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Toward a Piecemeal Empire:   Efforts to Assemble U.S. Hegemony in Latin America

An analysis of capitalism and globalization in the 20th century and early 21st century could easily include a discussion of whether or not the United States is an empire.  Although the discussion of “empire” can at times become a matter of semantics, it is in fact a useful term for the purpose of historical debate.  It is particularly helpful to employ the analytical framework of empire in attempting to understand the power relationship between the U.S. and Latin America.  This study is a generalized look at a few of the contours of U.S.-Latin America relations with the benefit of hindsight.  In taking this approach the intent is not to simplify historical events.  Instead, this study is meant to describe the cumulative effect of policies and actions as they occurred, while paying less attention to the motivations and justifications that underpinned them. If the scholar Leslie Gill’s notion that “empires use their power to penetrate and transform other states for their own purposes” rings true, then the United States has created a piecemeal empire, or a partial empire of varying degrees, in much of Latin America during the 20th century.


By the mid to late 20th century the United States had successfully attained a unique brand of hegemony in much of Latin America.  Instead of relying on boots on the ground, this dominance took more nuanced forms.  The overwhelming military might and economic strength of the U.S. meant that a plethora of less intensive methods could be used to maintain dominance.  Instead of using force to open markets, U.S. producers and their associates in business simply flooded markets with goods that bore witness to a “more advanced lifestyle.”  Instead of directly intervening to maintain hegemony the U.S. provided weapons, military and police training, and logistical support to create the alliances and dependencies which enabled the U.S. to consolidate and maintain its hegemony.  This essay seeks to explain how recent scholarship has framed the maneuverings that have facilitated U.S. hegemony in Latin America.  In the course of this explanation I will also elaborate on my own ideas about the nature of the “piecemeal empire.”  Finally, I will conclude with a mention of the current status of U.S. hegemony in Latin America.

Using the term piecemeal to describe U.S. efforts at dominance of Latin America seems appropriate because it encompasses the various degrees of hegemony seen throughout the 20th century.  Although the creation of this piecemeal empire has been successful in many ways, the U.S. is not an all encompassing hemispheric force.  To describe it as such would be to discount the agency of other American peoples and states and to generalize about the nature of power. 

 From the vantage point of the early 21st century, it appears that U.S. hegemony in Latin America came gradually and in fits and starts.  To explain how this reality came to be created it is necessary to briefly examine the historical episodes of U.S. expansionist actions in Latin America.  The U.S. military occupation of Cuba that began in 1898 and the Platt agreement, 1901, set the stage for a number of military interventions in the Caribbean and Central America.   Theodore Roosevelt’s unabashedly imperial rhetoric provided the “civilizing mission” as a sufficient motive for acquiring hegemony in Central America and the Caribbean.  Whether or not U.S. leaders actually believed in the veracity of the “civilizing mission” is unimportant.  What is important is that U.S. dominance in Latin America, under any rationale, enabled U.S. companies to have access to a wide array of resources and markets and enabled the U.S. government and military to attain a fruitful geo-political domain.  


In the early part of the 20th century the United States was heavily involved in the politics and economies of Nicaragua and Honduras.  Although the military interventions and the arms shipments that occurred were doubtlessly a very important part of U.S. mastery of these regions, they were only pieces of the hegemonic apparatus.  Another important aspect of U.S. dominance in the region were the actions of U.S. companies (in this case mainly fruit companies) and the corporate cultures they instilled.  In The Revolutionary Mission, Thomas O’Brien notes that U.S. companies in Central America were able to “introduce the material products, work discipline, social hierarchy and value systems of American corporate culture to an unprecedented degree.”
  While taking note of U.S. military and political maneuverings in Honduras, O’Brien also maintains that “it was American corporate culture that generated much of the social base for the rebellion by Sandino and determined the limits of that movement.”


