas to become hotbeds of opposition to the government. A
US State Department memorandum argued that ‘Our National Policy
Paper on Colombia ... sets forth one of our principal objectives as the
elimination of the potential for subversive insurgency inherent in the
continued existence of active bandit groups, guerilla bands, and com-
munist dominated “enclaves”™ in Colombia’s south.” In dealing with
these perceived problems Colombian President Guillermo Leo6n Valencia
(1962-66) gave the Colombian military a free hand in its CI campaign by
declaring a ‘state of siege’ whereby the government transferred judicial
and political powers to the military with little to no civilian oversight
of its operations. Human Rights Watch has documented how this ‘state
of siege’ has been the norm for most of Colombia’s post-war history.
Decrees passed while under the siege have later been incorporated into
Colombian law. For example, Decree 3398, passed in 1965 as part of
Plan Lazo, essentially ‘laid the legal foundation for the active involve-
ment of civilians in the war from 1965 until 1989" and was converted
into Colombian law in 1968. This new law (Law 48) ‘authorized the
executive to create civil patrols by decree and for the Defense Ministry
to provide them with “weapons restricted to the exclusive use of the
armed forces™. Law 48 was then ‘frequently cited ... as the legal founda-
tion for their support for all paramilitaries’.” The Colombian military
followed Yarborough’s recommendations in selecting and training key
civilians to work alongside the Colombian military in its CI campaign,
and paramilitary ‘civil defense’ forces were set up by and incorporated
within Colombian military networks.

One of the earliest uses of paramilitary forces under the rubric of CI
warfare was the development of a CI intelligence infrastructure within
Plan Lazo that used civilian paramilitary forces to gather intelligence
for the overall CI effort and was in turn linked to ‘official’ Colombian
CI forces. Civilian irregulars were central in manning the intelligence
network and the system was designed to ‘link together the battalions in I,
I11, VI, and VIII Brigade areas to the civilian populace and authorities, to
local and national police and to the air force’.*® This intelligence network
was supplied and trained by the USA. A US intelligence assessment of
the communications network outlines its use within Plan Lazo:
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To augment the Intelligence/Counterinsurgency capability, 3 GIL’s
(Intelligence Hunter/Killer Teams) were trained for use in the Mar-
quetalia and Santander areas, 3 more are being trained for operations
in the VI Brigade area, namely the communist influenced areas as El
Pato, Gualuro, and Marquetalia. These teams of 25 officers, NCOs and
civilians, are hard hitting, heavily armed, entities composed of selected
veterans. They operate as a unit or divided into three segments, and
use any disguise or stratagem to obtain their objective; they are trained
to remain in the field for weeks and even months if required. They are
capable not only of fighting, but of penetrating inimical groups and
working with informants.”

Plan Lazo’s major offensive against the peasants within the south con-
centrated on the Marquetalia region. ‘Operation Marquetalia’ involved a
third of the Colombian military (16,000 US-supplied Colombian troops)
that encircled the region. The strategy combined heavy artillery bom-
bardments, the use of the Colombian air force and the highly mobile light
infantry ‘Hunter/Killer’ paramilitary units to penetrate and destroy the
peasant enclaves. Ostensibly, Plan Lazo and its largest strategic deploy-
ment in Marquetalia was a success in so far as the geographical areas
of the independent republics were placed under Colombian military
control. However, the majority of the armed peasantry that made up
the independent republics escaped and formed a collective self-defence
organization called the ‘bloc of the South’ in 1964. At a later confer-
ence in 1966, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
were formed from this embryonic structure, and took their inspiration
from the Cuban revolution.”® The FARC essentially acted as a defensive
organization with deep roots among the peasant colonizers, and acted
to protect their interests from large cattle ranchers aligned with the
Colombian military. They also provided basic social services in the ab-
sence of the Colombian state. As such, the FARC enjoyed a great deal
of support among the disenfranchised peasant population and increased
their power over the years.”” In addition to the FARC, a much smaller
guerrilla organization called the People’s National Liberation Army
(ELN), which was more closely aligned with Colombia’s left-wing urban
intelligentsia, emerged from the 1966 conference.

With the continued existence of an increasingly coordinated guerrilla
movement in Colombia linked to peasant and working communities
combined with the National Front, which continued to retard Colombia’s
political system, the USA sustained its CI military aid for a protracted
CI war and the suppression of civil unrest. By 1967, for example, total
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US military aid to Colombia had reached $160 million,” the largest
amount for any Latin American nation prior to the El Salvadoran crisis
during the 1980s. US CI support for Colombia continued uninterrupted
throughout the Cold War, and it was not until the early 1980s that
the Colombian state moved in any significant way from the policy of
outright CI warfare embodied by Plan Lazo. In 1984, President Belisario
Betancur negotiated a ceasefire with the FARC and a much smaller
guerrilla movement called M19, and also began to open up the space
for democratic alternatives to Liberal and Conservative domination of
Colombia’s political process. This was unprecedented in Colombian his-
tory and represented a major change from the previous all-out militarized
focus of joint US-Colombian strategy.

The Colombian peace process and the democratic opening

While Colombia had enjoyed a relatively stable economy through the
1960s and 1970s, the vast majority of Colombians remained locked out
of economic growth. This was true throughout the 1980s. Colombia’s
National Administrative Bureau of Statistics showed that, in 1986, 40
per cent of Colombians lived in poverty and 18 per cent in absolute
poverty (defined as being unable to meet basic nutritional needs). At the
same time the ‘top three percent of Colombia’s landed elite own[ed]
71.3 percent of arable land, while fifty-seven percent of the poorest
farmers subsist on 2.8 percent’.®" This poverty, which was most acute
among rural inhabitants, led to a large rural-to-urban migration. In 1951,
61 per cent of Colombians lived in rural areas, whereas in 1983 only
26 per cent did.®* These migrants often lived within shanty towns on
the outskirts of Colombia’s urban conurbations. These poor conditions
and the rise of an urban underclass led to an upsurge in urban protests,
strikes and support for Colombia’s guerrilla movements. Although the
National Front arrangement was formally dismantled in 1974, the clien-
tilism of Liberal and Conservative Party politics continued to dominate
Colombian politics during the 1980s, as did the interests that both of
the parties served.

With the continued growth of the guerrilla movements, the more
visible presence of poverty within Colombia’s urban conurbations, and
the failure of the Colombian military to eradicate the guerrillas, President
Betancur began a peace process in 1982. This was the first of its kind
within Colombia and commenced with an amnesty for guerrilla fighters
signed by Betancur in 1982. The amnesty freed a number of gaoled
guerrilla fighters and also provided incentives (such as financial credits,
land and housing) for the guerrillas to re-enter civilian life. Betancur
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also set up a Peace Commission to advise him on the peace process,
and to meet and negotiate with guerrilla representatives. In return, a
number of Colombia’s guerrilla organizations agreed to a ceasefire in
1984. The peace process also attempted to open up Colombia’s tradi-
tionally bipartisan political system to more reform-minded parties. The
FARC ‘was particularly interested in the government’s promotion of
reforms that would facilitate meaningful participation in Colombia’s
political life’.* As a result, the FARC established the Patriotic Union
(UP) as a broad political movement to represent the left in Colombian
politics and to articulate peasant and working-class interests within a
democratic framework. According to sociologist Ricardo Vargas Meza:
‘[bly incorporating some of the FARC’s socio-economic demands and
extending the cease-fire, the accords opened the possibility of a political
resolution to the conflict. Betancur’s position was a radical departure
from that of his predecessors, for he recognized that guerrilla violence
was the product of real social conditions and he understood the rela-
tionship between those conditions and the demands of the insurgents.’®
The UP’s political programme called for political reforms to end the
Conservative and Liberal domination of Colombian politics, the popular
election of local mayors, rural land reforms and the nationalization of
foreign businesses, Colombian banks and transportation.*

Despite the ongoing peace process and the ceasefire, the Colombian
military and paramilitaries, backed by the USA, stepped up their CI offen-
sives against the guerrilla groups and Colombian civilians. In particular,
the military retained control of large parts of Colombia’s rural areas.
Human Rights Watch reported that most of the Colombian military’s
‘security measures’ were designed to control the ‘local residents’ in
militarized areas. The Colombian military also continued to attack the
guerrillas and assassinate amnestied former fighters.”” Americas Watch
reported that, in the first year of peace negotiations, ‘Large parts of the
country are exclusively governed by the armed forces. To all intents and
purposes, the armed forces are answerable only to themselves. Where
the armed forces are the only government, their rule is harsh. It is
marked by torture and massacres.”®

A later report confirmed that many ‘of the corpses that are found after
disappearances bear distinctive marks of torture ... probably practiced
during interrogation’.® Paramilitary activity also continued unabated
as the peace process went on with 266 murders carried out in 1982,
433 in 1983 and 310 in 1984. A number of new paramilitary groups
also emerged during the peace process (with names such as the Black
Hand and National-Socialist Worker-Student Movement). Alongside the
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rise of these new paramilitary groups, throughout the 1980s a ‘reverse
land reform” occurred whereby lands formerly inhabited by peasant agri-
culturalists in Colombia’s rural areas were taken over by drug warlords
who, in turn, used the land to cultivate coca and set up paramilitary
networks to defend their interests. The largest drug-funded paramilitary
group was called Death to Kidnappers (Muerte a Secuestradores or MAS)
and was set up in 1981 by the Medellin drug cartel to target the insurgents
and their alleged civilian sympathizers. It also provided the prototype for
the emergence of a new kind of paramilitary phenomenon explicitly tied
to the drugs trade and the defence of the interests of the increasingly
powerful coca-funded ‘narcobourgeois’.”” (In 1982 MAS killed ninety-
six people, issued a number of death threats and was responsible for
forty-six counts of torture.)”’ Americas Watch reported that these drug-
financed paramilitary groups ‘perform a variety of functions: they can
act as “civil defense groups” to resist guerrilla pressures; they provide
security for coca plantations, emerald mines and cattle ranches ... [and
also] perform complicated kidnappings and murders ... as well as to
commit mass killings’. The groups ‘are assisted by large landowners’
who, along with ‘managers for other business concerns (such as mines
and fruit plantations), finger targets for the killings’, while local and
‘regional military chiefs provide intelligence on the identity and where-
abouts of some targets, and contribute the crucial factor of impunity for
the perpetrators’.”> Common to these paramilitary organizations were
their targets that included ‘members of the rural community, peasant
or labor organizations or persons suspected of sympathizing with or
aiding the guerrillas’, as well as their links to the Colombian military
and powerful sectors of Colombian society.”” For example, MAS was
supported by and made up of Colombian military operatives. In 1983
the Colombia Procurator General released a report ‘naming fifty-nine
active-duty military men among the 163 members of MAS he had been
able to identify’.”* A large number of these military men had been trained
in the SOA, with Colombian General, Ramén Emilia Gil Bermtdez,
invited back to the SOA as a guest speaker in 1988, five years after his
involvement in MAS had been exposed.”

The UP was particularly hard hit by Colombian military and para-
military forces during the peace process and beyond. Despite the fact
that it was formed only in 1985, coupled with its modest resources and
the repression its activists had suffered at the hands of the paramilitaries,
the UP had enjoyed some success in the 1986 national elections and
managed to secure 5 per cent of the votes. It had also had a number of
mayors, council officers, congress people and senators elected.”® Although
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attacks on UP members had occurred prior to the election, the modest
success of the UP triggered a wave of repression by Colombian military
and paramilitary forces. By 1990, two of its presidential candidates had
been assassinated while at least 846 party members had been killed.”
By the mid-1990s over 3,000 UP activists had been murdered by Colom-
bian paramilitary forces. Javier Giraldo has documented that since the
UP’s foundation, a UP member has been assassinated every fifty-three
hours, and in the run-up to post-1986 elections the assassinations have
increased to one every twenty-six hours.”® In the same year that the
UP was established, the United Confederation of Workers (CUT) was
formed. It consisted of a majority of Colombia’s trade unions and was
designed to represent democratically workers’ interests in negotiations
with both the Colombian state and employers. Like the UP, the CUT
suffered severe repression with 230 members murdered in its first year
alone, most of whom had been found to have been ‘brutally tortured’
(according to the North American NGO, the Washington Office on Latin
America).” Similarly, the vast majority of those disappeared in Colombia
— abducted and later found murdered — continued to be trade unionists,
human rights workers and grassroots organizers. In 1989, a UN Working
Group concluded that in the majority of cases circumstantial evidence
‘strongly suggests or precise information clearly demonstrates involve-
ment of units of the armed forces or security services in enforced or
involuntary disappearances’.® This repression, particularly against the
UP, has served to perpetuate the violence in Colombia and insulate
Colombia’s political system from reformist pressures.

Particularly telling was US support for the Colombian military
throughout the peace process. The USA consistently failed to condemn
human rights abuses committed by Colombian military personnel in its
annual human rights reports produced by the State Department.* The
most significant aspect of US policy was the continued flow of arms and
CI training for the Colombian military throughout the peace process.
In 1984 alone (the year of the official ‘ceasefire’), the USA sent over
$50 million in arms to Colombia’s security forces. With the symbiotic
relationship between the Colombian military and paramilitary forces,
US military aid was by extension also ending up with the paramilitary
groups; moreover, the School of the Americas trained 4,844 Colombian
personnel in CI between 1984 and 1990.* US miilitary aid and training
for CI thus served both to legitimize the repression of the Colombian
military and effectively to undermine the peace negotiations. What can
we conclude from this account?

This chapter has argued that US CI strategy became the principal
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form of US coercive statecraft throughout Latin America during the Cold
War. Officially, US CI strategy was justified by reference to the bipolar
confrontation. As illustrated above, the USA officially viewed insurgency
as either providing conditions for possible communist expansion or as
an actual manifestation of Soviet expansionism: ‘Recent history has
been characterized by the frequent occurrences of insurgencies which
have usually taken place in developing and/or emerging nations ...
Frequently, such insurgencies have been Communist inspired or have
become subversive in nature ... In recent years the Communists have
instigated or supported insurgencies in many parts of the world as a
means of expanding their sphere of influence and/or control.” How-
ever, this chapter has shown that within the CI discourse promulgated
by US CI strategists, communist insurgency was defined so broadly as
to encompass practically any form of dissent. Through its designation
and construction of any type of reformism or progressive political activ-
ity as inherently subversive, coupled with the open advocacy of state
terrorism, US CI strategy served to legitimate widespread repression
while protecting and preserving social orders deemed favourable to US
interests. The legacy of this discourse is clear: the vast majority of the
victims of CI warfare have been non-combatants.

