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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the nature and intensity of 

collective action in five Central American nations during 

the period 1950-1980. Using a historical comparative 

analysis, 

have 

have 

had 

not. 

I found that Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua 

guerrilla 

Instead, 

movements and Honduras and Costa Rica 

Honduras and Costa Rica have developed 

workers 

forces 

and peasant movements that are important political 

in their respective societies. These differences are 

explained by comparing and contrasting the five countries 

in terms of distribution of land and income, their 

political structure and their political influence of the 

United States. Unequal distribution of land and income is 

commonly though to produce frustration and discontent, and 

in turn, higher frequenCies of collective action. In 

Central America, land and income inequality have remained, 

for the most part, constant, while the nature and intensity 

of collective action varies over time and across country. 

Consequently, I concluded 

the origin facilitate 

collective protest. More 

that 

and 

inequality alone does not 

development of forms of 

compelling theoretical arguments 

can be made for the political structure of each country and 

the political influence of the United States as 

preconditions for the nature and intensity of collective 

action. The strength of worker and peasant organizations, 



and their ability to 
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non-violently during these 

times, occurred when 

protest 

the United States encouraged 

democratic government in these nations. These forms of 

governance provided freedom and protection for organizing 

and 

and 

were 

collective 

encouraged 

repressed, 

protest. But as the United States supported 

repressive governments, non-violent actions 

and in turn, violent forms of protest 

originated. Then guerrilla movements appeared and developed 

when the United States reduced or withdrew military 

assistance to these repressive governments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the last three decades, Central America has 

experienced mass protest. However, forms of protest have 

varied throughout the region. Nicaragua, for instance, in 

July of 

through a 

considered 

American 

Guatemala 

1979, successfully overthrew the Somoza dynasty, 

guerrilla warfare. The Somoza reign had been 

one of the longest and most entrenched in Latin 

history. Since the late 70s, EI Salvador and 

have similarly experienced violent actions, from 

well organized armed groups. The violent activity that has 

existed 

contrast 

situation. 

in 

to 

these 

the 

countries 

Honduran and 

represents an 

Costa Rican 

interesting 

non-violent 

Honduras and Costa Rica have not had significant 

guerrilla warfare. Instead, they're both characterized by 

an organized peasantry and labor movement which has been an 

force in the politics of their respective important 

societies. The forgoing does not imply that Guatemala, EI 

Salvador, and Nicaragua have not had these forms of mass 

protest, 

describe 

but historians and political scientists typically 

Honduras 

controlled", and 

and 

the 

"conflictive and violent." 

Costa 

rest of 

Rica as "peaceful and 

Central America as 

How can one explain these different patterns of mass 
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protest in Central America? In this study, I offer an 

explanation as to why Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua 

had or do have violent forms of collective action and have 

Costa Rica and Honduras have not. The nature and intensity 

of collective action in these nations is not the product 

solely of long lasting conditions of injustice and 

inequality as proposed by Gurr and Rutenberg (1968), Nagel 

(1981), Muller (1985), and Barry (1987). (1974), 

Instead, 

Central 

Millett 

the nature 

America has 

and intensity of collective action in 

been facilitated by the tolerance of 

the 

of 

United States governments and the political structure 

A democratic policy of the United States each nation. 

toward these nations created democratic structures, and in 

turn, non-violent forms of collective action. It also 

weakened repressive institutions in these nations, and in 

turn created the political opportunity for violent forms of 

protest to originate. 

It is important to note that this study emphasizes on 

the relationship between the political and military 

involvement 

intensity 

study of 

investment 

the same 

of the United States and the nature 

of collective action in Central America. 

and 

The 

core-dependent relations ( i. e • economic other 

and collective protest, etc.), or the study of 

relationship using other cases (i.e. the United 

States and the Caribbean, the Soviet Union and Cuba, etc.), 

is also relevant. But, the influence of the United States 



on Central America is not only 
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an excellent example of 

relations 

America 

relations 

been said 

between 

proximity 

obvious 

core 

to 

and 

and dependent nations, but Central 

the United States makes their 

easier to document. While much has 

about the Soviet Union and Cuba's involvement in 

the region's political conflict, their role is difficult to 

determine. The Soviets, as well as Cubans, do not publish 

figures, for public review, on military aid to guerrilla 

groups. This is not to say that the Soviet Union or Cuba 

do not support revolutionary governments in power. Cuba's 

economic and military dependence on the Soviet Union is 

known, and the dependence of the Sandinista government 

on both the Soviet Union and Cuba is also well known 

(Blasier, 1987). However, such evidence is of little, if 

any, help for this study because my emphasis is on the 

genesis and development of mass protest and not on the 

aftermath of a successful action. 

There 

relationship 

have been no efforts to systematically show the 

between the political influence of core 

countries and the nature and intensity of collective action 

in peripheral nations. Consequently, the comparative and 

longitudinal analysis of the US political involvement in 

five Central American countries broadens the empirical and 

theoretical grounds of research on collective action 

insofar as new variables as predictors of collective action 

are discovered, and new techniques are adapted for the 
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study of this social phenomenon. Second, by comparing and 

analyzing these five countries overtime, I contribute to a 

better understanding of the Central American reality; and 

consequently, influence an orientation toward development 

that serves the well being of the entire region. 

Central American countries are ideal to compare since 

they share" many features. They have similar social 

structures 

and 1830s 

and they 

they were 

share 

each 

a common 

part of 

history (in the 1820s 

a federal state). 

Although 

England 

the 

and 

five countries have been influenced by Spain, 

the United States, it is important to again 

point out that this study emphasizes the relationship 

between the United States and the five Central American 

nations because the period studied covers only from 1950 to 

1979, 

which 

just 

the 

before the Sandinista revolution, period in 

United States was the most influential hegemonic 

power in the region. 

The 

Chapter 

variables 

1 

and world 

methodology 

Chapter 2 

dissertation is structured in the following way. 

identifies the most important concepts and 

of the relative deprivation and political process 

system models of 

of 

collective action. The 

and sources data are also discussed. 

contains an historical description of various 

forms of collective action throughout the five nations. In 

Chapter 

thesis 

3, the empirical "test" of the relative deprivation 

is addressed. The political process model is 



similarly 

empirical 

variables 

in chapter 

chapters 

16 

assessed in chapter 4. In chapter 5, the 

evidence of the relationship between world system 

and collective action is presented. To conclude, 

6, the empirical findings of the previous 

are and the theoretical and 

methodological 

synthesized, 

implications are assessed. The impact of 

foreign policies toward the region is also discussed. 
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C HAP T E RON E 

COLLECTIVE ACTION: A FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter, I outline a theoretical and 

methodological framework for the study of collective 

action. In so dOing, I summarize and discuss the concepts 

and variables embedded in the predominant theories of 

my collective 

investigation 

explanation 

action. 

and 

for the 

These theoretical ideas guide 

help me propose an alternative 

patterns of collective action in 

Central America. 

A Definition of Collective Action 

At the outset, it is important to say that this study is 

not about revolutions. This is so because individuals, 

collectively 

revolutionary 

I look at 

organizing for change, may at times have 

goals, and at other times, they may not. As 

examples of collective action in Guatemala, El 

Salvador and Nicaragua, some of these actions will indeed 
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be revolutionary, because their ultimate goal is to 

overthrow the government and transform their respective 

societies. In contrast, instances of collective action in 

Honduras and Costa Rica, as well as various actions in 

Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, are oriented toward 

the improvement of working conditions and the 

redistribution of land. Collective action in these forms 

is not considered revolutionary. As Skocpol points out: 

A social revolution is a rapid, basic 

transformation of a society's state and class 

structures; and they are accompanied and in part 

carried through by class based revolts from 

below. Social revolutions are set apart from other 

sorts of conflicts and transformative processes 

above all by the combination of two coincidences: 

the coincidence of societal structural change with 

class upheaval; and the coincidence of the 

political with social transformations (1979:4). 

Skocpol's subject of study in her States and Social 

Revolutions is a specific and unique instance of collective 

action. She refers particularly to revolutionary processes 

having radical consequences for the societies in which 

these processes take place. She recognizes, however, that 

true revolutions include only those "rare but momentaneous 
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occurrences in the modern world" such as those that 

occurred in China, Russia, France, Mexico and Cuba. For my 

purpose 

because 

then, I will avoid the use of the term revolution 

of its specialized applications. Instead, I use 

the broader concept "collective action" \-lhich I define as a 

political process by which members of organized groups 

protest 

concept 

actions. 

with the intention of provoking change. The 

includes violent as well as and non-violent 

For example, in Central America organized groups, 

sharing a sense of unity, have acted together to increase 

their wages or redistribute land from private to public 

ownership. Strikes, which generally seek to increase wages 

are institutionalized actions because labor codes provide 

and protect their right to do so. In contrast, land 

takeovers are illegal and therefore non-institutionalized, 

are not sanctioned by government. Sometimes strikes they 

and land takeovers become violent, but this is not 

necessarily their intention. On the other hand, there have 

been various instances where individuals collectively 

acting have seized state power through violent guerrilla 

warfare. 

The concept of collective action also does not focus on 

a specific ideological orientation (i.e. left or right). 

The rational is to capture as objectively as possible 

whether organized actions challenging the existing social 

order are violent or non-violent. Consequently, strikes, 
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land takeovers as well as guerrilla attacks may be of the 

"right" or the "left." However, guerrilla warfare, as a 

means of protest, in Central America has mainly been 

adopted by groups with a Marxist/Leninist ideology. 

Nevertheless, a similar strategy has 

but 

been 

their 

used by the 

"freedom fighters" of Nicaragua, actions are 

excluded from this analysis simply because the study-period 

does not cover the post-Nicaraguan revolution. While other 

organized actions ( i. e • demonstrations, marches, riots, 

etc. ) may illustrate this definition, guerrilla attacks, 

strikes and land takeovers are selected because these are 

and the most documented political actions the most common 

in the region. 

Without diminishing the importance of the consequences 

and outcomes of collective acts, the emphasis of this study 

is exclusively on the process by which individuals get 

together and collectively act in order to attain an end, 

whether it be through violent or non-violent means. From 

this perspective, I explain why Nicaragua, El Salvador, and 

Guatemala have experienced violent forms of protest and 

Honduras and Costa Rica have not. 

Theoretical Framework 

While there is a vast and rich literature on collective 
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action, this study only focuses on two theoretical models; 

that of "relative deprivation" and "political process." In 

addition, variables of the world system perspective will be 

brought to bear on these two models. 

Although I favor structural explanations of collective 

action, 

oriented, 

relative deprivation, which is psychologically 

is included in this analysis because the nature 

and intensity of collective action in Latin America, and 

Central America in particular, are often associated with 

the unequal and unjust distribution of resources. These 

structural 

discontent, 

model has 

political 

conditions are believed to generate anger and 

and in 

already 

conflict 

turn, collective protest. Since the 

been widely used to explain the ongoing 

in Central America (see Millett, 1981; 

Barry, 1987), it is seen as relevant to my study. 

1. The Relative Deprivation Thesis 

Inequality is often held to be a fundamental cause of 

political violence and revolution. This notion was first 

addressed by De Tocqueville who succinctly states: 

Almost all the revolutions which have changed the 

aspects of nations have been made to consolidate 

or to destroy social inequality. Remove the 
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causes which have produced the great 

of the world, and you always find the 

of inequality at the bottom (c.f. Muller 

idea collective action being a function of 

inequality 

deprivation 

of 

and injustice is embedded in the relative 

thesis. It assumes that unequal distribution 

of resources generate anger and discontent, which leads to 

civil violence 

and guerrilla 

( i. e • 

wars). 

riots, rural uprisings, coups d'etat 

Gurr and Ruttenberg (1968:1) define 

relative deprivation as a "perceived discrepancy between 

of life to which people believe the 

they 

goods and conditions 

are entitled (their value expectations) and what they 

perceived 

desiderate 

to be their chances of getting and keeping those 

(their value capabilities)." They specifically 

state: 

This 

Civil 

d'etat 

strife 

and 

( i. e • riots, rural uprisings, coups 

guerrilla wars) occurs only when 

relative deprivation, and consequent anger, are 

present among people, and that the greater their 

deprivation the greater the likelihood and 

magnitude of strife (1968:1). 

proposition implies that individuals aware of an 
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barrier, to attaining enjoyment 

of a value, will experience frustration and anger; 

conditions which in turn, are necessary for civil strife. 

For example, the 

onset of economic 

suppression 

depression, 

of 

or 

a political party, the 

the decline of a class 

status relative to other social classes are societal 

conditions likely to produce frustration and anger, and 

consequently, collective action (Gurr and Ruttenberg, 

1968: 13) • 

Studies, following the relative deprivation argument, 

propose 

factors 

political 

argues, 

societal 

that income 

most likely 

violence. 

"the norm of 

justice 

and land inequality are societal 

to generate frustration, leading to 

The reason being, as Muller (1985:52) 

equality 

has become 

as 

a 

a general standard of 

more or less salient 

global value in the late twentieth century." The empirical 

evidence however, is only partially in support of this 

reasoning. For example, Nagel (1974) and Muller (1985) 

found support for the relationship between measures of land 

and income inequality and the number of deaths from violent 

forms of collective action. But, Hardy (1979) and Weede 

(1981) report no relationship at a I I between relative 

deprivation variables (i.e. income inequality) and violent 

forms of collective action. 

In general, the relative deprivation hypothesis suffers 

from methodological and theoretical problems. On the one 
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difficult to 

observe in 

deprivation 

accounts of 

frustration 

Furthermore, 

practice. 

correlate 

Consequently, studies of relative 

only structural 

collective action, leaving 

and anger nnmeasured 

variables with 

the 

and 

variables 

untested. 

frustration or discontent, by itself, does not 

generate collective action in any form. These angered 

individuals 

environment 

individuals 

will 

must 

and act 

have 

on 

the 

that 

ability to "read" their 

"reading." For example, 

must know when there is a political environment 

allow them to succeed. Further, they must know that 

how to take advantage of the opportunity. The existence of 

a favorable political structure, as discussed later in the 

political process model, is a crucial element for the 

generation of collective action. 

Despite its 

cannot be 

collective 

from the 

inequality. 

ignored. 

action 

long 

For 

weakness the relative deprivation theory 

The generation of violent forms of 

in Latin America are often held to stem 

lasting conditions of injustice and 

instance, Millett (1981) in his article 

I~~ __ ~£l!!!£~ __ £i_Y!£l~~£~ argues that the causes of Central 

American political violence are the social and economic 

systems of these nations. He explains that their extreme 

injustice and inequality has built resentment among the 

population which, in turn, has led to collective protest. 

Without underscoring or ignoring criticisms of the 
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studies, 

in this 
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deprivation theory and to be consistent with other 

its basic premise will be taken into consideration 

study. As Gurr and Ruttenberg (1968) hypothesize, 

I too will assume that macro-structural factors facilitate 

the overt expression of discontent, as in collective 

action. Following Nagel (1974), 

(1981), and Muller (1985) , 

Hardy 

I will 

(1979) , 

assume 

Heede 

that 

deprivation-induced discontent stems from factors such as 

income and land inequality. As Figure 1.1 shows, if income 

(figure 1.1 about here) 

and land inequality are likely to produce discontent and 

anger, and consequently collective action, I will expect to 

find periods widespread collective protest with 

significantly 

of 

higher levels of income and land inequality 

than in periods of relatively low collective protest. 

that 

The 

the 

2. The Political Process Model 

central notion of the political process theory is 

1 ike 1 i h 0 0 dan din ten sit Y 0 f '''''~ 1 1 e c t i v e act ion 

varies with the level of organizational strength of the 

aggrieved population, the level of political consciousness 

of the same population, and the structure of political 
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McAdam refers to 

these factors as "organizational readiness", "insurgent 

consciousness" and "the structure of political 

opportunities" (1982:40). This implies that, only when 

well organized groups, who share a sense of unity and 

identity, perceive a vulnerability in the system, are they 

then able to engage 

from 

in collective action. McAdam's 

rationale 

periods 

entities 

able to 

population 

political 

organized 

stems the idea that in times of crisis, or 

of instability, dominant 

weaker controls; 

groups 

meaning 

or political 

they are less possess 

contain any well organized and highly conscious 

engaged in collective protest. 

and economic systems, from the 

groups, present a favorable 

In essence, the 

view of 

structure 

the 

of 

political opportunities. 

The 

national 

political 

analysis, 

process model is applied, in cross 

by relating forms of collective action 

with types of regime structures (see Figure 1.2). A 

(figure 1.2 about here) 

democratic system (or non-repressive) provides 

opportunities for dissident groups to engage in collective 

action. Non-violent forms of collective action are more 

likely to occur in societies with a democratic regime 

because this form of governance promotes and protects the 
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For example, democratic 

regimes 

organizing 

addition, 

typically enact labor codes that guarantee 

and collective bargaining in the work place. In 

a democratic regime may legislate an agrarian 

reform program, which, in essence, promotes the organizing 

of landless peasants. In both cases, organizing in the 

\vork place br in the rural population, leads to non-violent 

collective 

takeovers. 

action, in the form of strikes or land 

In summation, the interchange of tolerance on 

the part of the regime and the strength of organizations on 

the part of the aggrieved, make the labor and peasant 

movement influential in the political process. 

If 

replaced 

nature 

response 

example, 

of 

the reformist or civilian elected government is 

by one with intermediate levels of repression, the 

collective protest is shaped by the government's 

toward 

if the 

organized 

leaders 

labor and 

of strikes, 

the peasantry. For 

land takeovers, or 

other non-violent form of collective action are able to 

survive the government's efforts to suppress their 

organizations, because the repression is not intense nor 

unremitting, then the survivors are likely to involve 

themselves in another form of collective action. In such 

times, violent forms, as in guerrilla warfare, might appear 

as the only alternative to accomplish changes. This form 

of collective action may be influenced by the existence and 

success of similar actions in neighboring countries. As 
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elsewhere 

liberation. 

process 

political process 

help trigger 

model, 

the 
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successful 

process of may 

So again, basic premises of the 

theory are applicable, i . e • 

organizational strength and the dissident's belief in their 

potential 

critical 

success 

factors 

( i. e • 

for 

cognitive liberation) are seen as 

the likelihood and intensity of 

violent collective action, just as in non-violent protest. 

Conversely, a non-democratic or highly repressive regime 

provides 

unless 

forms 

the 

of 

conditions, 

no opportunities for individuals to protest; 

political 

collective 

collective 

structure is weakened, then violent 

action will occur. Under such 

action is unlikely to occur because 

the government possesses the necessary and sufficient means 

of control to contain, or to eliminate any threat to the 

established social order (Snyder and Tilly, 1972). In the 

case of a highly repressive regime that is precceded by a 

democratic arrangement, the extermination of any existing 

collective action is also very likely. 

Empirical evidence seems to support the political 

process model. For example, Snyder and Tilly (1972) found 

that 

1830 

fluctuations of collective violence in France from 

through 1960 are significantly related to government 

repression. 

insurgency 

positively 

Similarly, McAdam (1982) found that the black 

in the United States, between 1930 and 1970, was 

related to organizational strength and political 
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opportunities. In the same vein, Muller (1985) 

demonstrates that the death rate from political violence is 

a nonmonotonic inverted "U" function of regime 

repressiveness, in the decade 1968-1977, in a cross 

national analysis of several countries. Although the 

evidence supports the political process model, I believe 

that to fully account for collective action in peripheral 

nations one must consider the influential character of core 

countries, as discussed in the following section. 

In brief, the following hypotheses have been formulated 

for empirical assessment: 1 ) Non-violent collective 

actions are more likely to occur in societies where a 

democratic system prevails because such arrangements 

provide the opportunity (for) and protection (of) civil 

participation. a) If these opportunities and safeguards 

are secured, non-violent collective actions are likely to 

become an important force 

their respective societies. 

repressive, the organized 

in the 

But, 

actions 

organized politics of 

b) if the response is 

may be shaped toward 

violence, assuming that organized groups continue to view 

the economic 

finally, 2 ) 

less likely 

because they 

and political structures as vulnerable. And 

societies with 

to experience 

possess the 

highly repressive regimes are 

any form of collective protest 

necessary means to contain any 

well organized threat to the established social order. If 

in fact, these hypotheses are true, I expect to find, in 
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Central America, non-violent organized forms of protest 

associated with longer periods of democracy or reformists 

governments. Violent forms of collective action are 

expected to be associated with more or less repressive 

regime structures. 

3. The Tolerance of the World System 

Both the relative deprivation and political process 

models 

factors 

only 

for 

address domestic 

the generation 

conditions as facilitating 

and development of collective 

action, ignoring the influential character of the global 

system. 

action, 

position 

It is my contention that no study of collective 

in peripheral nations, can, nor should, ignore the 

of these nations in the global system and 

particularly the influential character exercised by core 

countries in these nations. 

Core penetration in peripheral nations is often held to 

be a fundamental cause of the nature and intensity of 

collective action in these nations. Studies addressing 

this notion center their attention on how foreign capital, 

through the establishment of agricultural organizations, 

generates collective action (Steward et.al., 1956; Wolf, 

1 972 ; and Paige, 1975). They relate how different forms of 

agricultural organizations, such as the plantation, 
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sharecroping, and haciendas create sources of solidarity 

and 

lead 

organizational 

to different 

structures, 

forms of 

conditions 

collective 

which in turn, 

action. 

theoretical 

exploitation. 

idea is based on Marx's 

In this regard, Paige states: 

conception 

The 

of 

The homogeneous poorly paid, concentrated mass of 

workers that Marx saw as the vanguard of the 

revolution are found not in industrial societies, 

but in commercial export agriculture in the 

underdeveloped world. It is in such societies that 

greatest incentives for class-based organization 

and class conflict exist (1975:34). 

The incentives for solidarity and organization, according 

to Paige 

cultivator 

(1975), 

works 

remain 

as a 

relatively constant whether the 

plantation laborer(1), a seasonal 

even a worker paid with a share of harvest migrant(2), or 

the 

this 

have 

crop(3). In Central America, the export economies of 

century ( i. e • bananas, cotton, coffee, cattle, etc.) 

concentrated thousands of workers in the same place 

(Posas, 1980; Neza, 1982; Ellis, 1983; and Lopez, 1986), 

and created a homogeneous mass of landless peasants by 

evicting people from their land, or by slashing the work 

force in times of economic crisis (see Williams, 1986, for 

a complete view on the way that export economies evict 
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from their land; and Posas, 1981, on the reduction 

of labor force in the plantations). 

The concentration of workers in the same place, and the 

increasing 

facilitated 

number of landless peasants have, indeed, 

the generation of collective action as seen in 

the form of strikes and land takeovers. For instance, the 

banana 

foreign 

plantation, 

corporation 

which 

and 

is generally owned by a large 

possesses a resident labor force, 

gave rise to the first attempts of organizing and strikes 

in Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Costa Rica (EL 

Salvador 

peasants, 

organizers 

does not produce bananas). Similarly, landless 

throughout the region, helped by outside 

(i.e. the catholic church programs) gave rise to 

local 

then 

cooperatives and leagues (comunidades de base), which 

led to land takeovers. These local organizations 

eventually joined together to form national organizations, 

whose activities throughout the region impacted national 

politics. 

In examining these studies (Steward et.al., 1956: Wolf, 

1972 ; and Paige, 1975), their emphasis, while important, is 

seen as 

organizing 

generate, 

absence 

consequent 

collective 

incomplete. 

into unions 

The 

and 

workers' solidarity and their 

peasant cooperatives 

in and of themselves, collective action. 

do not 

In the 

of the relative tolerance 

political opportunities 

action, in any form, is 

core and of 

of 

the 

the periphery, 

not facilitated. I 
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therefore 

collective 

propose that the 

when 

nature and intensity of 

action occurs the tolerance of the core, 

and consequent political opportunities in the periphery, 

are perceived by individuals (in the periphery). and that 

the greater the tolerance the core the greater the 

likelihood and magnitude 

of 

of collective action. This 

implies tha.t 

international 

institutions 

protest. 

Levels 

individuals aware of the tolerance of the 

system and the vulnerability of domestic 

will organize and engage in collective 

of tolerance of the core vary over time. At 

times the core encourages, if not pressures, for political 

opportunities ( i. e • democratic arrangements involving 

economic and political participation) in the periphery. 

Wh i 1 e at other times it is intolerant and closed (i.e. 

supplying the means of repression, etc.). For instance, in 

this 

have 

century, 

ranged 

militarization 

us foreign 

from direct 

(intolerant) 

policies toward Central America 

military intervention 

to mandating economic 

and 

and 

political reforms, including advocacy for human rights 

(tolerant). These variations are held to be related to the 

nature and intensity of collective action in the periphery. 

To list a finite number of specific causes for the 

levels of tolerance of the core would be impossible. The 

generalized idea however, is that the core country's 

tolerance varies in accordance with a perceived threat to 
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its economic and political interests. An intolerant 

posture of a core nation is exemplified when between 1893 

and 1909, the United States intervened militarily in 

Nicaragua because a liberal politician, Jose Santos Zelaya, 

tried to 

Nicaraguan 

selected 

threat 

1954, 

to 

the 

Guatemala, 

military 

negotiate the construction of a canal on 

so i 1. Since Panama had already been sighted and 

for the canal, the idea of another one was a 

US interests (Booth, 1982:27-35). Similarly, in 

reformist government of Juan Jacobo Arbenz, in 

was overthrown by the CIA and Guatemalan 

forces after Guatemala's government purchased arms 

from 

land 

a communist country and the United Fruit Company's 

was subjected to a land reform act. In the same vein, 

an illustration 

administration's 

1959. Kennedy 

Latin America 

military force, 

economic and 

of tolerance of the core is the Kennedy 

posture 

thought 

could 

but 

not 

also 

political 

following the Cuban revolution in 

that the spread of communism in 

be stopped through only a strong 

by creating a more equitable 

structure, and economic and 

political conditions accessible to the entire population. 

The Carter administration's posture on human rights also 

illustrates the concept of tolerance. 