In the 20th century, direct military interventions by the U.S. occurred only in Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean.  U.S. warships were dispatched to Chile and Venezuela to exert pressure but they did not land.
  Although the U.S. gained greater economic dominance in the countries in which direct military intervention occurred, a powerful economic dominance was also attained in areas that did not see military intervention.  In The Revolutionary Mission, O’Brien also highlights how this economic power helped shape other aspects of society and made the United States a dominant force in the region.  For example, the Guggenheims took over some of the largest mining operations of Chile.  Their mining operatives realized that to insure a skilled and disciplined work force they had to provide benefits, such as health and education packages, and that they had to offer relatively high pay.  Despite these factors, the Guggenheims had a difficult time attracting and keeping workers because the work demands of the mining concerns clashed with the independent and nomadic ways of most miners.
  In Peru, U.S. companies helped modernize the infrastructure of the country and increased revenues for the domestic economy and the state.  Although many Peruvians welcomed the economic growth that the U.S. corporations helped to foster, there was great resentment towards the “economic differentiation and social dislocation” that those same companies contributed to.
  These U.S. initiated changes in corporate culture in Latin America coincided with the intrusion of U.S. consumer culture in Europe.


Aside from the direct military interventions and the economic dominance outlined above, an important aspect of U.S. efforts at assembling a piecemeal empire in Latin America came in the form of covert operations, arms transfers, and military and police training.  It is sometimes difficult to measure the nature and impact of covert operations.  However, most historians would concur that without U.S. covert intervention the 1954 coup that ousted Guatemalan president Jacobo Arbenz would not have taken place.  It is also widely agreed that Arbenz was only guilty of trying to implement an economic program to humanize Guatemala’s plantation economy, expropriate and provide compensation for unused United Fruit Company land, and legalize the Communist Party.  The CIA operation in Guatemala, the agency’s first consummate covert action in Latin America, utilized a wide range of tactics.  These tactics ranged from beaming in faux radio reports describing widespread underground resistance to destabilizing the economy and training a mercenary force in Honduras.
  Although the operation was successful, in what most would consider a nefarious way, covert operations like the one in Guatemala required a great deal of planning and resources.  The U.S. continued to use, to varying degrees, different types of covert operations in other Latin American countries. However, the utility of training military personnel in multiple countries arose as a new locus of U.S. attempts to gain hemispheric dominance.

The School of the Americas was and still is one of the most important places in which the U.S. military solidifies the cooperation and engagement of Latin America militaries.  Although the School of the Americas (SOA) has operated under various names and from various locations since its creation, its purpose has always been to provide services that promote collusion between the U.S. military and its Latin American counterparts.  The purpose of this collusion was to remake Latin American militaries as extensions of United States dominance.
  This collusion was probably most palpable in Central America where, “the United States in effect, purchased a level of collaboration with the governing regimes of Central America that made direct intervention unnecessary.”
  

The precursor to the School of the Americas- The Latin American Ground School- was founded in 1947 in the Panama Canal Zone.  Under its various names, the School of the Americas has trained over 60,000 officers in combat related skills and counterinsurgency doctrine. 
  The School was created after WWII as European governments confronted the task of reconstruction and at least partially abandoned their military ties in Latin America.  Under the Rio Treaty of 1947 (also known as the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Alliance) and other accords, the U.S. organized mutual defense agreements that would provide a united hemispheric front against possible attacks, particularly from the Soviet Union.  However, Leslie Gill, in accordance with other scholars, notes that, “military aid was extended to Latin America not to defend it from attack but to help encourage a cooperative attitude.”   This “cooperative attitude” would enable the U.S. military apparatus to develop ties that would facilitate dominance in the region.


Although the School of the Americas was not the only location where the U.S. provided training to Latin American military men, it was and still is an important place where the U.S. gains the cooperation of Latin America militaries.  In order to understand the significance of the SOA it is necessary to discuss what services the school provides, how those services serve the interests of the United States, and what impact it has in the trainee nations.