Colombia’s political system has long been designed to function in the
interests of its minority elite. The political instability generated by the
assassination of Gaitan and the resolution of this crisis through the for-
mation of the National Front arrangement served further to entrench the
power of Colombia’s elites. The FARC, along with other guerrilla organ-
izations, grew out of rural inequality, state violence and the failure of
Colombia’s political system to accommodate any moves democratically
to redress Colombia’s vastly unequal distribution of national resources.
Furthermore, US CI strategy was explicitly set up to defend the National
Front arrangement through the pacification of both the armed insurgents
and popular pressures for socio-economic reform. The peace process that
began in the early 1980s attempted to restructure Colombia’s relation-
ship to the guerrilla groups and open up Colombia’s democratic system.
The USA remained hostile to the negotiations throughout the peace pro-
cess and most tellingly US military aid and training for the Colombian
military continued unabated while new paramilitary groups were being
formed by the Colombian military to exterminate UP members and
civilians deemed inimical. In sum, US CI strategy has sought to insulate
the Colombian state from popular pressures for reform. The principal
mechanism for this strategy has been the use of widespread and pervasive
state terrorism, justified under the rubric of Cold War anti-communism.
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Despite the end of the Cold War, US military aid has not only continued
but towards the end of the 1990s it radically increased and made Colom-
bia the third largest recipient of US military aid in the world. However,
accompanying this increasing military aid has been a change in the dis-
courses justifying this aid. These discourses have switched from an official
justification of anti-communism to anti-narcotics and, post-September
11, a new ‘war on terror’.
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5 | From communism to the war on terror

Since the end of the Cold War the USA has argued that its military
objectives in Colombia have switched from Cold War anti-communist
CI to a new strategy of counter-narcotics and counter-terrorism. On the
face of it, this makes sense given the end of the Cold War. However,
since the end of the Cold War the USA has continued to fund and
support a pervasive strategy of CI in Colombia that has been reliant on
the principal Colombian drug traffickers and terrorists. Alongside the
continuity in this strategy has been a continuity in the targets, although
there have been some changes in the means used. These targets con-
tinue to be both the armed insurgent movements and broad swathes
of Colombian civil society that threaten US economic and strategic
interests both in Colombia and in South America more broadly. What
has in fact changed are the pretexts used to justify US policy, which have
shifted from anti-communism to counter-drugs and counter-terrorism.
Furthermore, and more crucially, these new pretexts serve to obscure
the continuity of the USA’s strategy of military funding and training
for CI state terrorism that has made Colombia the world’s third largest
recipient of US military aid with over $2 billion given between 2000
and 2002 alone.'

While the USA had been providing some counter-narcotics assistance
to Colombia since the mid-1970s, by the end of the Cold War the ‘war
on drugs’ increasingly came to replace the ‘war on communism’ as the
primary justification for continued US military aid to South American
governments. A State Department counter-drug strategy paper argued
in June 1989 that the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in South
America had to ‘draw more equipment and doctrine from the military as
the task at hand ceases to be the traditional law enforcement for which
the agency was created’. The report added that the US goal “should be
a steady withdrawal of DEA’ from a counter-drug role ‘as military and
economic assistance allows local [military] forces to take up these tasks’.?
Then President George Bush Sr codified this new commitment when
he argued that the ‘logic is simple”: in the new post-Cold War era the
‘cheapest way to eradicate narcotics is to destroy them at their source’
by wiping out ‘crops wherever they are grown’ and taking out the ‘labs
wherever they exist’.> He went on to argue that in the post-Cold War



era the ‘rules have changed. When requested, we will for the first time
make available the appropriate resources of America’s armed forces’ for
the new war on drugs.* As such, US military aid was increasingly sent
through both general and counter-narcotics funding channels.

In September 1989 Bush announced the Andean Initiative, a five-year
plan that sought to send $2.2 billion to the Andean countries of Bolivia,
Peru and Colombia and which made these states the leading recipients
of US military aid in Latin America.” For Colombia, a condition for
receiving the aid was the restructuring of the economy to make it
more open to the penetration of US capital. In 1990, in return for this
‘economic opening’ and the implementation of neo-liberal restructur-
ing, the then Colombian President César Augusto Gaviria was rewarded
with $65 million in US military aid and 100 US military advisers (mostly
US special forces) to aid and assist Colombian security forces in their
alleged new counter-narcotics role.® The neo-liberal reforms decreased
tariffs on imported goods which in turn impacted negatively on Colom-
bia’s domestic economy and unemployment figures and contributed to
a massive trade deficit of $4.2 billion eight years later.” Despite this,
however, the US Congress passed Section 1004 of the National Defense
Authorization Act in 1991 that reoriented US military aid and training
towards the new war on drugs. Section 1004, for the first time, granted
the US Department of Defense (DoD) the authority to transfer or fund
‘transportation, reconnaissance, training, intelligence, and base support’
for “‘counternarcotic purposes’.® Section 1004 became one of the principal
funding channels of US military aid to Colombia after the Cold War
and remains one of the least transparent funding programmes run by
the USA’

From its inception the Andean Initiative radically expanded the role
of the Colombian military, the US DoD, and the CIA in the new mission
of counter-narcotics. Crucially, however, it also conflated insurgency
movements with drug trafficking. For example, an Interagency Working
Group Draft paper published just prior to the Andean Initiative outlined
a number of different scenarios for US policy. The paper envisaged a
comprehensive military and economic aid package and argued that
‘counter-narcotics operations require the military to deal with insur-
gents’ while ‘better law enforcement and counterinsurgency efforts
require better intelligence’. The counter-drug scenario outlined within
the paper, and which subsequently most closely resembled that adopted
by President Bush, was said to have ‘the corollary benefit of helping
democratic governments fight growing insurgent movements’.'* National
Security Directive 18, which outlined the programme finally adopted by
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the Bush administration, argued that the Andean Initiative ‘will involve
expanded assistance to indigenous police, military, and intelligence offi-
cials” and can be used to assist ‘them to regain control of their countries
from an insidious combination of insurgents and drug traffickers” with
the ‘common features’ of counter-drug programmes in Peru, Bolivia
and Colombia including an increased ‘military assistance to neutralize
guerrilla support for trafficking”."" Thus, from its inception the Andean
Initiative linked insurgents and drug traffickers, and the eradication of
‘narco-guerrillas’ became the core justification for continued US military
aid to Colombia. This represented a shift in the primary justification
for US policy. While remaining consistently anti-insurgency, US national
security interests were said to have shifted from the containment of
insurgents allegedly linked to international communism to the contain-
ment of insurgents allegedly linked to international drug traffickers. In
this way there remained continuity in the targets of US policy, but a
discontinuity in its publicly stated rationale.

Alongside this justification, however, there existed a major discrep-
ancy between the designation of the guerrillas as the principal drug
traffickers to US markets and the views of the USA’s lead agencies in
the so-called war on drugs. Both the CIA and the DEA rejected the
characterization of the Colombian insurgents as the primary drug traf-
fickers. For example, a secret CIA report written in 1992 acknowledged
that the FARC had become increasingly involved in drugs through their
‘taxing’ of the trade in areas under their geographical control and that
in some cases the insurgents protected trafficking infrastructure to
further fund their insurgency. The FARC have long taxed numerous
businesses within their areas of control, and according to Nazih Richani
have ‘written codes of taxation’ which have facilitated the accountability
of the FARC to local businesses. The taxes raised tend to go towards
sustaining the insurgency as well as providing local services such as
schools and other social infrastructure. The FARC have also tended to
act as arbiters between drug traffickers and peasant cultivators through
the regulation of local markets through ensuring fair prices for peas-
ant cultivators.”” This has invariably led to tension between the FARC
and traffickers, and this is confirmed by the CIA report. It states that
relations between drug traffickers and the Colombian insurgents are
‘characterized by both cooperation and friction’. The report also adds
that although ‘traffickers occasionally benefit from guerrilla protection,
they resent the insurgents and have sometimes used force to resist their
encroachment’. The report continues that ‘we do not believe that the
drug industry [in Colombia] would be substantially disrupted in the short

THE WAR ON TERROR | 86



term by attacks against guerrillas. Indeed, many traffickers would prob-
ably welcome, and even assist, increased operations against insurgents.’*?
A 1994 intelligence report produced by the DEA similarly argued that
the interaction between insurgents and traffickers ‘is characterized by
both cooperation and conflict’. The report draws three major conclu-
sions. First, any connections between the Colombian insurgents and drug
trafficking organizations are merely ad hoc ‘alliances of convenience’.
Second, the independent involvement of the insurgents ‘in Colombia’s
domestic drug production, transportation, and distribution is limited’.
Third, and more crucially, however, the report concludes that the DEA
‘has no evidence that [the insurgents] have been involved in the trans-
portation, distribution, or marketing of illicit drugs in the United States
or Europe’. It goes on to note that the ‘DEA believes that the insurgents
never will be major players in Colombia’s drug trade’."* There was thus a
significant discrepancy between the stated justifications for the continued
funding of the Colombian military under the Andean Initiative and the
views of the USA’s own leading counter-drug organizations as to who
exactly the principal drug trafficking organizations were. As the rest of
this chapter shows, this linking of insurgent movements in Colombia
with both drugs and international terrorism has remained consistent.
Concomitantly, the key US counter-drug and international agencies
within Colombia have remained consistent in arguing that Colombian
insurgent movements are not the primary drug traffickers or indeed
terrorists in Colombia. There thus exists a major discrepancy between
the stated goals of US policy and the actual targets and effects.

From Bush to Clinton: the decertification of Colombia

Given the evidence of the CIA and DEA, it is unsurprising that Bush’s
Andean Initiative failed to make any significant changes to the amounts
of drugs entering the USA. Indeed, in the first year of the Andean Initi-
ative the price of heroin and cocaine entering the US dropped in value
and increased in purity.” A 1994 RAND report confirmed this trend by
showing that a supply-side “war on drugs” was in fact the least effective
way to control illegal narcotics entering the USA. The study found that
providing treatment to cocaine users within the USA is ten times more
effective at reducing drug abuse than drug interdiction schemes and
twenty-three times more effective than the supply-side ‘war on drugs’.
The report continued that to achieve a 1 per cent reduction in US cocaine
consumption, the United States could spend an additional $34 million
on drug treatment programmes at home, or twenty times more, $783
million, on efforts to eradicate narcotics in source countries.'® Despite
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these findings, under the presidency of Bill Clinton, US policy in Col-
ombia continued to be overwhelmingly justified by counter-narcotics
rhetoric with US aid remaining fairly consistent."

Between 1996 and 1997, however, the policy of the Clinton adminis-
tration is popularly perceived to have altered with US counter-narcotic
assistance to Colombia delayed or cut off. This was in response to
allegations that the then President of Colombia and leader of the
Liberal Party, Ernesto Samper, whose presidency ran from 1994 until
1998, maintained links to drugs cartels.'”® The USA was also allegedly
concerned about ongoing abuses of human rights by the Colombian
military. These twin concerns led to the decertification of Colombia
by the USA which, since the mid-1980s, has certified whether states in
Latin America have been cooperating in its alleged war on drugs. Offi-
cially, this meant that Colombia would no longer receive military aid
during the period of decertification.” Aside from the original Andean
Initiative which shifted the stated rationale for the continuity of US
security assistance to the Colombian military, the decertification of
Colombia under Samper represents the most significant development
in post-Cold War US policy towards Colombia prior to the major escala-
tion of US aid in the late 1990s under Plan Colombia. Much has been
made of this aid and training cut-off and it is frequently cited to support
the argument that US policy in Colombia is overwhelmingly driven by
counter-narcotics concerns and not by a CI strategy. The question is, if
US policy is primarily characterized by CI, why did it eliminate military
aid over concerns about the narcotics links between senior Colombian
government officials and drug traffickers and the continued abuse of
human rights by Colombian security forces?

Russell Crandall, for example, has argued that counter-narcotics and
human rights concerns have always remained the ‘overall priority” of
post-Cold War US policy in Colombia.” Crandall has also cited the
decertification of Colombia during the Samper years as evidence that
US military aid was not connected to CI, and thus not implicated in
human rights abuses committed by paramilitaries linked to the Colom-
bian military. In critiquing my own work, Crandall has argued that ‘it
was during 1997 and 1998, when the US barely had contact with the
Colombian military due to consecutive US decertification decisions,
that the paramilitaries began their explosive increase in strength and
numbers’.*" The two programmes that were cut during the period of
decertification were the USA’'s Foreign Military Financing (FMF) and
the International Military Education and Training (IMET) programme.
What is missing from this account, however, is the fact that while FMF
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and the State Department’s IMET programme were frozen, other fund-
ing not only continued to flow but actually made up for the shortfall.”
This continuity of ‘security’ assistance took two primary forms: the
continued supply of arms and the continued training of Colombian
security personnel for CL

For example, in 1996 the USA supplied over $64 million in weapons
combined with twelve Huey combat helicopters and twelve Blackhawk
helicopters. The Blackhawks alone were sold to Colombia for $169 mil-
lion.”” These helicopters aided Colombian CI operations. In relation to
the sale of the twelve Blackhawk helicopters, Barbara Larkin, Assistant
Secretary of State for Legislative Affairs, argued that the Colombian
army required the Blackhawks for a “variety of missions’ that included
‘its own counter-narcotics operations’ and ‘counterinsurgency’. Although
Larkin recognized that the Colombian army ‘does not intend to use
them solely for counter-narcotics purposes’, this did not represent any
problems, as the US State Department had not ‘sought such assurances’
for fear that the Colombian military might instead buy ‘Russian, French
or Canadian helicopters’.* In a background paper, the US State Depart-
ment claimed that the sale of the Blackhawks to the Colombian army
would ‘allow the Army to conduct missions which have more of a
guerrilla component’. In arguing for the sale of the helicopters to the
army instead of the Colombian National Police (CNP), the State Depart-
ment claimed: “The CNP is, to a degree, less likely to find themselves in
pitched fire-fights than the Army, which has primary responsibility for
counterinsurgency missions.”” Another State Department background
paper highlighted that the insurgents ‘along with the traffickers’ have
‘been inflicting heavy casualties on government forces, both police and
military’, with the CNP taking 3000 casualties in this real war against
these guerrillas and their drug trafficking allies’. The paper continued
that the guerrillas have ‘shot down 5 Huey helicopters and some eradica-
tion airplanes, as well’.”

