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The U.S. as World Policeman:  
the Roosevelt Corollary Era, the Cold War, and the War on Terrorism

Criticism of the "war on terrorism" has mainly focused on its abusive practices rather than the U.S.' self-appointed world policeman role.  While it is absolutely necessary to challenge assassinations by armed drones and indefinite detentions, the larger policy must be addressed as well.  The U.S. first announced its role as "international policeman" in the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine of 1904, applied to the Western Hemisphere.  The U.S. took up policing the whole world under the Truman Doctrine of 1947, at the outset of the Cold War.  The so-called "war on terror," announced by President George W. Bush in September 2001, revived the Cold War role and expanded upon it.  My comments today highlight common threads in these three interventionist eras, with examples taken from Central America.  I point out how U.S. interventionism has contravened international law and institutions, caused unnecessary wars and suffering, and aroused domestic and international opposition.  

The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine of 1904 was announced one year after the U.S. gained possession of the Panama Canal Zone and two years after the U.S. officially ended its war in the Philippines.  Unnerved by the costs and atrocities of the U.S. colonial war in the Philippines, expansionists shifted their focus to the Caribbean-Central America area.  The Roosevelt Corollary declared that the United States had the right and responsibility as "international policeman" to intervene in nations of the Western Hemisphere so as to prevent "chronic wrongdoing."  It was a ruse, of course, as there was no international law to enforce.  It sent a message to Europeans that the area was closed to their influence; and a message to the people of the region that their governments must accede to U.S. requests and accommodate private U.S. business interests.  The U.S. military interventions that ensued in Cuba, Nicaragua, Honduras, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti over the next thirty years sparked rebellions in some cases that led to the death of thousands.

The U.S. intervention in Nicaragua from 1927 to 1933 was most important because it contributed to a shift in U.S. policy.  The original purpose of the intervention was to quell fighting between Liberal and Conservative factions and organize new elections, but when Liberal General Augusto Sandino refused to disarm, the occupation turned into a campaign to capture the "bandit" Sandino.  The intervention produced resentment across Latin America.  At an Inter-American Conference in Havana in 1928, representatives from El Salvador introduced a resolution stating that “no state may intervene in the internal affairs of another.” The U.S. delegate promptly vetoed the measure.  Within the U.S., dissent was voiced by an eclectic mix of anti-imperialists, pacifists, progressives, socialists, communists, women's peace advocates, and at least a dozen progressive senators.  The Senate rejected two bills for the withdrawal of U.S. troops in 1928 and 1929, but as the war dragged on, opponents gained headway.  The Hoover administration finally got the message and withdrew all U.S. troops in January 1933, leaving in their place the U.S.-trained Nacional Guardia.  The seven-year war cost the lives of an estimated 3,000 Nicaraguans and 136 U.S. Marines.1  In its aftermath, the Roosevelt administration announced the Good Neighbor Policy, which proscribed U.S. military interventionism in Latin America and effectively rescinded the Roosevelt Corollary.  The principle of non-intervention was furthermore written into the Charter of the United Nations in 1945 and the Charter of the Organization of American States in 1948.

The Truman Doctrine of 1947 established a new global policeman role for the United States and effectively negated all prohibitions against interventionism.  President Harry Truman's immediate quest in his speech before Congress in March 1947 was to obtain U.S. aid for the governments of Greece and Turkey.  The Greek civil war was framed as a contest between communist-led terrorists and a government with the potential to become a “self-respecting democracy.”  He then extrapolated to the world at large:  "The free peoples of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms," he said.  "If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world -- and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our own nation."2  It was a formula for global interventionism and unilateral interventionism, and effectively sidelined the United Nations.  


The Truman Doctrine shined a spotlight on the Soviet Union's oppressive control over Eastern Europe, but made no mention of the more extensive and long-standing oppression of Asian and African peoples by America's allies in Europe.  In early 1950, the Truman administration began aiding the French in their effort to re-colonize Vietnam, an action that won no hearts and minds in the developing world.  Following the French loss in Vietnam, the U.S. flouted the Geneva agreement of 1954 and created a separate country in the south, which eventually led to the brutal and unnecessary U.S.-Vietnam War and the deaths of some two million people.  The U.S. supported a host of repressive regimes and dictatorships in the name of anti-communism. When repression failed, the newly formed CIA carried out interventions by stealth.  