Regardless of the causes of different levels of the 

core's tolerance, as diagrammed in Figure 1.3, the 

(figure 1.3 about here) 
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nature and intensity of collective action in peripheral 

nations is a by product of changes of core policies combine 

with changes in the domestic structures and levels of 

organization among discontent individuals. Even though the 

idea is diagrammed to represent linearity, it is important 

to note that this is a dynamic process that occurs in a 

period of time. First, the core, through aiding democratic 

elements in the periphery, by covering the costs of, and 

supervising elections, financing reform programs ( 1. e • 

land, tax, etc. ) and respecting human rights, etc. can 

facilitate the establishment of democratic institutions, 

and consequently, non-violent forms of collective action. 

are likely to occur because Non-violent forms of protest 

internal, as 

and 

well 

legal respect 

previous section on 

discussion on how 

as international institutions, provide 

protection for civil liberties (see the 

the political process model for a 

institutions facilitate 

non-violent actions). 

democratic 

Second, the core through the 

reduction 

repressive 

repression 

creates 

protest. 

or elimination of aid to the periphery's 

institutions diminishes the capability of 

from domestic structures, and consequently 

political opportunities for violent forms of 

Individuals aware of the political opportunities 

are likely to use violent forms or guerrilla warfare 

because 

existent 

non-violent 

repressive 

actions 

practices. 

have been discouraged by 

They see violence as the 
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only alternative to provoke changes, and they sense a 

weakening 

perceive 

change of 

Kennedy's 

repressive institutions. Further, they of 

that the international system may even tolerate a 

government in their society. For example, 

posture on foreign policy toward Central America 

( i. e • criticism of repressive 

created 

governments 

political 

followed by 

reduction 

throughout 

actions. 

aid) of 

the region, 

Similarly, as 

opportunities 

and consequently collective 

Carter's administration reduced 

military assistance to Somoza's government, the Sandinista 

Front of National Liberation gained accordingly. 

In contrast to 

the 

the core country's condition of 

"tolerance" is condition of "intolerance or 

repressiveness". Under this condition, collective action, 

in any form, is unlikely to occur because internal 

institutions 

capacity to 

For example, 

through international assistance will have the 

contain any well organized collective protest. 

while the Somozan dictatorship in Nicaragua 

was fully supported through US economic and military aid, 

it was able to contain any organized group that challenged 

its established social order. 

To summarize, collective protest in peripheral nations 

varies with levels of tolerance of core countries. The 

core creates political opportunitieg ( i. e • democratic 

structures, weakened repressive institutions) in the 

periphery that facilitate collective actions. Non-violent 
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forms are likely to occur in societies with no history of 

repression and where democratic arrangements 

encouragement, 

participation. 

respect, and pro t e c t i o,n for 

provide 

civil 

But if societies have been repressive, 

violent 

because 

forms of collective action are likely to occur 

actions of the core (i.e. reduction or elimination 

of economic and military aid) weakens the state's ability 

to further contain any violent action. A final observation 

is that a closed or repressive situation of the core 

creates no opportunities for collective action to arise. 

In this case, collective action in any form is unlikely to 

occur. This is so because these arrangements provide the 

peripheral country with the means to suppress and control 

any organized action. 

Method and Data 

The theoretical framework previously outlined is a 

fundamental 

considered 

collective 

guide 

is: 

action 

sociologists, for 

to this investigation. The que s t ion n 0 \11 

explanations of How 

and 

the 

can one test 

propose new 

most part, 

old 

ones? 

believe 

phenomenon is scientifically studied only 

North American 

that a social 

if there is a 

significantly high number of cases. Skocpol (1979) is 

fully aware of the emphasis placed by these scholars on the 
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method of inquiry. She points out: 

the study of social revolutions in their own right 

has been avoided in recent American social science 

because scholars believe that only phenomena of 

which there are a large number of cases can be 

studied in a truly scientific way (1979:33). 

However, empirical evidence suggests that it is not 

necessary to use a large number of cases to scientifically 

study a social phenomenon. The use of the comparative 

method has lately shown intriguing results. For instance, 

the works of Charles, Louise, and Richard Tilly in their 

and John Walton's Reluctant Rebels demonstrate that this 

method is as scientific as any quantitative technique, and 

that a theory can be assessed across different contexts.' 

Further, these studies prove that generalization is also 

possible by systematically comparing and contrasting a 

small number of cases. 

The methodological strategy of this investigation, as in 

the previously mentioned studies, is the comparative 

method. Skocpol summarizes this method as follows: 

Basically one tries to establish valid 

associations of potential causes with the given 
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phenomena one is trying to explain. First, one 

can try to establish that several cases having in 

common the phenomenon one is trying to explain 

also have in common a set of causal factors 

although they vary in other ways that might seem 

causally relevant. This approach is what Mill 

called the Second, one can 

contrast the cases in which the phenomena to be 

explained and the hypothesized causes are both 

absent, but which are otherwise as similar as 

possible to the positive cases. This procedure 

Mill labeled the Method of Difference (1979:36). 

Skocpol's description of the method is obviously very 

general. More specifically, to compare across cases, there 

must be agreement as to the meaning of the phenomenon under 

study. Second, it is an indication of association if the 

effect and its potential cause occur at the same time, or 

neither occurs at all • Finally, variables can be 

standardized so as to control for occurrences equally 

present in each case. In general, the method will produce 

better results when cases are more alike than different, 

because it reduces the effect of other extraneous 

variables. 

A weakness of the comparative method is that it uses 

descriptive rather than inferential statistics. Since this 
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investigation is based on a limited number of cases, five 

to be 

be 

exact, I consider the use of descriptive statistics 

to a 

variables 

inquiry. 

detailed 

description 

valuable 

are most 

technique 

closely 

to discover which of the 

related to the phenomena of 

The use of this technique however, does require a 

description of variables and indicators. A 

of each variable and its respective measures 

will be provided following a discussion on the sources of 

information 

systematic 

generality 

utilized. Although the description and the 

comparison and contrast of five cases gives 

to the results, correlation between variables is 

also 

the 

utilized. Correlations nevertheless, might not reveal 

significance of the relationship since the number of 

cases is limited, and the data for some variables for each 

case were not found on a yearly basis. Consequently, any 

proposed conclusion must be taken as tentative and in need 

of further investigation and analysis. 

The data in this analysis come from two principal 

sources: historical records and government documents. 

Regarding the first source, each Central American country 

possesses a wealth of historical data in the form of 

descriptive statistics. This material will help to trace 

not only the longer processes of the phenomena of inquiry 

but their potential causes as well. Additionally, there is 

a great deal of data on Central America available from 

organizations such as the United Nations, the International 
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Labor Organization, the Latin American Statistical 

Abstract, the Organization of American States, the Agency 

for International Development, the Secretaria de 

Integracion Economica para Central America, and the Banco 

Centroamericano de Integracion Economica. 

Second, information was gathered from government 

institutions, in Central American country, during a 

two month field 

each 

trip to the region. The department of 

statistic.al evaluation in 

in each respective 

the Ministry 

country. 

of 

As 

Labor was 

a result, I consulted 

obtained annual reports on the registered membership of 

each labor 

of strikes 

interviews 

Guatemala, 

and peasant organization, as well as the number 

that 

with 

and 

each union has carried out. In addition, 

national labor leaders from Honduras, 

Costa Rica were conducted based on the 

leaders 

subject 

number 

(Dirigentes) availability and knowledge of the 

matter. The information requested was on the 

of collective action events per year (i.e. strikes, 

land takeovers), and the general response of national 

institutions (i . e • Ministry of Labor, National Agrarian 

Institutes, law enforcement). In one case, the interview 

lasted less than an hour because they had already prepared 

the information requested. In other cases, the interview 

three hours since it was necessary to look through lasted 

files and written materials. In brief, Marcial Caballero, 

president of the Honduran National Peasant Union (UNC), 
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Valeriano Ordones, education secretary 

Honduras 

of the 

Association of Peasants of (ANACH); 

Nieto, general secretary of the Honduran National 

Confederation of 

the 

Workers (CGT); Lic. Ricardo Bonilla 

Padilla from Guatemalan National Confederation of 

Workers, (CGT) ; and Ricardo Araya Montero, from the Costa 

Rican 

with 

their 

National Federation of Peasants (FENAC), provided me 

e~tensive insights on the advances and setbacks of 

respective organizations. Specifically, they 

documented, fairly we 11 , the reactions of national 

institutions, in response to their demands. 

Third, the department of statistical information of the 

national 

visited. 

only 

agrarian institutes of each country were also 

In the case of Honduras, the agrarian institute 

permitted access to land adjudication files, but not 

also helped me to sort out about 1,700 files of peasant 

settlements. Further, the Costa Rican institute provided, 

from its computerized system, a copy of its accomplishments 

since the institution's beginning in 1962. 

Finally, the national banks of each country provided me 

annual reports on demography, salaries, national 

expenditures and prices. Research was also done in the 

national libraries of each country, so as to complement the 

institutional sources of information. 
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1. Measurement of Dependent Variables 

In this study, :'the political process by which members 

of organized groups protest with the intention of provoking 

change" is best indicated by the number of strikes, land 

takeovers and guerrilla attacks. While other organized 

actions (i.e. demonstrations, marches, etc.) may illustrate 

this process, guerrilla attacks, strikes and land takeovers 

are examined because these are the most common and the most 

documented political actions in the region. Secondly, I do 

a preference for the study of mass organized actions hold 

that aim to reform or 

in 

change the existing social order, 

social 

unjust 

number 

compiled 

order which 

unfair and 

of unions, 

to 

and 

the 

them. 

their 

eyes of the majority remains 

The number of strikes, the 

respective membership, are 

on a yearly basis by the Ministry of Labor, and by 

the labor organizations, themselves. However, such data is 

comparable cross all five nations only since 1967, because 

some countries did not record this information before that 

time. 

Using land takeovers as an indicator of collective 

action 

draw a 

purpose 

needs further clarification. It is important to 

distinction between agrarian land takeovers for the 

of farming and urban land takeovers for the purpose 

of housing. This study is concerned with the actions of 

landless peasants who draw their livelihood from 
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agriculture, rather than urban land takeovers for housing. 

With regard to the number of land takeovers, the National 

Agrarian Institute of each country maintains a complete 

file of collective settlements that have occurred since the 

initiation of land reform programs, in the 1950's and 

1960's. These statistics on the actual 

collective ·settlements were compared to the 

number 

number 

of 

of 

incidents reported by peasant organizations themselves, 

based on documentation in their own headquarters. 

In studying violent forms of collective action, a 

customary practice in cross national analysis has been to 

designate these acts by the number of deaths from political 

violence (see Hibbs, 1973; Singelman and Simpson, 1977; 

Hardy, 1979; and Muller, 1985). The 

disadvantage of 

Weede, 

this 

1981 ; 

approach is that such a criteria 

indicates only counter repressive force and not the 

organizational 

the 

level of rebellious groups. In contrast, 

the use of armed attacks as an indicator of political 

violence, does reflect organizational level. For example, 

Taylor and Jodice refer to a successful guerrilla attack 

as: 

an act of violent political conflict carried out 

by an organized group with the object of weakening 

or destroying the power exercised by another 

organized group (1983). 
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This definition implies that it is an action carried out 

by organized individuals sharing a sense of unity, and it 

is not an act of isolated individuals. Therefore, 

guerrilla attacks, the number of guerrilla armies, and 

their respective membership, are used to indicate violent 

forms of collective action rather than the number of deaths 

from political violence. A complete record, on a yearly 

basis, has been compiled by Taylor and Jodice (1983b) from 

1949, when guerrilla attacks first began, to 1982. 

2. Measurement of Independent Variables 

In applying the relative deprivation model, cross 

national studies use inequality as a condition conducive to 

frustration and anger. In this study, just as Hardy 

(1974) , Nagel (1974), Weede (1981) and Muller (1985), I too 

use the distribution of income and land to indicate 

conditions that generate feelings of deprivation. In 

regard to the distribution of income, the primary sources 

of information on this variable are the World Handbook of 

Economic 

several volumes, several years). Reasonably comparable 

information on the distribution of income in the population 

is available circa 1960 (a five year period) for the five 
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Central American countries. The extent of income 

inequality will be measured by the concentration of income 

at the upper and lowest end of the distribution, as indexed 

by the size of the share accruing to the poorest 20 percent 

of 

of 

recipients. 

income, the 

turn, the higher 

regard to land 

the Gini index. 

In essence, the greater the concentration 

greater the frustration and anger, and in 

the levels of collective action. In 

distribution, this variable is measured by 

The larger the coefficient, the fewer the 

large landowners who control large parts of the total area. 

The Gini coefficient ranges from zero (perfect equality) to 

unity (control of the entire land in the hands of a single 

individual) 

indicators, 

concentration 

frustration 

(see World 

p.131-140). 

of land, 

and anger, 

Handbook of 

Again, 

the greater 

Political and Social 

the 

the 

greater the 

consequential 

and in turn, the higher the levels 

of collective action. 

The concept of "structure of political opportunity" will 

be measured by two variables, 

democratic governance and the 

per capita. The 

the number 

amount 

of 

of 

first variable 

years of 

military 

is well expenditure 

documented in the ~~£I£l££~~!~ __ £i_!~~_!~!E~_~£El~ and by 

(1987), in his article "Political Obstacles Mark Rosenberg 

to Democracy in Central America." Here, the government in 

each country is described in terms of means of achieving 

power such as 1) election, 2) coup d'etat, 3) others; and 
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types of government such as 1) civilian, 2) military, and 

3 ) civilian and military. Countries having more elected 

civilian governments (during the study period) are regarded 

as open and tolerant of their population's participation. 

Countries with fraudulent elections or thc~e that achieve 

power 

open 

through coup d'etats will be regarded as more or less 

(intermediate levels of democracy). Finally, 

unrelenting countries with no civilian elections and 

military governments are regarded as highly repressive. 

When the above variables are related to the amount of 

military expenditures, then countries with no civilian 

elections, continuous military governments, and higher 

military expenditures per capita will be regarded as highly 

repressive, 

collective 

elections, 

of military 

offering 

action. 

little 

Countries 

or 

with 

no opportunity for 

fraudulent civilian 

military coup d'etats, and intermediate levels 

expenditures per capita will be regarded as 

having intermediate levels of repression. This form of 

governance might successfully discourage non-violent forms 

of collective action, but it may not succeed in controlling 

violent 

period, 

forms. 

forms of 

democracies 

democracy 

(low 

and 

repressiveness), 

repressiveness). 

In Central America, throughout the study 

governance vary from well established 

repressiveness), a combination of 

military governments (intermediate 

to pure military governments (high 
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The world system political influence will be indicated 

by the amount of economic and military assistance the 

United States provides to Central America. This variable 

has been coded annually, in the Statistical Abstracts for 

sinc~ 1950 and by US Bureau of the Census. 

For my purpose, I will assume that low military assistance 

and high economic assistance from the core is an expression 

of policies that favor economic and political reforms, or 

respect for human rights. This condition, as argued 

previously, will enhance democracy in peripheral nations, 

and in turn, facilitates the origin of non-violent forms of 

collective action. By the same token, low military 

assistance assistance could also weaken domestic repressive 

institutions, a condition which, in turn, facilitates the 

generation of violent forms of collective action. A core 

policy of massive and unremitting military assistance will 

enhance the capability of the periphery to contain any form 

of collective action. In general, the military assistance 

that the core provides the periphery must be closely 

analyzed with a historical account of foreign policies 

toward these nations. 

In brief, I propose to study the nature and intensity of 

collective action in five Central American countries. 

Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Costa Rica 

will be historically compared and contrasted. 

Collective action is defined as a political process by 
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which members of organized groups protest with the 

intention of provoking change. This definition is best 

illustrated by the frequency of guerrilla attacks, strikes 

and land takeovers experienced in each country. These 

three forms are examined because they are the most common 

and the most documented political actions in the region. 

These forms of collective action will be examined utilizing 

inequality ( i. e • land and income), the political structure 

of each country ( i. e • years of democracy), and the 

political and military involvement of the United States in 

each country ( i. e • amount of US economic and military 

assistance) as independent variables. First, if inequality 

is likely to produce collective action, I will expect to 

find periods of widespread collective protest with 

significantly higher levels of income and land inequality 

than in periods of relatively low collective protest. The 

second set of hypotheses states that 1 ) non-violent 

organized 

democracy 

collective 

repressive 

actions are associated with longer periods of 

or reformist governments, and 2) violent forms of 

action are associated with more or less 

regime structures. 

greater 

military 

magnitude 

the tolerance of 

the 

the 

Finally, I propose that the 

core (i.e. lower amount of 

assistance) greater the likelihood and 

of collective action. Non-violent forms are 

likely to occur in societies with no history of repression 

and where democratic arrangements provide encouragement, 
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respect, 

societies 

and protection for civil participation. But if 

have been repressive, violent forms of collective 

action are likely to occur because 

( i. e • 

aid) 

reduction or elimination of 

weaken the state's ability to 

violent action. 

actions of the core 

economic and military 

further contain any 
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Figure 1.1 Relative Deprivation Model 
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Figure 1.2 Political Process Model 
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Figure 1.3 The Tolerance of the World System 
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Footnotes 

(1) A plantation is defined as "an enterprise owned either 
by a commercial corporation or government body, or by an 
individual if the enterprise includes power-driven 
processing machinery, and worked by wage laborers resident 
for continuous terms of more than one year" (Paige 
1 975 : 79) • 

(2) A sharecropped 
owned enterprise 
machinery and is 
(Idem). 

state 
which 

worked 

is defined as "an individually 
lacks power driven processing 
by seasonal or share tenants' 

(3) A migratory estate is "an individually owned enterprise 
which lacks power-driven processing machinery and is worked 
by seasonal migratory wage laborers" (Idem). 
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C HAP T E R TWO 

COLLECTIVE ACTION IN CENTRAL AMERICA: 

Forms and Frequencies 

This chapter describes the forms of mass protest that 

have occurred 

decades, using 

of strikes, 2 ) 

in Central America over the last three 

the 

the 

following as indicators: 1) the number 

number 

number of guerrilla attacks. 

of land takeovers, and 3) the 

Explanations of why violence 

or non-violece has occurred is not yet offered. The 

emphasis, thus far, is placed on identifying "what" kinds 

of collective action has occurred rather than "why." 

1. Strikes 

In comparing the five countries, Honduras, as shown in 

(table 2.1 about here) 
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Table 2.1, from 1967 to 1980(1) had, in absolute terms, the 

largest number of strikes. Costa Rica, Guatemala, and El 

Salvador had similar frequencies, and Nicaragua had the 

least. As the Economically Active Population (EAP) js held 

constant ( i. e • the number of strikes divided by the EAP of 

each country) the pattern is different. Table 2.2 shows 

(table 2.2 about here) 

that Honduras and Costa Rica tend to have greater 

proportions, on a yearly basis. The frequency of strikes 

in Honduras and Costa Rica is consistent with their levels 

of organized workers (see Table 2.3 and Figure 2.1). 

(table 2.3 and figure 2.1 about here) 

In analyzing the number of strikes occurred in each 

country overtime, it is interesting to note that the labor 

movement has at times succeeded and proliferated, while at 

other times it has faltered and declined. 1 next present 

an historical overview of the labor movement in each 

country. 

Honduras In Honduras, just as in Guatemala and Costa Rica, 

it's the establishment of the u.S. banana companies, at the 

beginning of the century, 1899 and 1902, that provides the 
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With the 

plantation system, new concentrations of workers emerged 

and organized. As a result, struggles between employers 

and workers commenced and expanded, and the first real 

trade unions were established. 

According 

took 

Fruit 

place in 

to 

the 

Meza (1981), the first important strike 

Honduran banana fields of the Cuyamel 

Company, in July 1916. The workers struck because of 

unfair 

value 

prices in the company store, where the purchase 

of the dollar was 2.31 Lempiras (the Honduran 

currency) 

on the 

fruit 

by 

to 

the 

the 

or 

as compared to 2.50 Lempiras to the dollar paid 

company salary. 

to cut bananas. 

The workers decided not to load 

In reprisal, the military, paid 

company, captured about 400 strikers and took them 

prison fortress of Omoa Castillo. The worker's 

movement was then contained, but far from eliminated. 

In 1932, a similar event took place in three other 

banana companies: 

Railroad. 

Tela 

In 

Railroad, Standard Fruit, and 

this strike, the dock workers Trujillo 

refused to load fruit in protest of the company's decision 

to lower wages from 25 cents to 17 cents an hour. As a 

result, President Mejia Colindres declared a state of 

emergency 

Atlantida, 

in five departments ( s tat e s ) : Colon, Yoro, 

Cortes, and the Bay Islands. He sent Generals 

Rodas Alvarado and Maria Reyna to mediate an agreement that 

resulted in a compromised decrease of 20 cents an hour. 
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Following labor's apparent success and rising influence, 

the dictatorship of General Tiburcio Carias took a very 

aggressive posture against them. The government's general 

position was that of repression and persecution. According 

to Becerra (1985) and Lewontin (1985), the Honduran 

worker's movement nearly dissolved during the period 

1933-1949. 

In the 1954 strike at the Tela Railroad Company, 25,000 

workers protested for increased wages, the reduction of 

working hours, and medical assistance. Their demands, 

after a 66 day work stoppage, were met, but not without 

resistance from the banana companies as well as the central 

government. From the beginning, the companies and the 

government had tried bribery and threatened to fire all 

strikers. However, the workers' level of organization, 

unity, and support from the local community enabled the 

strike to survive and succeed (see the work by Posas 1980, 

and Meza 1982 for details of the 1954 strike). 

According to Santos de Morais (1976), Posas (1980) and 

Meza (1982), this strike marked the beginning of an 

organized and sustained labor movement. The strike is also 

credited with influencing the passage of the labor code of 

1955, which guaranteed the right to organize, and made 

... : .. 
collective bargaining obligatory. This legislation secured 

the permanence of the trade unions in the plantations, and 

motivated the emergence of unions throughout the entire 
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nation. Thus, within the same year as the code itself, the 

newly founded Ministry of Labor registered 18 unions with a 

total membership of 30,000. 

The Honduran worker's movement, since the inception of 

the labor code and the ministry of labor, has increased in 

size and unity. In 1980, it comprised nine percent of the 

total economically active population (see Table 2 • 3 ) , 

meaning one out of eleven working persons was actively 

registered in a trade union. This figure, while 

insignificant in comparison to industrialized nations, is 

the highest among the Central American countries, and 

accounts for why organized labor is an influential force in 

Honduran society. 

Costa Rica The Costa Rican workers' movement has a similar 

history. The first strikes, as in Honduras, took place in 

the fruit companies. As early as 1925 and 1929 there were 

attempts at strikes, but in retrospect, none achieved 

significant results (see the work of De La Cruz 1980 for 

details on the origin of the Costa Rican labor movement). 

It was not until 1934, after 60 days of work stoppage, that 

10,000 workers in the banana plantation won the reduction 

of working hours from fourteen to twelve. At this time, 

unlike earlier attempts, "workers were united and well 

organized, so as to defeat the threatening, and repressive 

response of the company's officials, and the national 
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government" (Serna 1976, De La Cruz 1980). Although this 

event is regarded as the beginning of an organized and 

sustained labor movement, the workers' movement did not 

gain national recognition until a decade later. It was in 

1942-43 that the labor code was enacted. According to 

Serna (1976), Abarca et.al. (1981) in the next ten years, 

between 1942 and 1952, 29 unions and 4 federations were 

formed with approximately 24,232 members. Since then, the 

Costa Rican workers' movement has developed as an important 

force in the country's organized politics. In 1980, one 

out of twelve working individuals was a member of organized 

labor (see Table 2.3). 

Guatemala In Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua the 

workers' movement has had a different destiny. The early 

strikes in the banana fields of Guatemala, as Bush points 

out, 

were chaotic, leaderless, unorganized 

manifestations of long built-up resentment topped 

off by specific actions of the company such as 

unannounced sudden wage cuts, large scale 

dismissals, evidence of racial discrimination, 

etc. which provided the spark to set the 

plantations in turmoil (1950:17). 

Furthermore, the early attempts to organize and strike were 
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the 

incarceration, deportation, or death of labor leaders (see 

the work by Bush 1950, Larrave 1979, and Figueroa Ibarra 

1979, for more on the beginning of the workers' movement in 

Guatemala). 

In essence, prior to 1944, according to Bush (1950), 

attempts to organize and strike were totally prohibited by 

the "strong-fisted dictatorships" and their strong military 

control in the work place. 

these regimes, "enjoyed rights 

The fruit companies, under 

and privileges unheard of 

for the 

States: 

average Guatemalan citizen." In this regard Bush 

General Ubico issued Decree #2795 which exempted 

landowners and their representatives from 

responsibility for criminal acts committed against 

trespassers 

firewood. 

caught gathering game, fruit or 

right to 

In 

kill 

practice, this gavE': ..: lalldlord the 

a hungry Indian picking berries or 

gathering firewood on his land (Bush 1950:34). 

The period, 1944-1954, marked a new era for the trade union 

movement. The first two labor organizations were formed in 

1944, on the banana plantations. They began with about 

15,000 members, which represented more than 40 percent of 

the plantation's workers. In 1944, there were about 37,000 
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workers related directly or indirectly to the fruit 

companies. 

In 1947, the popularly elected Juan Arevalo introduced 

reforms favorable to the labor movement. Chief among these 

measures was the As in Honduras and Costa 

Rica, it provided 

labor 

the 

code. 

right to organize and strike, if 

conciliation and arbitration proceedings had failed. 

However, the code prohibited workers from organizing in the 

particularly on estates with fewer than 500 countryside, 

laborers. As such, the new law both enhanced and limited 

the 

that 

labor movement. On one hand, it marks the first time 

workers in urban settings and the banana plantations 

were actually accorded the right to organize. On the other 

hand, a great majority of workers, who labored in small 

agricultural estates, were restricted from organizing. 

It is important to note that at this time the workers' 

movement is not only taking place in the banana 

plantations, but is actually developing throughout the 

nation. For e_xamp)e, in 1947, there were 43 labor unions 

that received legal status. Of these, eleven were 

agricultural 

employees. 

jurisdictional 

unions, and the remaining 32, non-agricultural 

During 1948, 

sanctioning. 

74 new unions were given their 

By 1949, there were 148 unions 

with 100,000 members registered in the records of the 

Ministry 

Padilla 

of Economy and 

Bonilla, leader 

Labor. According to Ricardo 

of the National Confederation of 
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Workers, by 1952, organized labor consisted of about 

300,000 members. 