The curriculum has changed a number of times since the school was first opened but the primary focus of the school has always been combat training, counter insurgency strategies, and military civic-action.  The past curriculum of the school can be surmised from the content of recent courses.   From 1989-1991 texts that came to be known as the “Torture Manuals” advocated the use of beatings, fear tactics, false imprisonment, and executions as methods of acquiring and controlling intelligence sources.  These manuals, which were also distributed by Special Forces Mobil Training teams to schools in Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Peru, epitomized the dark side of counterinsurgency doctrine and sparked outcry against the SOA in the 1990s.
  The school has had courses on military civic action since at least the 1960s.  These courses provide for training in public services and infrastructure building but can be seen as serving to appease civilian opposition to more nefarious military operations.   Likewise, the current courses on human rights instruction at the SOA are less about curbing the atrocities committed by security forces than shoring up the legitimacy of a discredited institution and obscuring the detrimental effects of U.S. foreign policy.


   
The School of the Americas can be compared to an elite finishing school.  The select officers who go to learn a variety of skills usually have to merit the trip and often move up in the military establishment when they return home.  The fact that the school is located in a small city in Georgia, Columbus, was at least partially meant to show students a pleasant part of America.  This may have worked as many former students and their families often have a positive image of the U.S.  However, according to Gill, the enticements of a plethora of commodities and prostitution, and seeing the splendor of the U.S. first hand, has made some of the officers more power hungry upon returning to their home countries.


The training provided by the SOA and similar institutions serves the interests of the United States in multiple ways.  The school is an important component in the complex process of collusion with the indigenous military establishments of Latin America.  The personal relationships between U.S. and Latin America officers that are created at military training centers such as the SOA facilitate the asymmetrical power relationships in the hemisphere.  On a more general level, the control and influence that the U.S. acquired through the SOA enhances the U.S.’s ability to manipulate independent governments in Latin America.
  Examining the enrollment figures of the SOA shows that spikes in numbers of students tend to correspond to times when governments had to deal with rising levels of unrest and threats to U.S. dominance.  For example, in the decade following the Cuban Revolution, 13,500 students attended the school, a 42 percent increase in enrollment over the first 13 years of the school’s existence.
  1,500 Chileans attended the school between 1970 and 1975 and the majority came in the two years following the coup that ousted Allende’s democratically elected government.
 Similar trends can be seen in regards to training of troops from Honduras, Peru, Panama and Colombia in the 1970s.  Military training also enabled the U.S. to standardize military equipment in Latin America and in the words of one commander, enabled the United States to penetrate “the military system of any country so that such nation becomes dependent on us.”   For at least some scholars the state terror in countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador, Chile and Argentina set the stage for the neoliberal civilan governments.


The results of military training programs such as the SOA on the countries which used their services vary.  However, there have been numerous events and significant trends that indicate that such training programs have an important negative component.  One of the most commonly cited SOA disasters was the 1989 massacre of six Jesuit priests and their housekeeper in El Salvador.  Those responsible for the murder were trained at the SOA and the incident provoked a congressional investigation.  The army has claimed that the incident and other similar ones went against the nature of the SOA.  However, most scholars agree that SOA training helps facilitate such atrocities.  Even as recently as 2001 the SOA website stated “many of the [SOA’s] critics supported Marxism – Liberation Theology in Latin America – which was defeated with the assistance of the U.S. Army.”
 


 Similar examples abound of U.S. ties to murderous actions of repressive regimes.  In Honduras an army death squad by the name of Batallion 3-16 was responsible for most of the 184 disappearances and assassinations credited to the armed forces.  The Batallion, founded by a graduate of the SOA (Gustavo Alvarez Martinez), received significant CIA and FBI assistance.
  In terms of broader trends it should be noted that “U.S. backed dictatorships ruled most of Lat Am in the 1970s and their security forces were well represented in the SOA.”