Such was the case in Guatemala in 1954.  The CIA organized, armed, and trained a rebel force that overthrew the democratically elected Arbenz government after it had nationalized land belonging to the U.S.-based United Fruit Company and allowed Communist Party members to serve in the cabinet.  A rightist government was installed with full U.S. backing.  Rebellion and more repression ensued.  A 1999 report by the United Nations Historical Clarification Commission, a truth commission, placed the number of civilians killed or "disappeared" in the 36-year conflict at 200,000, and found that military, police, and paramilitary forces were responsible for 93 percent of human rights violations.3   
Cold War ideology reigned in U.S. foreign policymaking for a generation, but came under duress in the 1970s, allowing for a mild shift toward progressive foreign policies and views. The lengthy and unwinnable Vietnam War imposed a sense of caution regarding future interventions -- what became known as the “Vietnam syndrome.”  The policy of détente implemented by the Nixon administration challenged hard-line anti-communist views.  In the mid-1970s, following revelations of U.S. involvement in the 1973 coup in Chile, Congress enacted laws prohibiting CIA assassinations, ending the CIA’s secret involvement in Angola, and establishing human rights standards for U.S. foreign aid. President Jimmy Carter secured a new Panama Canal treaty, a symbolic return to the Good Neighbor Policy.  
During the 1980s, the Reagan administration sought a return to Manichaean Cold War ideology, unilateralism, and U.S. dominance in Central America and the Caribbean.  The administration pushed aid to the repressive government of El Salvador and the counter-revolutionary contras in Nicaragua.  President Ronald Reagan mimicked Truman's famous speech in a nationally televised address in April 1983, warning that unless the U.S. took action, Central America would be “delivered to totalitarianism,” followed by the “destabilization of an entire region from the Panama Canal to Mexico on our southern border . . . and we ourselves are left vulnerable to new dangers.”4  Typical of the administration’s hegemonic thinking was an internal strategy paper of March 1984 that declared that the U.S. would not allow any “foreign inspired and supported insurgency” in Central America, as if U.S. support for the contra insurgency were not exactly that.5  The domestic opponents of Reagan's policies in Central America, of which there were many, challenged this Orwellian framing with facts on the ground.  As former CIA director Stansfield Turner told a Congressional committee in April 1985, "there are many of us today who see the actions of the contras as being beneath the ethical standards we would like the United States to employ. And specifically, I believe it is irrefutable that a number of the contras’ actions have to be characterized as terrorism, as State-supported terrorism.6
Internationally, Latin American leaders initiated the Contadora peace process as an alternative to the Reagan administration's war policy, and America's European allies quietly urged the administration to desist.  The Nicaraguan government brought suit against the U.S. in the International Court of Justice, or World Court, following the mining of Nicaraguan harbors in April 1984. The Reagan administration refused to recognize the jurisdiction of the Court in the matter but nonetheless attempted to defend itself in the court of public opinion by arguing that its actions were consistent with the established principle of “collective defense,” alleging Nicaraguan arms transfers to Salvadoran rebels.  The Court ruled against the U.S. in June 1986, stating that “the evidence is insufficient to satisfy the Court that the Government of Nicaragua was responsible for any flow of arms.” The Court declared that “by training, arming, equipping, financing and supplying the contra forces or otherwise encouraging, supporting and aiding military and paramilitary activities in and against Nicaragua,” the U.S. was acting “in breach of its obligation under customary international law not to intervene in the affairs of another State.”7 The court ordered the U.S. to cease its support for the contras and make reparation payments to Nicaragua.  The Reagan administration disregarded the order.    
The current "war on terrorism" continues the U.S. tendency to take the law into its own hands.  In response to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack on U.S. soil, the George W. Bush administration undertook two wars, toppling governments in Afghanistan and Iraq, in an apparent attempt to apprehend stateless al Qaeda terrorists.  That the Taliban had no interest in attacking the U.S. and that the regime of Saddam Hussein had neither chemical weapons nor ties with al Qaeda was immaterial to the quest to re-establish U.S. global influence and sustain the "American century."  The United Nations' weapons inspection team led by Hans Blix had in fact done a thorough job of dismantling plants capable of producing weapons of mass destruction, but the U.S. through misleading intelligence claimed otherwise.  The U.S. has openly embraced pre-emptive military action in its "war on terror."  The National Security Strategy Report of 2002 asserted that the U.S. has the right to "act against such emerging threats before they are fully formed."8  Acting in accordance with this distorted conception of a "world policeman," the U.S. has employed indefinite detention, torture, and aerial assassinations of people suspected of being terrorists; and it has extended its counterterrorism operations to nations with which the U.S. is not at war.  For people living in remote tribal areas in Pakistan or Yemen, the "war on terrorism" has become a war of terrorism, as U.S. armed drones hover above, waiting to strike.  