With 

the 1954, 

blow. 

leaders 

the installment of president Castillo Armas, in 

surging labor movement was delivered a crippling 

Armas initiated a repressive campaign against 

and members of trade unions, while he also began to 

organize his "own version" of a labor movement. According 

to the Center for Information, Documentation and Analysis 

of the Latin American Workers' Movement (CIDAMO): 

As a 

At the express invitation of Castillo Armas, three 

high officials of 

Federation 

Guatemala 

of 

in 

trade union 

1980:31). 

Labor 

1955, 

movement 

the AFL-CIO and the Cuban 

(under Batista) arrived in 

to reorganize the country's 

(NACLA, Vol. XIV, Jan.-Feb. 

result, labor initiatives complied with Armas' 

administration, who desired fewer strikes, fewer demands, 

and fewer organizing activities. Labor organizers who did 

not conform to 

movement, and later 

these 

on 

limitations withdrew from 

allied ~ith guerrilla armies. 

the 

In 

1960, as Table 2.3 shows, there were only 29,589 organized 

workers, as 

government. 

members, in 

compared 

Further, 

subsequent 

to the 300,000 prior to the Armas 

the number of registered union 

years, never reached the levels of 
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organized labor in the decade 1944-54. 

EI Salvador As early as 1929, the labor movement in El 

Salvador, unlike the rest of Central America, was strongly 

organized. According to Santos de Morais (1976) and 

Armstrong and Rubin (1986) the first trade unions began in 

urban settings in 1910-1914, rather than the countryside. 

During the government of Arturo Araujo (1927-31), urban 

workers were encouraged and allowed to organize, whereas 

the rural worker did not have the same right. As Santos de 

Morais (1976) suggests, rural organizations were seen as 

"communist and consequently dangerous." 

Irrespective of this prohibition, in 1932, 60,000 

peasants armed with machetes and guns, headed by Farabundo 

Mart{(2), and some university students, revolted and 

attacked the coffee plantations. However, the property 

owners, with government troops, mounted an offensive that 

resulted in the slaughter of between 15,000 and 30,000 

peasants, and the assassination, after being tried, of 

Farabundo Marti himself (see Gonzales Jensen, 1981; for 

details on the life and ideological tendencies of Farabundo 

Ma r t 1) . In retrospect, the peasant revolt lacked both the 

organization and the resources to confront a powerful 

national army. 

Following this incident, the alliance of government and 

the landed elite, put through legislation that made it a 
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crime for more than five people to gather in any rural 

place for a seemingly political purpose. With this 

legislation then, El Salvador became the only Central 

American country that prohibited agricultural workers from 

organizing. Agricultural worker organizations, until 1984, 

were illegal, and operated clandestinely. 

The Nicaraguan labor movement appears to have 

never gained significance, largely because of the 

threatening and repressive position of the landed elite and 

it's national government. As early as 1921, the first 

strike took place in the Cuyamel Fruit Company. At this 

time, workers earned the reduction of working hours from 

fourteen 

improve 

repressed 

forces. 

General 

to twelve, but five years later, while striking to 

other working conditions, they were soundly 

by the company's police and regional security 

For example, twenty workers were killed when 

Vasquez, head of the regional army, "ordered an 

open fire against the strikers in the Cuyamel Fruit 

Company" (Santos de Morais 1976, Camacho and Menjivar 

1985). 

workers 

In the "Bragman Bluff Lumber Company" strike, when 

demanded a reversal of the decision to hire cheaper 

labor from Jamaica, a similar incident occurred. After 8 

days of striking, with about 

killed by regional security 

2,500 workers, a striker was 

forces, and labor submitted 

without having acquired any gains. 
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Nicaragua's repression of its labor movement was not 

restricted to just the agricultural sector. Throughout the 

country organized labor, whether rural or urban, 

encountered opposition. In 1945, four leaders were killed 

and thousands were jailed after a demonstration in 

celebration of May Day, labors' day of international 

solidarity. Incidents of this 

and 1948 (Santos de Morais 

1985). Nicaragua, as shown 

amount of organized labor. 

nature also occurred in 1946 

1976, Camacho and Menjivar 

in Table 2.3, has the least 

By 1970, only two percent of 

its work force was organized, whereas Honduras and Costa 

Rica already had nine and eight percent respectively. 

Organized 

Nicaragua's 

labor 

change 

remained consistently 

of governance through 

low, until 

revolution, in 

1979. 

citing 

within 

In summary, the labor movement has been described by 

trade union membership and the frequency of strikes, 

a historical context, in each respective country. 

As the analysis of this information indicates, Honduras and 

Costa Rica, more than Guatemala, EI Salvador and Nicaragua, 

tend to have a well established labor movement, which by 

definition has used non-violent means to provoke changes 

toward a general improvement in working conditions. 
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2. Land Takeovers 

In describing land takeovers, the organizational basis 

for such action must be emphasized. The landless peasant 

organizations and the quantity af their membership are seen 

as very important factors. 

In Honduras and Costa Rica, as well as Guatemala, EI 

Salvador, and Nicaragua, the Catholic Church has been 

instrumental in inspiring peasant organizations. These 

organizations emerged from the church community programs, 

which sought to improve the material and spiritual 

conditions of rural li f e. These community programs gave 

rise to local cooperatives and leagues with a strong social 

activist orientation. The community groups eventually 

joined together to form organizations whose activities 

throughout the country impacted national politics (see 

Camacho and Menjivar, 1985:143-199, on the origin and 

development of peasant organizations in Central America). 

Honduras The number of land takeovers in Honduras is 

consistent \vi t h the origin and development of its landless 

peasant organizations. The first peasant organization 

emerged on the Atlantic Coast, where the banana plantations 

are located. Between 1953 and 1959, the banana companies 

slashed their labor force from 35,000 to 16,000 workers, 

consequently the ex-workers became landless peasants. The 



leader activists, who organized the trade unions on the 

plantations, 

became the 

they changed 

began 

Central 

their 

forming local groups, which 

Committee of Peasant Unity. 

in 1961 

By 1962, 

name to the National Federation of 

Honduran Peasants (FENACH); the organization was comprised 

of perhaps 15,000 members. From its beginning, the 

organization sought to recover idle land "owned" by the 

fruit companies. Colonel Oswaldo Lopez Arellano, after 

assuming the presidency in 1963, set in motion a wave of 

repression, of \vh i c h FENACH was the first target. 

According to Kincaid (1985) , the organization's offices 

were destroyed, many of its members were jailed, and some 

of its top leaders were killed. Consequently, FENACH was 

short lived (see Posas 1980, 1981 on the beginning of 

peasant organizations in Honduras). 

Almost at 

Interamerican 

through the 

the same time as the death of FENACH, the 

Regional 

petition 

Organization of 

of government 

\vorkers (ORIT), 

officials and 

conservative leaders of the banana unions, moved to create 

a parallel peasant organization (Kincaid 1985). Thus, the 

National 

formed, 

September 

Association of 

after intensive 

1962. 

Honduras Campesinos (ANACH) \va s 

training of its leaders in 

5,000 members, 

Upon its inception, ANACH numbered about 

and soon picked up an additional 8,000, who 

had deserted FENACH. 

The Honduran Catholic Church, through the community 

68 
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programs of the 1950's, formed local cooperatives and 

leagues. These community groups, mainly located in the 

south coast, joined together in 1964 to form the Social 

Christian Peasant Organization of Honduras (ACASCH). In 

1969, ACASCH and peasant leagues formed the National 

Peasant Union (UNC) with activities throughout the 

republic. The UNC carried out takeovers of idle land 

throughout the country in 1970. The ANACH, despite its 

origin and linkage to conservative politics, was forced by 

the UNC's actions and pressure from its own base groups to 

advance in a similar direction. So by 1980, these two 

organizations, \\lh i c h between them numbered some 90,000 

members, had carried out 1,738 land invasions (see Table 

2.4) • The organizations' actions, and the agrarian 

(table 2.4 about here) 

I a \\1 s introduced by the military governments of the 1970's, 

had given to landless peasants hundreds of landholdings. 

Costa Rica Land takeovers in Costa Rica are also related 

to landless peasant organizations. Unlike the rest of 

Central America, early legislation gave the Costa Rican 

peasant the right to recover idle land. For instance, the 

Family Code, enacted in 1909, gave each Costa Rican the 

opportunity to cultivate parcels on state owned land. From 
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this development, the Precarista (precarious) movement wa" 

born. This movement is defined as the process by which 

peasants, individually or in groups, takeover state owned 

idle land without any opposition from the state. After 

1960 though, Precaristas, with or without land, helped by 

the Catholic church programs, formed national peasant 

organizations (see Backer 1978, for more information on the 

church and peasant organizations in Costa Rica). These 

organizations demanded title to the land that they had 

possessed, as well as additional land from public and 

private ownership. However, when the government did not 

satisfy these demands, illegal land takeovers took place. 

In 1967, the Confederation of Christian Workers and 

Peasants (COCC) was formed from 24 local groups and leagues 

totaling 2,032 members. By 1980, this confederation, 

according to its president Ricardo Araya Montero, numbered 

some 5,000 members, and it had carried out about 3,800 land 

takeovers. In addition, other takeovers were carried out 

by individuals, independent of organized groups. They too 

were sanctioned and encouraged by the existing laws. 

El Salvador The right to organize in the countryside had 

been prohibited by law since 1932. Peasant organizations, 

until the 1970's, did not even exist. The Catholic Church, 

some ten years later than in Honduras and Costa Rica, 

played an important role in organizing the peasantry. As 
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of America, the activities of the 

to 

Central 

primarily organize "base communities." In 

1968-1972, the church had organized seven 

training centers(3), which by 1972, had already trained 

15,000 peasant leaders. Within two years, thirty two base 

communities, joined together to form the Christian Peasant 

Federation (FECCAS), the Liberation League, and the 

Unification Front of Popular Forces (FAPU). 

In 

Armstrong 

spite 

and 

(1985) point 

of these significant 

Rubin (1986) , Opazo 

out that the peasant 

organizing efforts, 

(1985) and Cabarrus 

organizations never 

really had the opportunity to develop. The Nationalist 

Democratic Association (ORDEN), which is a paramilitary 

around 1968. This group, formed by organization, 

the National 

organizations. 

emerged 

Guard, sought to control and repress rural 

The group is alleged to be responsible for 

the persecution, abduction, or assassination of peasant 

leaders, including various church workers. For example, 

out of 7,650 deaths, during 1978-1980 (reported by Gonzalez 

1986:190-1), 

Further, 

workers 

the 

has 

forty-three percent (3,287) were 

persecution and assassination 

been widely associated with El 

peasants. 

of church 

Salvador's 

political conflict. In 1977, according to Sobrino (1986), 

eight priests were killed and forty-two disappeared 

(twenty-seven Salvadoran and fifteen foreigners). The 

repression of church workers reached a crescendo, in 1980, 
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with the March assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero, 

followed by the murder of four U.S. nuns six months later. 

Guatemala The right to organize in the countryside was 

first abolished in 1932, and reconstituted in 1948. 

However, the generalized repression that took place six 

years latter, with the installment of Castillo Armas, 

dissolved existing organizations and discouraged future 

attempts at unionization. It was not until the late 1960's 

that the Catholic Church, through five training centers(4), 

was able to train leaders, who in turn formed local groups 

of cooperatives and leagues. Through these efforts, the 

National Federation of Peasant Organizations (FENOCAM) and 

the National Agrarian Communities (FENCAIG) were born. 

These two national organizations became, in 1973, the 

National Peasant Confederation (CNC). 

In Guatemala though, as in El Salvador, peasants and 

church workers have been repressed through persecutions, 

abductions, and in some cases, assassinations. By 1980, 

twelve priests, and hundreds of peasants were reported 

killed (Sobrino 1986). As Lie. Ricardo Bonilla Padilla of 

the Guatemalan National Confederation of Workers suggested, 

land takeovers have rarely existed in Guatemala due to the 

ability of the government to stop any rural organizing. 

Rather, as Opazo (1985) suggests, significant numbers of 

peasants have joined guerrilla armies as a way to escape 
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persecution 

changes. 

and repression, and to bring about fundamental 

The absence of land takeovers in Nicaragua, is 

as striking as in Guatemala and El Salvador. Before just 

1978, there was not a registered peasant organization in 

The Catholic Church, which had played the entire country. 

an important role in the "concientizaciO'n" of rural workers 

in the rest of Central America, according to Opazo (1985), 

was allied to the elite in power, and unaware of the 

problems 

peasant 

of the region. It was not until 1978, that 

organizations are first seen. These groups, known 

as the Committees of Rural Workers (CTC), were organized 

and coordinated political alliance of 

progressive church 

through 

elements 

the 

and the Sandinista Front of 

National Liberation. In 1978, during the flourishing of 

the Sandinista revolutionary movement, the committees 

formed the Association of Rural Workers (ATC), which became 

a key element in the success of the revolution. 

The lack of documentation on land takeovers before the 

Sandinista revolution clearly suggests that such actions 

did, in fact, not occur. This is further substantiated by 

an obvious absence of peasant organizations. 

To summarize, all Central American countries have 

experienced varying degrees of non-violent collective 

action. In two countries, Honduras and Costa Rica, through 
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and 

landless 

strikes 

peasants, collective action, in 

and land takeovers, is very evident. 

the form of 

In contrast, 

in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, early 

organizations 

Consequently, 

failed to 

non-violent 

and 

that 

land takeovers, are 

employer opposition, 

mature or were repressed. 

forms of protest, as in strikes 

not very prevalent. It appears 

and national and international 

factors contributed to the failure of early attempts to 

organize in these countries. 

3. Guerrilla Attacks 

A guerrilla attack, as previously stated, refers to "an 

act of violent political conflict carried out by an 

organized group with the object of weakening or destroying 

the power exercised by another organized group" (Taylor and 

Jodice, 

American 

1983). From 

countries 

this 

present 

perspective, the five Central 

an interesting range of 

variation. 

In more than three decades (1949-1982), Table 2.5 shows 

that Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicar~~ua; in absolute 

terms, have the largest number of guerrilla attacks. 

Honduras and Costa Rica, in contrast, have an insignificant 

number of incidents (see rank order in Table 2.5). This 
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pattern is better observed when five-year frequencies 

(table 2.5 about here) 

are accumulated. It is important to note that the number 

of incidents are associated with the proliferation of 

guerrilla armies that have existed in each country (see 

Table 2.6). As such, I next focus on the emergence of 

(table 2.6 about here) 

these guerrilla armies. 

Guatemala In this country, organized guerrilla activity 

began in 1962 with the formation of the Revolutionary 

Movement-13. "Upset by low pay, endemic government 

corruption and the presence of Cuban exiles training for 

the Bay of Pigs" (LaFeber 1984:168), junior Army officers, 

( all trained in the United States at Fort Benning) 

Alejandro Leon, Marco Antonio Yon Sosa and Luis Turcios 

Molina, led a coup against President Miguel Ydigoras 

Fuentes, in November, 1960. The revolt, however, was not 

successful. Four days later, it was controlled by the 

Cuban exile pilots, through air attacks, including 

bombing. The leaders of the insurrection though, did 

., ~ 
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survive. Yon Sosa, according to LaFeber (1984), turned to 

a clandestine program of organizing peasants, workers, and 

students. This alliance, on February 6, 1962, proclaimed 

itself the Alejandro de Leon November 13 Revolutionary 

Movement (MR-13), in honor of one of the insurgents who 

died in the coup attempt. Turcios Molina, another 

surviving 

Communist 

leader, 

Party, 

forged a coalition with the Guatemalan 

from which the Rebel Armed Forces(FAR) 

emerged in 1962. 

The FAR was mainly composed of survivors of the MR-13 

and former members 

Forces 

fronts: 

later 

the 

split 

MR-13 

of the Communist party. The Rebel 

their organization into three separate 

under Yon Sosa's leadership, the Edgar 

Ibarra Guerrilla Front, and the ex-Communist party cadres. 

The idea of 

troops and 

movement. 

dividing into 

to increase 

three 

their 

fronts was to recruit 

support in the labor 

Toward this end, two particular organizations 

were targeted: the National Confederation of Workers (CNT) 

and the National Committee of Trade Union Unity (CNUS). 

Upon escalation of the guerrilla forces, the government 

with alleged support from the CIA responded furiously. For 

example, in 1966, "many guerrillas figured in the list of 

8,000 dead, at the hands of the military forces." The 

repression with its US backing, almost annihilated the 

revolutionary movement because, according to the Concerned 

Guatemalan Scholars, the guerrilla armies 
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lacked a coherent organization that could have 

effectively put a strategy into practice ••• they 

never really constituted a vanguard of the 

dominated classes 

margin ••• and 

relationship 

population. 

they 

with 

but rather functioned at their 

failed to 

the 

establish 

Ladino and 

a solid 

Indian 

Thus, their poor unity and organization contributed to 

their lack of success. 

Although the guerrilla armies of the 1960's were 

sixteen active members of the Edgar Ibarra Front defeated, 

remained. In 1972, these survivors formed the Organization 

of the People's Arms (ORPA). This organization was a 

military entity with no support from an urban mass 

organization. Its main source of strength came from the 

Indian population. Similarly, in 1975, the Guerrilla Army 

of the Poor (EGP) emerged. This organization too, was 

headed by survivors of older groups and later drawn support 

from settlers in the 

the 

Ixcan (descendants of the Mayan 

Indian). Thus, guerrilla groups have now begun to 

gather support from the heartland. In this regard Black 

(Et.al.) states: 

by 

and 

1980, 

their 

combatants, 

they were (armed groups) firmly rooted 

strength is estimated at 3,500 

10,000 members of Local Irregular 
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Forces, plus 30,000 to 60,000 actively organized 

supporters (1983:8-9). 

At this time then, the guerrilla groups had relocated, were 

supported by the Indian population, other sectors, and 

operated in more than half of the country's twenty two 

departments (states). 

Another way of evaluating the strength of the guerrilla 

armies is to look at the human damage that the struggle has 

caused. According to Barry and Preusch (1986), 

revolutionary activity has resulted in the deaths or 

disappearance of 50,000 to 75,000 persons. As many as 

150,000 Guatemalans, mostly Indian Campesinos, fled to 

Mexico from 1980 to 1984 to escape the war between 

guerrilla groups and the national army. Further, it is 

estimated that Honduras has an equal number of Guatemalan 

refugees. 

More recently, the Guatemalan guerrilla armies have 

solidified their strength by forming, in 1982, the National 

Revolutionary Unity (URNG) , which is a coalition of armed 

groups. The URNG coordinates and organizes all military 

activities. Thus far however, it has not been able to 

ignite popular uprisings in the cities. 

El Salvador Since the seventies, the guerrilla armies of 

El Salvador have also maintained a steady battle against 
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their national government. In 1970, the Popular Liberation 

Forces (FPL) 

headed Party, 

Carpio. 

Communist 

emerged as an armed faction of the Communist 

by a seminarian and labor organizer Cayetano 

According to LaFeber (1984) , Carpio left the 

Party and concentrated on organizing rural areas, 

where priests and local organizations provided natural 

allies. A second group, the People's Revolutionary Army 

(ERP) was born in 1972 from the ,left wing of the Christian 

Democratic (DC) Party. Members of this party, after 

loosing 

seemed 

in an alleged fraudulent election to Arturo Molina, 

to 

remaining 

changes. 

Democrats 

Napoleon 

realize that clandestine activity was the only 

alternative for seeking 

Molina 

fundamental social 

The government of sent many Christian 

into exile, while many of their leaders, such as 

Duarte (the current president) and Humberto Ungo 

(a current leader of the revolutionary opposition) fled the 

country. 

frequent 

that some 

Those party members that remained, became 

targets of the new government. It is estimated 

300 died from acts of repression (LaFeber 1984, 

Barry and Preubish 1986). 

1975 and 1976, in spite of the repression the two In 

guerrilla armies, FPL and ERP, were complemented by two 

more factions, the Armed Forces of National Resistance 

(FARN), and Armed Forces of Liberation (FAL). In 1980, the 

revolutionary movement was further strengthened through a 

coalition of all guerrilla armies and support from popular 
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The coalition became known as the Farabundo 

National Liberation, named after a famous 

Salvadoran Nationalist, who was killed by the forces of 

General Maximiliano Hernandez in 1932. 

The combined forces of the FMLN is estimated at 5-7,000 

troops 

Barry 

and 20-25,000 in the people's militia. According to 

and Preusch (1986) , 60 percent of the FMLN's 

participants are urban dwellers such as workers, students 

and professionals, and 40 percent come from rural areas. 

However, popular organizations such as trade unions, 

students groups and professionals formed a coalition of 

their own, the Democratic Revolutionary Front (FOR), which 

according to Barry and Preusch (1986) works side by side 

with the FMLN; but they have not necessarily formed a broad 

ideological umbrella under which all anti-government forces 

have organized. 

To further underscore the level of the El Salvadoran 

armed struggle, Gonzales (1986) points out that between 

1978-1982 there were 12,540 victims (i.e. killed, abducted, 

disappeared, or wounded), and by 1986, the number had grown 

to an estimated 50,000 (Gonzales, 1986). 

!i!£~!.~g~~ As 

has 

is well known, the Nicaraguan revolutionary 

movement met with 

Guatemala or El Salvador. 

successfully overthrew the 

greater 

Here, 

Somoza 

success than that of 

the guerrilla armies 

dynasty in 1979 after 
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largely 
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two decades of armed struggle. The armed attacks 

the Somoza government, as table 2.4 shows, first 

in 1959. However, these attacks were sporadic and 

leaderless; it was not until 1961, with the 

formation of the Sandinista Front of National Liberation 

that a guerrilla army actually was born(5). From its 

inception, the goal of the Sandinistas was to wage war 

against the Somoza government, with the intent of 

overthrowing it. 

The origin of the Nicaraguan armed struggle is not easy 

to trace. In this regard, Booth points out: 

The FSLN originated in the anti-Somoza student 

movements of 1944-1948 and 1959-1961. Its prime 

mover was Carlos Fonseca Amador, a student 

activist. Fonseca ••• met in San Jose, Costa Rica, 

in 1960 with old friends Silvio Mayorga and Tomas 

Borge and formed the Nicaraguan Revolutionary 

Youth .•• which became part the Nicaraguan 

Patriotic Youth ••• (conducted 

of 

by these groups) of 

1960-1961 succumbed ••• in 1961 Fonseca, Borge, and 

Mayorga founded the Sandinista National Liberation 

Front(1982:138-139). 

Booth argues that the lack of organization and experience 

enabled the government's 5,000-man military forces to 
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readily 

activity. 

insurgency 

suppress 

In 

were 

the early 

retrospect, 

small-scale, 

attempts at revolutionary 

these early beginning of 

and without broad impact on 

the population. 

Although the movement was easily repressed, it 

survived. After the formation of the FSLN, in the early 

sixties, both the National Guard and the international 

security forces did not believe that the guerrillas were an 

actual threat to the well being of the status quo. This is 

due, in part, to the minimal impact that they had thus far 

had. According to LaFeber: 

as late as 1964, the CIA did not consider the 

FSLN to be a serious threat to the government. It 

was, according to the agency, a Cuban-supported 

and communist-infiltrat~d subversive group, but it 

remained apart from the small, innocuous, and 

illegal Communist party (1984:183). 

The "soft" position adopted by the National Guard and 

the CIA, allowed the FSLN to not 

to 

only survive, but to 

expand, and 

international 

mentioning. 

a number of 

consequently, gain national and 

recognition. Three national events are worth 

First, a faction of the FSLN, in 1974, seized 

Nicaraguan and foreign officials at a dinner 

party, and held them until Somoza promised to release 
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thirteen 

Through 

guerrilla 

prisoners, 

imprisoned 

this act, 

pay five 

guerrillas 

the entire 

83 

million dollars, and allow 

to leave the country. 

region became aware of the 

armies due to the international media coverage of 

the event. A second important event, that also gained 

national and international attention, was the murder, in 

1978, of Joaquin Chamorro, the editor/owner of La Prensa, 

who was a consistent critic of the dictatorial practices of 

the Somoza regime. Regarding this event, LaFeber writes: 

On January 10, 1978, 

Prensa was murdered by 

Joaquin Chamorro of 

Pro-Somoza gunmen. 

La 

The 

killing launched the first mass uprising againsL 

the regime, and for the first time people from the 

urban 

Guard 

slums 

met 

(1984:231) • 

joined the rebellion. The National 

the uprising with renewed repression 

And 

Eden 

third, FSLN activities made international news when 

Pastora led thirteen guerrillas in the seizure of the 

National 

Somoza's 

events 

Legislative 

congress and 

Palace, 

several 

illustrated both the 

kidnapping nearly all of 

of his relatives. These 

vulnerability of the Somoza 

government, and the strength of the guerrillas. According 

to LaFeber (1984) , the FSLN army, following this event, 

multiplied ten times to 7,000 members. Additional support 
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came from neighboring countries such as Costa Rica, Panama, 

Mexico and Venezuela. The Costa Rican government, itself, 

allowed 

Jose. 

the FSLN to establish a government in exile, in San 

The successful attacks conducted by the FSLN increased 

its number of participants and consequently, its level of 

organization. The FSLN began with fewe r than twenty 

members as a clandestine organization. By 1970, the 

character of the front had changed from "a small, isolated, 

and bumbling guerrilla band to a larger, much 

better-supported, 

(Booth 1982). 

and 

In 

better 

1975, 

integrated insurgent force" 

the FSLN split into three 

factions. The Proletarios (proletariat) "sought to broaden 

the movement's mass base by organizing and propagandizing 

in fa c tori e s and poor neighborhoods" (Booth 1982:143). 

They were headed by intellectuals and academics. The 

Guerra Popular Prolongada (prolonged people's war-GPP), 

which in 1976 was headed by Tomas Borge and Henry Ruiz, 

operated in rural as well as in urban areas. The GPP 

"preferred the cautious strategy of accumulating forces" 

(Booth, 

emerged 

spilled 

1982:143). 

in 1976. 

over from 

Third, the Terceristas (third force) 

Its participants 

other factions. 

were those that had 

According to Booth 

(1982:143), the Terceristas "relaxed the Marxist rigor of 

the original FSLN and rapidly increased their ranks with 

Social Democrats, Social Christians, and bourgeois 
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recruits." When the movement had unified its forces, the 

whole spectrum of society was already represented in 

different organizations. For instance, the Front's militia 

increased from five hundred troops in 1978 to around seven 

thousand by July 1979 (Barry and Preusch 1986). 
«. 