A more plausible explanation for the decertification is that when the
USA was presented with credible evidence that Samper had received
funds from the Cali-based drug trafficking cartel, including the arrest
and confession of Samper’s presidential campaign manager, the USA
faced a crisis of legitimacy in so far as it could not be seen to be deal-
ing with a Colombian president so publicly linked to drug traffickers.
The public decertification and the alleged military aid cut-off served
to plug this legitimacy gap while shifting military funding to different
channels, such as the State Department’s International Narcotics Control
(INC) programme. This is also clearly illustrated by the continuity of
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US military training that was again allegedly frozen during the period
of decertification. The Joint Command Exchange Training (JCET) pro-
gramme is a US DoD-run programme that, in the words of Defense
Department spokesman Kenneth Bacon, ‘involves sending small teams of
special forces people out to work with the militaries of other countries’.””
According to the military officers involved in the JCET programme,
civilian and State Department oversight of the programme was ‘minimal,
to nonexistent’, with US Special Forces advisers training ‘hundreds of
Colombian troops in “shoot and maneuver” techniques, counter ter-
rorism and intelligence gathering’ during the period of decertification
and the alleged security assistance cut-off.*® Training under the JCET
programme was said to be for counter-narcotics, but a senior US officer
in Colombia explained that the US ‘can call anything counter-drugs. If
you are going to train to take out a target, it doesn’t make much dif-
ference if you call it a drug lab or a guerrilla camp. There’s not much
difference between counter-drug and counterinsurgency.” He went on
to explain, however, that the ‘insurgency’ word is no longer used, as
‘it is politically too sensitive’.” More ominously, the JCET training
conducted in Colombia was legally free of any restraints in relation to
human rights. According to the Washington Post, US officers involved in
the JCET missions in Colombia did not evaluate the Colombian military
units being trained for potential human rights violations as this might
‘interfere with the unit’s ability to work together’.”® US military training
thus continued during the alleged period of decertification, with the line
between what constitutes counter-narcotics and CI training for all intents
and purposes non-existent. This was confirmed when I interviewed Stan
Goft, a former US Special Forces trainer in Colombia:

You were told, and the American public was being told, if they were told
anything at all, that this was counter-narcotics training. The training I
conducted was anything but that. It was pretty much updated Vietnam-
style counter-insurgency doctrine. We were advised that this is what we
would do, and we were further advised to refer to it as counter-narcotics
training, should anyone ask. It was extremely clear to us that the coun-
ter-narcotics thing was an official cover story. The only thing we talked
with the actual leaders of the training units about was the guerrillas.

When asked, ‘Can counter-drug training be used for counter-
insurgency, and what, if any, are the main differences?, Goff replied:

The more instructive question might be, can counter-insurgency training
be used for counter-drug training? The answer is, it depends. Certainly
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there are some generic skills, shooting, navigating overland, planning
and coordination, that apply to any kind of operation that has a quasi-
military character. But not only did we not train counter-drug specific
tasks, we weren’t qualified to do so. This is the domain of police agen-
cies. What official spokespersons will say, of course, is that the guerrillas
are the narcotics traffickers. Therefore, the counter-insurgency doctrine
is necessary to get to these ‘narco-guerrillas’.*'

It is clear, then, that the period of decertification did not represent
a break or discontinuity in US policy towards Colombia, and in fact US
military aid actually increased in relation to earlier years. The USAs
General Accounting Office (GAO) stated as much when it admitted
that the International Narcotics Control (INC) funding had ‘more than
doubled in 1997, in part to make up for shortfalls caused by the cut-off
of FMF’ during the period of decertification.*

As outlined above, during the period of decertification the insurgents
became increasingly more confident, which in turn worried US planners.
During the decertification period massive peasant mobilizations took
place against Samper’s government, while the Colombian army suffered
a series of defeats by the guerrillas, which according to the National
Security Archive were ‘the most devastating actions taken by guerrilla
groups in years’.”> A senior US administration official observed that the
Colombian government ‘is in trouble’ with 50 per cent of Colombian
national territory no longer “‘under government control’.** US military
analysts had compiled reports on the growing strength of the FARC
and ‘counted 80 instances in which the FARC massed at least 300 men
to attack army contingents and defeated the government troops every
time”.” This led to the resumption of full US aid in September 1997,
and early in 1998 the USA began officially to widen the scope of its aid
to the Colombian military to encompass overt CI activities. According
to the Washington Post, however, the aid was to be limited to a specific
geographical area called ‘the box” which covered ‘roughly the southern
half of the country” where the alleged alliance between the guerrillas
and the drug traffickers is clearest’.’ Thus, the Colombian military could
now ‘officially’ use US-supplied arms and training for CI purposes in
the areas where the insurgents were strongest. This provision, however,
was amended in 2000, and according to the US Embassy in Colombia
‘the box” was widened to encompass the ‘entire national territory of the
Republic of Colombia, including its territorial waters recognized by the
International Law (sic), and its airspace’.”” In short, all the conditions at-
tached to US military aid were now officially loosened. Barry McCaffrey,
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then head of the US Office of National Drug Control Policy, argued that
this widening of the official purpose of US military aid would serve to
stem ‘the ever expanding nexus between guerrilla movements ... and
international drug trafficking organizations’ that are an “unprecedented
threat to the rule of law, democratic institutions, and the very fabric of
[Colombian] society’.*® Under the presidency of Bill Clinton, US military
aid to Colombia would reach unprecedented proportions.

Clinton’s legacy: ‘Plan Colombia’

Andres Pastrana was elected President of Colombia in 1999. Pastrana’s
election ended the twelve-year reign of the Liberal Party in Colombia,
with Pastrana gaining 51 per cent of the vote.” According to the New
York Times, after ten years of intensified neo-liberal reforms, Colombia
was experiencing the ‘worst recession in decades, a growing debt burden
and an unemployment rate that has reached nearly 20 percent’, which
in turn added to the perception of Colombia as a country increasingly
gripped by crisis.“ However, this did not stop Pastrana advocating the
intensification of neo-liberal reforms and the increased openness of
Colombia’s economy to the penetration of US transnational corpora-
tions. Pastrana also faced a crisis in so far as the FARC were becoming
increasingly powerful in Colombia’s southern regions where they had
tended to concentrate their forces. This was recognized by US planners.
Rand Beers, Assistant Secretary of State for International Narcotics and
Law Enforcement Affairs, argued that, under Pastrana, ‘Colombia stands
at a critical crossroads” with ‘considerable dangers for US interests, but
also significant opportunities. The policy choices we make in the next
several months and the assistance we provide could have a significant
impact on Colombia’s future, helping to determine whether it con-
tinues its long, slow descent toward chaos or begins to recover.”*' The
instability in Colombia was also linked to wider regional security and
US interests. Madeleine Albright, then US Secretary of State, argued:
‘Colombia’s problems extend beyond its borders and have implications
for regional security and stability.’** The policy choice eventually adopted
by the Clinton administration was a massively expanded military aid
programme called ‘Plan Colombia’.

Pastrana originally proposed Plan Colombia as a $7.5 billion aid pack-
age designed to address the country’s interwoven problems of extensive
narco-trafficking, civil war and economic underdevelopment. The Plan’s
publicly explicit goals were the intensification of neo-liberal privatization,
a negotiated peace process with the rebels and the eradication of narco-
trafficking. A Colombian Foreign Ministry official argued that Colombia
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is “‘working toward a much larger engagement with the United States,
involving combating narcotics, strengthening our battlefield capabilities
and economic issues ... It is a much broader engagement than just the
narcotics issue because all our problems are linked.”* Four billion dollars
was supposed to come from Colombia itself, mainly through the privat-
ization of publicly owned utilities.* Pastrana called upon other countries
and international lending organizations to supply the rest, with Albright
stating that the ‘United States has been working with the International
Monetary Fund, the World Bank and other partners to insure that needed
assistance is available’ for Colombia.” Eventually, only a few European
nations committed to the Plan with Spain committing the largest amount
(8100 million). Most European countries held back primarily because of
the militarized focus of US aid, which allocated $1.3 billion to the Plan,
primarily in the form of military aid.* This money significantly changed
Plan Colombia from a regional development initiative, as originally envis-
aged by Pastrana, to an aggressive military engagement with what were
still characterized by the USA as the FARC ‘narco-guerrillas’.

In total, Colombia was allocated $860 million under Plan Colombia
(with Bolivia, Peru and Ecuador receiving the rest), of which 75 per cent
was in the form of military aid. Through the provision of the money
and the subsequent conditions attached to it, the USA significantly shifted
the emphasis from rural development and civil society building to the
militarization of Colombia’s southern regions where the FARC were
strongest due to their historical ties to the peasantry.”” The principal
funding for Plan Colombia was under the State Department’s Inter-
national Narcotics Control programme. Plan Colombia thus represented
the most significant escalation of post-Cold War US commitment to
Colombia in the form of a significantly escalated US militarization using
the justification of a war on drugs. Contained within the Plan were three
clearly articulated objectives: economic development, coca eradication
and the improvement of human rights.*

The US government argued that a commitment to economic de-
velopment was integral to Plan Colombia. Pastrana outlined the cen-
trality of poverty in the explosion of violence and narco-trafficking in
Colombia:

Most of the program that we want to invest in the Plan Colombia wants
to go really into implement policies on health, on structural reforms,
strengthening our institutions, human rights and alternative develop-
ment and social investment. We want to get into the real essence of the
problem: that is, bringing back to Colombia prosperity and health and
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richness to our people, and that’s the way of eradicating drugs from our
soil and from our territory.*

In 1998 the USA spent $750,000 on alternative development pro-
grammes for the displaced peasants and coca growers in Colombia who
had lost their main source of income through US-sponsored fumigation
efforts. Under Plan Colombia the US government proposed $68.5 million
for alternative development that took the form of ‘community pacts’.
These pacts were agreements between the Colombian government and
those coca farmers whose total coca crop constituted three or fewer
hectares. The USA stated that if these coca farmers would voluntarily
eradicate their crops, the pacts would provide monetary and technical
assistance with substitution crops such as maize, mango or coffee. By
July 2001, in the Putumayo region, approximately 37,000 families had
signed the pacts (the area most effected by the spraying of anti-coca
herbicides). Additionally, $15 million of the economic development aid
was to go to peasants who would inevitably be displaced as a direct
result of the militarization of Colombia’s southern regions. This money
was in addition to $22.5 million allocated within Plan Colombia for
the 1.5 million internally displaced people within Colombia’s borders
and constituted 20 per cent of the total of Plan Colombia.” Thomas
Pickering, then US Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, argued
that this developmental aid was vital as it will ‘counterbalance drug
trafficking, in that it will help create alternative legal employment that
will counteract against employment generated by drug trafficking as
well as the same armed organizations that feed off it’. Pickering stated
that the alleged success of the developmental schemes used in Bolivia
and Peru where ‘you can use the community to police the others to
ensure that there’s no return to coca cultivation” provided a model for
US efforts in Colombia.”* While the economic development aspects of
Plan Colombia were a welcome addition for Colombia’s civilians, a
number of facts seriously refute Washington’s claim to be promoting
alternative development within Colombia.

The sum of $68.5 million for alternative development projects for
Colombia was less than Bolivia’s $85 million for fiscal year 2000. This
is an uneven emphasis when we consider the escalation of military
activity within Colombia and the subsequent refugee flows that have
resulted from Plan Colombia’s implementation.”> The Washington Office
on Latin America concluded that in 2001 a record number of 341,000
‘people fled their homes ... making Colombia the world’s fourth-largest
host of internally displaced people, with over two million in a country
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of 40 million’.”” Compounding this situation is the fact that, by April
2002, only 8,500 of the 37,000 families that had signed up for the pacts
had received any money. Commenting on the social pacts, the Latin
American Affairs chief at USAID, Adolfo Franco, told a US House sub-
committee that it was a ‘myth’ to believe that ‘large-scale assistance
to provide new sources of income to 37,000 families can be identified,
tested and delivered in one year’.* The Center for International Policy
has argued that ‘USAID is re-tooling its alternative-development effort
in a way that, officials hope, will encourage coca-growers to move away
from Putumayo, preferably to town centers’,” with Under Secretary of
State for Political Affairs Marc Grossman explaining that, [iJf you can
employ somebody outside of the county, and they will move there for
a job, it’s something that they ought to do’.”®

The social and economic component of Plan Colombia thus closely
resembles standard CI doctrine of displacing target populations consid-
ered potentially pro-insurgency, and concentrating them in controllable
(often urban) areas. The principal mechanism for civilian displacement
has been the militarization of, and the insertion of paramilitary forces
into, the conflict zones affected by Plan Colombia. The United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has shown that forced dis-
placement increased by 100 per cent during the first half of 2002, com-
pared to the same period in 2001, with the vast majority of the internally
displaced forced to move due to paramilitary threats and violence.”
The use of herbicides dropped from crop-dusting planes as part of Plan
Colombia has also been effective in displacing communities. For example,
the crop-dusting techniques have led to wide-scale food crop destruction
throughout the regions affected by Plan Colombia. This in turn has led
to large-scale civilian displacement and hunger, with Lesley Gill arguing
that the use of herbicides on food crops ‘raises disturbing questions
both about Washington’s commitment to alternative development and
about the real aims of its fumigation program in guerrilla strongholds’.”®
This closely reflects aspects of standard CI doctrine highlighted in the
previous chapter. For example, it is reminiscent of the call to relocate
‘entire hamlets or villages [or] suspected individuals and families to
unfamiliar neighborhoods’ so as to isolate the people from potential
insurgents.”” Pastrana stated that the ‘real essence of the problem is
bringing back to Colombia prosperity and health and richness to our
people’.® If poverty is the cause of drug cultivation, then it would make
sense to put most of the money from Plan Colombia into developmental
programmes, crop substitution schemes, land reform and so on. This
would have a dual effect. First, displaced peasants who might otherwise
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join the paramilitaries or guerrilla groups would have jobs and thus
incomes. Second, through the provision of economic development the
economic grievances that often inflame insurgency would be lessened.
However, only 20 per cent of the overall money allocated within Plan
Colombia will be spent on socio-economic aid. The rest has been spent
on advanced military hardware supplied by major US defence contrac-
tors. The original proposal put forward by Pastrana’s government called
for a 55 per cent military aid and a 45 per cent developmental aid split
within the $1.3 billion plan. In the final US proposal, over 80 per cent
of the money went to the Colombian military.®' This US militarization of
the Plan also weakened potential support of European countries that
Colombia had originally hoped would contribute to the overall $7.5
billion funding package.®

The USA has also argued that Plan Colombia promotes human rights.
There are two main ways in which human rights are allegedly factored
into the Plan: the establishment of a secure environment and the Leahy
Law on human rights monitoring. Clinton’s Assistant Secretary of State
of the Western Hemisphere Affairs Bureau, Peter F. Romero, argued
that ‘Colombia must re-establish authority over narcotics producing
“sanctuaries”. [Alny comprehensive solution to Colombia’s problems
must include the reestablishment of government authority over these
lawless areas. To achieve this, we propose to give the GOC [Government
of Colombia] the air mobility to reach deep into these lawless zones and
establish a secure environment for GOC officials and NGOs to extend
basic services to these long deprived areas.’