In a manner similar to military training, arms transfers were an important component of U.S. hegemony in Latin America.   In American Arms Supermarket, Michael Klare outlines five major periods in U.S. arms export policy towards Latin America which are helpful in understanding the interrelationship between arms dealings and U.S. hegemony in the region.   The Mutual Security Act Period lasted from 1951-1960 and reflected the U.S.’s notion that it had primary hemispheric responsibility for defense against the Soviet Bloc.  The triumph of the Cuban Revolution ushered in the Counterinsurgency Era (1961-1968).  According to a 1969 senate commissioned study, this era saw a shift in the basis for military aid to Latin America from one of “hemispheric defense to internal security, from the protection of coastlines and antisubmarine warfare to defense against Castro-communist guerilla warfare.”  During this era, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and others promoted the idea that development is necessary for internal security.  The military assistance program of this era encouraged the transfer of light weapons, which are more useful for internal security, and relied on the Alliance for Progress’s economic modernization rhetoric to appease critics.


During his term as president, Jimmy Carter introduced a number of policies that set specific limitations on U.S. military exports, including a ceiling on total U.S. arms sales to some countries.  Other measures taken by the Carter administration included a ban on the introduction of newly developed high-tech weapons and a ban on weapons development expressly for export purposes.   Although the administration backtracked on some of these policies in regards to the Middle East, the policies were gemerally persevering in regard to Latin America. Klare refers to the following period as the “Reagan Restoration.”  Reagan was unabashedly opposed to the Carter administrations arms policies and once he was elected he moved quickly to reverse them.


In addition to military training and arms transfers, police training and internal security collusion is another significant way in which the U.S. has exerted influence on the military and political apparatuses of Latin American countries.  In a monograph which contributes significantly to the subject, Martha Huggins notes that all policing is political.  Huggins asserts that even when police forces are made to appear as extensions of a class neutral state and “the people,” that never completely rings true.  Instead, Huggins asserts that police forces are, by definition, official agencies backed by state power and the potential use of force whose objective is to control individuals, groups, or classes deemed inimical to the economic and political order of the state and the dominant classes.
  In her thorough and data filled analysis, Huggins found that the explicit criminal justice function of foreign police training often was a front in which the U.S. was able to meet internal and external security objectives.
  The study also asserts that the real objective of foreign police assistance has been “to gain political control over recipient country’s internal security by increasing the information available to the training country – the United states- and expanding its influence over the host government’s internal security systems.”


In her monograph, Huggins elucidates many examples of how police training and other forms of internal security collusion with Latin American countries helped serve the perceived political needs of the United States.  Her examination of the role of the Office of Public Safety (OPS) in Brazil during the 1960s is particularly informative. The OPS was a branch of the U.S. Agency for International Development which administered foreign police training under Kennedy and Johnson.
  After the U.S. supported 1964 military coup that deposed the left wing reformist president Joao Goulart, the country was run by various figureheads backed by a military triumvirate.  In the aftermath of the coup, the army’s new president and the commander of the army launched a nationwide purge to remove what they viewed as subversives from Brazil’s political and administrative apparatuses.  The short term results of the purge - called Operacao Limpeza (Operation Cleanup) – were the arrest of tens of thousands of people, the dismissal of approximately 10,000 civil servants, the abrogation of citizenship rights to hundreds, and wide spread reports of torture by police.  U,S, Ambassador to Brazil Lincoln Gordon noted that information about Operation Cleanup was difficult to come by “due to the autonomy of the [Brazilian] police.”

However, the Ambassador should have been able to check on the activities of Brazilian police forces because they had been working with OPS advisers since 1957.  During the period in which the coup took place Gordon was receiving communications from OPS advisers about the progress of Operation Cleanup.  Using monthly police training reports, Huggins was able to unearth some of these communications.  In a characteristic report we find an OPS adviser noting that “following the successful constitutional ousting of Goulart” the Brazilian security forces were “continuing to seek and take into custody known Communists, their supporters, and other subversive elements.”  OPS officials were also on the boards of committees responsible for processing the cases of arrestees of Operation Cleanup.  According to Huggins’ citations, these boards were pressing for the continuation of the extraordinary powers of rendition that the military government had.