In retrospect, the movement's recruitment of individuals 

from society's different sectors enabled it to build a 

broad ideological umbrella under which all anti Somoza 

forces could organize. The organizing work at the 

grassroots level broadened the movement's mass base and 

promoted the integration of these different sectors of the 

population. While the guerrilla armies were already united 

in the FSLN, the mass civic organizations such as the Broad 

Opposition Front, United People's Movement, and the 

Democratic Liberation Union united under the banner of the 

National Patriotic Front, which later evolved into the 

Government for National Reconstruction (GRN). In general, 

the success of the Nicaraguan revolution is credited to the 

following factors: the unification of guerrilla armies with 

mass civic organizations, the support of neighboring 

countries ( i. e • Costa Rica, Mexico, Venezuela, etc.), and 

the vulnerability of the Somoza government stemming from 

the United States's withdrawal of economic and military 

support. 

Costa Rica and Honduras In contrast, these countries have 
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rarely had revolutionary activity. In Honduras, within the 

last decade, there has only '8'een one incident that would 

approximate a guerrilla attack. On October 30, 1980, a 

shot was fired 

claimed by a 

In Costa Rica, 

at 

group 

no 

the u. S • embassy, and the action was 

called the Honduran Liberation Front. 

politico-military organization has yet 

c hal len g e d "t h e governance of the country through a violent 

form of collective action. 

Summary 

The revolutionary movements in Guatemala, El Salvador, 

and Nicaragua have been committed to armed struggle in 

armies, from the their respective societies. Guerrilla 

beginning, 

on focos 

adopted 

(centers) 

the 

in 

structure, regardless 

country, appears to be 

have joined in a 

directorate, and with 

operational level. 

Guatemala and El 

tactics of guerrilla warfare based 

the mountains. The organizational 

of levels and strength in each 

quite similar; individual groups 

national front with a national 

a general command staff at the 

Salvador have had a great deal of 

revolutionary activity, but these organized forces have not 

yet 

has 

fully 

the 

achieved their goals. 

longest history of 

Guatemala, even though it 

revolutionary activity 
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(guerrilla attacks first appeared in 1953), has been unable 

to sustain the mechanisms for the unification of its four 

guerrilla armies and the national civic organizations. The 

El Salvadoran movement has also failed to create such 

unification. Although its five guerrilla armies are under 

the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front, and the 

popular organizations operate under the Democratic 

Revolutionary 

unify. 

Front, these two distinct fronts have yet to 

Although these brief comparisons by no means do justice 

to 

the 

the 

an immensely important and complex subject, it offers 

as to the relative positions of following conclusions 

five Central American countries in relation to 

non-violent and violent collective actions. The historical 

data 

five 

clearly 

countries 

differences 

affiliation. 

indicates that in the last three decades, the 

have experienced collective action with 

in form, frequencies, and participant 

On the one hand, the guerrilla activity in 

Nicaragua succeeded, while 

and 

those in Guatemala and El 

Salvador have 

They have not 

mechanisms of 

emerged survived in varying degrees. 

though, been able to create and sustain the 

unification, which in the case of Nicaragua, 

was a primary factor in their social revolution. Honduras 

and Costa Rica not only have the lowest frequencies of 

armed attacks, but guerrilla armies have not even emerged 

to any degree. 
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With regard to non-violent collective action, Honduras 

and Costa Rica have developed and sustained labor and 

improved peasant 

working 

land. 

movements which 

conditions, and 

Such movements 

have increased wages, 

stimulated 

have been 

the redistribution of 

an important political 

force in the politics of these two countries. Accordingly, 

both countries have the most organized urban and rural 

populations, in terms of worker and peasant organizations, 

whereas Guatemala, EI Salvador, and Nicaragua have the 

least. Consequently, non-violent collective actions have 

existed, to a much lesser extent, in the ladder countries. 

The political patterns, based on the rank order of each 

indicator for each country, are illustrated in Table 2.7. 

(table 2.7 about here) 

The region, as noted, has distinctively violent as well as 

non-violent forms of collective protest. Given the 

generally similar historical context, in which the five 

countries have developed, the next sociological task is to 

unveil the conditions under which these different forms of 

collective protest develop and are sustained. 
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TABLE 2.1. Number of Strikes by Nation 

Year Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

-----------------------------------------------------------

1967 8 2 1 
1968 4 3 3 
1969 2 5 3 2 
1970 36 12 9 7 
1971 1 12 10 4 
1972 4 23 15 9 
1973 16 6 37 3 
1974 53 6 74 4 
1975 7 14 1 7 5 
1976 16 2 15 10 
1977 9 19 84 12 
1978 79 29 60 1 7 
1979 7 105 94 60 
1980 51 42 37 

Total 294 275 460 137 

Sources: ~!~!!~!!£~! __ ~£~!E~£! __ £i __ ~~!!~_~~~E!£~, 
1983; Department of Statistics and Information 
Ministry of Labor of each country. 

= Data not available. 

8 
13 

9 
12 

7 
16 
14 
28 
18 
14 
30 
24 
20 
61 

274 

Vol. 22, 
of the 



TABLE 2.2. Number of Strikes Per Economically 
Active Population by Nation 

90 

Year Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 

Average 

Rank 
Order 

4.23 
2.11 
1 .05 

15.06", 
0.41 
1 .67 
6.69 

22.17 
2.92 
6.69 
3.76 

33.05": 
2.92 

21 .33 

8.86 

1 

4.06 
7.40 
7.40 

14.19": 
3.70 
3.70 
8.64 
1. 23 

11. 72 
17.90 
47.08": 
18.83 

12.1 5 

2 

2.22 
3.37 
3.37 
7.43 
8.26": 

12.39 
30.57": 
77.68-1, 
14.04": 

4.13 
69.42": 
49.58": 
77.68": 
30.57": 

27.90 

5 

1 .49 
4.47 
8.30 
4.76 

10. 71 
3.57 
4.76 
5.90 

11.90 
14.28 
20.23 
71.42": 

13.50 

3 

13.79": 
24.07": 
16.66'''' 
15.58": 

9.09": 
20.77": 
18.18", 
36.36", 
23.37", 
18.18": 
38.96", 
3 1 • 1 6 ,': 
25.97 
58.65", 

25.05 

4 

S~~;c;s7--Th;--;~;b;;--~f--st;ik;s-i;-1967~-1968-~;d-l969-;;;e 
divided by the Economically Active Population of 1960. The 
number of strikes in 1970 to 1975 were divided by the EAP of 
1970. And the number of strikes in 1976 to 1980 were divided 
by the EAP of 1980. The EAP for 1960, 1970 and 1980 
respectively are: Guatemala 1.89, 2.39 and 3.32 million; El 
Salvador 1.23, 1.62 and 2.23; Honduras 0.89, 1.21, and 1.67; 
Nicaragua 0.67, 0.84, and 1.28; and Costa Rica 0.58, 0.77, 
and 1.04. The EAP of each country was obtained from the 
Statistical Abstracts of Latin America Vol.24 (1984), and the 
National Bank of each country. 

* The Highest Proportion in that Year. 

= Data not Available 

* The Rank Order goes from lowest (1) to highest (5), and 
is assigned in order of importance. The criteria is applied 
for all the following tables. 



Year 

TABLE 2.3. Organized Labor*: Total and Percentage 
of the Economically Active Population 

(in Parenthesis) by nation 

Guatemala EI Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa 
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Rica 

-----------------------------------------------------------

1960 29,185 
(1.57) 

1970 1+8,298 
(2.02) 

1980 61,519 
(1. 8) 

Average % 1. 80 

Rank 
Order 1 

21,185 
(1.70) 

44,717 
(2.70) 

71,062 
(3.17) 

2.52 

3 

38,750 16,000 32,095 
(4.34) (2.35) (4.72) 

131,377 15,701 56,034 
(l0.80) (1.85) (7.21) 

142,825 23,914 83,758 
(8.50) (1.86) (8.01) 

7.88 2.02 6.65 

5 2 4 

Sources: Statistical Abstract of Latin America Vol.17 1977 
(1960-1970). Department of Statistical and Information of 
the Ministry of Labor, in Each Country, Various Years 
(1970-1980). 

* = The Data recorded by the Ministry of Labor of each 
country does not coincide with the information verbally 
provided by leaders of national organizations of each 
country. The organizations claim to have a larger number 
of organized labor. The data here reported is from the 
records. 



FIGURE 2.1 Organized Labor Force as Percentage of 
the Economically Active Population by Nation 
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G = Guatemala; S 
C = Costa Rica. 

El Salvador; H = Honduras; N Nicaragua 



Year 

1963 
1964 
1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 

Total 

Rank 
Order 
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TABLE 2.4. Number of Land Takeovers{*) by Nation 

Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

55 
452 

1,604 
13 

0 
0 

31 
130 738 
151 85 
160 4 
169 387 
196 2, 132 
114 126 
116 604 
138 1.084 
127 457 
119 1 , 776 
318 482 

1,738(i:) 10,030(":) 

(less) (less) (more) ( 1 e s s ) (more) 

-------------------------------------------------------------Sources: The data on Honduras was obtained from files on 
collective settlements of the National Agrarian Institute and 
the ANACH and UNC files; and the department of Statistics and 
Evaluation of the Institute for Agrarian Development of Costa 
Rica, 1963-1987 (Computer Print Out). Records on land 
takeovers was not found for Guatemala, El Salvador and 
Nicaragua. However, personnel from the National Agrarian 
Institutes of these countries, have agreed that land 
takeovers have existed only in non-accountable numbers. 

* = The concept of Land Takeover in Honduras is slightly 
different from that of Costa Rica. In Honduras all the 
occurrences have been carried out by groups, and once legally 
constituted become settlements, or "asentamientos 
campesinos." Each settlement generally has an average of 
thirty family members. In Costa Rica, the action itself can 
be taken by an individual or by a group. They are called 
"precaristas." The data, on Table 2.4, indicate individual 
families and not groups. 
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TABLE 2.5. Number of Guerrilla Attacks by Nation 

-----------------------------------------------------------

Year Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

-----------------------------------------------------------

1949 0 0 0 1 3 
1950 0 0 0 0 0 
1951 0 0 0 0 9 
1952 0 0 1 0 1 
1953 10 0 0 0 0 
1954 27 0 2 2 3 
1955 3 0 1 0 18 
1956 2 0 6 0 0 
1957 1 0 1 0 0 
1958 1 1 1 1 1 
1959 13 0 1 11 0 
1960 14 0 1 8 2 
1961 1 1 0 2 0 
1962 30 1 2 0 0 
1963 14 0 5 0 0 
1964 6 0 0 0 0 
1965 15 0 3 0 0 
1966 39 0 0 0 0 
1967 31 1 0 16 0 
1968 6 0 0 0 0 
1969 7 0 0 0 0 
1970 14 0 0 0 0 
1971 1 0 0 0 0 
1972 1 1 0 0 0 
1973 1 0 0 0 0 
1974 3 1 0 1 0 
1975 0 1 3 1 4 
1976 4 0 1 2 0 
1977 1 3 0 6 0 
1978 5 0 0 41 0 
1979 3 2 0 112 0 
1980 31 41 1 0 0 
1981 47 130 7 0 0 
1982 56 91 14 0 0 

Total 383 274 51 217 42 

Rank 
Order 5 4 2 3 1 

-----------------------------------------------------------
Source: World Handbook of Economic and Political Indicators ---------------------------------------------------1983. 
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TABLE 2.6. Number of Guerrilla Groups, Year of Foundation 
and Followers by Nation, in 1980. 

Country Guerrilla Armies Active Troops Total Followers 

Guatemala 

El Salvador 

Honduras 

Nicaragua 
(before 1979) 

Costa Rica 

1. MR-13(1962)----j 
2. FAR (1962)----j 
3. ORPA (1972) 6,000 30-60,000 
4. EGP (1975)----j 
5. URNG (1982)----j 

1 • FPL (1970)----j 
2 • ERP (1972)----j 
3 • FARN (1975) 5-7,000 20-25,000 
4. FAL (1976)----j 
5 • FMLN (1980) 

1. Honduran Liberation Front (there is no 
evidence on the number of active troops 
and followers). 

1. FSLN (1961)---------j 
2. Proletariat (1975)--j 
3. GPP (1976) 7,000 30-35,000 
4. Terceristas (1976)--j 

Ther~_is no evidence of any. 

S~ur~;7--Ad~pt;d--fr~;--th;-C;~tr;1-A;;ri~;~-F;~t-B~~k-(B;rry 
and Preusch, 1986), and the North American Council for Latin 
American, Jan-Feb, Mar-Apr 1980; Mar-Apr, Sep-Oct 1982; 
Jan-Feb, Mar-Apr 1983. 
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TABLE 2.7 Rank Order: 
Characterization of Political Activity by Nation 

Indicators Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicarag Costa R. 

Non-Violent Forms: 

No.of Strikes 

10 of Org.Lab 

No.of Takeovers 
(more) 

Violent Form: 

No.of Guerrilla 
Attacks 

1 

1 

5 

(less) 

2 5 

3 5 

(less) 

4 2 

Source: Summary of previous tables. 

3 4 

2 4 

(more) (less) 

3 1 
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Footnotes 

1. Data are complete and available only for this period, 
for the five Central American countries under 
investigation. 

2. According to SeIser (1981), Torres Rivas (1984) and 
Gonzales Jansen (1981) Agustin Farabundo Marti became 
"Miembro del Estado Mayor de Sandino," but in 1929 Marti 
was expelled from the movement because of alleged 
ideological differences. Marti proposed anti-imperialist 
war throughout the region, whereas Sandino main concern was 
to win the struggle in Nicaragua. 

3. The centers in EI Salvador are: 
- EI Centro Reina de la Paz 
- Escuela Agr{cola Monsenor Luis Chaves y Gonzales 
- Centro Virgen de Transito 
- Centro Guadalupe 
- Centro San Lucas 
- Centro de Divina Providencia 

4. The centers in Guatemala are: 
- Instituto de capacitacion de Quezaltenango 
- Centro de Desarrollo Integral de Huehuetenango 
- instituto de Capacitaci6n de EI Peten 
- La Casa Pastoral De Emeus en Escuintla 
- Centro San Benito de Coban 

5. The front was named in honor of Agusto Cesar Sandino, 
the famous Nicaraguan Nationalist, who was killed by the 
national guard of Anastasio Somoza Sr. in 1936. 
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C HAP T E R T H R E E 

THE RELATIVE DEPRIVATION MODEL APPLIED 

This chapter will examine the relationship between the 

relative 

collective 

comparative 

variables 

phenomenon 

of causal 

deprivation 

Guatemala, 

deprivation variables and 

action. As noted 

method establishes 

different 

in chapter 

associations 

forms 

one, 

of 

the 

between 

by identifying if cases which have in common the 

under investigation, also have in common a set 

factors. For example, in terms of relative 

measures, is there a set of factors common to 

El Salvador and Nicaragua that can be regarded 

as the causal determinants of the guerrilla activity in 

these countries? Inversely, is there a set of factors 

common to Honduras and Costa Rica that accounts for the 

prevalence of and land takeovers? Similarly, are 

there 

there 

common 

strikes 

factors in periods within each country, when 

has been widespread non-violent forms of collective 

action? The method also establishes associations by 
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contrasting cases and periods in which the phenomenon to be 

explained and the hypothesized causes are both absent, but 

which are otherwise as similar as possible, to the positive 

cases. From this perspective, I will analyze the 

relationship between the nature and intensity of collective 

action and the relative deprivation variables. 

The relative deprivation model, as noted previously, 

postulates levels of frustration and discontent 

account for 

that 

the level and intensity of collective action. 

Individuals are frustrated or discontent, as they become 

aware of a discrepancy between what they have and what they 

feel rightfully entitled to. III other words, collective 

action is fundamentally "a response to intensely felt 

for which there is no remedy" (Gurr and deprivation 

Ruttenberg, 1968:1). These feelings of deprivation are 

believed to arise from changes in the socio-economic status 

of individuals ( i. e • increased rates of unemployment 

following a period of high employment; or increased levels 

of inequality following a time period of more equal 

distribution). 

Just as in some cross national studies (Nagel, 1974; 

Hardy, 1979; Weede, 1981; Muller, 1985), I too will use the 

of income and land to measure the relative distribution 

deprivation concept. Unemployment rates and wages are not 

utilized because these indicators are for the most part 

incomplete and unreliable. As diagrammed in Figure 3.1, 
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(figure 3.1 about here) 

the hypothesis specifically posits that frequencies of 

collective action vary with the levels of income and land 

concentration. It is assumed that when the great majority 

have failed to improve their socio-economic status, 

relative to the wealthy few, they become dissatisfied, and 

in turn, engage in collective protest. For example, the 

greater the concentration of income and land amongst the 

few, 

case, 

the 

the 

attacks 

higher the levels of collective action. In this 

number of strikes, land takeovers, and guerrilla 

will be higher in periods when levels of 

inequality, in terms of income and land, are higher. 

Income and Land Distribution 

In general, the gross national product (GNP) and per 

capita gross domestic product (GDP) over last thirty years 

(1950-1980) has increased (see Figure 3.2). Bu t, as 

Table 3 • 1 

receives 

contrast, 

(figure 3.2 and table 3.1 about here) 

shows the poorest 20 percent of the population 

2-5 percent of the national income. In only 

the wealthiest 20 percent collects 57-69 percent 
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of the national income (see Table 3.2). The country with 

(table 3.2 about here) 

the highest concentration of income, among the upper 20 

percent of income earners, is Nicaragua; 69.3 percent of 

the income earned goes to the upper 20 percent. However, 

Nicaragua exceeded Guatemala by only less than three 

percent (66.5) , and Honduras and EI Salvador by 8 percent 

(61. 3 

levels 

income 

and 

of 

61.2 respectively). Even 

inequality are reduced, as 

at 

I 

times when the 

detail latter, 

distribution in the region is more concentrated than 

in other nations(l). 

Land distribution in the region is also a problem. 

Table 3.3 shows that a few number of landowners control a 

large part of 

Preusch ( 1986) , 

the worst in 

(table 3.3 about here) 

the 

the 

the 

total 

level 

world. 

area. According to Barry and 

of land concentration is among 

The Gini coefficient in average 

ranges from the highest 86 in Guatemala to the lowest 77 in 

Honduras. EI Salvador, Nicaragua and Costa Rica have an 

almost similar level of land concentration (82, 80 and 80 

respectively) (see Table 3.3). 

Even though land reform programs were introduced in the 
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1960s, the five countries show no appreciable changes 

in their land distribution. While there is not a complete 

evaluation of these programs, they obviously have targeted 

publicly owned land rather than private, leaving the land 

tenure structure unchanged. Fagen describes some of the 

results of these disproportions: 

that 

This concentration of land and wealth has 

generated a self-reinforcing dynamic of inequality 

and neglect of industry. The majority of Central 

Americans, comprising and landless 

workers with incomes 

peasants 

insufficient to meet even 

their most basic needs, have not participated in 

the economy as consumers of manufactured products. 

Thus, 

demand 

social 

industrial 

has been 

structure, 

sufficient income 

that of the 

development to meet domestic 

minimal. At the other end of the 

the economic elites have had 

to afford a life style equal to 

most privileged in developed 

countries, complete vli t h costly imports from 

life abroad to sustain a luxurious way of 

(1987: 19) • 

In general, the relative deprivation hypothesis assumes 

countries with higher levels of inequality have higher 

levels of frustration, and subsequently, high levels of 
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violent activity. But as the comparative analysis of the 

five countries thus far demonstrates, the variations, in 

terms of income and land distribution are insignificant to 

support the relative deprivation interpretation of the 

nature of collective action. The five countries, as 

chapter two detailed, have experienced different forms of 

collective action, and yet income and land has remained 

unequally distributed throughout the region. Nevertheless, 

it is important to examine further, on a country by country 

basis, the condition of inequality. 

Guatemala Income distribution figures for Guatemala, over 

the last thirty years, show some improvement. The poorest 

20 percent of the population received 4.9 percent of the 

national revenue in 1970, and 5.3 in 1980. In contrast, 

the richest 20 percent got 67.2 percent in 1960, 66.5 in 

1970, and 54.1, in 1980 (see Tables 3.1 and 3.2). Even 

though the richest group received less income in 1980, the 

distribution did not affect the poorest sector of the 

population. For instance, in 1980 it was estimated that 71 

percent, or 4.9 million of Guatemala's population still 

lived in poverty (see Table 3.4), lacking sufficient 

(table 3.4 about here) 

income to cover the cost of basic nutritional needs. 
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According to Barry and Preusch, "in rural areas, where cash 

crops are being produced, poverty is substantially 

worse ••• four out of five people do not receive income to 

cover essential food, housing, and clothing needs" 

(1986:130). Unemployment and underemployment are also a 

problem. Table 3.4 shows that about a half of the 

population ~as unemployed or underemployed between 1970 and 

1980. Consistent with these high rates of unemployment and 

underemployment, the poorest 20 percent had a per capita 

income of $111.0, while the richest 20 percent had as much 

as $1139.6 (see Table 3.4). 

In general, the data seems to suggest that for 

generations, the great majority of Guatemalans have failed 

to make any appreciable headway relative to the wealthy 

few. 

such 

The relative deprivation theory suggests that under 

conditions, collective action is likely to occur. 

However, as chapter two indicated, strikes and guerrilla 

attacks have not been a constant social phenomenon. 

Figure 3.3 shows that while the number of urban and rural 

(figure 3.3 about here) 

organizations, and the number of guerrilla attacks vary 

over time, the level of inequality has been constant. The 

economic data for the period in question are not 

sufficiently varied as to support the relative deprivation 
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interpretation. This implies that inequality, in and of 

itself, does not produce collective action, at least in 

this case. 

EI Salvador In absolute terms, the levels of income and 

land inequality are not significantly different to those of 

Guatemala. Nevertheless, relative to Guatemala since 1970, 

EI Salvador has grown significantly worse. For example, in 

1970, the poorest 20 percent of the population received 3.7 

percent of the national income, and 2.0 percent in 1980. 

In contrast, the richest 20 percent received 63.2 in 1960, 

52.4 in 1970, and 66.0 in 1980. As noted, the level of 

inequality was reduced in 1970, in relation to 1960, and 

increased again, in 1980. According to Fagen (1987:76), 

"by the end of the 1970s, at least 60 percent of rural 

families had either no land at all or less than subsistence 

plots." With the introduction of cash crops (i.e. cotton, 

sugar, etc. ) thousands of small farmers were uprooted from 

their lands, and forced to seek work in the cities, or join 

the growing numbers of seasonal workers. Fagen (1987:75) 

further points out that, "real wages have fallen 60 

percent, and more than two-thirds of the work force is 

unemployed or underemployed" (see also Table 3.5). 

(table 3.5 about here) 
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Consistent with these conditions, the difference in per 

capita income between the rich and the poor is the greatest 

in the region. The poorest 20 percent receives an average 

of $46 annually, while the richest 20 percent gets $1555.5 

(see Table 3.5). 

It is evident then, that since 1970 deprivation and 

impoverishment has grown significantly worse, in economic 

terms. This condition of appreciable reversal in economic 

gains seems to conform to the idea of James Davies. He 

posits that: 

revolution is most likely to take place when a 

prolonged period of rising expectations and rising 

gratifications is followed by a short period of 

sharp reversal, during which the gap between 

expectations and gratifications quickly widens and 

becomes intolerable (Davies, 1969:547). 

Accordingly, high frequencies of collective protest is 

properly attributed to this "sharp reverse" in economic 

conditions. Nevertheless, as Figure 3.4 demonstrates, the 

economic 

credence 

data 

to 

(figure 3.4) 

over time show little change, lending little 

the "rise and drop" interpretation of 
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collective action in EI Salvador. 

Honduras According to the Economic Commission for Latin --------
America (CEPAL) in 1980, 65 percent, or 2.6 million 

Honduran families lived in extreme poverty, lacking 

sufficient income to cover the cost of their basic needs. 

As in the rest of Central America, the poverty is not only 

extensive but also significantly unequal. The richest 20 

percent of the population received 61.4 percent of the 

national revenue in 1960, 67.8 in 1970, and 59.3 in 1980 

(see Table 3 • 2 ) • It is estimated that these figures will 

rise to 70.6 percent in the year 2000 (Diaz, 1986). In 

contrast, the income of the poorest 40 percent, in relation 

to the national revenue, was 7.9 percent in 1960, 6.4 in 

1970, and 6.4 in 1980. Diaz (1986) estimates that the 

percentage going to this group will be significantly less 

in the year 2,000. Additionally, the per capita income 

among the richest 20 percent is $616, and among the poorest 

20 percent is only $52 (see Table 3 • 6 ) • Perhaps, the 

difference between the rich and the poor is no greater, 

(table 3.6 about here) 

when compared to the rest of Central America, because the 

Honduran elite is not only small, but it is considered as 

the junior partners of the US-based agribusiness 
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companies. As such, it is the international rather than 

the national elite, which has enriched itself with the 

export crops of banana, coffee, cotton, beef and palm oil. 

Even though unemployment is difficult to measure, the 

government's figures indicate that about 60 percent of the 

population between 1970 and 1980 was underemployed and 15 

percent have not worked as much as an hour in a given week, 

in the 1980s (see Table 3.6). 

In general, the data seem to suggest that for decades 

the 

and 

economic position of Hondurans, just as in Guatemala 

El Salvador, has been of deprivation and poverty. 

While the national and foreign elites have controlled and 

accumulated large amount of capital and land, the large 

majority 

constant 

has lived 

condition 

in 

of 

conditions of misery. Given the 

inequality (see Figure 3.5), it is 

properly assumed, under the relative deprivation 

(figure 3.5 about here) 

hypothesis, that levels of frustration and discontent have 

been equally high and constant. Yet, the level of 

organized 

takeovers, 

absence 

example, 

throughout 

protest, manifested in strikes and land 

has varied; and there has been a noticeable 

of violent forms of collective action. For 

there are abrupt changes in the levels of strikes, 

the 1970's, in spite of constant levels in the 
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measures of relative deprivation. Again, this implies that 

a constant state of inequality is not the only determinant 

of collective action. 

before 

unequal. 