This is supposed to establish a secure environment for officials
and non-governmental organizations to provide essential services as a
prerequisite for encouraging economic growth and inward investment.
General Charles Wilhelm, Commander-in-Chief of the USA’s South-
ern Command, stated: “While I share the widely held opinion that the
ultimate solution to Colombia’s internal problems lies in negotiations, I
am convinced that success on the battlefield provides the leverage that
is a precondition for meaningful and productive negotiations.” The
underlying rationale is the perception that rebel-held territory provides
a safe haven for drugs production and the recruitment of cadres for the
guerrilla movements. The pre-existence of the FARC zones of control
requires a military solution both to extend the rule of law (and thus
bring these areas under control) and to weaken the insurgents’ power
and bring them to the negotiating table.

The second supposed guarantee of human rights is the use of the
Leahy Law whereby ‘all assistance to the Colombian armed forces is
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contingent upon human rights screening. No assistance will be provided
to any unit of the Colombian military for which there is credible evid-
ence of serious human rights violations by its members.”” The USA
argues that this will ensure that US equipment and training will not be
directed towards any members of the Colombian military involved in
gross human rights violations. Furthermore, a US—Colombian End Use
Monitoring Agreement of August 1997 provided for the screening of unit
members for past corruption. The agreement also requires Colombia’s
Defence Ministry to submit certification of ongoing investigations of
alleged human rights abusers within Colombian military units every six
months. In 1998 the USA refused assistance to three Colombian military
units on the basis of their human rights record.

Despite these arguments, the Colombian military has one of the worst
human rights records in the Western hemisphere and has continued to
maintain strong links with the paramilitaries throughout the post-Cold
War period. Furthermore, there is a pervasive culture of impunity as a
result of which members of the Colombian military shown to have com-
mitted human rights violations are rarely brought to justice.”” Far from
bringing security to what Romero calls ‘lawless zones’, the Colombian
military has continued to bring lawlessness and murder to the peasant
inhabitants of Colombia, as reported by international and Colombian
human rights organizations.”® As Plan Colombia’s funding begins to
flow there has been a corresponding increase in Colombian military
human rights violations with an explosion of paramilitary violence.®”
Although the Leahy Law is intended to address the issue of military
human rights abuse by refusing to supply, train or equip any army unit
where collusion with paramilitaries can be proven to have taken place,
there are dangerous weaknesses in the implementation of this law that
effectively render it useless.

First, instead of vetting older units in the Colombian military for
soldiers who have committed human rights violations, ‘counter-narcotics’
units are being formed from scratch. In this way, the emphasis in the
Colombian military is on forming newly vetted units rather than inves-
tigating the ‘bad apples’ in the older units.

Second, a soldier from a disbanded unit can still receive training if his
personal record is clean. He can then go back to his unit and pass on
training. In effect this means that tainted soldiers within banned units
can still receive training as long as they are not present initially when
US military advisers are giving it.

Third, the Leahy Law relies on a large amount of transparency on
the part of the USA. Every year the USA publishes the Foreign Military
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Training Report (FMTR). The Center for International Policy regularly
monitors the FMTR and publishes research findings based on its infor-
mation. They have shown that between 1999 and 2002 the USA had
increased the classification of information contained in the FMTR. This
prevented “all without classified access from monitoring implementation
of the “Leahy Law” human rights restrictions” which had in reports
prior to the increased classification shown that ‘vetted individuals from
Colombian Army brigades banned from receiving unit-level assistance
were being trained’ in direct contravention of the Leahy Law.”” The
classification of the FMTR thus made it ‘impossible to oversee the US
government’s implementation of the Leahy Amendment’ during the
crucial period of US military aid escalation under Plan Colombia.” While
the 2003 FMTR has eased the classification problems, it still fails to list
the specific units in receipt of US funds and merely identifies recipients
as Colombian “police’ or ‘army’ units. This is a crucial omission given
the necessity of monitoring specific units in receipt of US funds and
their past history. In short, due to the decreased transparency of the
FMTR during the US military aid increase in the late 1990s, there was
no way of knowing whether the illegal training of Colombian military
units took place, while current reporting is not specific enough to allow
effective and ongoing monitoring.

Fourth, while the Leahy Law encompasses most forms of military
funding, the version of Leahy on Defense Department-funded aid, for
example Section 1004, is much weaker than INC funding channels.
Moreover, monitoring of Section 1004 funding does not apply to military
exercises, arms sales and some forms of intelligence-sharing.”

Fifth, in implementing human rights vetting in Colombia, the USA
solicits a list from the Colombian Defense Ministry of military personnel
deemed to be free of human rights violations. However, in determining
whether a potential trainee meets this criterion, the Colombian Defense
Ministry checks both the Colombian court system and Colombia’s
Internal Affairs Agency. Importantly, this review ignores cases where
credible evidence exists but has not yet resulted in any formal charges
against the named individual. Human Rights Watch note that formal
charges often take years to be filed under the Colombian judicial system
largely because of underfunding and understaffing (which in itself gives
an indication of institutional priorities).” When we couple this with
the climate of fear that exists in Colombia and the frequent targeting
of civilians who have accused Colombian military personnel of human
rights abuses, this represents a serious weakness in US human rights
monitoring in Colombia.
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Lastly, the use of private contractors by Washington obscures legal
oversight and end-use monitoring of training and arms. US mercenary
companies like DynCorp Inc. and Military Professional Resources Inc.
(MPRI) have provided logistical support and training to the Colombian
military. These private contractors maintain databases of thousands of
former US military and intelligence operatives who can be called upon for
temporary assignment in the field.” This “public—private partnership’ is
convenient in a number of ways. It allows Washington to deploy military
know-how in pursuing strategic objectives while avoiding congressional
caps on official military personnel overseas. Privately outsourced contrac-
tors also circumnavigate the potential negative media coverage of US
military casualties, and thus lessen governmental exposure risks. Also,
private contractors are accountable only to the company that employs
them. Thus, if anyone is involved in actions that may generate negative
publicity, Washington can plausibly deny responsibility. Myles Frechette,
the former US ambassador to Colombia, outlined the utility of using
private mercenaries when he argued that it is “very handy to have an
outfit not part of the US Armed Forces. Obviously, if anybody gets
killed or whatever, you can say it’s not a member of the armed forces.””
This private—public partnership thus seriously weakens the transparent
operation of the Leahy Law, which covers only public money and the
use of official US soldiers and equipment, and provides a high level of
‘plausible deniability’ for Washington.

In 2000, the Senate Appropriations Committee attempted to address
some of these flaws by attaching six conditions to Plan Colombia. These
included a more rigorous assessment of the prosecution of Colombian
military personnel who are believed to have committed human rights
violations, the prosecution of paramilitary groups, and the coopera-
tion of the Colombian military with civilian authorities investigating
human rights violations. A clause attached to these conditions, however,
allowed the President to waive them if it was considered to be in the
US national interest to do so. On 22 August 2000, Clinton signed a
presidential waiver excluding the human rights considerations within
Plan Colombia. The reason given for the waiver was the threat to US
national security from drug trafficking.” Although Clinton maintained
that he could certify Colombia on one of the seven conditions — that
of bringing to the civil courts military personnel who have committed
gross violations of human rights — a recent report disputes the effective
implementation of even this basic safeguard. The report, prepared by
Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and the Washington Office
on Latin America, argues that the Colombian government has ‘been
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unwilling to take affirmative measures needed to address impunity, it
has also worked to block legislation designed to implement measures
that would ensure human rights violations are tried within the civilian
court system’.”” The areas outlined above represent a serious weakening
of the intent of the Leahy Law and, as argued, the good intentions of
the Leahy Law could see a lessening of emphasis on the bringing to
justice of human rights abusers in the Colombian military in favour of
forming US-friendly vetted units with little to no capacity of holding
Colombian recipients of US military aid and training accountable due
to US-imposed secrecy and outsourcing.

The use of the Colombian military as part of the USAs ‘war on
drugs’ has been justified as a necessary response to the continued and
deepening ties between the FARC insurgents concentrated in Colom-
bia’s south and international drug trafficking. Plan Colombia thus builds
upon the earlier rationales given for the original Andean Initiative and
US security assistance throughout the 1990s. The USA has argued that
an aggressive supply-side destruction of coca plantations and military
engagement with Colombia’s ‘narco-guerrillas’ will form the primary
component of Plan Colombia. The major US and Colombian military
initiative under Plan Colombia has been the formation of two 950-man
counter-narcotics divisions and additional funding for another division.
The counter-narcotic units trained and equipped were said to be designed
for a southern push into the Putumayo region of Colombia. The USA
argued that this was where the majority of peasant coca cultivation took
place and therefore where the counter-narcotic operations should con-
centrate. The FARC have long been active in this region, therefore the
USA argued that the rebels have a vested interest in the coca trade and
in protecting it from being destroyed. The strategic logic underpinning
the US justification was thus the necessity for the counter-narcotic units
to be highly trained and equipped to deal with potential clashes with
rebel forces while undertaking their primary mission of drug interdiction
and eradication activity. To this end the USA has continued to supply
the Colombian military with advanced combat helicopters and has sent
thirty more Blackhawk helicopters and thirty-three UH-1N helicopters
to Colombian security forces. The sale of these helicopters represents
the single largest arms sale to any Latin American country in the post
Cold-War period.”® The USA has also provided a $28 million upgrade
to radar facilities in Colombia as well as sharing intelligence on guer-
rilla activity in the southern areas. A river interdiction programme will
be deployed along the rivers on the Ecuadorian border to the south in
conjunction with the recently upgraded A-37 aircraft used by the Col-
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ombian air force.” The US Department of Defense maintains that there
are approximately 250-300 US military personnel and 400-500 private
mercenary contractors in Colombia at any one time. These personnel act
in an advisory role to the Colombian security apparatus. Typically these
units are made up of US Special Forces and US Navy Seals or retired US
military/intelligence operatives. In sum, the USA has continued to argue
that the FARC narco-guerrillas make huge profits from the drug trade
and use those profits to wage a war against the democratically elected
Colombian government. Accordingly, under Plan Colombia the eradica-
tion of the coca fields comes first, and any engagement with the rebels
is secondary and subordinate to the primary military objective of coca
eradication. Central to the southern push against the FARC are the claims
that the FARC are the biggest drug traffickers within Colombia.

In the south there is a pattern of small-scale coca cultivation by
peasants displaced through the decades of civil war and unequal land-
holding.** While this southern area hosts significant coca cultivation,
it is by no means solely concentrated here. For example, in 2001 coca
cultivation was relatively diversified throughout Colombia, with coca
concentrations in eastern and western Colombia, as well as in the para-
military strongholds in Colombia’s northern departments.®' Aside from
the geographical areas where coca is grown, however, are the more
important trafficking networks that are concentrated in the north of
Colombia. These in turn are run, protected and sustained by Colombia’s
narco-mafia and their paramilitary armies. It is these trafficking networks
that are responsible for trans-shipment into US markets and laundering
efforts into both Colombian and international financial networks. It is
fascinating that the USA has completely ignored these in Plan Colombia,
and continued to insist both on its southern push against the FARC and
that this push is driven by counter-narcotic concerns.