Although this paper focuses on how the U.S. gained dominance through security training and arms transfers, it is necessary to briefly discuss the economic and cultural factors that were a key component of that dominance.  In his comprehensive study of U.S.- Latin America relations, Thomas O’Brien explains how a desire for economic expansion and notions of cultural superiority underpinned U.S. actions toward Latin America since the early 1800s.  The virtues of North Americans’ free market economy, competitive individualistic society, and republican political institutions provided sufficient justification for various types of collusion between the U.S. government and private companies in gaining dominance in areas of Latin America.  This collusion is observable in the banana wars of the early 20th century that benefitted U.S. concerns such as the United Fruit Company.  For most of the century American corporations, foundations, unions and missionaries had many points of cooperation and crossover in personnel with government agencies.
  On a more discreet level, covert operations in Chile and Brazil during the 60s and 70s (just to name a few examples) helped bring about the types of governments that the U.S. felt were amenable to U.S. business interests.

There is endless potential for debate over the nature of U.S. power in Latin America and whether or not the U.S. has attained a “piecemeal empire” to its south.  However, there is no doubt that Latin American nations have resisted U.S. attempts at hegemony. In his study, Peter H. Smith cites a number of large scale ways that Latin America has resisted U.S. imperialism. One tactic known as the “Bolivarian Dream,” called for Latin American states to unify in order to create a counterbalance to U.S. power.  Although the Bolivarian Dream never came to fruition it was invoked as a morale builder and political instrument from leaders such as Augusto Sandino to groups such as the 19th of April Movement in Colombia.
  Another tactic was for Latin America to strengthen bonds with European powers.  Latin American states also tried to shape international law to impose limits on U.S. hegemony.   Finally, larger Latin American countries have attempted to establish sub-regional dominance in order to challenge or share U.S. power.
  All of these tactics have been used with varying degrees of success and are currently in play.


The current state of Latin America-U.S. relations reflects the success of some of the above strategies at resisting U.S. hegemony.  The election of the reform minded anti-imperialist Hugo Chavez in Venezuela in 1998 was part of a rise of left-leaning governments in Latin America.  Chavez has firm allies in the presidential offices of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Nicaragua and a number of other Latin American countries have left–leaning governments.  In a recent manifestation of this shift, the government of Manuel Zelaya in Honduras has sought a number of reforms that have angered the country’s business elite.  Although, he has never been a staunch leftist or anti-imperialist, Zelaya has lowered school feels, increased the minimum wage – it is still less than two dollars an hour and doesn’t apply to foreign-owned maquilas – and has opposed the privatization of telecommunications.  Peasant organizations and unions in Honduras began to embrace Zelaya when he decided to offer voters the option of voting for a referendum to rewrite the Honduran constitution.  The constitution, which was written under the last military government, is viewed as a major obstacle to reform.   The army, which is charged with distributing ballot boxes, allied with other groups to depose Zelaya on the morning of the referendum vote, June 28th of 2009.
  Many U.S. members of Congress have supported the coup and have agreed that a military coup is justified if its goals are “democratic.”  The Obama administration, however, has voiced weak disapproval of the coup, a sharp change from the responses of previous U.S. administrations to similar situations in Latin America.


The history of 20th century Honduras has been heavily influenced by U.S. economic, military, and political policy and objectives and the current crisis reflects that.  Of course, there are a myriad of factors that contribute to the current geopolitical structure in the Western Hemisphere but most scholars would agree that 20th century U.S. hegemony is one of the most important of those.  As discussed here, key components to acquiring that hegemony, and developing the piecemeal empire, were military training programs, arms transfers, and collusion of police forces.  The varying degrees of success of these maneuverings and other factors, helped facilitate the creation of the U.S.’s “piecemeal empire” in Latin America.  The enduring legacy of resistance to this quasi empire and general historic trends on the rise and fall of hegemonic states suggest that this asymmetric power relationship will be relatively short lived.
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