70. no 

58.0 

of 

in 

The figures on wealth and land distribution, 

the Sandinista revolution, are also extremely 

The richest 20 percent of the population received 

the 

1980. 

national income in 1960, 69.2 in 1970, and 

In this case, the income earned by the top 

20 percent dropped from 66 in 1975, to 58 in 1980; but such 

improvement 

revolution. 

is solely credited to the Sandinista 

Even though 

1980, 

the average per-capita income was about 

the poorest 20 percent received only $61.9 $447.5 in 

in 

of 

the 

the 

expanded, 

same year. 

population 

In contrast, the wealthiest 20 percent 

got 

1950 

$1199.8. Although the economy 

and 1978, the gap between the rich 

and the poor actually widened. Barry and Preusch point out 

that: 

the best illustration of the concentration of 

The is of the Somoza clan in Nicaragua. wealth 

family fortune grew from around $60 million in the 

mid-1950's 

mid-1970. 

agricultural 

to $400 to $500 million by the 

The Somoza empire encompassed 

estates, sugar mills, food processing 



110 

industries, manufacturing plants, banks, and 

communication (1986:130). 

At the other end of the social structure, Table 3.7 

shows that 61.5 percent of the Nicaraguan population lived 

(table 3.7 about here) 

in poverty, lacking sufficient income to cover the cost of 

their basic needs, i . e • food, shelter, and clothing. In 

addition, more than two-thirds were unemployed or 

underemployed in 1980 (see Table 3.7). 

While the pattern of inequality remained relatively 

constant, collective protest developed and proliferated 

only in the late 60s and mid 70s. As suggested in chapter 

two, and as I will further explain in the next chapter, 

collective protest proliferates within an international 

context of relative tolerance, with a simultaneous decline 

in internal repression. 

Costa Rica Costa Rica has been regarded as the exception 

to the high incidences of poverty and unemployment 

throughout the region. In general, Costa ~ica's poor, 

compared to the rest of Central Americans, are not only 

fewer in number, but they have the highest rate of annual 

income. As Table 3.8 shows, in 1980 only about 25 percent, 
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(table 3.8 about here) 

or 0.5 million Costa Rican families lived in poverty. In 

addition between 1970 and 1980 only about one-third of the 

Costan Rican Economically Active Population did not work 

(see Table 3.8). 

Despite these comparatively unique statistics on poverty 

and unemployment, Costa Rica, just as the rest of Central 

America, has pronounced inequities. For instance, the 

percent of the income per 

population 

comparable 

Guatemala. 

higher than 

capita among the richest 20 

was $1165.2 in 1980; a figure • .,h i c h is 

to the wealthiest 20 percent in Nicaragua and 

It is lower than that of El Salvador, but much 

of Honduras. Moreover, indexes of the 

concentration 

that 

of income and land are not much different 

than the 

3 • 3 ) • 

In 

compared 

inequality 

collective 

rest of Central America (see Table 3.1, 3.2 and 

retrospect, Costa Rica is more prosperous when 

to the rest of Central America and its levels of 

are improved. Neverheless, non-violent forms of 

protest have proliferated. Therefore, even in a 

state where the gap between the rich and the poor is 

narrowing, the relative deprivation hypothesis can not 

(figure 3.6 about here) 
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continued prevalence of collective action 

(see figure 3.6). 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The relative deprivation theory postulates that economic 

disparity 

produces 

to higher 

America, 

such as 

between groups, in the contemporary world, 

frustration and discontent, which in turn, leads 

frequencies of collective action. In Central 

the economic indicators of relative deprivation 

income and land inequality, relative poverty, and 

unemployment have been extremely evident. It is therefore 

proper to conclude that levels of discontent and anger have 

remained, the most part, constant. Feelings of 

deprivation 

for 

and discontent have been a fact of life even 

vlithout having applied a measure to confirm the 

individual's state of mind. Therefore, it is safe to 

conclude that the constancy of frustration and discontent 

are not sufficient elements to account for the variations 

in forms and frequency of collective action. For instance, 

Honduras and Costa Rica have not experienced violent forms 

of collective action, but yet their levels of income and 

land inequality are comparable to the rest of the region. 

The similarity and unchangeable trends in income 

distribution and land ownership leads me to believe that 
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the hypothesis discerned by the relative deprivation 

tenants is not accurate. As a way to assess the validity 

of the relative deprivation formulation, the rank order of 

each dependent variable (i.e. strikes, land takeovers, and 

guerrilla 

independent 

assess the 

collective 

attacks) was compared with the rank order of each 

variable (i.e. income and land distribution) to 

association between the nature and intensity of 

action and the various measures of relative 

deprivation. In terms of non-violent forms of collective 

action, as expected, none of the economic indicators 

"matches" those of the dependent variables (see Table 

3 .9) • With regard to violent forms, two cases appear 

(table 3.9 about here) 

to fit the prediction. Guatemala has equally higher scores 

in the economic indicators and the dependent variable; and, 

Costa Rica has lower scores in both the economic indicators 

and guerrilla activity. The other cases do not match the 

prediction at alI. Although, it is important to remember 

that relative deprivation is a state of mind for which it 

is almost to find evidential information. 

essence, 

impossible 

participants in strikes, land takeovers 

In 

and 

guerrilla warfare would have to be interviewed at the 

outbreak of each event in order to assess their actual 

state of anger and discontent. Nonetheless, as a one final 
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way to assess the validity of the relative deprivation, 

Table 3.10 reports simply correlations between the annual 

(table 3.10 about here) 

number of non-violent and violent events and income 

inequality measure of each country reported earlier. 

As expected, the income inequality indicator does not 

correlate significantly with the frequencies of non-violent 

or violent activity. The results are even confusing and 

incoherent. While the correlation coefficient between the 

number of strikes and income inequality is negative (r = 

-.16), the coefficient between guerrilla attacks and income 

inequality is positive (r = .18). 

In conclusion, there appears to be no cause-effect 

relationship between income and land inequality and the 

f 0 r'ms and frequencies of collective action. The discontent 

induced from these 

land inequality) may 

sufficient condition 

action. 

societal arrangements (i.e. income and 

be 

for 

only 

the 

a necessary, 

generati.on of 

but not a 

collective 



115 

FIGURE 3.1 The relative Deprivation Hypothesis 

High 
Concentration Discontent 

of Income -------1 and -------~ Collective 
and Land Anger Action 
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G = Guatemala; S = El Salvador; H = Honduras; N = Nicaragua; 
C = Costa Rica. 
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TABLE 3.1 Income* to the Poorest 20 Percent 
Population by Nation 

Guatemala EI Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 
Year 

1970 4.9 3 . 7 3.0 

1980 5.3 2.0 4.3 

Average('o) 5. 1 2.8 3.6 

* = Income shares of the Top 20 Percent 
(Q5, Q4, Q3, Q2, Q1) of the population. 
all sources of income before taxes. 

5.4 

3.0 4.0 

4.7 

in each Quintile 
Income refers to 



Year 

1960 

1965 

1970 

1975 

1980 

TABLE 3.2 Income* to the Top 20 Percent 
Population by Nation 
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Guatemala EI Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

67.2 63.2 61.4 70.3 60.0 

66.0 61. 4 65.3 71 .4 58.7 

66.5 52.4 67.8 69.2 54.8 

59.0 53.9 60.2 66.2 52.8 

54.1 66.0 59.3 58.0 49.0 

-----------------------------------------------------------

Average(%) 66.5 61.2 61. 3 

Rank 
Order 

-.': = 
(Q 5, 

4 2 3 

Income shares of the Top 20 Percent 
Q4, Q3, Q2, Q1) of the population. 

all sources of income before taxes. 

69.3 57.0 

5 1 

in each Quintile 
Income refers to 
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TABLE 3.3 Gini Land Inequality* 

Guatemala EI Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

1960 86.0 82.7 75.7 80.1 78.2 

1970 81.7 78.1 82.5 

-----------------------------------------------------------Sources: The World Handbook of Political and Social 
!~~!£~!£E~,-I9837I3I:I4o:-------------------------------------

* This indicator relates to the distribution patterns of 
land ownership. It can be interpreted as a measure of the 
degree of concentration of the traditional economic power. 
The larger the coefficient, the fewer the large landowners 
who control large parts of the total area. The Gini 
coefficient ranges from zero (perfect equality) to unity 
(control of the entire land in the hands of a single 
individual (Bornschier V., Ballmer, 1979 ann Taylor and 
Jodice, 1983). 

= Information not available. 



TABLE 3.4 Selected Social Indicators for Guatemala 

Index 

Total Living in Poverty (1980) 
Extreme Poverty 
Do not Meet Basic Need 
Non-Poor 
Unemployment (1970) 
Underemployment (1970) 

Unemployment (1980) 
Underemployment (1980) 

Income Per Capita Poorest 20% 
Richest 20% 

Gap Between 20% Rich/20% Poor 

Percentage 

71 • 1 
39.6 
3 1 • 5 
28.9 
1.4 

54.3 

3.2 
43.0 

$111.0 
$1133.6 
$1022.6 

Source: Centroamerica: La Crisfs en Cifras 
--1986715871897157:---------------
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FIGURE 3.3 Number of Organizations, Strikes 
and Guerrilla Attacks Versus Income 

Inequality, in Guatemala 
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years 

Source: Office of Information and Statistics, the Ministry 
of Economy and Labor, Guatemala (several years). The income 
distribution from Table 3.2 was divided by two. 

. --- = Number of Trade Unions and Peasant Organizations 
x_ = Number of Guerrilla Attacks 
+-.- = Number of Strikes - = Income Inequality -



TABLE 3.5 Selected S0cial Indicators for El Salvador 

Index 

Totil Living in Poverty (1980) 
Extreme Poverty 
Do not Meet Basic Need 
Non-Poor 

Unemployment (1970) 
Underemployment (1970) 

Unemployment (1980) 
Underemployment (1980) 

Income per Capita Poorest 20% 
Richest 20% 

Gap Between 20% Rich/20% Poor 

Percentage 

68.1 
50.6 
1 7 • 5 
31 .9 

10.2 
44.6 

16 . 1 
55.0 

$46.5 
$1535.6 
$1488.5 

Source: Centroamerica: La Cris{s en Cifras 
1986715871897157:-----------------
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FIGURE 3.4 Number of Organizations, Strikes 
and Guerrilla Attacks Versus Income 

Inequality, in El Salvador 
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l· • -------------2 - ~ ,I ~ .. 
0, ____ -__ -__ -__ -__ -__ -__ -__ -____ e ______ e __ e ________ e _____ _ 

49 51 53 55 57 59 61 63 65 67 69 71 73 75 77 79 81 83 85 
years 

Source: Office of Social Organizations, the Ministry 
of Labor, San Salvador, El Salvador (several years). 

. --- = Number of Trade Unions and Peasant Organizations 
x_ = Number of Guerrilla Attacks 
+-.- = Number of Strikes 

- = Income Inequality 



TABLE 3.6 Selected Social Indicators for Honduras 

Index 

Total Living in Poverty (1980) 
Extreme Poverty 
Do not Meet Basic Need 
Non-Poor 

Unemployment (1970) 
Underemployment (1970) 

Unemployment (1980) 
Underemployment (1980) 

Income Per Capita Poorest 20% 
Richest 20,},o 

Gap Between 20% Rich/20% Poor 

Percentage 

68.2 
56.7 
11 .5 
31.8 

15.2 
64.0 

$52.2 
$616.4 
$564.2 

Source: Centroamerica: La Cris{s en Cifras 
1986:158/1897157:----------- -----
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FIGURE 3.5 Number of Organizations and Strikes 
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Source: Office of Information and Statistics, The Ministry of 
Labor (several years) • 

• -- = Number of Trade Unions and Peasant Organizations 
+-.-= Number of Strikes 

Income Inequality 
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TABLE 3.7 Selected Social Indicators for Nicaragua 

Index 

Total Living in Poverty (1980) 
Extreme Poverty 
Do not Meet Basic Need 
Non-Poor 

Unemployment (1970) 
Underemployment (1970) 

Unemployment (1980) 
Underemployment (1980) 

Income Per Capita Poorest 20% 
Ric h est 20"/0 

Gap Between 20% Rich/20% Poor 

Percentage 

61 • 5 
34.7 
26.8 
31.9 

18.3 
49.0 

$ 61 .9 
$1199.8 
$1137.9 

Source: Centroamerica: La Cris{s en Cifras 
1986715871897157:-----------------
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TABLE 3.8 Selected Social Indicators for Costa Rica 

Index 

Total Living in Poverty (1980) 
Extreme Poverty 
Do not Meet Basic Need 
Non-Poor 

Unemployment (1970) 
Underemployment (1970) 

Unemployment (1980) 
Underemployment (1980) 

Income Per Capita Poorest 20% 
Richest 20% 

Gap Between 20% Rich/20% Poor 

Percentage 

24.8 
13.6 
1 1 • 2 
75.2 

3.5 
3 1 • 5 

6.0 
26.0 

$176.7 
$1165.2 

$988.5 

Source: Centroamerica: La Crisls en Cifras 
1986715871897157~-----------------
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TABLE 3.9 Bivariate Relationships: 
Collective Action Versus Inequality 

Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

Non-Violent Forms 

No. of Strikes 1 2 5 3 4 

/0 of Org. Lab. 1 3 5 2 4 

Land Takeovers Low Low High Low High 

Income Con. 4 2 3 5 1 

Land Concent. 5 4 3 2 1 

Violent Forms 

No. Guer. Att. 5 4 2 3 1 

Income Dist. 4 2 3 5 1 

Land Dist. 5 4 3 2 1 

* = 1 to 5 = lowest to highest. 



TABLE 3.10 Coefficient of Correlation between Income 
Inequality and the Annual Count of Strikes and 

Guerrilla Attacks 

Income Inequality 

Strikes -.1639 

Guerrilla Attacks .1868 

130 

Sources: For number of strikes and guerrilla attacks, tables 
2.1 and 2.5 respectively; for sources of income inequality 
measure, see table 3.2. Other measures of the relative 
deprivation theory were not included because there was not 
information less spaced (i.e. annual or five year periods). 
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Footnotes 

(1) According to the US Bureau of the Census, in the United 
States in 1960, 1970, and 1980, the wealthiest 20 percent of 
the US families received 41.3, 40.9, and 41.5 percent of the 
total income, respectively. 



132 

C HAP T E R F 0 U R 

THE POLITICAL PROCESS MODEL AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 

In an attempt to explain the variations in the forms and 

frequencies of collective action, I turn to the political 

process mo deL The strategy, as in chapter three, is to 

find common elements cross countries and in periods of 

widespread collective action that could be regarded as the 

determinants of such organized actions. 

Following the political process theory, I postulated in 

chapter one the relationship between regime structure and 

collective action (see Figure 4.1). First, as diagrammed 

(figure 4.1 about here) 

in Figure 4. 1 a, under a democratic or non-repressive 

regime, dissident groups have greater freedom and a variety 

of opportunities 

collective action. 

to engage 

Second, 

in non-violent 

in societies 

forms 

with 

of 

an 
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intermediate level of repressiveness, violent forms of 

collective action are more likely to occur because these 

regimes neither provide opportunities for the effective use 

of non-violent forms of protest, nor do they apply such 

through going repression as to totally negate the aggrieved 

individuals' ability to organize and collectively protest 

(see Figure 4.1b). Third, in the context of a highly 

(figure 4.1b about here) 

repressive regime, collective action in any form is 

unlikely to occur because the regime has the wherewithal to 

suppress any protest (see Figure 4.1c). In essence, the 

(figure 4.1c about here) 

hypothesis suggests that forms of collective action vary 

with the levels of openness of the institutional system. 

The hypoth~sea_can be tested by studying the number of 

executive changes (i.e. number of governments and years in 

power), the means for achieving power ( i. e • civilian 

elections, coup d'etats, designations by the congress), and 

type of government ( i • e • civilian, military, 

civilian/military). In general, a government that reaches 

power through free and fair exercise of the popular vote 

provides freedom and a variety of opportunities for an 
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aggrieved population to engage in non-violent collective 

actions. In 

force 

contrast, a government that reaches power by 

military is likely to repress its citizenry and 

therefore, opportunities for organizing and non-violent 

forms of protest are reduced. In such a case, the 

likelihood for violence increases if the government is not 

highly repressive. Another indicator of the political 

opportunity concept is the amount of military expenditures 

per capita, each country. This item reflects the 

ability of 

of 

the government to contain and repress any 

organized 

the more 

protest. 

capability 

The 

the 

larger the military expenditure, 

government has to repress and 

control its dissidents. 

In general, through the study of the political process 

theory, I will historically observe the general 

governmental response toward the occurrence of collective 

action and its subsequent form of development (the 

dissident's response to the government's response). If the 

previous hypotheses are valid, I expect to find countries 

with lasting periods of democracy to have had significant 

non-violent organized protest. In contrast, countries with 

shorter periods 

governments 

repressive 

are 

in 

of 

not 

their 

democracy and frequent 

only expected to have 

response to non-violent 

protest, but to have experienced violent 

collective protest. 

military 

been more 

ways 

forms 

of 

of 
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Types of Governments, Means of Achieving Power, 

and Military Expenditures 

In Central America, dictatorial rule and military 

This implies domination have been a common occurrence. 

that civilian governments have been largely absent and the 

participation of the populace in an electoral process has 

very limited. general, Costa Rica and Honduras been 

have held more free 

In 

and fair elections than the other 

countries. Guatemala, EI Salvador and Nicaragua have the 

least. The data, on Table 4.1, shows that only Costa Rica 

has held free and fair elections continuously since 1948. 

(table 4.1 about here) 

According to Torres Rivas (1981: 38) , Seligson 

(1987:167-192) and Rosenberg (1987:193-215), Costa Rica is 

not only the exception in Central America, but it is also 

considered among the most democratic nations in all of 

Latin America (see Gudmundson, 1986, for a discussion on 

Costa Rica origins of democracy). 

Although Honduras has not had an enduring democracy, its 

record, in 

governance, is 

and Nicaragua. 

terms 

better 

For 

of executive changes and civilian 

than that of Guatemala, EI Salvador 

example, out of thirteen executives 

changes, between 1949 and 1986, seven were civilian elected 

'. ". 
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(see Table 4.1 and Table 4.2). 

(table 4.2 about here) 

In Nicaragua, although elections were regular, from the 

mid fifties through the mid seventies, they can hardly be 

regarded 

military 

as' f r e e and fair. In fact, in each one, a 

leader from the Somoza family was elected. From 

this perspective, dictatorial rule and military dominance 

had been the norm. Since the mid forties in Guatemala and 

early fifties in EI Salvador, there have been some 

elections, 

fraudulent. 

over the 

but 

type 

many of them are regarded as illfated or 

According to Rosenberg (1987) "debate abound 

of ballot, the campaigns, financing, voter 

registration, selection of candidates, and district 

representation." Out of the thirteen executive changes, in 

Guatemala since 1944, there are only two civilian elections 

that are considered to have been free and fair. The rest 

were coup d'etats or elections ~'li t h some form of fraud 

(Torres Rivas 1981 and Rosenberg, 1987). 

In 1984, EI Salvador elected Jose Napoleon Duarte in an 

election considered by many, the closest approximation to a 

democratic political event. However, leftist groups 

charged that this election too, was fraudulent; and their 

that Duarte's election was heavily influenced by the claim 

Reagan Administration is well known. According to Blachman 
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and associates (1986:70), "Not 

spend $10 million 

only did the US 

administration to finance electoral 

technology and administration and 

also 

pay air fa re s of 

international observers, but it funneled almost $1 

million through the CIA to support Duarte's campaign." 

With regard to the electoral process in all of Central 

America, Rosenberg states: 

candidato unico elections, elecciones con fraude, 

(one candidate and fraudulent elections) 

and elections in a military leader wa s 

elected have dominated the region's (Central 

America) political scene since 1948 (1987:196). 

Torres Rivas (1981:38) further asserts, "with the exception 

of Costa Rica, the development of capitalism in Central 

America has consolidated repressive, authoritarian and 

military governments in the area"(l). 

The military rule of Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El 

Salvador has been accompanied by high per capita 

military 

Guatemala 

military 

(table 4.3 about here) 

expenditures. Table 4.3 

and El Salvador averaged 

Honduras expenditures than 

shows that Nicaragua, 

larger amounts 

and Costa Rica. 

of 

For 
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example, Nicaragua, Guatemala and EI 

$ 16, 

Salvador, over the 

last 

capita 

about 

with 

fifteen years, spent about $12, and $12 per 

res p e c.t i vel y , whereas Honduras and Costa Rica spent 

$8 and $7 dollars in the same period. Consistent 

their prolonged periods of democracy, Costa Rica and 

Honduras 

Central 

have lower military expenditures than the rest of 

America. Accordingly, the high military 

expenditures of Guatemala, EI Salvador and Nicaragua seem 

to correspond to their non-democratic record. Generally, 

democracy correlates negatively with military expenditures 

(r = -.28; see Table 4.4). 

(table 4.4 about here) 

However, the non-democratic and repressive systems of 

Guatemala, EI Salvador and Nicaragua, when seen from a 

world perspective, appear to be diminished. In this 

regard, Seligson states: 

the Bollen index appears to provide a reasonably 

valid indication of the standing of Central 

American democracy in worldwide perspective ••• in 

1965 the Central American nations held an 

intermediate position compared to other parts of 

the world. 

approximates 

Costa 

that 

Rica's 

achieved 

score of 90.1 nearly 

by the United States 
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(92.4). At the other extreme, Guatemala's score, 

is the lowest of the five (39.5), is far which 

higher than that of some other developing nations 

in the Middle East and the Pacific. Within Latin 

America, for example, only Guatemala scores 

substantially below Argentina (52.6) (1987:171-2). 

Consistent with Seligson assertion, Johnson (1977) find 

that in 1970 

Costa Rica is 

respectively. 

and 1975, among 20 Latin American countries, 

the most democratic nation, ranking 1 and 1 

Guatemala ranked 9 and 9, E1 Salvador 8 and 

8 , Honduras 12 and 12, and Nicaragua 16 and 17. Haiti, the 

Dominican Republic, and Paraguay were the least 

Democratic(2). Using similar criteria, Johnson and Kelly 

(1986) gave the Central American countries higher ranking 

for the years 1980 and 1985. These findings indicate that 

governments in Central America have actually not been 

highly repressive; they are more aptly described as having 

had intermediate levels of repression, particularly 

Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua. According to 

Seligson (1987), repression in Central America, within a 

wider perspective, has not been as bad as it is generally 

believed. 

In general, I that countries with longer 

periods 

capita 

of democracy and lower military expenditure per 

provide opportunities for organizing, and 
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subsequently, greater opportunities for non-violent forms 

of collective action. As the data demonstrate, the 

variations in terms of democracy and military expenditure 

per capita appear to support this proposition. Costa Rica 

and Honduras, as chapter two showed, have experienced 

increasingly non-violent forms of collective protest and 

hardly any political violence. On the other hand, 

Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua have had a great deal 

of political violence, and non-violent forms of protest to 

a lesser extent. To further prove this assertion, it is 

relevant to examine over time how the political 

arrangements, in each country, facilitated these 

distinctive forms of collective action. 

Guatemala For the most part, Guatemala has been ruled and 

dominated by military officers in conjunction with a 

national oligarchy of about 600 families. The cultivation 

and export of coffee created an oligarchy of wealthy 

families which came to rely on a rural guard to control the 

labor force in their fincas. This rural guard eventually 

became very influential in the state power structure, while 

providing protection for the oligarchy's national 

interests. 

The first repressive regime came with the dictatorship 

of General Jorge Ubico, between 1930 and 1943. Prior to 

the 1930s, there was a freer political atmosphere in which 
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But 

leaders 

under 

began some 

Ubico, any 
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successful organizing activity. 

"opposition" was effectively 

neutralized. Political parties and unions were disbanded 

and 

that 

leaders 

Ubico 

were executed 

outlawed the 

or exiled (it is even alleged 

words "worker" and "labor"; see 

1985). As Woodward (1985:217) points out, "only Woodward 

closely controlled mutual aid societies and skilled craft 

guilds survived." 

Ubico's 

revolutionary 

dictatorship was 

junta composed of 

followed, in 1944, by a 

Major Francisco Arana, 

Captain Jacobo Arbenz, and Torielo Garrido (a merchant). 

This junta 

professor 

committed 

return of 

influential 

guaranteed the free election of philosophy 

Juan Jose Arevalo. From the outset, Arevalo 

himself to workers and peasants by allowing the 

political exiles, many of whom were previously 

in organizing labor unions and political 

factions (Woodward 1985:232). As a result of this policy, 

the railroad workers and teachers were amongst those who 

organized. These organizations led to the formation, for 

the first time, of the Central Labor Federation (CGT). 

Further, between 1944 and 1945, the first trade unions on 

the 

also 

right 

banana plantations were formed, just as the labor code 

went into effect. The code guaranteed the worker's 

to organize and strike. It also provided for 

collective bargaining, minimum wages, and other tangible 

benefits such as: the employer's responsibility to provide 
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housing, 

workers, 

schooling, and medical care for banana plantation 

each 

just 

and 

year's 

cause. 

to pay indemnities of a month's salary for 

employment to 

It further 

any worker discharged without 

provided for the development of 

cooperatives and arbitration of labor disputes, including 

the establishment of special labor tribunals. As a result 

of the poli~ical opportunity provided by Arevalo, 148 labor 

unions were legally registered with the Ministry of Economy 

and Labor, by 1950. 

The democratic political atmosphere of the Arevalo 

administration continued into the succeeding government. 

In 1951 , Juan Jacobo Arbenz was elected Guatemala's 

president, in an orderly presidential campaign. He, for 

the first time, implemented a land reform program which 

exempted all cultivated land, no matter the size of the 

plantation, and targeted the country's idle land. 

The United Fruit company, among other large landowners, 

had about 387,000 

reform. In 1954, 

acres of land taken as part of this new 

the national oligarchy, in tandem with 

the United Fruit Company, (and other international forces 

which I will discuss in chapter five) ousted Arbenz. With 

his overthrow, Guatemala's gains in both labor and land 

reform, between 1944 and 1954, were drastically reversed. 