However, a report produced by the Council on Hemispheric Affairs
found no evidence of the FARC’s export of drugs to the USA. On the
other hand, it did outline the extensive drug smuggling to the USA
by ‘right-wing paramilitary groups in collaboration with wealthy drug
barons, the armed forces, key financial figures and senior government
bureaucrats™.® More tellingly, however, James Milford, the former Deputy
Administrator with the USA’s central drug eradication body, the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA), argued that Carlos Castano, who
heads the paramilitary umbrella group the AUC (United Self-Defence
Forces of Colombia), is a ‘major cocaine trafficker in his own right” and
has close links to the North Valle drug syndicate which is ‘among the
most powerful drug trafficking groups in Colombia’.*’ Donnie Marshall,
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the former administrator of the DEA, confirmed that right-wing para-
military groups ‘raise funds through extortion, or by protecting labora-
tory operations in northern and central Colombia. The Carlos Castano
organization and possibly other paramilitary groups appear to be directly
involved in processing cocaine. At least one of these paramilitary groups
appears to be involved in exporting cocaine from Colombia.”®

Unlike the AUC, the FARC operate a taxation system on the coca
trade. This taxation system, rather than drug cultivation, trafficking
and trans-shipment, was confirmed by the DEA. Milford argued: “There
is little to indicate the insurgent groups are trafficking in cocaine
themselves, either by producing cocaine ... and selling it to Mexican
syndicates, or by establishing their own distribution networks in the
United States.’® Instead, he continued: “The FARC controls certain
areas of Colombia and the FARC in those regions generate revenue by
“taxing” local drug related activities.” Nevertheless, ‘at present, there is
no corroborated information that the FARC is involved directly in the
shipment of drugs from Colombia to international markets’. This view
has been confirmed by the United Nations. Klaus Nyholm, the Director
of the United Nations Drug Control Programme (UNDCP) argued that
in 2000 the ‘guerrillas are something different than the traffickers, the
local fronts are quite autonomous. But in some areas, they're not involved
at all. And in others, they actively tell the farmers not to grow coca.” In
the rebels’ former demilitarized zone, Nyholm stated, ‘drug cultivation
has not increased or decreased’ once the ‘FARC took control’.* Indeed,
Nyholm pointed out that, in 1999, the FARC were cooperating with a
$6 million UN project to replace coca crops with new forms of legal
alternative development.”” Nyholm confirmed this in 2003 when he
argued that ‘the paramilitary relation with drug trafficking undoubtedly
is much more intimate’ than the FARC’s. He continued that [m]any of
the paramilitary bands started as the drug traffickers” hired guns. They
are more autonomous now, but have maintained their close relations
with the drug traffickers. In some of the coastal towns it can, in fact,
sometimes be hard to tell whether a man is a paramilitary chief, a big
coca planter, a cocaine lab owner, a rancher or a local politician. He
may be all five things at a time.”®® Nyholm’s analysis thus confirms the
DEA’s analysis: namely, the guerrillas are involved in some aspects of
the coca trade and raise funds through a generic taxation system. The
Colombian government has also alleged that the FARC have traded
cocaine for guns with Brazilian drug traffickers.*” However, the FARC
are ‘bit part’ players in comparison to the paramilitary networks and
the cocaine barons that these paramilitaries protect. Both the USA's own
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agencies and the UN have consistently reported over a number of years
that the paramilitaries are far more heavily involved than the FARC in
drug cultivation, refinement and trans-shipment to the USA. Castano
admitted as much when he stated that drug trafficking and drug traf-
fickers financed 70 per cent of his organization’s operations.”® Instead
of the term ‘narco-guerrilla’, a more suitable phrase would be ‘narco-
paramilitary’. However, this is a term conspicuous by its absence under
Plan Colombia and the USA has continued to gear Colombian military
strategy towards, and supply the arms exclusively for, an intensified
CI campaign against the FARC and their alleged civilian sympathizers.
In short, Plan Colombia’s ‘war on drugs’ is actually a ‘war on drugs’
that some FARC fronts tax while side-stepping the paramilitaries” deep
involvement in drug trafficking to US markets.

Why did the USA emphasize the FARC’s alleged links to inter-
national drug trafficking under Plan Colombia and yet largely ignore
the well documented role of the paramilitaries in the cultivation and
trans-shipment of drugs? As we saw in the previous chapter, the USA
was instrumental in setting up and institutionalizing a CI framework
for the Colombian military that from its very inception developed and
then incorporated paramilitary networks. While these networks were
closely tied to the Colombian military, they have also historically aligned
themselves with local sections of the Colombian ruling class, especially
in Colombia’s rural areas. For example, a number of paramilitary groups
have acted as the private armies of large landholders, cattle ranchers
and, during the 1980s, as the private militias of local criminal mafias
intimately involved in the drug trade. Indeed, the US State Department
has noted that although the AUC increasingly tried to depict itself as
an autonomous organization with a political agenda’, it was in practice
‘a mercenary vigilante force, financed by criminal activities” and essen-
tially remained ‘the paid private” army of ‘narcotics traffickers or large
landowners’.”’ However, as with all armies, the narco-paramilitaries need
funding for equipment, training, weaponry and so on.

The historical record shows that the USA has backed actors and
organizations involved in drug trafficking so as to further strategic
and/or political objectives such as CI campaigns.”” The most notable
instance of this in Latin America was during the US-backed Contra war
in Nicaragua during the 1980s. In 1989, the Senate Subcommittee on
Terrorism, Narcotics, and International Operations, the Kerry Commit-
tee, concluded a three-year investigation of Contra involvement with
drugs by observing that ‘one or another agency of the US government
had information regarding the involvement [in drug smuggling] either
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while it was occurring, or immediately thereafter ... Senior US policy
makers were not immune to the idea that drug money was a perfect
solution to the Contras’ funding problems.””® Given the evidence of
the USA’s clear knowledge of paramilitary involvement in drugs, it
is apparent that it is willing to turn a blind eye to the paramilitaries’
involvement as long as they cooperate with the wider US objective
of CI. Indeed, the most visible success for the USA’s attempts to stop
international narcotics trafficking in Colombia was the killing of the
leader of the Medellin drug cartel, Pablo Escobar, who by the time of
his death in 1993 was one of the richest cocaine barons in history. His
assassination was carried out by a group comprised of elite Colombian
soldiers called the “Search Bloc’ who in turn were aided by the US Army’s
elite ‘Delta Force’ and DEA, CIA, FBI and National Security Agency
operatives. Evidence has recently emerged that the Search Bloc were
intimately involved with a paramilitary organization called “The People
Persecuted by Pablo Escobar’ (Los Pepes) that carried out a wide-scale
assassination campaign. Los Pepes was in turn linked to the Cali cartel,
Colombia’s second largest drug cartel after Escobar’s Medellin cartel.
Los Pepes was headed by Carlos Castano who later took charge of the
national paramilitary organization, the AUC.” The CIA has refused to
disclose any information in relation to alleged collaboration between US
operatives and Los Pepes. This has led Amnesty International to file a
lawsuit against the CIA in an effort to obtain all records which mention
or relate to US involvement with Los Pepes. Amnesty have maintained
that ‘the CIA has improperly withheld these documents, which could
prove ties between the CIA and notorious paramilitary leaders Fidel and
Carlos Castafio, known to have worked for Los Pepes’. Furthermore,
Andrew Miller, Amnesty’s Acting Advocacy Director for Latin America,
concluded that there was an ‘extremely suspect relationship between
the US government and the Castafio family — at a time when the US
government was well aware of that family’s involvement in paramilitary
violence and narcotics trafficking”.”

In sum, drug trafficking provides a convenient form of funding for
the paramilitaries and even in the highest-profile success of the USA’s
so-called “war on drugs’ in Colombia, the USA is alleged to have worked
with paramilitary networks intimately involved with the drug trade.
More ominously, the leader of Los Pepes, Carlos Castano, then went on
to form and lead the largest and most powerful paramilitary organiza-
tion in Colombia that continues to play a principal role in Colombia’s
trans-shipment of drugs into US and European markets, as well as
committing the vast majority of human rights abuses within Colombia
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today as part of a pervasive campaign of US-backed state terrorism.”
Meanwhile, the USA has refused to disclose potential CIA involvement
with the Los Pepes paramilitary organization, or indeed the Cali drug
cartel from which Los Pepes operatives were drawn. It has also failed
to target paramilitary networks as part of its Plan Colombia, which
its own agencies state categorically are the biggest drug traffickers in
Colombia today.

From narco-guerrillas to narco-terrorists: the Andean Regional
Initiative and the USA’s new ‘war on terror’

With the election of George W. Bush, the new US administration
sought to lower the amount of military aid going to Colombia by 24
per cent. Accompanying this decrease for Colombia was an almost exact
match in increases for the countries surrounding Colombia.” This new
package was named the Andean Regional Initiative (ARI), and continued
to be justified as part of the USA’s war on drugs. The US State Depart-
ment’s justification for the 2002 budget argued that the goal of the USA
in Colombia was to continue to ‘help the Government of Colombia
(GOC) to eliminate all illicit cultivation and the infrastructure which
supports production of illicit drugs’. These goals were to be ‘integrated
into and supportive of Plan Colombia, the Colombian Government’s
comprehensive national strategy’.”® In total, the 2002 ARI sent $367
million in military aid and $147 million in social and economic aid to
Colombia. The bulk of the military aid will be used to maintain equip-
ment sent under Plan Colombia and to continue training Colombian
military units while the economic and social aid will be used for the
programmes set up under Plan Colombia; 71 per cent of the total aid
will go to Colombia’s armed forces.” The 2002 ARI request also increased
the number of US mercenary forces permitted in Colombia from the
300 figure in Plan Colombia to 400, while lowering the number of US
military advisers allowed under Plan Colombia from 500 to 400. So far
there are no limits on the use of non-American citizens.

In the aftermath of September 11, however, an explicit counter-terror
orientation has developed within US policy. The primary means for the
war on terror in Colombia has been the continued substantial funding
of the Colombian military and a shift from the language of counter-
narcotics to that of counter-terrorism. US Senator John McCain argued
that American policy has dispensed with the illusion that the Colombian
government is fighting two separate wars, one against drug traffick-
ing and another against domestic terrorists’. Tellingly, he continued
that the USA has now abandoned ‘any fictional distinctions between
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counter-narcotic and counter-insurgency operations’.'® Thus, in the
aftermath of September 11 the USA has dropped the pretence that its
military assistance has been driven solely by counter-narcotics concerns
and has started overtly to couch its funding in terms of a strategy of
counter-terrorism targeted at the FARC, who are now being linked to
international terrorism as well as drug trafficking. For example, US
Attorney General John Ashcroft designated the FARC the ‘most danger-
ous international terrorist group based in the Western Hemisphere’.'”
The US Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs,
Otto Reich, argued that the 40 million people of Colombia deserve
freedom from terror and an opportunity to participate fully in the new
democratic community of American states. It is in our self-interest to
see that they get it.”'” Secretary of State Colin Powell has compared the
FARC to Al-Qaeda by arguing that there is no ‘difficulty in identifying
[Bin Laden] as a terrorist, and getting everybody to rally against him.
Now, there are other organizations that probably meet a similar standard.
The FARC in Colombia comes to mind.”'” The Assistant Secretary of
State, Rand Beers, even argued in a sworn statement that it ‘is believed
that FARC terrorists have received training in Al Qaeda terrorist camps
in Afghanistan’, although Beers was later forced to admit that this was
a lie." Importantly, however, this more publicly acknowledged role of
the USA in fighting Colombia’s insurgents is popularly depicted as milit-
ary aid and training for a pro-US democracy so as to suppress armed
‘terrorists’. Missing from this understanding is any notion of the actual
strategy employed, for example covert reliance on paramilitary networks,
and the practices of state terror inherent within US-backed CI.

In augmenting this new counter-terrorist orientation, the Bush ad-
ministration sent an emergency Supplemental Appropriations request to
the US Congress for $28 billion for its global counter-terrorism policy in
March 2002. Contained within this request were a number of provisions
relating to Colombia that proposed that US military aid should now be
used not only to wage a war on drugs but also to fight ‘terrorist organ-
izations such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
the National Liberation Army (ELN), and the United Self-Defense Forces
of Colombia (AUC)’.'” This shift in emphasis has continued with the
Bush administration’s 2003 aid package for the Colombian military (still
named the Andean Regional Initiative) which allocated approximately
$538 million for the funding year 2003. The 2003 ARI package also
contains almost identical human rights conditions to those found in
Plan Colombia but has softened some of the language used to monitor
Colombian military collaboration with paramilitary forces. For example,
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whereas Plan Colombia specified that the Colombian military must be
‘vigorously prosecuting in the civilian courts’ paramilitary leaders and
their military collaborators, the ARI calls for ‘effective measures to
sever links” between the armed forces and the paramilitaries. Similarly,
Colombian military efforts at “cooperating fully” with ending collusion
now merely call for ‘cooperation’.’® The ARI has thus maintained the
high levels of US funding for the Colombian military while decreasing
the requirements on Colombia to comply with basic safeguards on
human rights.

The ARI also contains a component that will send $98 million to
a new Colombian military unit trained to protect the 500-mile-long
Cafo Limén pipeline owned by the US multinational oil corporation,
Occidental Petroleum. This money will be used to train approximately
4,000 Colombian military personnel, and has been overtly couched in
terms of counter-insurgency training (in addition to an initial $6 mil-
lion for a ‘pipeline protection’ brigade sent in the 2002 appropriations
request). The pipeline money forms part of the overall $538 million
contained within the 2003 ARI. Originally, the pipeline money was to
be sent outside the ARI and was instead to go through FMF channels.
The logic underpinning this decision was that publicly the USA wished
to maintain a strict separation between its counter-drug assistance sent
under the ARI and outright CI assistance sent under FMF which is
generally considered to be all-purpose, non-drug military aid. However,
due to US concerns about Colombia’s delayed signing of an Article 98
agreement which exempts US personnel from being prosecuted by the
International Criminal Court for possible human rights violations, the
money ended up being sent under the ARI anyway, which is unaffected by
Article 98 considerations. This further underscores the interchangeability
of alleged US counter-drug assistance (ARI) and US CI assistance (FMF)
which is supposedly technically separate. US ambassador to Colombia
Anne Patterson stated that the pipeline ‘lost $500 million in revenue
because of attacks” in 2001. In response, ‘US Special Forces™ have been
training Colombian CI units along the pipeline. The $98 million con-
tained with the ARI will allow Colombia to ‘purchase helicopters’” and
the USA to ‘continue training’ the Colombian military.'”” The money will
concentrate on training troops to clear rebels from the oil-rich Arauca
region near the north-eastern border with Venezuela.