Former President Jimmy Carter, in an op-ed article in the New York Times on June 24, 2012, charged that the U.S. assassinations and indefinite detentions violate human rights principles set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  "It is disturbing," he wrote, "that, instead of strengthening these principles, our government’s counterterrorism policies are now clearly violating at least 10 of the declaration’s 30 articles, including the prohibition against “cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.”9  In January of this year, the UN opened a major new investigation into the U.S.' use of drones and targeted assassinations.  

I will conclude with a few comments on hopeful indications for change.  First, there has been a fundamental shift in the world order since World War II with the demise of European imperialism and the rise of human and civil rights.  Secondly, respect for international law and institutions has grown, albeit more in Europe than in the United States.  Ending unilateral militarism will ultimately require greater reliance on, and empowerment of, institutions such as the United Nations and International Criminal Court.  Third, truth commissions and war crimes trials in Guatemala, Argentina, Chile, and elsewhere have revealed the dark side of American-backed regimes during the Cold War.  Lessons may yet be learned and applied to the present.  Finally, there are historians, writers, educators, and journalists who are intent on making such lessons known to American citizens and students, this conference being a prime example.  


Thank you.

ENDNOTES

1.  The 3,000 figure is cited in Charles F. Howlett, “Neighborly Concern: John Nevin Sayre and the Mission of Peace and Goodwill to Nicaragua, 1927-28,” The Americas, Vol. 45, No. 1 (July 1988), 20. Regarding the 136 U.S. Marines who died in Nicaragua, Neill Macaulay, in The Sandino Affair (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1967), notes that only 47 were killed in the fighting; the remainder died from accidents, airplane crashes, murders, and suicides.
2.  "Guatemalan Genocide on Trial:  Court case begins today against former dictator Rios Montt; 30-year struggle for justice leads to landmark prosecution."  Posted - Jan. 31, 2013, National Security Archive, http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/news/20130131/index.html

3.  President Harry S. Truman, “Address of the President of the United States: Recommendation for Assistance to Greece and Turkey, March 12, 1947,” Truman Presidential Museum and Library, http://www.trumanlibrary.org.

4.  President Reagan, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on Central America,” April 27, 1983, The Public Papers of President Ronald W. Reagan, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, http://www.reagan.utexas.edu.

5.  “Public Diplomacy Strategy Paper: Central America,” March 19, 1984, 7, National Security Archive, Iran-Contra collection, IC00369.
6.  “Statement of Adm. Stansfield Turner, Former Director of Central Intelligence” (April 16, 1985), U.S. Support for the Contras, Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-Ninth Congress, First Session, April 16, 17 and 18, 1985 (Washington, DC:  U.S. Government Printing Office, 1985), 4. 

7.  “Case Concerning the Military and Paramilitary Activities In and Against Nicaragua (Nicaragua v. United States of America),” http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/index.php?sum=367&code=nus&p1=3&p2=3&case=70&k=66&p3=5.
8.  "Full Text: Bush's National Security Strategy," New York Times, Sept. 20, 2002, http://www.nytimes.com/2002/09/20/politics/20STEXT_FULL.html?pagewanted=all.
9.  Jimmy Carter, "A Cruel and Unusual Record," New York Times, June 24, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/25/opinion/americas-shameful-human-rights-record.html?_r=0.
PAGE  
1