During 

(1954-1957), 

Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas'(3) government 

and the two subsequent administrations (1957 

and 1957-1958), a repressive campaign against the leaders 
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and members of urban and rural organizations greatly 

reduced non-violent forms of protest. For example, during 

and after the coup of 1954, over 900 people were arrested 

and many tortured; and 533 unions were abolished (Barry and 

Preusch 1986:228). 

previous policies, 

To further illustrate the reversal of 

between 1954 and 1958, over 1.5 million 

acres of land were returned to the large landowners, 

including the United Fruit company. All but one-half of 

one percent 

had 

of the peasants were evicted from the lands 

they 

"communists," 

previously 

peasants, 

been 

and 

granted; and hundreds of 

labor leaders were executed. 

According to Bowen (1984:276), "a political intelligence 

police, the so-called Committee of National Defense Against 

Communism, was organized with the aid of the CIA and 

charged with tracking down and arresting communists and 

their sympathizers." As I explain later, Armas' 

government, and the two subsequent administrations 

succeeded in their repressive campaign with the economic 

and military aid from the United States (according to 

Black, 1983: 7 , "from 1950 to 1957, $17.8 million would go 

for Foreign Military Sales-FMS, $16.1 million for Military 

Assistance Program-MAP and $6.5 million for International 

Military Education-IMET"). 

With the administration of Ydigoras Fuentes (1958-1963), 

and Peralta Azurdia (1963-1966) repression eased, and 

collective protest was again a pa rt of the political 
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climate. This pattern is observed in Figure 4.2. 

In Mendez Montenegro was elected Guatemala's 

president 

reforms 

1966, 

and 

that 

he favored the labor code and other social 

broadened, even further, political 

participation. During his administration, as Figure 4.2 

shows, a large number -of new urban and rural organizations 

appeared. 

(figure 4.2 about here) 

His policies however, were drastically reversed by the 

succeeding governments of 1970, 1974, 1978, 1982, and 

1983. As these military governments achieved power, often 

through coup d'etats 

movements 

elections, 

collective 

illegality, 

declined. 

as in 1974 

action. 

give the 

the surging labor and peasant 

Even in periods of fraudulent 

and 1978, there was upsurge in 

Perhaps elections, in spite of 

impression that the system will 

tolerate organized protest, and aggrieved groups will push 

forward just the same. 

When non-violent forms of protest were suppressed, armed 

groups 

Rebel 

though, 

such 

Armed 

were 

the Ladino 

as the Revolutionary Movement (MR-13) and the 

Forces (FAR) first appeared. These groups 

unable to establish a solid relationship with 

and Consequently, they 

easily collapsed 

Indian 

under 

population. 

the weight of the government's 
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unity existed 

According 

amongst 

to 

the 
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Bowen (1984), in 1965, no real 

rebels and they lacked any 

meaningful command. 

Repression continued through most of the seventies. For 

example, in his first two months of office, Colonel Arana 

Osorio (1970-1974) executed 700 

of 

people, 

seige. 

in addition to 

imposing a year-long state But leaders did 

survive and in 1972 and 1975 respectively, they formed the 

Organization of the People's Arms (ORPA) and the Guerrilla 

Army of the Poor (EGP). During this time though, according 

to Amnesty International, the right wing paramilitary death 

squads continued to operate by abducting and assassinating 

opposition leaders and their sympathizers, and sometimes 

even killing at random, for the purpose of general 

intimidation. By 1976, some 20,000 (and perhaps 30,000) 

people had died as a result of a decade of repression 

(Barry and Preusch, 1986:230 and Bowen 1984:285). 

It is between 1977 and 1980 that the guerrilla factions 

strengthened 

following. 

t h.e i r. .. 0 r g ani z at ion s and increased their 

This is attributed to the loss of strength of 

repressive institutions by the reduction or withdrawal of 

international support (I develop this argument in chapter 

five). By 1980, it was estimated that guerrilla groups 

were composed of 3,500 combatants, 10,000 members of local 

irregular forces, and 30,000 to 60,000 actively organized 

supporters; all of whom made up the National Revolutionary 



146 

Unity (URNG). 

The evidence, so far, seems to suggest that non-violent 

forms of collective action have surged and proliferated in 

periods of democracy. This pattern is observed in Figure 

4.3. However, as democratic governments are replaced by 

military 

collective 

and repressive ones, non-violent forms of 

action decline and violent forms begin. 

Specifically, 

organizations 

Figure 

( i. e • 

4.3 

trade 

shows that the number of legal 

unions, peasant organizations) 

and the number of strikes 

These 

are highest during civilian 

elected governments. governments facilitated such 

collective action by providing freedom and protection for 

organizing and collective protest. It is also evident that 

when military governments have achieved power, through 

means other than popular elections, legal organizing of 

workers and peasants has declined and at the same time, 

guerrilla activity has intensified. 

It appears then, that the case of Guatemala confirms the 

notion that societies 

non-violent experience 

political 

collective 

arrangements 

action seems 

wi t h an open political atmosphere 

organized actions; and, as these 

become restrictive and repressive, 

to become violent. It is of 

further interest to point out that while the political 

structure, 

account for 

Guatemala, 

meaning type of governments, seems to explain or 

the 

the 

origin 

origin 

and forms of collective action in 

of these different forms of 
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government remains unexplained. The next chapter will 

address this question. 

El Salvador With the development of large coffee 

plantations, the owners came to rely on rural police forces 

to supervise and control the labor force in their fincas. 

According to Hoeffel (1984), the first repressive military 

government began in 1932, when coffee plantation owners, 

through an army commander, General Maximiliano Hernandez, 

mounted an offensive that resulted in the slaughter of 

thousands of peasants. Historians mark this alliance as 

the shift in the role of the army, in the military-oligarch 

equation from subservience to dominance, culminating 

eventually in the army's almost total control (see Hpeffel 

1984). Following this offensive, it appeared to be clear 

that the army would retain control of the state apparatus 

in exchange for protecting the interests of the large 

landowners (Hoeffel 1984). Toward this end, Hernandez had 

to minimize the impact of rural organizations. To do this, 

he implemented a decree that made it a crime for more than 

five people to gather in any rural place. This decree was 

actually the law of land until 1976. 

Through this legislation, and the impact of the matanza 

itself, (the slaughter of 15,000 to 30,000 peasants in 

1932) , the peasantry, in terms of organizing and 

protesting, was paralyzed for decades. According to 
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Woodward (1985), Hernandez and the following military 

governments neutralized whatever earlier threats there had 

been to their oligarchic power. In fact, previous civilian 

governments ( i. e • Romero Bosque and Arturo Araujo) did 

allow, if not encourage, workers and peasants to organize 

and protest (see Santos de Morais, 1976, and Armstrong and 

Rubin, 1986,' on early organizing and strikes). 

Nevertheless, military governments in EI Salvador, as 

Woodward 

policies 

have at 

(1985) 

(this 

times 

points 

factor 

out, 

to be 

pressured by international 

addressed in chapter five), 

introduced social and economic reform that 

favored workers and peasants. For instance, in 1944, 

General Andres Menendez with the support of students, the 

middle class, and the new industrial bourgeoise gained 

control of the government. The Menendez government, from 

May to October, gave such encouragement or opportunity for 

organizing 

membership 

that 

grew 

the 

to 

National Workers Union was formed and 

some 50,000 (see Hoeffel 1984). The 

Menendez 

replaced 

administration was short lived, and was soon 

by the coup d'etat of Castaneda Castro, a member 

of the army's most conservative faction. 

By in large, until 1957, attempts at organizing and 

non-violent collective protest had been unsuccessful (see 

Figure 4.3). However, with external stimulation (i.e. the 

Alliance for Progress, in Washington, and Vatican II 
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(figure 4.3 about here) 

in Rome), a new process of consciousness raising began and 

new organizations were formed (see Figure 4.3) • The 

Catholic 

collective 

life-style 

church 

effort 

programs which were "conceived as a 

created 

about 

large 

for 

seven 

15,000 

number 

to achieve the common good and a better 

the whole of society" (Bidegain, 1985:16), 

training 

peasant 

of base 

centers, which by 1972 had trained 

leaders. Through these efforts, a 

communities (Comunidades de Base) 

joined together to form the Christian Peasant Federation, 

the Federation League, and the Unification Front of Popular 

Forces. 

Fearing 

conservative 

the mounting strength of such organizations, 

interest groups and the military responded 

with 

and 

persecution and repression, particularly between 1963 

1973. Besides the National Guard, specialized 

extremist organizations such as the Nationalist Democratic 

Association (ORDEN), White Warriors, White 

Anti-Communist Force for Liberation, and the 

Hand, 

Secret 

Anti-Communist Army emerged. During this period, while 

many who worked on behalf of improving living and working 

conditions were jailed or exiled, these extremist groups 

are associated with the killing of many lay people and 

clergy. 

either 

It is estimated that about 40 people per day were 

killed or disappeared. In almost all cases, all of 
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the victims were associated with working on behalf of the 

poor. 

One last attempt at non-violent politics came in 1972, 

as Jose Napoleon Duarte, the Christian Democratic (PDC) 

headed a coalition in opposition to the army candidate, 

supported National Conciliation Party (PCN) candidate. 

During this campaign, labor leaders, 

again, 

students, and 

intellectuals were allowed, once to speak out on 

reforms and democracy in support of the PDC candidate. The 

environment of freedom and political opportunity encouraged 

labor organizing by enhancing the significance of workers 

and 

the 

peasants. 

election, 

As Figure 4.3 shows, previous to and during 

trade unions and peasant organizations 

reached a significant level of development. But 

unfortunately, and as Woodward (1985) points out, democracy 

once again was shut off and the political opportunity for a 

healthy organized movement slipped away. Duarte was not 

only denied, 

power, but 

after 

following 

a government "recount", the access to 

the election, police seized and beat 

him into unconsciousness, and three days later he was 

exiled in Guatemala. 

Undoubtedly, the 

Christian Democratic 

campaign, marked a 

formation and the influence of the 

Party 

break 

during 

through 

that presidential 

for 

participatory 

government's 

politics. However, 

election, 

organized 

following 

and 

the 

response to the and to organized 
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protest in general, labor leaders and members of the 

Christian Democratic Party seemed to realize that guerrilla 

warfare was the only remaining alternative for seeking 

fundamental changes. It is properly assumed that such a 

decision was also prompted by similar occurrences in 

neighboring countries. Thus in 1972, the Popular 

Liberation Forces came to the public's attention, and the 

People's Revolutionary Army appeared 

groups 

for the first time. 

sprung up; the Armed Three years later two more 

Forces of 

Liberation. 

National 

From 

Resistance 

1972 until 

and the 

1981 , the 

Armed 

El 

Forces of 

Salvadoran 

revolutionary movement was strengthened through a coalition 

of guerrilla groups and the support of popular 

organizations. 

The El Salvadoran political atmosphere has been 

restrictive and repressive since 1932, to the extent that 

it has discouraged and restricted the development of labor 

and peasant movements. But as repressive as these 

political arrangements appear, they have never reached the 

levels of repression or control, as in some nations outside 

of the region. For example, the Bollen index of political 

democracy of 122 nations reveals that, in 1960-1965, El 

Salvador 

of 

held 

the parts 

States scored 

than that of 

an intermediate position compared to other 

world. El Salvador scored 72 (the United 

92 and Costa Rica 90) which is far higher 

other countries in the region (the democracy 
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index was 55 in Nicaragua; 50 in Honduras; and 40 in 

Guatemala), and some developing nations in the Middle East 

and the Pacific. 

To summarize, 

non-violent protest 

and as Figure 4.3 shows, El Salvador's 

has surged and developed at times when 

there has 

peasant 

replaced 

in urban 

increase 

been encouragement and respect for workers and 

But as repressive regimes have organizing. 

democratic ones, there has been a marked decrease 

and rural organizing, and an equally marked 

in guerrilla activity. Obviously then, such 

governmental response has influenced the formation of armed 

groups, 

change. 

who see armed struggle as their only vehicle toward 

This country, having experienced a series of 

United States military interventions between 1912 and 1933, 

developed differently than Guatemala and El Salvador. 

After the U • S • Marines left Nicaragua in 1933, Anastasio 

Somoza Garcia ousted the elected civilian government of 

Juan Bautista Sacasa. In 1934, he also assassinated 

Augusto 

Standard 

Cesar 

Fruit 

Sandino, who had worked as a laborer for the 

Company and u.S. owned mining companies 

throughout Central America (LaFeber, 1984). Sandino's 

furious. protests of u.S. intervention had become a threat 

to the new Somoza government. 

Upon seizing power, Somoza solidified his reign by 
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a power structure based on family, friends and the 

guard. According to Barry and Preusch (1986), in 

Somoza family had practically no assets of any 

kind, but through its dictatorship, it became by the 1950s, 

the wealthiest in the country. For example, the family 

controlled "about one-tenth of the cultivable land, and 

just about everything else worth owning; the country's only 

airline, one television station, a newspaper, a cement 

plant, textile mill, several sugar refineries, half-a-dozen 

breweries and distilleries, and a Mercedes-Benz agency" 

(Barry and Preusch 1986:272). 

Throughout Somoza's reign, organized non-violent actions 

were met with repression. Consequently, labor and peasant 

organizations did not develop, nor endure. The Federations 

of Workers, 

have never 

figures. 

Nicaraguan 

created 

increased 

in 1920, 1924 and 1929, respectively, 

their membership, beyond the initial 

For example, in 1940, the Confederation of 

workers comprised only 8 unions and 3,000 

members, almost the same number as when it was founded. In 

1945, the labor code went into effect, but in reality, 

workers and peasants never had the liberty to organize and 

collectively 

Workers (CGT) 

recognized by 

act. 

was 

the 

For example, the Central Federation of 

founded in 1945, but it was not legally 

Ministry of Labor, until 1965. At this 

time, the federation was only composed of five trade unions 

and 4,000 members. 
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Until 1960, non-violent organized actions were almost 

negligible; the peasant and labor movement remained low in 

membership and relatively inactive. By this time though, 

workers, peasants, and particularly students, encouraged by 

international developments were able to set in motion a new 

wave of organized protests. Almost simultaneously, in 

1963, the Autonomous Confederation of Trade Unions was 

founded with 28 local groups and 5,000 members. However, 

this surge in activity was met with equal repression. 

Those who survived, began to form armed groups to challenge 

Somoza's government. In fact, the leaders of guerrilla 

armies, who later became the ideologues of the Sandinista 

revolution, were students who had endured the repressive 

campaign of 1959-1961. However, throughout most of the 

1960's, they were poorly organized and their lack of 

experience enabled the government's military forces to 

readily suppress their attempts at revolutionary activity. 

Although the repressive practices of the Somoza reign 

seem to account for the low frequency of non-violent 

collective actions, the facilitating factors that account 

for the emergence and development of the guerrilla activity 

are not totally clear. However, chief among these factors, 

the external influence on collective action is to be 

examine in chapter five. 

Costa Rica In Costa Rica or Honduras, there has neither 
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been a personalized and narrowly based elite, as in 

Nicaragua, 

landlords 

Salvador. 

nor a coalition of a broad based oligarchy of 

and military officers, as in Guatemala and El 

Historically, Costa Rica and Honduras have 

developed a different political structure. 

Costa Rica's oligarchy developed from the £~~~i!~!£ and 

of coffee and not from the ownership of cultivable export 

lands amongst the few. If one recalls, the restrictive 

regimes of Guatemala and El Salvador emerged in conjunction 

with the ownership 

amongst 

of coffee plantations that were 

concentrated a relatively small group of people. 

In contrast, Costa Rica, by the time of the export boom in 

coffee 

class 

in 

of 

1870, had already established a sizeable middle 

producers which permitted wider 

participation 

monopolization 

in 

of 

politics and precluded the 

wealth (Woodward 1985:213). 

popular 

absolute 

This does 

not imply however, that Costa Rica is an egalitarian 

society, 

reforms 

but 

and 

among Central American countries, it's social 

democratic polities stand out (see Gudmundson, 

1986:56-87, for a discussion on inequality after the rise 

of coffee exports). 

As early as the 1900's, liberals and moderate 

conservatives ( i. e • Cleto Gonzales Viquez, 1906-1910; 

Ricardo 

reforms. 

at the 

Jimenez Oreamuno, 1910-1914) had introduced social 

Acco~ding to Woodward (1985), these governments, 

turn of the century, did set the basis of an 
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enduring democracy. This does not mean however, that 

attempts for hegemonic power did not occur. In 1917, for 

example, the wealthy few together with oil companies 

launched a coup d'etat headed by Federico Tinoco Granados. 

The attempt failed though, largely because the middle class 

furiously protested and the dissidents were sent into 

exile. 

In 1932, the National Republican Party rose to power on 

the strength of its promises of reform and as an 

alternative to previous policies regarded as too far left 

or communist. Through the 1930's though, Costa Rica 

continued to adopt policies that favored organizing and 

non-violent collective action. These policies were further 

enhanced by succeeding governments. 

In 1940, Rafael Angel Calderon Guardia in coalition with 

the communist oriented Popular Vanguard Party enacted 

legislation that favored workers and peasants. The 

legislation included a social security system and a labor 

code, which went into effect in 1943. Through these 

measures, existing organizations were protected and new 

ones developed. In addition, local trade unions and 

leagues formed national federations, under which urban 

workers and landless peasants could further organize. 

When Jose Figueres Ferrer gained power in 1948, after a 
. 

disputed election, where the National Electoral Tribunal 

disagreed on who the actual winner was(4), Calderon and the 
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Popular Vanguard Party saw to it that the next 

administration, despite its anti-communist stand, agreed to 

their 

seven 

social reform 

points, which 

platform. Their "pact" consisted of 

included that lithe social rights and 

guarantees of all employees and workers would be respected 

and extended" (Barry and Preusch 1986:187). The Figueres 

administration not only solidified the labor and peasant 

movements through legislative guarantees of civil 

participation, but 

military takeover 

even more, 

by actually 

he eliminated any possible 

dissolving the Costa Rican 

army. 

national 

He did keep however, a reserve force to provide for 

defense (see Hoodward 1985, chapter nine, on 

Figueres reforms). 

Figueres' further shaping of the Costa Rican political 

system resulted in the conclusive establishment of a modern 

capitalist 

participation. 

reputation of 

democracy with 

This structure has 

a stable democracy 

substantial citizen 

given Costa Rica the 

committed to social 

reforms. Unlike other countries in the region, data on the 

number of unions and peasant organizations were not found 

However, the Ministry of Labor in 1980, on a yearly basis. 

reported that 

organizations 

1981; 29 in 

from 

legally 

1982; 

1945 to 1980 there were 678 

registered; 13 

and 31 in 1983. 

new ones appeared in 

Although the data on 

strikes only begins in 1967, Figure 4.4 demonstrates that 
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(figure 4.4 about here) 

collective protest has, for the most part, increased, and 

has not experienced dramatic downturns as in the rest of 

Central America. 

Honduras In the early 1900s, Honduras' two parties, the 

liberals and the conservatives, did little for workers and 

peasants, but they did not restrain their organizing. For 

example, in 1916 and again in 1932, there were unsuccessful 

strikes in the banana companies. At these times, the lack 

of organizational strength and experience enabled both the 

local and company police to suppress any collective action. 

When Tiburcio Car{as Andino, with support from the 

United Fruit Company, was elected president, for a third 

term in 1933, free elections were abolished and a national 

army was created. During his eighteen year reign, a number 

of labor leaders were jailed and killed, and worker 

organizations were destroyed. Further, liberal leaders 

were sent into exile and the opposition press was closed 

down. In 1936, the north coast, where the banana companies 

are located, was under martial law, so as to discourage 

organizing and strikes among workers of the companies. 

According to Woodward (1985), Car{as, who ruled as a 

heavy handed patriarch, was never as restrictive as 

dictators in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. 
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Carias' government was proceeded, in 1948, by more 

progressive governments, which allowed the labor movement 

to further develop. For example, Juan Manuel Galvez 

(1949-1954) did little to obstruct the labor movement, even 

though he did equally little to secure its place. His 

policies did give workers greater opportunity to organize. 

In 1954, thousands went on strike mostly from the north 

coast in the banana plantations. The success of the strike 

paved 

while 

which 

the way for much greater advances. Juan Lozano Diaz, 

president 

guaranteed 

(1955-1956), introduced the labor code 

the right to organize, to strike, and to 

bargain collectively; as we 11 as minimum wages and other 

benefits. 

By 1960, campesinos, encouraged by the catholic church, 

also organized to demand agrarian reform and better wages. 

the Alliance for Progress, President Villeda Influenced 

Morales in 

benefited 

established 

land. 

code, 

He 

and 

retrospect 

by 

1962, introduced social reforms that directly 

the rural and urban workers' movement. He 

an ag~~rian reform act, which distributed idle 

put great 

established 

though, 

emphasis on enforcing the new labor 

a system of 

the progressive 

social security. 

administration 

In 

of 

Villeda Morales proved to be incompatible with the 

military. According to Rosenberg and Shepherd (1986), the 

reform-oriented president was deposed by the armed forces 

using the infiltration of communists as a pretext. 
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With the installation of General Oswaldo Lopez Arellano, 

in 1963, the labor movement slowed down. However, urban 

workers, as well as organizations were already 

well 

Thus 

established 

dissident 

and 

peasants 

virtually 

workers, who 

impossible to eliminate. 

did strike were only 

occasionally obstructed. For example in 1968, at the Rio 

Lindo Textile Company, workers were brutally put down. In 

response, nationally organized labor and peasant 

organizations threatened the government with a march from 

different areas of the country to the capital. This 

the expression of solidarity seemed to communicate 

influential strength of the workers' movement. 

Lopez 

dissatisfaction 

resulted from 

Arellano, understancing "the growing 

of the peasant and labor organizations that 

I05Sef. in the soccer war and the post-1973 

economic squeeze ••• astutely 

(LaFeber, 

hoped to undercut 

revolutionc.ry movements" 1984:263) by reversing 

his orientation (during his first two administrations 

1963-1965 and 1965-1971, he was regarded as conservative, 

if not repressive). In his last period of governance, he 

Development Plan (1972-1978), which introduced a National 

was the first of its kind. It addressed social problems, 

revived the agrarian reform program through the Decree and 

No. 8 . This decree made for the first time, private land 

available to the peasantry for a period of two years. In 

particular, the Decree indirectly, if not directly, called 
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for the organized peasantry to denounce and, even takeover, 

the land considered to be affectable. The joint efforts of 

authorities sped up peasant organizations and government 

the process of redistribution, so much so that it reached 

dimensions never seen before. For instance, there have 

been 1418 peasant settlements, in a period of eighteen 

years (1962-1980), of which 45 percent (643) occurred 

between 1970 and 1974. This illustrates the political 

opportunities, if not the encouragement, that the labor and 

peasant organizations had during the military government of 

Lopez Arellano. 

The reform oriented government of Lopez Arellano was 

in 1975, deposed 

after the famous 

financial minister 

to have received 

(the conglomerate 

by Colonel Juan Alberto Melgar Castro, 

Bananagate scandal. The country's 

(under Arellano's government) was shown 

a $1.25 million bribe from United Brands 

that owned United Fruit). From the 

outset, Melgar Castro moved to smother urban and rural 

organizing. 

which several 

tortured and 

destruction, 

cooperative 

There was the massacre of the Horcones, in 

peasants leaders and two foreign priest were 

killed, 

by the 

in 1977. 

in 1975. 

military, 

Thus, 

Then, there was the brutal 

of the Isletas banana 

during Melgar Castro's 

government, organized labor and collective protest declined 

significantly (see Figure 4.5). 
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(figure 4.5 about here) 

1978, when a three man junta headed by General In 

Policarpo Paz overthrew the repressive government of Melgar 

Castro, 

corrupt 

it 

and 

seemed as if Honduras was saddled with another 

repressive regime. However, political events 

in neighborIng countries, and the international policies of 

human rights, influenced this new junta toward increased 

political development. The increase in collective protest 

during 

Under 

this period is very evident as seen in Figure 4.5. 

the junta, Honduras readied itself for a democratic 

presidential election. 

The populace elected Roberto Suazo Cordova in 1981 (the 

first civilian to head the government in almost twenty 

years). Suazo Cordova received widespread support for his 

promise to 

campesinos, 

politics. 

address 

to 

the 

keep and 

Four years 

needs of the nation's workers and 

the military out of national 

later, he was succeeded by another 

elected civilian government, headed by Jose Azcona Hoyo. 

In 

the 

these 

labor 

last 

and 

two democratically elected administrations 

peasant organizations have not increased 

significantly, but they continue to be a very important 

force in Honduran politics. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 

As chapter two demonstrates, collective action in 

Central America varies in. form and frequency. Non-violent 

actions ( i. e • strikes, land takeovers) increased and 

maintained organizational strength so as to petition for, 

and attain, better wages, working conditions, and the 

redistribution of 

worker and peasant 

land. As expected, 

organizations, and 

the 

their 

strength of 

ability to 

protest during these times, appears to be the product of 

the installment of democratic governments. 

During these periods, workers and peasants were provided 

with the freedom and legal protection to develop and 

sustain non-violent collective actions. Democratic 

institutions enacted new labor codes, 

special 

or enforced old 

ones. These codes through labor 

protected organizing efforts and collective 

tribunals 

bargaining 

(legitimized strikes). Similarly, land reform acts 

motivated the peasantry to organize and even takeover idle 

land from private and public ownership. In addition, 

political exiles were allowed to return, who in turn, were 

an influential force in organizing. These actions provided 

an opportunity in the system to channel grievances through 

non-violent forms of collective action. Table 4.5 shows 

(table 4.5 about here) 
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that democracy exerts a significant positive effect on 

non-violent collective actions (r = .74). 

The data also show that non-violent forms of collective 

action decline as freedom and political opportunities are 

restricted. Military governments 

abolishing 

through repressive 

arrests, practices such as unions, 

incarcerations and executions, have minimized, and even in 

some cases, prohibited legal organizing, and consequently, 

non-violent forms of protest. Then, organized groups, not 

having 

opted 

other channels to advance their grievances, have 

for violent forms of collective action. Table 4.5 

also shows that semi-repressive regimes exert a significant 

positive effect on violent collective actions i . e • 

guerrilla warfare (r = .78). 

As a final validation of the hypotheses here formulated, 

the data in Table 4.6 show that the rank order of each 

country, 

identical 

in 

to 

terms 

(table 4.6 about here) 

of the dependent variables, is almost 

rank order of the independent variables. 