Alongside the pipeline protection unit has been the long overdue
designation of the AUC as a terrorist group when it was included on the
US State Department’s list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) in
2001." US Attorney General John D. Ashcroft also issued drug trafficking
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indictments against three leaders of the Colombian paramilitaries in
2002, including Carlos Castano, and three members of the FARC.'”
Accompanying the blending of the drug war with a war on terror has
been the election in May 2002 of Alvaro Uribe, a far-right independent
candidate. Although only 38 per cent of Colombians voted in the elec-
tions and reports state that the paramilitaries engaged in widespread
intimidation to force rural Colombians to vote for Uribe,''® he has
been welcomed by the Bush administration and is fully committed to
implementing Bush’s war against terror in Colombia. As part of this
war, Uribe has committed himself to implementing a wide-ranging new
security agenda called ‘Democratic Security’. An early indication of the
direction that Uribe’s ‘Democratic Security’ would take was his declara-
tion of a state of ‘internal commotion’ in August 2002 that allowed the
Colombian state to prohibit public rallies and impose curfews and order
searches without a court order. Fernando Londono, Colombian Interior
and Justice Minister, stated: “‘we all have to be aware that terror leads
to extreme instability in Colombia. For this reason, the government
has decided to declare a state of internal commotion.”"" In September
2002, Uribe also attempted to pass his first military decree allowing for
the creation of military “Zones of Rehabilitation and Consolidation’
in which direct military rule replaced existing local government and
military authorities carried out arrests and searches without a warrant.
Fortunately, the Colombian Constitutional Court declared the zones
unconstitutional in November 2002.""* Uribe is also pushing for tighter
control of the Colombian media by seeking to pass laws which censor
reporting on Colombian ‘counter terrorist measures’ and Colombian
military activity. One of the ‘anti-terrorism’ bills seeks to hand down
sentences of eight to twelve years in prison for anyone who publishes
statistics considered ‘counterproductive to the fight against terrorism’, as
well as the possible ‘suspension’ of the media outlet in question. These
sanctions will apply to anybody who divulges ‘reports that could hamper
the effective implementation of military or police operations, endanger
the lives of public forces personnel or private individuals’, or commits
other acts that undermine public order, ‘while boosting the position or
image of the enemy’."” Uribe’s proposals are reminiscent of the earlier
‘Plan Lazo’ initiated in the 1960s, which sought to fully militarize large
areas of Colombia’s south in the name of anti-subversive CI warfare.
Uribe is also in the process of setting up a civilian militia network that
closely resembles the civilian paramilitary intelligence networks initiated
under Plan Lazo whereby US CI doctrine specifies the necessity of ‘an
intelligence network in the community for the purpose of developing
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information about guerrillas in the area and to insure the prompt ex-
posure of any undercover insurgent sympathizers in the community’.*"
The media censorship laws also mean that the reporting of human rights
abuses will be harder, which again reflects standard US CI doctrine that
advocates press censorship to prevent negative media portrayals of the
overall CI effort.'”

In sum, the major difference between Plan Colombia and the ARI has
been the stated rationales of US intervention which have switched from
a discourse of counter-drugs to a new discourse of both counter-drugs
and counter-terrorism. Thus the post-September 11 environment has seen
the escalation of the USA’s publicly stated commitment to Colombia
as part of its global ‘war on terror’. Asa Hutchinson, the new director
of the DEA, stated that the USA has ‘demonstrated that drug traffick-
ers and terrorists work out of the same jungle, they plan in the same
cave, and they train in the same desert’."'® However, while the USA has
publicly declared its support for a new war on terrorism in Colombia,
it has long acted to make the principal terrorists more effective as part
of its continued CI campaign against the FARC and Colombian civil
society. Thus the USA is not only not fighting a war on terror but it
continues to be the principal supporter of Colombian state-sponsored
terrorism. As such, the new US war of terror in Colombia performs the
same function as the earlier war on drugs: it provides a propaganda
pretext for the continuing militarization of Colombian society so as to
destroy armed groups and progressive elements of civil society that are
seen as a threat to US interests.

While the FARC are responsible for a number of human rights abuses
such as kidnapping, murder of non-combatants and ecological damage,
the US Department of State has consistently reported over a number of
years that the paramilitaries are responsible for over 80 per cent of all
recorded human rights abuses in Colombia."” Alongside the increase in
post-Cold War US military assistance to the Colombian military and the
legitimacy that derives from it, there has occurred a massive increase
in levels of civilian displacement and paramilitary violence.'* Amnesty
International has documented the long-standing collusion between para-
military forces and the Colombian military whereby in ‘areas of long-
standing paramilitary activity, reliable and abundant information shows
that the security forces continued to allow paramilitary operations with
little or no evidence of actions taken to curtail such activity’. Actions
taken by the Colombian government to combat paramilitary forces
are non-existent despite claims to the contrary. Amnesty International
continues that one Colombian military unit set up specifically to deal
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with paramilitarism was no more than a ‘paper tiger’, with the official
Colombian government office that allegedly monitors paramilitary mas-
sacres ‘a public relations mouthpiece for the government’.'”

As outlined above, the US Department of State must certify to the US
Congress that Colombia has met the human rights conditions attached
to US military funding. For the 2002 aid package, the State Department
certified Colombia on all three of its conditions and released the aid. The
three conditions were the suspension of Colombian military personnel
who can be shown to have colluded with the paramilitaries, the pros-
ecution in civilian courts of members of the Colombian military who
have committed human rights abuses, and clear and effective measures
undertaken by the Colombian military to sever links with paramilitary
forces.”® US State Department spokesman Richard Boucher declared:
“The Secretary made the decision to certify based on the Department’s
discussions with the Government of Colombia and Colombia’s Armed
Forces, a wide range of international and Colombian non-governmental
organizations active on human rights issues, and information provided
by our Embassy in Bogota’ with human rights ‘central to our policy
in Colombia’.’! However, the main human rights organizations that
were consulted included Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch
and the Washington Office on Latin America. They released a joint
declaration after the USA’s certification of the Colombian armed
forces and argued that on every point the Colombian government has
failed to satisfy the conditions laid down. Despite the certification, the
Colombian government has failed to suspend ‘security force officers
against whom there is credible evidence of human rights abuse or sup-
port for paramilitary groups’ nor have ‘the Colombian Armed Forces
demonstrated that they are cooperating with civilian prosecutors and
judicial authorities in prosecuting and punishing in civilian courts ...
members of the Colombian Armed Forces ... who have been credibly
alleged to have committed gross violations of human rights’. Lastly, the
Colombian government and its armed forces have not ‘taken effective
measures to sever all links at the command, battalion, and brigade levels,
with paramilitary groups, and execute outstanding orders for capture
for members of such groups’. In assessing Colombian compliance with
the conditions laid down they used the ‘benchmarks that were submitted
as part of previous certification discussions with the State Department’
and found that ‘Colombia has made very little progress on meeting even
these conditions, first discussed over one year ago’.'” The director of
the Washington Office on Latin America, Bill Spencer, stated that the
“decision to certify Colombia on human rights misrepresents the facts
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in order to keep the aid spigot open’.'” The USA thus both ignores
and misrepresents human rights abuses so as to continue funding the
Colombian military for CI.

This is made clearer by the fact that in 1991 US DoD and CIA advisers
travelled to Colombia to reshape the Colombian military intelligence
networks. This restructuring was kept secret and again was supposedly
designed to aid the Colombian military in their counter-narcotics efforts.
However, Human Rights Watch obtained a copy of the order, which was
confirmed as authentic by the then Colombian Defense Minister, Rafael
Pardo. Nowhere within Order 200-05/91 is any mention made of drugs.
Instead, the secret reorganization focused solely on combating what was
called ‘escalating terrorism by armed subversion’ through the creation of
what Human Rights Watch characterized as a ‘secret network that relied
on paramilitaries not only for intelligence, but to carry out murder’.'*
The reorganization solidified links between the Colombian military and
paramilitary networks and further entrenched the covert nature of para-
military networks with all ‘written material’ to be ‘removed” and any
‘open contacts and interaction with military installations’ to be avoided
by paramilitaries. The handling of the networks was to be conducted
covertly which allowed for the ‘necessary flexibility to cover targets of
interest’. Once the reorganization was complete, paramilitary violence
‘dramatically increased’ in Colombia, with the victims primarily trade
unionists, journalists, teachers, human rights workers and the poor.'”
Thus, the USA further incorporated the principal terrorist networks into
the prevailing Colombian CI strategy and sought to obscure further the
links by making the relationship more covert.

The USA is thus in the position of having long worked privately
to cement further Colombian military—paramilitary links on the one
hand, while on the other publicly condemning the AUC and adding
it to its own Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) list which carries
legal sanctions. How do we explain this apparent discrepancy? The most
plausible explanation is that the USA is facing a similar problem to the
one it faced with Samper’s alleged links to drug cartels: legitimacy.
Castano has made no secret of his organization’s deep involvement in
drugs. When this is combined with the well-documented human rights
abuses committed by the AUC, coupled with the increased international
attention on Colombia and US policy as a result of Plan Colombia,
there is an obvious crisis of legitimacy whereby the USA cannot be
seen to be publicly condemning the FARC while continuing to ignore
the paramilitaries. The most obvious example of this discrepancy was
the long overdue designation of the AUC as a terrorist organization
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in 2001. In contrast, the FARC and ELN had been on the FTO list
since 1997 despite the fact the AUC have long been responsible for the
vast majority of human rights abuses against civilians. The harsher US
rhetoric directed against the AUC serves to stem this legitimacy gap
while the reality on the ground in Colombia points towards ‘business as
usual’. The recent internal developments in Colombia, and in particular
the establishment of the new nationwide civilian militia network, will
serve effectively to incorporate and recycle paramilitary networks into
a formalized national security state structure predicated on a CI total
war against the FARC and Colombian progressive civil society. For ex-
ample, talks between Uribe’s government and the AUC are ongoing,
with Justice Minister Fernando Londono stating that both sides ‘are
working very sincerely’. A regional commander of the AUC declared,
‘Uribe is like heaven compared to Pastrana’.'” Gordon Sumner, former
President Reagan’s special envoy to Latin America, outlined the best way
to incorporate the paramilitaries within the militia networks: ‘First, have
them answer the law, cut out the drugs, and embrace human rights’,
then try to ‘bring them under the tent, to fight against the guerrillas,
who are the biggest threat’. He went on to note that in Colombia the
‘battle is never too crowded with friends™.'” Uribe has commenced
negotiations with the AUC (and has thus recognized them as a distinct
political actor), and has put a bill before the Colombian Congress that
will allow paramilitary leaders to buy themselves immunity from punish-
ment for human rights abuses. This ‘amnesty bill” essentially amounts to
‘checkbook impunity’, Human Rights Watch conclude,'® while the UN
has condemned the bill and argues that it ‘opens the door to impunity’
as it ‘voids prison sentences by allowing responsible parties to avoid
spending a single day in jail’.'”

In essence, then, both the US and Colombian states publicly condemn
the paramilitaries while privately relying on them to carry out murders,
land clearances and ‘political cleansing’ operations. Meanwhile, a legal
framework is being prepared that will serve to legalize the paramilitary
networks. This is evident not only through the long history of US-backed
CI in Colombia that from its inception relied on paramilitary forces,
but also through the day-to-day unfolding of events on the ground.
For example, the most recent military offensives at the time of writing
frequently involved the taking of territory by conventional Colombian
military personnel and then the insertion of paramilitary forces to hold
and control the captured territory. In one instance, according to the
UN, the military arrested 2,000 people in Colombia’s oil-rich Arauca
municipality. Only forty-nine of those arrested were brought before the
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courts, of whom twenty ‘belonged to social or trade union organizations’
while ‘grave abuses by the Army were reported, including executions’.
The UN continued that while the Colombian military intensified its CI
operations ‘paramilitary groups penetrated some places’ and ‘maintained
their presence despite military operations’.”** There are also reports that
the offensive operations by US-trained troops in Arauca were not only
designed to roll back the rebels in this oil-rich region, but also to secure
a beachhead for further exploration by oil transnationals."”” Meanwhile,
Colin Powell has broadly supported Uribe’s policies and argued that
the USA is “firmly committed to President Uribe and his new national
security strategy’, with the Bush administration working “with our Con-
gress to provide additional funding for Colombia’."*?

In sum, throughout the post-Cold War period the USA has actively
worked to strengthen the principal terrorist networks in Colombia while
making this strengthening more covert and thus harder to trace. The
Bush administration’s “war of terrorism’ is reliant for its effectiveness
on the Colombian military—paramilitary networks, which are now being
legally incorporated into a national security state framework of CI state
terrorism under the presidency of Uribe.

Both of the stated justifications for US post-Cold War policy are in
fact pretexts used to maintain support for the Colombian military and,
by extension, paramilitary violence. The war on drugs is actually part
of a wider CI war against the FARC and Colombia’s progressive social
groups. This is clearly evidenced by the USA’s misleading designation of
the FARC as Colombia’s principal drug traffickers and its use of the most
powerful trafficking organizations (the paramilitaries) as part of its CI
pacification programme. The counter-terrorist justification for US policy
has even less purchase on reality with the principal terrorist networks in
Colombia enjoying US support and supply throughout the post-Cold War
period. The continued relevance of the paramilitary strategy is evidenced
most clearly by the US reorganization of Colombian military intelligence
in 1991 that further incorporated paramilitary networks within the over-
arching framework of CI state terrorism. In short, the USA is the largest
sponsor of the principal drug-funded terrorist networks in Colombia.

A commonality among the vast majority of analysts of US inter-
vention in Colombia is the belief that US planners are sincere in their
public declarations of policy objectives. Concomitantly and equally
prevalent is the belief that US policy has failed largely because the
USA has not managed to decrease the amount of cocaine entering US
markets or has failed to eradicate terrorism in Colombia. As this chapter
has argued, however, once we move from the rhetoric of US planners
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and the predominant framing of the issues, US policy has in fact been
remarkably effective: it has continued to destroy alternatives to US-led
neo-liberalism through CI while the prevailing framework employed
to understand US policy has worked within the declarations of policy
objectives laid out by US planners, namely counter-drugs and now
counter-terrorism. Why has the USA continued to employ CI in post-
Cold War Colombia? The concluding chapter examines in detail how we
can account for this continuity in what is commonly perceived to be a
period of discontinuity in US policy and objectives in Colombia.
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6 | Conclusion: counter-insurgency, capital and
crude

As argued throughout this book, US intervention in Colombia sought to
stabilize a given set of social, economic and political arrangements that
were perceived to be in its best interests. The principal means for this
stabilization continues to be the training and funding of the Colombian
military to destroy the armed insurgents within Colombia’s borders, and
to pacify unarmed progressive social forces using paramilitary forces.
During the Cold War this policy was justified as a necessary response to
the bipolar conflict while during the post-Cold War era the discourses
switched to a pretext of a war on drugs and terrorism. Importantly,
stability was not defined as the best arrangement for the majority of
Colombia’s people — for example, inclusive democratic arrangements or
land reform — but came to mean the best arrangement for insulating
Colombia’s political and economic system from popular pressures and
to ensure the stability of the Colombian ruling class allied to the US
imperial state. In effect then, the USA was promoting stability for the
few, and instability for the rest.

In respect to the US pursuit of stability, William Robinson argues
that this stabilization of specific political and economic relations has
both a national and a transnational dimension:

US foreign policy is aimed at assuring the stability of a given set of
economic, social and political arrangements within each country in
which the US intervenes, and in the international system as a whole. The
stability of arrangements and relations which girder an international sys-
tem in which the United States has enjoyed a dominant position is seen
as essential to US interests, or ‘national security’. When these arrange-
ments are threatened US policy attempts to undercut the threat.!

Robinson’s point in relation to the stabilization of both national ar-
rangements and the international system succinctly captures the regional-
ized considerations of US planners when pursuing stability in Colombia.
That is, US intervention in Colombia cannot be separated from a wider
set of regional US economic, strategic and political considerations that
transcend conventional juridical definitions of sovereignty. As I now go
on to show, the interlocking ties between US and Colombian capital



have continued to necessitate the preservation of a stability geared to-
wards the maintenance of a favourable investment climate, unhindered
market access and the repatriation of profit by transnational corpora-
tions. This interwoven nature of the political economy of US and Latin
American markets has been made clear by a number of US planners.
For example, General Peter Pace, the former Commander in Chief of
the USA’s Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM), which is responsible
for implementing US security assistance programmes throughout Latin
America, argued that vital US national interests, which he defined as
‘those of broad, over-riding importance to the survival, safety and vitality
of our nation’, included the maintenance of a stability geared towards
the preservation of capitalist socio-economic relations and the continued
and unhindered access to Latin American markets by US transnationals
in the post-Cold War period. Pace explained that ‘our trade within the
Americas represents approximately 46 percent of all US exports, and
we expect this percentage to increase in the future’. He went on to
explain that underlying US military intervention in Colombia was the
need to maintain a ‘continued stability required for access to markets
in the USSOUTHCOM AOR [area of responsibility], which is critical to
the continued economic expansion and prosperity of the United States’.
US security assistance to the Colombian military was necessary as any
potential ‘loss of our Caribbean and Latin American markets would
seriously damage the health of the US economy’.?

Similarly, the current Commander in Chief of USSOUTHCOM,
General James T. Hill, echoed Pace’s earlier concerns when he stated
that the ‘US conducts more than 360 billion dollars of annual trade with
Latin America and the Caribbean, nearly as much as with the entire
European Community’. These trade links would increase, and by the
year 2010 ‘trade with Latin America is expected to exceed that with the
European Economic Community and Japan combined’. Moreover, US-
led neo-liberalism will further cement the integration of Latin America
with US capital; ‘these links will only grow as we progress toward the
President’s vision of a Free Trade Agreement of the Americas’. General
Hill outlined the utility of US military training and aid with the USA’s
‘Southern Command’s security cooperation activities” serving to expand
US ‘influence, assure friends, and dissuade potential adversaries” while
promoting a market stability ‘through training, equipping, and devel-
oping allied security force capabilities’. Importantly, Hill argued that
‘Southern Command will play a crucial role in developing the kinds of
security forces that help provide the ability to govern throughout the
region, and particularly in Colombia’.> Both Hill and Pace thus make
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clear that US security assistance, particularly to Colombia, serves to
underwrite the US-led liberal international order through the preserva-
tion of market access for US transnationals (the principal agents of
US capital in Colombia). The largest non-state threat to this form of
neo-liberal stability in the South American region is the Colombian in-
surgency. Stability therefore requires the eradication of this threat. Marc
Grossman, US Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, explained
the logic very clearly when he stated that the Colombian insurgents

represent a danger to the $4.3 billion in direct U.S. investment in
Colombia. They regularly attack U.S. interests, including the railway
used by the Drummond Coal Mining facility and Occidental Petroleum’s
stake in the Cafio Limon oil pipeline. Terrorist attacks on the Cafio
Limon pipeline also pose a threat to U.S. energy security. Colombia sup-
plied 3% of U.S. oil imports in 2001, and possesses substantial potential
oil and natural gas reserves.*

The preservation of US access to South American oil is a fundamental
consideration underlying US intervention in Colombia. US oil consump-
tion rose by 15 per cent between 1990 and 1999." In charting US oil
dependency, the National Energy Report, authored in 2001 by US Vice
President Dick Cheney, predicted that US reliance on foreign oil would
continue to increase in the future. The report argues that ‘the share of US
oil demand met by net imports is projected to increase from 52 percent
in 2000 to 64 percent in 2020. By 2020, the oil for nearly two of every
three gallons of our gasoline and heating oil could come from foreign
countries.” Crucially, the report outlines the fact that the ‘sources of this
imported oil have changed considerably over the last thirty years, with
more of our imports coming from the Western Hemisphere. Despite
progress in diversifying our oil supplies over the past two decades, the
US and global economies remain vulnerable to a major disruption of
oil supplies.” Tellingly, the report then recommends that the USA should
make ‘energy security a priority of our trade and foreign policy ... The
security of US energy supply is enhanced by several factors characterizing
our diplomatic relationships ... These factors range from geographic
proximity and free trade agreements to integrated pipeline networks,
reciprocal energy-sector investments, shared security commitments, and,
in all cases, long-term reliable supply relationships.™

As the report makes clear, the USA has sought to diversify its strategic
oil acquisition needs away from the Middle East, while calling for US
energy security to become a priority of US foreign policy.” Colombia
is now the USA’s seventh largest oil supplier and has discovered vast oil
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reserves within its territory.® More importantly, however, the instabil-
ity in Colombia threatens regional stability, and in particular that of
Colombia’s neighbour, Venezuela, one of the USA’s largest suppliers of
oil. Paul D. Coverdell, a Republican senator, explained the regional focus
of US intervention in Colombia with the “destabilization of Colombia’
directly affecting ‘bordering Venezuela, now generally regarded as our
largest oil supplier. In fact, the oil picture in Latin America is strikingly
similar to that of the Middle East, except that Colombia provides us
more oil today than Kuwait did then. This crisis, like the one in Ku-
wait, threatens to spill over into many nations, all of which are allies.”
Peter Pace outlined the wider strategic considerations of US access to
South American oil, and linked US intervention in Colombia to fears
of regional instability generated by the FARC. He started by explaining
how important South American oil is to the USA, arguing that there is
a ‘common misperception’ that the USA ‘is completely dependent on
the Middle East’ for oil, when in fact Venezuela provides ‘15%-19%
of our imported oil in any given month’. Pace then went on to note
that the ‘internal conflict in Colombia poses a direct threat to regional
stability” and US oil interests, with “Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama’
the ‘most vulnerable to destabilization due to Colombian insurgent
activity along their borders™.'” As argued, the political economy of US
oil acquisition has been gradually diversifying from an over-reliance on
Middle Eastern sources towards a greater dependence on South Ameri-
can oil. Insurgent activity within Colombia thus not only threatens the
economic interests of US oil transnationals within Colombia itself, but
also represents a strategic threat to the US economy (which is heavily
dependent on South American oil) as it destabilizes the surrounding
region both through conflict overspill, refugee flows and through their
potential links to other insurgent forces in the region.

Unhindered access to South American oil has become an even more
pressing concern for US planners after the September 11 attacks and the
continuing instability generated by the Anglo-American occupation of
Iraq. The US ambassador to Colombia, Anne Patterson, explained that
‘after September 11, the issue of oil security has become a priority for
the United States’, especially as the “traditional oil sources for the United
States’ in the Middle East have become even ‘less secure’. By sourcing
US energy needs from Colombia, which “after Mexico and Venezuela’ is
‘the most important oil country in the region’, the USA would have ‘a
small margin to work with’ in the face of a crisis and could ‘avoid [oil]
price speculation’.’ The centrality of US oil concerns in Colombia has
been illustrated clearly with the Bush administration’s request for $98
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million for a specially trained Colombian military CI brigade as part of
the ARI Unlike the more generic Colombian CI brigades, this brigade
will be devoted solely to protecting the US multinational Occidental
Petroleum’s 500-mile-long Cafio Limén oil pipeline in Colombia."”? US
Secretary of State Colin Powell explained that the money will be used
to ‘train and equip two brigades of the Colombian armed forces to
protect the pipeline’ to prevent rebel attacks which are ‘depriving us
of a source of petroleum’.”” Ambassador Patterson went on to explain
that although this money was not provided under the pretext of a war
on drugs, ‘it is something that we must do” because it is ‘important for
the future of the country, for our oil sources and for the confidence
of our investors™."

This new security arrangement between the USA, Colombian CI
brigades and US oil transnationals essentially makes official what has
been a longstanding relationship. In December 1998, for example, US
mercenaries working for the US security company Airscan (which has
managed the protection of Occidental Petroleum’s pipelines in Colom-
bia since 1997) were involved in planning a Colombian military attack
on an alleged FARC column near the community of Santa Domingo
in Colombia’s Arauca region. During the attack a Colombian air force
helicopter dropped a bomb on the community; it killed seventeen
civilians, including six children (no FARC rebels were killed).” In their
testimony to Colombian investigators of the incident, the helicopter
pilots stated that the operations were planned at Occidental’s facili-
ties.'® Similarly, the European Parliament passed a resolution in 1998
condemning British Petroleum for financing paramilitaries in Colombia
to protect its oil pipelines.”” The special pipeline CI brigade will thus
formalize this longstanding and intimate relationship, and will use the
so-called ‘counter-narcotics” brigades for the protection of US economic
interests. Bush himself made this clear when he stated in 2003 that ‘the
budget will extend the reach of counter-narcotics brigades in southern
Colombia while beginning training of new units to protect the country’s
economic lifeline, an oil pipeline. In 2001, Colombia was the source
of about two percent of US oil imports, creating a mutual interest in
protecting this economic asset.”® In sum, the USA continues to arm and
train the Colombian military for a CI war so as to guarantee a relatively
unhindered source of non-Middle Eastern oil. Alongside these economic
and strategic interests, the CI discourse also continues to function.

The continued existence of the CI discourse also helps to explain the
continuity of the US-backed CI war in contemporary Colombia, and
in particular the reasons why so many civilians continue to be targeted
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by US-backed Colombian military and paramilitary forces. As outlined
in previous chapters, the CI discourse was instrumental in militarizing
the ideological relations between Latin American armed forces and
parts of civil society. Subversion became intimately linked to progres-
sive demands for social, economic and political change. Concomitantly,
those organizations typically at the forefront of change — trade unions,
non-governmental and community organizations, human rights workers,
civic leaders and so on — became legitimate targets of state terror prin-
cipally through the use of paramilitary forces so as to distance ‘official’
state policy from ‘“unofficial” state practices. As explored in the previous
chapter, the US reorganization of Colombian military networks in 1991
under Order 200-05/91 further incorporated Colombia’s paramilitary
networks within the prevailing security architecture. This in turn rep-
resents the most significant written evidence for the continued efficacy
of a CI strategy predicated upon clandestine state terrorism during
the post-Cold War period. Implicit within this pervasive strategy has
been the continued existence of the CI discourse, which has continued
ideologically to construct social relations between the Colombian state
and certain sections of civil society in particular ways. The evidence for
this comes not only from the continuity of the targeting of progressive
social forces by the Colombian state but also from the designation of
these social forces as legitimate targets within official discourse itself.
For example, in 2002 General Carlos Ospina, Commander of the
Colombian Army, drew an equation between criticism of the Colombian
military human rights record and support for the FARC: ‘there’s a co-
incidence of what the FARC say and what these guys [the human rights
groups] say. I'm not accusing anyone, but there’s a nice coincidence.””
Similarly, his colleague, Brigadier General José Arturo Camelo, head of
the Colombian Military Penal Justice division, delivered a speech in 2002
at a conference in Washington hosted by the US Army. In it he stated
that human rights NGOs were carrying out a judicial war’ against the
military and denounced these organizations as ‘friends of the subver-
sives” and part of a strategy coordinated by the guerrillas.”*® Pedro Juan
Moreno, Security and Intelligence Adviser to President Uribe, explicitly
stated both that NGOs were legitimate targets of Colombian military
intelligence and that they acted as front organizations for insurgent
groups. Moreno argued that ‘Intelligence also has to be carried out
on NGOs, because they are the ones that have damaged this country
... [SJubversive groups also work with masks, they work sheltered in
those organizations.”” Fernando Londofo, Uribe’s Minister of Interior
and Justice, even equated environmentalism with subversion and argued
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that there continued to exist an international communist conspiracy to
undermine the Colombian military through environmental politics:

Colombia is the victim of an international conspiracy in which environ-
mentalists and communists participate. ... [This diabolical conspiracy is
also carried out when members of the armed forces are brought to court
without any proof or evidence ... [P]olitical scientists tell us that com-
munism is dead, but the communists are not and they continue to have
their views and their will to fracture contemporary society. Frequently
they dress in green, so they are the Green parties ... they all come
together to figure out where they are going to hit and they painfully hit
the prestige and the livelihood of Colombians.*

Most telling, however, was a speech by Colombian President Uribe
before senior members of Colombia’s armed forces who were gathered
for the inauguration of Colombia’s new air force general, Edgar Lésmez.
He argued that ‘when terrorists start feeling weak, they immediately
send their spokesmen to talk about human rights’. He distinguished
between ‘respectable” human rights groups (but notably failed to specify
the criteria for respectability or identify which groups he had in mind)
and other groups who were ‘political agitators in the service of terror-
ism, cowards who wrap themselves in the banner of human rights, in
order to win back for Colombian terrorism the space which the armed
forces and the public have taken from it".*

We see then a very clear continuity of a CI discourse at the level of
the Colombian state that continues to equate subversion with broad
swathes of democratic activity and civil society organizations. Alongside
the continuity of this discourse has been the continuing repression di-
rected towards those sectors deemed “subversive’. For example, in 2002
over 8,000 political assassinations were committed in Colombia, with
80 per cent of these murders committed by paramilitary groups. Three
out of four trade union activists murdered worldwide are killed by the
Colombian paramilitaries (almost 370 between 2001 and 2002),* while 2.7
million civilians have been forcibly displaced from their homes. According
to the UN, lecturers and teachers are ‘among the workers most often
affected by Kkillings, threats and violence-related displacement’.” Para-
military groups also regularly target human rights activists, indigenous
leaders and community activists.” The CI discourse thus continues to
construct social relations between the Colombian state and civil society
organizations in specific ways. In particular, the CI discourse continues to
function so as to justify repression directed against progressive sectors of
Colombian society that are at the forefront of both resisting the imposi-
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tion of US-led neo-liberal policy reforms, and raising awareness of the
human rights implications of US-backed Colombian state terrorism.