Costa Rica 

the 

and Honduras conform to the hypothesis 

diagrammed in 4.1 a • These cases confirm the fact 

that societies 

Figure 

with democratic arrangements are likely to 

experience 

tolerant 

non-violent 

systems, or 

forms of 

democratic 

collective action. When 

governments, prevail, 
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workers and peasant organizations gain significant strength 

to sustain a peaceful organized protest. 

As diagrammed in Figure 4.1 b , in a society with 

intermediate levels of repression, collective action 

becomes 

conform 

violent. Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua 

to this pattern. Further, the rank order of each 

country, in terms of violent forms of collective action, 

also matches the scores of each country in terms of 

repression. 

In general, the hypotheses stated above are supported. 

Since regime structure can be interpreted as an indicator 

of 

for 

a central argument of political process theory, support 

the theory may be inferred from this analysis. 

However, the political process model does not explain the 

origin of the different of governments, or the 

reversal of policies of 

types 

each government. For instance, 

what accounts for the fall of the Arbenz government in 

Guatemala in 1954? Or, under which conditions does the 

government of Somoza ease down on repression and allow for 

the emergence and development of violent forms of protest 

in the early 1960's and late 1970's. 



4.1a 

4.1b 

4.1c 

FIGURE 4.1 The Political Process Model 

Political 
Structure --------1 

Democratic 
Structure -------~ 

Intermediate 
Levels of -------~ 

Repression 

Highly 
Repressive 
Structure 

-------~ 

Forms and Intensity 
of 

Collective Action 

Non-violent Forms 
of 

Collective Action 

Violent Forms 
of 

Collective Action 

Demobilization 

166 



167 

TABLE 4.1 Governments, Chief Executives, Means of Achieving 
Power and Type of Government by Nation, 1948-87 

Date Chief Executive 

Guatemala 

1944-49 
1950-54 
1954-57 
1957 

1957-58 

1958-63 
1963-66 
1966-70 
1970-74 
1974-78 
1978-82 
1982-83 
1983-86 

J.J. Arevalo 
J. Arbenz 
A. Castillo Armas 
L.A. Gonzales Lopez 

G. Flores Avendano 

M. Ydigoras Fuentes 
E. Peralta Azurdia 
J. Mendez Montenegro 
C.M. Arana Osorio 
K. Laugerud Garc{a 
R. Lucas Garcia 
E. Rios Hor.tt 
H. Mejia Victores 

Means of 
Achieving Power 

Type of 
Government 

Election 
Election 
Coup d'etat 
After Assassination 
of Armas 
Designated by 
Congress 

*Election(fraudulent) 
Coup d'etat 
Election 
Election 

*Election(fraudulent) 
WElection(fraudulent) 

Coup d'etat 
Coup d'etat 

Civilian 
Military 
Military 
Civilian 

Military 

Military 
Military 
Civilian 
Military 
Military 
Military 
Military 
Military 

EI Salvador -----------1948-50 o. Bolanos, H. Costa Coup d'etat Civil-Milito 

1950-56 
1956-60 
1960-61 

1961-62 
1962 
1963-67 
1967-72 
1972-77 
1977-79 

R. Galindo, o. Osorio 
O. Osorio Election 
J. M. Lemus Election 
R. Fortin, F. Castllo Coup d'etat 
3 Military leaders (junta) 

MiliTary 
Military 

Civil-Milito 

Civil Military direct Coup d'etat Civil-Milito 
R. E. Cordon Exec. Decree Civil-Milito 
J.A. Rivera Election(one Cand.) Military 
F. Sanchez Hernandez *Election fraudulent) Military 
A. Molina *Election(fraudulent) Military 
C. H. Romero *Election(fraudulent) Military 

1979-80 G.M. Ungo, A. Majano, Coup d'etat Civil-Milito 

1980 

1980-82 
1982-84 

J.A. Gutierrez R.Mayorga 
J.N. DuartE, A. Morales Resignation of 
J.A. Gutierre~ civilian 
A. Majano, R. Avalcs Members 
H.Dadan 
J.N. Duarte 
A. Magana 

J.N. Duarte 

Designntion by 
D (! S i g. nat ion by 
constitutional 
Election 

Civil-Nilit. 

Junta Civilian 
Civilian 

assembly 
Civilian 

continue .•.• 



••• continued 

Honduras --------
1930-48 T. Carfas Andino 
1"49-54 J. M. Galvez 
1954-56 J. Lozano Diaz 

1956 Govern. Junta 
is 57-63 R. Villeda Morales 
1963-65 o. Lopez Arellano 
1965-71 o. Lopez Arellano 
1S71-72 R. E. Cruz 
1972-75 o. Lopez Arellano 
1975-78 J • A. Melgar Castro 
1978-80 P. Paz Garc!a 
j980-8l P. Paz Carcla 

1982-86 R. Suazo Cordoba 
1986- J • Azcona Hoyo 

~.!.£~!:~£~~ 
1946-50 V. M. Ramos y Reyes 
1951-56 A. Somoza Garcia 
1956-63 L. Sornoza Garcia 
1963-67 R. Schick 
1967-72 A. Somoza Debuyle 
1972-74 Triumvirate 
1974-79 A. Somoza DebaylE 
1979-84 Junta 
1984- D. Ortega 

Costa Rica 
T~i~:3~--5. Plate 
1953-58 J. Figur~n Fp~rer 

1958-62 M. Echandi 
1962-66 F. Orlich 
1966-70 J.J. Trejos 
1S70-74 J. Figueres Ferrer 
1974_78 D. Oduber 
J97e-a~ R. Carazo 
1982-86 1. A. Monje 
1986- o. Arias Sanchez 

Election 
Election 
Designated by 
Congress 
Coup d'etat 
Election 
Coup d'etat 
Election 
Election 
Coup d'etat 
Coup d'etat 
Coup d'etat 
National Assembly 
electicn 
Election 
Election 

Coup d'etat 
Election 
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Civ;licn 
Civilian 
Civilian 

Military 
Civili<:'n 
Militc.ry 
Hilitar.y 
Civilian 
Military 
Military 
Militc.ry 
Milit&ry 

Civilian 
Civilian 

Military 
~lilitary 

Military 
Military 
Civilian 
Military 

E? e c t i 0 r. 
Election 
Electiop 
El<:ction 
Revolution 
Election 

(;ivl I-Military 
Military 

Election 
Election 
Elec.tion 
Elect:·.on 
Election 
Election 
Election 
Election 
Elect.ion 
Elect:·.on 

Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 
Civilian 

Source~: Adapted from the ~~£r£l££~~.!.~ __ 9!_!~~_!~~!:~_~~!:l~, 
1987. See also Solorzano ~ario, Polemica 12, Nov-Dec 198J. 

* - As cited on Malloy and Mitchell A. Seligson, Editcres 
(1987:194-5). 



TABLE 4.2 Tot ale f E >: e c \I t j v e C han g e s 
1930-1986 

Total Civ:lian f,iections Military Coups 
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Free and Fair Fraudulent Elections Others 

Guatel'1al.:: 1: 2 (3 ) ,': 9 2 

El Salvador 15 1 (4)": 10 4 

Honduras 1l. 7 ( '2 ) ,' .. :- 2 

Ni.caragua 9 0 ( 5 ) ~: 8 1 

Costa Rice: 10 ~. 0 ( 1 ) ,'- G 0 

--------------------------------------------------------------Source: Table 4.1 

= Rank Order in tprms of Military Rule; 1 to 5 Lowest to 
Higher.t. 
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TABLE 4.3 Military Expenditures Per Capite (1981 US!) 

Guatemala EI Salvador Honduras NicBrag~a Costa Rica 

lS65 8 9 8 :.1 'fila 

1 S' 7 0 I) i 14 r./a 

1975 12 10 1 1 22 6 

1980 15 18 ~t. 7 

----------------------------------------------~-------------

AveragE" 12.25 11 .45 7.50 15.66 6.50 

R <i n k (\ r' d E"' r 4 3 2 r 
-' 

s~~;c;;7--w~;ld-MiTit~;y-r.~p;~ctit~;;;-a~d-A;~;-T;ad;-1963=1973 
( \-l a d1 i. r g t c· n , 1 9 7 5 ) ; W 0 rid Nil ita ryE x pen d i t 1I ref, and A r n, s 
Tran~fers 1972-1982 (Washington, lS84). 

Rank Order: 1 to 5 = Lowest to Highest. 



TABLE 4.4 Correlation between Democracy 
and Military Expenditure 

Military Expenditure 

Democracy -.2872 

N of cases: 17 
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Sou;ces7--Fo;-d;t;-o~-De;oc;;cy-(co;puted-;s-;-du;;y-~;;i;ble, 
democracy 01 and non-democracy = 00), see "table 4.1; for 
data on Military Expenditure (computed as actual amount 
divided by 100), see table 4.3. 



FIGURE 4.2 Number of Organizations, Strikes 
and Guerrilla Attacks Versus Regime Structure, 

in Guatemala 
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FIGURE 4.3 Number of Organizations, Strikes 
and Guerrilla Attacks Versus Regime Structure, 

in El Salvador 
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Coup 

01_- __ - __ - __ - __ - __ - __ - __ - __ __ • __ ~--~ __ • __ • __ • __ • __ • __ • __ 

49 51 53 55 57 59 61 63 65 67 69 71 73 75 77 79 81 83 85 
years 

Source: 2!!!~~_£!_~£~!~l_2E~~~!~~!!£~~~_!~~_~!~!~!EI_£!_~~££E' 
San Salvador, El Salvador (several years) • 

• --- = Number of Trade Unions and Peasant Organizations 
x_ = Number of Guerrilla Attacks 
+-.- = Number of Strikes 
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FIGURE 4.4 Number of Strikes in Costa Rica 
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Oi_- ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ - ___ e __ 

67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 
years 

Source: Table 2.1 in chapter two. 
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FIGURE 4.5 Number of Organizations and Strikes 
Versus Regime Structure, in Honduras 
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./ • __ ., I \1 (1~80-1987) 
, I + \ /. __ ._-

'J \/ 
Military Coup 
(1963-1964) .;! , 

I 
I 

+_._1 

Military Coup 
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.-- = Number of Trade Unions and Peasant Organizations 
+-.-= Number of Strikes 



176 

TABLE 4.5 Correlation between Forms of Collective Action 
and Democracy and Military Expenditures 

Non-violent Actions .7404~·: .1568 

Violent Actions -.0705 .7851": 

N of cases: 12 I-tailed Significance: * - .01 

Sou~~e~7--Fo~--d~t~-o;-De;o~~~~y-(~o;puted-~~-~-du;;y-;~~i~ble, 
democracy = 01 and non-democracy = 00), see table 4.1; for 
data on Military Expenditure (computed as actual amount 
divided by 100), see table 4.3; for data on Non-violent and 
Violent actions, see tables 2.1, 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5. 
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TABLE 4.6 Bivariate Relationship: 
Collective Action Versus Political Process 

Item Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica 

Non-violent Form ----------------
A. Dependent Var. 

1 • No. of Strikes 1 2 5 3 4 

2.% of Org. Lab. 1 3 5 2 4 

B. Independent Var. 

1.Civil.Elec.Gov. 3 2 4 1 5 

2.Bollen Index 1 4 2 3 5 

Violent-Form ------------

A. Dependent Var. 

1.# Guer.Att. 5" 4 2 3 1 

B. Independent Var. 

1.Military Gover. 3 4 2 5 1 

2.Military Exp. 4 3 2 5 1 

-------------------------------------------------------------
Rank Order: 1 to 5 = Lowest to Highest. 
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Footnotes 

(1) In Spanish the text reads as follows: 
"Prci'cticas democraticas de gobierno no se asientan 
en una larga tradici6n, con excepci6n de Costa 
Rica, las nuevas condiciones impuestas por el 
crecimiento capitalista han consolidado gobiernos 
fuertes, represivos, autoritarios, de corte 
militar" (Torres Rivas, 1981:38). 

(2) The rank order of these countries is based in the 
following criteria: 
- educational level 

standard of living 
internal unity 
political maturity 
freedom from foreign domination 
freedom of press, speech, etc. 
free elections 
freedom of political organization 

- independent judiciary 
- handling of governmental funds 
- social legislation 
- degree of civilian supremacy 
- freedom from ecleciastics domination 
- governmental administration 

local governmental autonomy 
(see LASA, Spring 1986, Vol.XVI, no. 4, p.19-22). 

(3) Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas, who ousted Arbenz, had 
been trained at the u.S. Command and General Staff School 
in Fort Leavenworth and had served as director of the 
military academy under Ubico (see Woodward 1985 and Schulz 
1985 on the Arbenz overthrown). 

(4) Otilio Ulate Blanco, candidate of the coalition of 
three parties was announced as the winner by two members, 
but a third member called for further investigation. 
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C HAP T E R F I V E 

THE WORLD SYSTEM AND COLLECTIVE ACTION 

Both the relative deprivation and political process 

models assume that factors shaping the origin and 

development of collective action operate within national 

societies. For the relative deprivation theory, the 

immediate cause of collective action is discontent, which 

arises mainly from the unequal distribution of society's 

resources. For the political process theory, the cause is 

the interplay between expanding political opportunities and 

developing organizational strength. 

operating 

Both explanations 

however, ignore processes at the level of the 

world system. In explaining collective action, in 

peripheral nations, the condition of dependency must be 

included because these nations depend economically and 

politically on core countries. And, this dependency may 

affect the nature and intensity of collective action. 

I postulated, in chapter one, the relationship between 
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us tolerance and the nature and intensity of collective 

action in Central America. Of equal relevance will be to 

study the relationship between core and dependent 

nations i . e • the United States 

other 

and the Caribbean, the 

Soviet Union and Cuba, etc. But, the United States obvious 

economic and influence in Central America 

rep res e n t s .a n 

political 

excellent example of relations between core 

and peripheral nations. 

I propose, a core policy of consistently low levels of 

military involvement, or little military assistance, the 

sanctioning of repressive practices ( i. e • cut off of 

economic 

principles 

nations. 

existed, 

a variety 

aid, etc.), and/or the encouragement of democratic 

may 

If 

the 

of 

facilitate collective action in peripheral 

in peripheral nations repression has not 

tolerant position of the core might encourage 

opportunities i . e • free elections, labor 

codes, land reforms, etc. in the periphery, leading to mass 

organizing and consequently non-violent forms of protest in 

these nations (see Figure S.la). But, if repression has 

previously existed, then the decline in levels of military 

(figure 5.1 about here) 

assistance and the sanctioning of repressive practices from 

the core may ease down repression in the periphery, and in 

turn, ignite violent forms of collective protest i . e • 
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guerrilla warfare (see Figure 5.1b). The assumption here 

is that nations wi th little economic and military 

assistance from the core become vulnerable and unable to 

control or eliminate collective protest. At this time, 

dissident groups may see guerrilla warfare as the only 

alternative to changes since non-violent forms of 

protest i • e • 

provoke 

strikes and land takeovers, etc. , were 

previously repressed and discouraged. They may also 

perceive the core willingness to tolerate a change of 

regime in their society. Conversely, as Figure 5.1c shows, 

consistently high levels of economic and military 

assistance may help repressive institutions in the 

periphery maintain their capability to repress and control 

any form of collective protest. The core's political and 

military support serves to create, or to increase, the 

means of containing any organized mass protest. It is 

important 

than seen 

once 

in 

more to note that the model is more dynamic 

these figures for the extent that discontent 

individuals come to view political opportunities occurs 

idea, for analytical over a period of time. But the 

reasons, can be diagrammed as in Figure 5.1. 

To assess the validity of these hypotheses, I examine 

the dollar amount of US economic and military assistance to 

each Central American country with an historical analysis 

of US-foreign policies toward the region. 
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US Foreign Policy and Mass Protest 

In this Century, United States governments have sought 

to develop relations with Latin America nations which would 

help to achieve two broad objectives: "to assure physical 

security of the United States and to protect and advance 

the interests of United States citizens abroad, 

particularly 

1973:xix). 

in commercial and 

Although these 

economic matters" (Burr, 

objectives have remained 

constant, 

overtime. 

ways of approaching these nations have varied 

Between 1950 and 1979 (the study-period), US 

foreign policy was guided by three doctrines: the Cold War, 

the economic and the democratic. Each doctrine has been 

enacted primarily through economic and military aid. 

The governments of Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon and Ford 

acted upon Cold War principles by preferring and assisting 

military 

1973 and 

regimes(l) over democratic ones (see Packenham, 

(1984) , 

under 

Muller 

Leiken 

1985). 

(1984) , 

According to Burr (1972), Bowen 

and Blachman et.al. (1986) the CIA, 

Eisenhower's presidency, organized, inspired, 

financed a plan "Operation Success" that led to 

and 

the 

overthrow of Arbenz in 1954. In 1957, Eisenhower also 

signed arms agreement with Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua 

and other Latin American nations (Burr, 1972:175; LaFeber 

1984:128). Similarly, the Johnson administration placed 

" •• • emphasis upon political and military measures for 



183 

preventing communist subversion and by supporting 

anti-communist regimes in Latin America whether they were 

democratic or authoritarian and dictatorial. The Johnson 

administration restored reL~tions with regimes in the 

Dominican Re~ub~ic and Honduras -regimes wbich th~ Kennedy 

administration had refused to recognize on the grounds that 

they were undemocratic" (Burr, 1972:xlvi, 617). But a 

clear evidence of Johnson policy was the intervention in 

the Dominican Republic, " ••• President Johnson -without 

consulting the OAS- landed 400 United States soldiers in 

the Dominican Republic, increasing their number to 20,000 

in the days that followed. The administration justified 

this intervention as necessary for the protection of United 

States and other nationals residing in the 

violence-torn land" 

foreign 

(Burr, 1972:xlv1, 644-650). But, 

Latin Johnson became increasingly less interested in 

America as 

points out 

America's 

penetration 

concentrate 

it approached 

" ••• the sense 

problems as a 

diminished as 

its energies 

its end. As Burr (1972:xlviii) 

of urgency 

means for 

the Soviet 

of solving 

preventing 

Latin 

Soviet 

Union -seeking to 

on its growing conflict with 

China- abandoned a policy of supporting revolution in Latin 

America in favor of one of gradually advancing the 

communist program through peaceful collaboration with 

reformist groups in Latin America." 

In an apparent relaxation of intense involvement of the 
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States in Latin America, the administration of 

Nixon sought to establish a "mature partnership" in 

which the United States would step down from its dominant, 

paternalistic position while the Latin Americans would 

assume greater responsibility for the devel~pment of their 

individual nations (see Burr, 1972:xlix). As Table 5.1 

(table 5.1 about here) 

shows, military assistance was reduced in El Salvador, 

Honduras and Nicaragua, but again increased during the Ford 

administration. 

The Kennedy administration introduced the democratic 

doctrine to Latin America, T.;rh i 1 e also maintaining a 

commitment to Cold War principles. Kennedy's "top priority 

included land redistribution to create a more equitable 

social structure and tax reforms to finance the agrarian 

program 

military 

and other development projects. He also included a 

security component designated to defeat any 

revolutionary 

attempts at 

During the 

Progress"(2) 

(1972:xliii) 

provided an 

and economic 

challenge that might preempt or disrupt 

reform" (Blachman and associates, 1986:10). 

Kennedy 

and the 

administration "the Alliance for 

Peace Corp were created. As Burr 

Progre's s points out 

instrument 

revolution 

" ••• the Alliance for 

for carrying out a peaceful social 

in Latin America -a program which 
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might prevent other Latin American nations from following 

the Castro model and thereby posing a threat to security of 

the United States." 

demonstrated that economic 

Above all, 

progress 

President 

and social 

Kennedy 

justice 

could best be achieved trough the promotion of democratic 

institutions in Latin America. In January, 1962 at the 

Eighth Consultative Meeting of American Foreign Ministers 

in Punta del Este, Uruguay, a resolution, reaffirming the 

democratic basis of the Alliance for Progress and calling 

upon all governments not based upon representative 

processes to hold elections, was approved. The United 

States acted upon such 

with 

when 

a resolution by breaking off 

diplomatic relations Peru and depriving it of all 

forms of assistance a military coup overthrew the 

government. Relations were not restore until the military 

set a date for junta 

Burr, 1972:560-587). 

President Kennedy, 

constitutional regimes 

the holding of free elections (see 

A year later (October, 1963), 

when military coups overthrew 

in Dominican Republic and 

Honduras, 

reaffirmed 

cut off military 

the 

and economic assistance and 

its support of democratic regimes (Burr, 

1972:xliv, 611). 

Carter committed himself to the democratic doctrine. 

As social scientists suggest ( i. e • McCall 1984, LaFeber 

1984 and Woodward 1985), 

United States' recognition 

his policy was a product of the 

that the only way to "reassert 
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moral leadership in Latin America was to recognize the 

legitimate aspirations and rights of the majority." They 

further point out that the United States could tolerate 

reformist change without jeopardizing fundamental security 

interests because of ,t h e region's overwhelming economic 

importance. 

countries w·ith 

Carter then took strong actions against 

a record of human rights violations. Even 

though the total amount of'military and economic assistance 

to some Latin American nations increased (see Table 5.1 

(table 5.2 about here) 

and 5.2 on figures for Central America), it reduced foreign 

aid, held up sale of weapons, and cut back on diplomatic, 

military, and economic relations in others because of human 

rights 

against 

violations. 

Guatemala, El 

As Table 5.3 shows, concrete actions 

Salvador, and Nicaragua were taken 

when these nations showed no improvement in their 

repressive policies against their populace. 

In sum, forms of collective protest in peripheral 

nations vary with levels of tolerance of core countries. 

The core creates political opportunities i.e. democratic 

structures, weaken repressive institutions in the periphery 

that facilitates collective protest. If these hypotheses 

are 

under 

valid, 

the 

I expect to find under the Kennedy, and more so 

Carter administrations, lower levels of military 
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assistance and subsequently, if repression had not 

previously existed, higher levels of non-violent collective 

actions, and if repression had existed, then violent 

forms. I next examine how these foreign policies, in each 

country, facilitated different forms of collective protest. 

!:!.!.£!!.E!!.~~!!. 

facilitated 

and most 

military presence between 1909 and 1933 US 

the genesis and the maintenance of the longest 

entrenched repressive institutions of Latin 

America: the Somoza family. The United States first sent 

troops to Nicaragua, and maintained a military presence 

thereafter, when President Jose Santos Zelaya tried to 

negotiate with the Japanese and Germans about a Nicaraguan 

Canal (Booth, 1982). Hence, the military occupation of 

Nicaragua assured that the canal was built in Panama and US 

interests were not jeopardized. 

While stationed in Nicaragua, the US military forces, 

organized the Nicaraguan National Guard, which trained and 

was then headed, for the next forty years, by a member of 

the Somoza family. While Somoza's government had the 

economic 

organized 

contained 

movements 

general, 

reforms, 

and military support of the United States, 

protest was 

(see chapter 

brutally repressed and successfully 

two, on the labor and peasant 

in Nicaragua). In fact, collective protest in 

begins and develops when US pressure for social 

more political participation, and reduction or 
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withdrawal of military support. 

The 

rampantly 

Kennedy administration, as previously argued, 

reaffirmed, through the Alliance for Progress, 

calling upon 

elections, 

relations 

all governments of Latin America to hold free 

and 

when 

cutting off 

military 

diplomatic and military 

regimes seized 

undemocratically, its support for democracy. 

power 

Central 

American 

enacting 

governments 

land and 

repression, and in 

Somoza, even though 

responded to Kennedy's policies by 

tax reforms programs, easing up on 

some cases holding free elections. 

its regime remained unchanged for the 

most part, it enacted a land reform program and eased down 

on repression. Discontent Nicaraguan next perceived the 

political opportunity to protest collectivaly. As a result 

anti-Somnza protests originated. Between 1959-61 there 

were frequent student protests (see chapter two and Booth 

1982), and in 1961 the Sandinista Front of National 

Liberation was formed. Dut these protests were again 

repressed and put down. In Nicaragua, Kennedy's foreign 

policy did not forced major changes simply because having 

enlisted Nicaragua's support for the invasion of the Bay of 

the Kennedy administration continued to support Pigs, 

Somoza irrespective of his government's repressive 

practices. With Johnson administration military assistance 

to Nicaragua increased. In accordance with this military 

aid, the number of guerrilla attacks significantly 
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decreased (see Figure 5.2). 

Guerrilla activity, with the exception of 1967, was 

successfully controlled until the Carter administration, as 

(figure 5.2 about here) 

shown in Figure 5 • 2 • Somoza's repressive practices were 

not challenged until 1977 President Carter's strong 

advocacy of human rights. The Carter administration sent a 

Latin America by announcing in strong signal throughout 

February of 1977 to reduce foreign aid to Argentina, 

Uruguay, and Ethiopia because of human rights violations. 

According to Rosati (1987:206) this was the first time an 

administration has reduced foreign aid on human rights 

grounds. In Nicaragua, Carter pressured the Somoza regime 

by cutting off military assistance (Feb. 1978), embargoed 

all arms shipment 

replacement (Jun. 

(Jun. 

1979), 

1979), called twice for Somoza 

and recalled its ambassador in 

protest for continued repression (see Table 5.3). As Table 

5.1 shows, in 1977, Nicaragua received $3 million, but by 

1979, the amount had fallen to $100.000. 

Obviously, the position of the United States and other 

nations(3) obviously weakened the repressive capability of 

Somoza's government and emboldened the Sandinista Front of 

National Liberation. LaFeber captures this idea clearly, 

" ••• Somoza no longer enjoyed the unwavering support of the 
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White House ••• As North American supply lines dried up, the 

Israelis and Argentines sold Somoza arms and ammunition 

during his last months. But the purchases drained more 

money out of Nicaragua" (1984:233). As Figure 5.2 clearly 

demonstrates, guerrilla activity significantly increased as 

us military assistance was reduced. Thus, the 

deterioration in US support for Somoza's Nicaragua and the 

increased organizational strength of the opposition were 

crucial elements in the success of the Sandinista 

revolution. 

It appears then, that the case of Nicaragua confirms the 

hypothesized sequences of causation. When the United 

States maintained a military presence or supported Somoza 

militarily, the organizing and subsequent collective 

protest was successfully contained, but when the military 

support was discontinued collective action originated and 

developed. 