During the Cold War there was a mixture of interests and considera-
tions that drove US intervention in Colombia and, despite declarations
to the contrary, these interests have remained largely unchanged. For
example, US access to South American oil was a critical consideration
at the very beginning of the USAs CI assistance in the early 1960s.
Colombia was one of the largest markets in South America for US
direct foreign investment, which by 1959 was already concentrated in
the fossil fuel industry (the oil industry accounted for over 50 per cent
of all US investment in Colombia by 1959).”” Throughout the Cold
War, US planners also consistently feared the instability generated by
the existence of the FARC and the threat the insurgency posed to capit-
alist socio-economic relations in Colombia. For example, in 1959 the
US State Department concluded that ‘it would be difficult to make the
finding of present Communist danger in the Colombian guerrilla situ-
ation’; however, ‘the continuance of unsettled conditions in Colombia
contributes to Communist objectives’ and threatens the ‘establishment
of a pro-US, free enterprise democracy’.”® In a candid statement that
shows the symbolic threat that the insurgency posed to wider US in-
terests, and in what could almost be a policy declaration in relation to
contemporary US policy (albeit without the Cold War anti-communism),
the US State Department declared in 1964 that ‘one of our principal
objectives [is] the elimination of the potential for subversive insurgency
inherent in the continued existence of active bandit groups, guerilla
bands, and communist dominated “enclaves” in Colombia’s south’.?
Similarly, in relation to US strategic interests, the US Assistant Secretary
of Defense for Special Operations, Colonel Edward Lansdale, argued in
1960 for US CI assistance for the Colombian military so as to ‘correct
the situation of political insurrection’ in Colombia: a ‘place so vital to
our own national security’ because of its proximity to ‘the [Panama]
Canal Zone’.** Echoing Lansdale’s declaration in 2000, Pace argued that
the USA had an interest in eliminating the FARC as the USA needed
to maintain its freedom of access to the Panama Canal: ‘Of particular
concern is continued unencumbered access to the Panama Canal — a
strategic choke point and line of communication that, if closed, would
have a serious impact on world trade.”®

In short, contemporary US interests and considerations underlying US
policy in Colombia have remained remarkably similar. These continue
to be the defence of pro-US ‘free enterprise’ capitalist democracies
against internal threats; the continued maintenance of US access to
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South American oil and markets; and the destruction of the actual and
symbolic potential of countervailing social forces such as the Colombian
insurgents or progressive reformists. Importantly, accompanying the
continuity of these interests has been the continuity of the principal
mechanism considered to be the best way of attaining these objectives:
US-sponsored CI. Conversely, a major discontinuity has been the pretexts
employed to justify the continued US funding of the Colombian military.
As argued throughout this book, the pretexts have switched from Cold
War anti-communism to a new ‘war on drugs’ and a ‘war on terror’
in the post-Cold War era. Why did the USA change the discourses and
why employ these discourses in the first place?

First and most obviously, the end of the Cold War affected the ways
in which foreign intervention on the part of the USA could be ‘sold” to
both its own domestic populace and to international public opinion. Prior
to the ending of the Cold War, official US state propaganda agencies
such as the US Office of Public Diplomacy (OPD) were set up to man-
age public perceptions of US policy and to sell US intervention in Latin
America to both domestic and international audiences.’” They were par-
ticularly concerned to produce consent for the Reagan administration’s
interventions in Central America against the El Salvadoran insurgents
and the Sandinista government (FSLN) in Nicaragua.” Importantly, the
OPD concluded that anti-communism was becoming an increasingly
ineffective pretext to justify US intervention in Latin America prior
to the ending of the Cold War.** One OPD memo argued that new
propaganda themes needed to be developed so as to ‘stress and exploit
the negative characteristics of our adversaries’.”” These themes were
identified in a key OPD memo and give an important insight into the
evolution of US propaganda themes and their development prior to the
ending of the Cold War. The memo outlines a series of ‘supporting
perceptions’ that needed to be stressed so as to ease the administration’s
goal of portraying aid to the Nicaraguan Contras as a ‘vital national
interest of the United States’. These supporting perceptions were that
the ‘FSLN is racist and represses human rights’, the ‘FSLN is involved in
U.S. drug problem([s] and ‘the FSLN are linked to worldwide terrorism’.
These themes were identified using public opinion surveys ‘to see what
turns Americans against the Sandinistas” and thus produce consent for
US intervention.*

The internal documentation in relation to the OPD’s propaganda
themes gives a crucial insight into the instrumental nature of the evolu-
tion of US strategy in relation to the popular portrayal of its interven-
tions in Latin America. Interestingly, the Bush administration appointed
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Otto Reich, the man in charge of the OPD throughout the 1980s, as
its Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs in 2002.
In relation to Colombia and the use of the war on drugs discourse as
a pretext, John Waghelstein, a leading US CI specialist, explained the
utility of stressing drugs to sell US intervention to appropriate audiences.
He argued that it allows a ‘melding in the American public’s mind and
in Congress of this connection [leading] to the necessary support to
counter the guerrilla/narcotics terrorists in this hemisphere’. With the
linkage between guerrillas and drugs, ‘Congress would find it difficult to
stand in the way of supporting our allies with the training, advice and
security assistance necessary to do the job’ of CI, while those ‘church
and academic groups’ who have ‘slavishly supported insurgency in Latin
America’ would find themselves on the wrong side of the moral issue’.
Most importantly, the USA would ‘have the unassailable moral position
from which to launch a concerted offensive effort using Department of
Defense (DOD) and non-DOD assets’.””

This narco-guerrilla discourse was also used by public relations firms
employed by the Colombian state itself. Opinion polls conducted in 1987
found that 76 per cent of all Americans thought that the Colombian
government was corrupt and an abuser of human rights and 80 per cent
wanted sanctions imposed upon it. To counter this perception and to
make it easier to receive US military aid, the Colombian state employed
the services of one of America’s largest PR companies, the Sawyer/Miller
Group.”® The PR specialists’ job was to transform the perceptions of the
Colombian state as a corrupt and brutal abuser of human rights into a
staunch ally of the USA in its so-called ‘war on drugs’. David Meszaros,
the director of Sawyer/Miller’s Colombia account, explained that ‘the
main mission is to educate the American media about Colombia, get
good coverage, and nurture contacts with journalists, columnists, and
think tanks. The message is that there are “bad” and “good” people in
Colombia and that the government is the good guy.””” Presumably, the
‘bad” people were the Colombian insurgents.

In fostering these perceptions the Sawyer/Miller Group conducted
opinion poll surveys and focus group sessions to evaluate public opin-
ion. In 1991 alone, Colombia gave over $3.1 million to an advertising
campaign. The campaign placed newspaper ads and TV commercials
aimed at American policy-makers in Washington. The ads all had a
similar theme. They asked the American people to remember the bravery
of the Colombian military, stressed that the Colombian military was
engaged in a war against drugs, and attempted to change perceptions
of Colombia from being a drug supplier to the USA as drug consumer.*
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Measuring the efficacy of the campaign is hard due to the absence of
opinion polling immediately after the cessation of the campaign itself.
What is clear, however, is that US military aid has continued through-
out the post-Cold War era, and popular perceptions of the Colombian
state include the belief that it is now part of the USA’s war on drugs
and terror and that it is a “victim’ of narco-guerrilla terrorism. Thus
public relations, and the management of popular perceptions of inter-
national policy, are crucial to provide the needed legitimacy to sell US
intervention both to domestic and international audiences. The internal
documentation of the ‘narco-guerrilla’ discourse points to its conscious
and clear development as a way of convincing both US domestic and
international audiences of the continued necessity for US intervention.
This discourse — combined with the newly emergent counter-terror
discourse — provides a two-for-one bonus for US planners. First, it
frames US post-Cold War intervention as ethically correct while the
targets of US intervention continued to be portrayed socially as beyond
the pale and thus legitimate targets. Second, it continues to allow for a
militarized US engagement as both drugs and terrorism are popularly
portrayed as dire threats to US national security interests. In this way
the drug war and terror war discourses allow for the continuity of US
military funding to the Colombian military who are, in turn, funded
and trained to defend core US interests.

Given the arguments presented in this book, what are the likely
scenarios for the future of US-Colombian relations? Sadly, the picture
is not a happy one. The Colombian state remains firmly wedded to the
implementation of neo-liberal reforms to its economy, and the increasing
militarization of social life under the pretext of a “war on terror’. The
economic reforms that continue to be implemented under the auspices
of IMF structural adjustment are pushing more of Colombia’s populace
into poverty. In 1999, at the inception of Plan Colombia, the World
Bank concluded that ‘more than half of Colombians [were] living in
poverty” while Colombia’s economy is effectively going into reverse in
terms of its distribution of incomes. The World Bank continued that
‘the proportion of poor [has] returned to its 1988 level, after having
declined by 20 percentage points between 1978 and 1995 with a reces-
sion in the mid-1990s adding to Colombia’s woes and contributing to
‘a rise in inequality, a decline in macroeconomic performance, and a
doubling in unemployment’.* However, the picture is less bleak for
Colombia’s elites. In 1990 the ratio of income between the poorest and
richest 10 per cent was 40:1. After a decade of economic restructur-
ing this reached 80:1 in 2000.* Meanwhile, under Uribe, Colombia is
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undergoing further IMF-directed structural adjustment in the interests
of transnational corporations. In the oil industry, for example, Uribe is
lowering the royalties paid to Colombia by foreign oil companies and
has effectively privatized the state-owned oil company, Ecopetrol. Uribe
argued that this was necessary so as to make Colombia internationally
‘competitive” and to prevent Colombia becoming a net importer of oil.
What he failed to mention is that instead of Ecopetrol exporting oil
itself, it now buys the oil from foreign transnationals at market rates
and then ‘exports’ it. Meanwhile, Colombia’s oil regions are becoming
fully militarized, with the paramilitaries effectively running a number
of towns. This model of what Uribe euphemistically terms ‘Democratic
Security’ is being rolled out across Colombia as an integral part of
the joint US—Colombia militarization programme.* Given the ongoing
difficulties in maintaining its occupation of Iraq, there is every reason
to assume that Colombia and Venezuela will become increasingly im-
portant to US oil needs leading to further militarization, with Uribe’s
Colombia increasingly acting as a base for destabilization directed against
Hugo Chavez’s Venezuela. Aside from the regular allegations by senior
Colombian military officers that Chavez’s government is linked to the
FARC, there have been a number of Colombian paramilitary incursions
into Venezuela, including an alleged recent attempt at another anti-
Chavez coup backed by Colombian paramilitary fighters.* Amid these
developments the Bush administration is looking to increase its support
for the Colombian state by seeking to raise the number of US troops
stationed there while maintaining the very high levels of military assist-
ance.” There is no reason to assume that a Democratic administration
under John Kerry would follow a different path given his wholehearted
endorsement of Bush’s “war on terror’ and his hard-line condemnation
of Chavez as a dictator.*® On the other hand, the FARC continue to
remain a formidable military force in Colombia, with Uribe’s security
reforms failing to deal the guerrillas any significant military blow. As
such the FARC are not yet at a point of weakness whereby they can
be drawn in to a peace process which ends the war but leaves intact
the economic and social structures that they claim they are struggling
against.”” In short, there is a deadlock between the CI strategy of the
US-backed Colombian state and the guerrillas which, in the absence of
any political process or redistributive economic reforms, continues to
contribute to the suffering of Colombia’s civilian population.

As part of the new “war on terror’, the Bush administration has com-
mitted itself to an increasingly unilateral and overtly militarized policy
of imperial policing throughout the globe. By labelling movements
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‘terrorists’, US planners have operationalized a new discourse which
operates in similar ways to the earlier anti-communism of the Cold War
era. Importantly, this policy of ‘counter-terrorism’ effectively translates
into the support and endorsement for a global war of state terror
to ‘stabilize’ friendly governments against social forces that threaten
the interests of the US imperial state and its proxies, while cracking
down on dissent both within the USA and abroad. Colombia’s war is
one piece of this wider geo-political jigsaw. One of the central ways
in which activists can resist these processes is through exposing the
gaps between the rhetoric and the reality of US policy. In so doing the
legitimacy necessary for US interventions declines, and the costs for
global violence are raised. As Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin pointedly
observe: ‘an American imperialism that is so blatantly imperialistic risks
losing the very appearance of not being imperialist’ that has ‘historically
made it plausible and attractive’.”® The spaces for resistance to state
violence and structural oppression are differentially distributed across
the globe. It is up to those of us fortunate enough to live in societies
not characterized by pervasive state terror to make sure that the costs
of implementing imperial policies are raised in various ways and made
as unattractive and implausible as possible while struggling for a more
just and equitable world order. It is hoped that this book has made a
small contribution to this ongoing project.
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