Guatemala In 1944, the government of Juan Jose Arevalo 

rose to power on the strength of its promises of reform, 

and as an alternative to the previous policies of 

repression and limited civilian participation. The Arevalo 

government coincided with the Rio Trea,..y in which the 

United States and Latin American nations agreed to "an 

armed attack by any state against an american state shall 

be considered as an attack against all american states." 
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In referring to this period Ronald Steel states: 

reform 

United 

For the first time it seemed to free them (Latins) 

from 

applied 

the fear of the big stick which had been 

against them so often in the past. For the 

United States, as well, it was a radical break 

with the past, a final and explicit repudiation of 

"Gunboat Diplomacy" and a recognition that the 

Monroe 

excuse 

punish 

Doctrine could 

for 

or 

unilateral 

intimidate 

no longer be used as an 

interventions designed to 

recalcitrant states (c. f. 

McCall, 1984:26). 

Arevalo's 

program, 

Fruit 

government 

which even 

Company. 

enacted a labor code and a land 

affected the idle land of the 

Consequently, numerous 

organizations, 

plantations, 

including 

and the 

the first trade unions in the 

Central Labor Federations were 

formed. The organizing and collective protest continued 

until 1954, when Juan Jacobo Arbenz was ousted by the CIA 

and Guatemalan military forces, and replaced by Colonel 

Carlos Castillo Armas. 

The CIA organized, inspired, and financed a plan, 

"Operation Success" that led to the overthrow of Arbenz 

(Bowen 

United 

1984; 

States 

Leiken 1984 and Blachman et.al. 1986). "The 

cut short the Guatemalan Revolution when it 
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orbit and 

that 

that 
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Guatemala had fallen within the Soviet 

the revolution threatened the United Fruit 

Company holdings (Woodward, 1985:238). 

With Arbenz's ouster, Guatemala's gains, in both labor 

and land reform, between 1944 and 1954, were drastically 

reversed. As chapter four details, large numbers of 

o p p 0 sit ion 'I e a d e r s were arrested and tortured; and unions 

were abolished. 

(1984:276), US 

According to LaFeber (1984:356) and Bowen 

trained and equipped army personnel (the 

i • e • Committee of National Defense Against Communism) 

carried out most of the killing and the tracking down and 

arresting of communists and their sympathizers. As Table 

5. 1 shows, in 

total economic 

to Guatemala, 

the 

and 

and 

period 1953-1960, 47% and 30% of the 

military assistant for the region went 

according to Black (1983) and Kent and 

Gold (1984) large numbers of military officers were trained 

at US facilities. 

\01 i.t h intervention and subsequent repressive 

institutions, there was an obvious reduction in worker and 

peasant membership in unions and collective activity. This 

series of events demonstrates the third hypothesized 

sequence of causation, consistently high levels of military 

assistance (or direct intervention) repressive 

institutions demobilization. 

Attempts to organizing and collective protest appeared 

again during the Kennedy administration. The Kennedy 
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support for the elected government 

of Ydigoras Fuentes as us economic aid continued and 

military 

Azurdia, 

Kennedy 

military 

Alliance 

appear to 

assistance increased. And when General Peralta 

in 

held 

aid. 

for 

1963, stopped an announced civilian election 

off diplomatic recognition and reduced 

Kennedy's emphasis on social reforms, i.e. 

Progress and subsequent land and tax reforms, 

have provided another political opportunity for 

collective 

organizing 

protest to 

reappeared 

arise. As 

(see chapter 

such, rural and urban 

two and four). Even 

more important, after years of repression, guerrilla armies 

formally emerged. For example, the Revolutionary 

Movement-13 (MR-13) and the Rebel Armed Forces (Far), in 

1962 were formed. 

Non-violent as well as violent forms of protest were 

minimized' as Kennedy's successors, Johnson, Nixon and Ford 

continued, if not increased, military support to 

Guatemala's government (see Figure 5.3). As LaFeber points 

out, 

military 

programs. 

(figure 5.3 about here) 

supplies replaced Alliance for Progress 

For example, between 1967 and 1976, 

the United States ••• delivered $35 million in aid 

to the Guatemalan military. During the height of 
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twenty-five u.s. 

bloody 

officers 

repression in 
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1971, 

and seven former u.s. 

policemen worked with that military (1984:257). 

Under the Carter presidency, collective action once more 

arose. Carter's administration criticized President Lucas 

Garcia's repressive practices (i.e. death-squads), just as 

it had done with Somoza, in Nicaragua. However, Garcia, 

confident of his military strength, rejected u.s. aid on 

the grounds that Carter interfered in Guatemala's internal 

affairs. As Table 5.1 demonstrates, the amouht of military 

assistance went from $2155 thousand in 1976, to $567 in 

1 977 , and $48 in 1978. In effect, Carter had banned 

military assistance to Guatemala in 1977, but "none of the 

main avenues of military assistance -Foreign Military 

Sales, the Mil ita lOY Assistance Program, and the 

International Military Education and Training Program- was 

cut off" (McCall, 1984:61). 

Dissident groups in Guatemala, fully aware of the 

conflict 

Washington, 

neighboring 

challenge 

intensified 

between the government of Lucas Garcia and 

as well as the powerful guerrilla activity in 

Nicaragua, decided that they too could 

their government. As such, organizing efforts 

and "by 1980, they were firmly rooted and their 

strength is estimated at 3,500 combatants, 10,000 members 

of Local Irregular Forces, plus 30,000 to 60,000 actively 
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organized supporters" (Black, 1983:8-9). The general 

pattern of the relationship between US military assistance 

and the number of guerrilla attacks is observed in Figure 

5.3. The contrast is particularly clear between 

Nixon/Ford and the later period. 

In brief, Guatemala's collective action generated and 

proliferated at times when there was encouragement of 

democratic institutions or a significant reduction of 

military aid to this country. Non-violent actions occurred 

during the administrations of Arevalo and Arbenz. But as 

the United States helped to install repressive governments 

( i. e • Armas and subsequent governments), non-violent 

actions diminished, and in turn, violent actions appeared. 

As non-violent actions were repressed and the United States 

again encouraged democratic institutions, while reducing 

mil i t',a ry aid to these repressive institutions, violent 

actions, as in guerrilla warfare, arose. The Kennedy and 

Carter administrations are particularly illustrative of 

this process. 

E1 Salvador Before 1960, U.S. involvement in E1 Salvador 

was almost unnoticeable. But during the sixties, US 

investment and aid poured in. Military aid more than 

doubled during the Alliance decade (see Table 5.1). But 

despite the increasing amount of military aid, Kennedy 

pressured the E1 Salvadoran government to introduce reforms 
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and ease up on repression. For example, Kennedy, in 1961, 

refused to recognize the military junta in El Salvador. 

This junta had seized power undemocratically and the United 

States withheld recognition until it promised to hold 

elections and return the country to constitutional 

government. 

In 

Kennedy's 

El Salvador, as in the rest of Central America, 

policies coincided with Vatican II. The Catholic 

Church following Vatican II, implemented a series of 

programs (i.e. training centers, comunidades de base, etc.) 

that facilitated u.rban and rural organizing, and in turn, 

non-violent 

guerrilla 

registered 

1961. 

actions. 

army 

for 

did 

the 

In addition, even though a formal 

not yet exist, guerrilla attacks were 

first time in 1958, 1959, 1960, and 

But, non-violent and violent actions of the early 

sixties, as chapter two and four detailed, did not develop 

into a movement. As US foreign policy to peripheral 

nations changed its priority from a more or less democratic 

emphasis to a Cold War doctrine, fraudulent elections 

(1967, 

place 

1972 and 1976), and repressive policies that took 

in El Salvador were not challenged. Furthermore, the 

creation of repressive groups such as ORDEN, White 

Warriors, and White Hand (1968) were equally ignored (see 

chapter two and four). 

When President Carter, in 1977, assumed power, US 
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foreign policy strongly advocated the protection of human 

rights (see LaFeber 1984:242-256 for details on how Father 

Timothy Healy, President of Georgetown University, Father 

Theodore Hesburgh, President of Notre Dame, and Father 

Robert Drinan, a Democratic congressman from Massachusetts 

expressed 

Salvador). 

concern over the repressive situation in EI 

Carter repudiated and took actions against the 

EI Salvadoran regime for committing abuses against its 

populace. 

military aid 

(see Table 

He held up sale of weapons (Jul. 1977), cut off 

(Feb., Dec. 1980) for violating human rights 

5.3 ) • As Table 5.1 shows, military assistance 

went from $15 million in 1977, to $11 million in 1978, and 

about half a million in 1979. Consequently, General Carlos 

Humberto Molina eased repression. For example, students 

were allowed to demonstrate, and he permitted an 

Inter-American Human Rights Committee to investigate 

reported atrocities (LaFeber 1984). 

Obviously, discontent groups fully aware of US pressure 

for changes in domestic policies decided that the Carter 

administration might 

change of governance. 

tolerate, as in neighbor Nicaragua, a 

Subsequently, as Figure 5.4 shows, 

the 

In 

number 

addition, 

of 

as 

(figure 5.4 about here) 

guerrilla attacks significantly increased. 

I noted in chapter two, by 1980 the 
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guerrilla movement was further strengthened through a 

coalition of all guerrilla armies, and support from popular 

organizations. From these efforts, the FMLN was created. 

However, the guerrilla movement in EI Salvador did not 

succeed, as in Nicaragua. As guerrilla activity grew, the 

Carter administration became more supportive of the 

Salvadoran ~overnment and its repressive policies. As 

LaFeber points out Ita small mission worked closely with 

Salvadoran forces, and economic and military aid flowed 

southward. The Carter administration had radically changed 

course" (1984:247) (see also Tables 5.1 and 5.2). As such, 

Romero's repressive practices increased, and "the General 

set out to destroy the left and the Church's base 

communities" (LaFeber, 1984:247). US military support 

continued throughout the Reagan administration. 

In brief, the case of EI Salvador also seems to support 

the second hypothesized sequence of causation. As the 

Carter administration challenged the repressive practices 

of the Salvadoran government, a political opportunity was 

perceived by dissident groups, and consequently, collective 

action increased (see Figure 5.4). 

Honduras The origin and development of collective action 

in Honduras seem to be related to .U.S. foreign policies as 

well. For example, the US condoned, if not encouraged, the 

military dictatorship and repressive practices of Tiburcio 
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For example, in 1936 

the north coast, where the banana companies are located, 

was under martial law. Similarly, leaders and members 

of 

put 

the liberal party were exiled and the opposition press 

closed down (see 

administration). 

protest banned, 

chapter 

At 

but 

this 

any 

successfully put down. 

four for more details of Carias 

time, not only was organized 

action opposing the regime was 

But with the enactment of Rio Treaty Tiburcio Carias 

Andino 

Manuel 

transferred power to a republican liberal, Juan 

Galvez. Galvez followed the general lines set by 

its predecessor, but softened its policy by allowing 

greater opportunity for organizing and collective protest. 

Galvez's government enacted the labor code which guaranteed 

the worker's right to organize and strike. Consequently, 

in 1954, 

to form, 

thousands 

for the first time in history, trade unions began 

and 

of 

Galvez's 

workers 

government did 

from striking 

nothing to stop 

in banana 

plantations (see chapters two and four on 

the 

the labor 

movement in this period). 

The 

further 

Catholic 

government 

Kennedy 

labor movement of the mid and late 1950's was 

strengthened with Kennedy's policies and the 

Church programs. First, 

of Ramon Villeda Morales 

administration, introduced 

the civilian elected 

influenced by the 

and new reforms 

implemented old ones. With the economic assistance of the 
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enacted 

for Progress, He enforced the labor 
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code and 

security. 

creation 

a 

of 

land 

The 

the 

reform program and 

land reform decree 

National Agrarian 

a system of social 

was followed by the 

Institute (INA) whose 

primary function was to find and evaluate idle land to be 

transferred 

established 

organized 

organizing 

to 

as a 

groups. 

efforts 

peasant leaders. 

landless 

priority 

peasants. 

for the 

The institute 

adjudication of land 

These actions were matched by increased 

on the part of the Catholic Church and 

Several national organizations appeared: 

The Central Committee of Peasant Unity (1961), the National 

Association of Honduras Peasant (1962), and the Social 

Peasant Christian 

created. 

instrumental 

Organization of Honduras (1964) were 

These peasant organizations were later 

in the massive land takeovers of the 1960's 

and 1970's. In Honduras, Kennedy supported the emerging 

process of democracy, and discouraged repressive practices. 

As 

the 

Table 

total 

5 • 1 shows, Honduras received only 15 percent of 

military aid given to the region. In addition, 

in October of 1963, the United States suspended all 

diplomatic relations with Honduras, stopped all US aid, and 

withdrew all its military advisors and personnel because 

General 

elected 

despite 

reformist 

Lopez Arellano had ousted the democratically 

government of Villeda Morales. But Lopez Arellano, 

the means by which he reached power, maintained the 

environment initiated by Villeda Morales. Lopez 



201 

Arellano, as I argued in chapter four, understood the 

organized movements. He announced his support for growing 

labor laws that guaranteed collective bargaining, provided 

minimun wages, and placed control on foreign owned-mining 

companies ••• "most important, Lopez responded to a march of 

20,000 peasants on the capital by proposing a major 

land-reform program and nationalizing the rich, foreign 

controlled timber industry" (LaFeber, 1984:263). The 

United States did not respond aggressively, as in Guatemala 

in 1954, because Lopez, unlike Arbenz in Guatemala, enjoyed 

the support of the United States in any initiated reform. 

Specifically, leaders and members carrying out strikes and 

land takeovers were not significantly repressed as those in 

Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador. As LaFeber points 

out, in this case: 

the U • S • military officers could point with pride 

to their creation in Honduras that, unlike 

Somoza's guard, or Guatemala's tortures, blended 

force with the promise of real reform (1984:263). 

Honduras received, until 1977, relatively less US military 

assistance 

repression 

than Guatemala, EI Salvador and Nicaragua. So, 

in this country never matched their counterparts 

in Nicaragua, Guatemala, and EI Salvador. Consequently, 

worker and landless peasant organizations that arose during 
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the 1960's maintained their organizational strength and 

became an important force in Honduran politics. But when 

the United States provided larger amounts of military 

assistance, repression increased and, in turn, collective 

actions 

military 

declined. The Ford administration increased the 

assistance to Honduras. As Table 5.1 shows, the 

amount of mil"itary assistance went from $2628 during the 

Nixon administration, to $7874 during the Ford 

administration. In 1975, Colonel Juan Alberto Melgar 

Castro deposed the reform oriented government of Lopez 

Arellano 

There was 

peasants 

killed. 

and moved to smother urban and rural organizing. 

the 

leaders 

Then, 

massacre of the Horcones, in which several 

and two foreign priests were tortured and 

there was the brutal destruction, by the 

military, of the Isletas banana cooperative. As Figure 5.5 

(figure 5.5 about here) 

the number organizations and strikes demonstrates 

significantly decreased. 

of 

But popular reaction to Melgar 

Castro's government's repressive practices led General 

Policarpo Paz Garcia, from a more liberal faction of the 

army, to seize power in 1978. 

Dissident groups carrying out non-violent actions have 

had, for the most part, an environment of freedom and 

political opportunity. Organized groups in Honduras 
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addressed their grievances successfully and without 

violence which, in turn, generated further organizations 

and successes. 

Even though Carter increased military assistance to 

Honduras, 

democracy 

readied 

his 

in the 

Honduras 

policies accelerated the transition to 

country. General Policarpo Paz Garcia 

for a democratic presidential election as 

Jimmy Carter urged him to do so (see Millett 1984 and 

LaFe·ber 

Cordova. 

address 

to 

1984). In 1981 the populace elected Roberto Suazo 

He received widespread support for his promise to 

the 

keep 

needs 

the 

of the nation's workers and campesinos 

military out of national politics. And and 

four years later, Suazo Cordova was succeeded by another 

democratically elected government. In an assessment of 

Carter's policy in Honduras, Richard Millett states: 

The 

the 

policy of 

necessity 

the Carter administration stressed 

of a return to civilian rule and of 

rapid progress in confronting the nation's 

economic and social problems. There was increased 

concern over Honduran internal security and over 

the nation's relations with 

America. Military training 

the rest of Central 

funds (IMET), which 

had been 

increased, 

Honduras 

(1984:92). 

reduced in previous years, were slightly 

and several helicopters were leased to 

to aid in its border surveillance 
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In brief, the case of Honduras seems also to support the 

hypothesized sequences of causation. While US foreign 

policy promoted and supported democratic institutions urban 

and peasant organizations maintained a very high profile in 

national politics and increased their strength. It is 

important to note that Honduras has lately become an 

ever-increasing US military priority. As such, repression 

against non-violent actions has increased. If repression 

continues, survivors of such practices will be forced to go 

underground and organize violent protest, just as has 

occurred in neighboring countries. In fact, the first 

recorded guerrilla attack occurred in 1980, when a group 

calling itself the Honduran Liberation Front fired against 

the American embassy. 

Costa Rica Costa Rica is regarded as the exception in 

Central America. This country, unlike the rest of the 

region, did not have a dictatorship. Even more important, 

the Costa Rican national Army was dissolved in 1948 by Jose 

Figueres Ferrer, while the rest of Central America was 

developing large national armies. As Table 5.1 shows, 

Costa Rica, among Central American countries, is the only 

country that has not received significant, if any, US 

military assistance. 

Without a military, and the US assistance that 

accompanies its training and development, coup d'etats or 
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available. 
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governments have not existed in Costa Rican 

Consequently, political opportunities for the 

and success of non-violent actions have been 

The general pattern of the relationship between 

us military assistance and the number of non-violent 

actions is observed in Figure 5.6. Non-violent action 

(figure 5.6 about here) 

has, for the most part, increased, and has not experienced 

dramatic downturns as in the rest of Central America. 

However, if the U:nited States funnels larger amount of 

military assistance, repression against non-violent actions 

is likely to increased; violent forms of protest then, as 

in Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, is equally 

predictable. 

2 •.. 0ther External Forces 

Although US foreign policy of the early 1960's is seen 

as very influential in 

country, other external 

origin and development. 

the collective actions of each 

factors also contributed to their 

For example, Kennedy's policy, to 

a great extent, coincided with the world ecumenical council 

of Catholic bishops known as Vatican II. Pope John XXIII, 
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in a series of encyclicals between 1962 and 1965, declared 

that a decent standard of living, education, and political 

participation were basic human rights. Inspired by Vatican 

I I, the 

America 

material 

country. 

Catholic Church implemented throughout Central 

community programs which sought to improve the 

and spiritual conditions of rural life in each 

These programs have had a strong social activist 

orientation. Their 

leagues 

focus was on organizing local 

cooperatives, and base communities that eventually 

joined together to form national organizations, whose 

activities throughout the region impacted national politics 

(see chapter two, page 51 to 58, for details on how the 

Catholic Church inspired organizing and subsequent 

collective action in each country). 

Another external factor that seems also to have affected 

the nature and intensity of collective action in the region 

is the Cuban revolution. Even though it is difficult to 

document, 

well known 

guerrilla 

guerrilla 

Cuba's proximity to the region and Fidel Castro's 

victory, subjectively affected the genesis of 

warfare. The tactics and strategies ( i. e • 

warfare based on foco) utilized by Castro to oust 

Batista represented a new alternative for bringing about 

fundamental changes. Leaders and activists who had 

survived repressive practices of previous governments in 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua continued to protest, 

and now had a model for the adoption of aggressive 
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guerrilla warfare. 

It 

provided 

Nicaragua 

is believed by many that the Cubans have also 

training, arms, and advice to guerrilla armies in 

and El Salvador (but no charges are made with 

regard to Guatemala). These allegations though, are not 

easy to 

figures 

Salvador 

State's 

support 

guerrilla 

support in fact because Cuba does not publish 

on military assistance to guerrilla armies in El 

or Nicaragua. Furthermore, the US Department of 

evidence on 

the view of 

armies. 

Cuba's role does 

its involvement in 

For example, in the 

not necessarily 

the genesis of 

report f~£!!':'~_ 

~~~~~~~ ___ ~~EE£!! ___ i£! ___ Y!£l~~£~ __ !~ __ ~!!!!~ __ ~~~!!£!!, the 

Department of State points out: 

Internationally, sympathy for the struggle 

against Somoza led Venezuela, Panama, and Costa 

Rica to aid the insurgent, while Somoza stood 

practically without friends ••• This environment 

enabled Cuba to disguise the extent of its support 

for the FSLN and other opponents of Somoza. Behind 

the scenes, Cuba played an active role in 

organizing the FSLN and in training and equipping 

it militarily ••• Cuba had provided some training 

and arms to the FSLN in the early 1960's. g~!!l_ 

l!!!~_!211~_~£~~~~!, f~£!!~_~~EE£!!_££~~!~!~~_~!!!~lY_ 

£i ___ E!£E!!~!!~~!! ___ !!~~ __ ~!!i~~!!~~~ (emphasis added) 

(1981 : 5) • 
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In a separate report, and referring to El Salvador, the 

State Department said: 

Before September 1980 the diverse guerrilla 

groups in El Salvador were ill-coordinated and 

ill-equiped, armed with pistols and a varied 

assortment of hunting rifles and shotguns. At that 

time the insurgents acquired weapons predominantly 

through purchases on the international market and 

from dealers who participated in the supply of 

arms to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua (report No. 

80, 1981:2)." 

These reports clearly suggest that Cuban involvement has 

not been in the 

these countries. 

initial stages of guerrilla movements in 

However, the question needs to be further 

examined 

as 

before reaching a definite conclusion; but perhaps 

other neighboring countries (i.e. Mexico, Panama, Cuba, 

Costa Rica, Venezuela, etc.), came to aid guerrilla 

movements in the region only at the final stages of the 

movement, when the opposition's fall was inevitable. But 

this view too, is hard to document. The Sandinistas, 

despite charges made by the u.s. State Department, deny any 

Cuban involvement in the unification of opposition groups 

against Somoza, and they deny having received any military 

aid that helped in their victory. The Sandinistas claim 
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personal credit for the unification of anti-Somoza forces, 

and their military strength 

period (see Blasier 1987). 

accumulated throughout the 

The Salvadoran guerrilla armies and Fidel Castro, just 

as in Nicaragua, flatly deny that Cuba was sending its own 

or Soviet weapons 

(Blasier, 

to EI Salvador, or that it was sending 

advisors 

writes: 

1987: 121 ) • In this case, Blasier 

The rebels have captured many arms from the 

Salvadoran armed forces and have accumulated large 

funds from kidnapings and ransoms which they use 

to bribe local officials or to buy arms from 

abroad. Most of the arms in the possession of the 

Salvadoran rebels are of u.S. or Western European 

manufacture; the former are often captured weapons 

supplied under u.S. aid programs to countries such 

as Vietnam and Ethiopia (1987:120). 

A third external force believed to be a factor in the 

genesis 

movements 

is even 

and development of Central American guerrilla 

is the role of the Soviet Union. But this factor 

harder to determine, simply because the Soviet 

Union, as Cuba, does not publish any information on 

military assistance to guerrilla groups. This is not to 

deny that the Soviet Union or Cuba have not supported 
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revolutionary !~~l~~~ in the region. For example, the 

Soviet 

Cuba, 

known 

State, 

Union's economic and military assistance to Castro's 

as well as to the Sandinista's Nicaragua, is well 

(see Blasier, 1987, and United States Department of 

publication No.9554, 1987). But, the Soviet Union's 

role in the genesis and development of guerrilla armies in 

Nicaragua, EI Salvador, and Guatemala is very unclear. The 

evidence seems not 

Department of State. 

to support the charges made by the US 

According to Blasier (1987) guerrilla 

movements 

Union or 

country. 

ideology 

in the region have not been led by the Soviet 

the Socialist and Communist parties of each 

These movements have been led by others whose 

was radical and nationalistic, and who stood at 

the front of a broad and ideologically heterogeneous 

coalition of anti-governmental groups. In referring to the 

Nicaraguan case Blasier states: 

the revolution was led not by the communists, but 

by the Sandinista National Liberation Front, 

founded in 1961 by Carlos Fonseca Amador 

neither the Soviet Union nor its local ally, the 

Nicaraguan Socialist Party, played any significant 

role in the Nicaraguan revolution (1987:139-140). 

A similar argument is made for the case of El Salvador. In 

this country, as in Nicaragua, the Soviet Union and even 
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the Communist party have not played a significant role in 

its guerrilla warfare. As Blasier points out, "the 

Communists did not become fully involved in the armed 

opposition until 1979, when they founded the Armed Forces 

of Liberation (FAL). The main armed forces of the 

Salvadoran resistance had already been assembled during the 

previous years" (1987: 141) • Similarly, all revolutionary 

organizations ( i. e • FAR, EGP, ORPA), in Guatemala, are 

independent of the Communist Party as well. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The historical data seems to suggest that collective 

action in Central America has surged and developed in 

periods when the United States promoted social reforms and 

reduced military support to repressive institutions in 

these nations. This process is particularly evident during 

the Kennedy administration in 

more clearly seen during the 

Carter. Kennedy, and Carter, 

repudiated repressive practices 

the early 1960s, and even 

administration of Jimmy 

much more so than others, 

aDd significantly reduced 

military 

Salvador, 

populace. 

assistance to the governments of Guatemala, EI 

stable 

and Nicaragua for committing abuses against their 

Carter, in particular, asserted his support for 

democracies, as Costa Rica, and democracies in 
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transition, as Honduras. Non-viol~nt actions in both of 

these countries, did not experience significant levels of 

repression, 

sustained. 

Guatemala, El 

and 

But 

consequently, they developed and were 

as non-violent actions wer~ repressed in 

Salvador, and Nicaragua, the reduction of 

military assistance to these countries facilitated the 

origin and development of guerrilla warfare. Then, the 

Sandinistas succeeded in Nicaragua; and in El Salvador and 

Guatemala 

national 

guerrilla 

coalitions 

activity significantly 

of different armies 

increased and 

and popular 

organizations were formed. 

Conversely, collective action in each respective 

country, significantly declined when the United States 

intervened directly or aided repressive institutions. For 

example, Guatemala's gains, in both labor and land reform 

between 1944 and 1954, were drastically reversed when the 

United States and Guatemalan military officers ousted the 

government of Arbenz, in 1954. Similarly, regimes, in El 

Salvador and Nicaragua, were able to successfully control 

any organized protest while they were militarily supported 

by the United States. 

An alternative and more direct test of the hypotheses 

formulated in 

the amount 

non-democracy 

this study can be performed by correlating 

of military assistance, democracy or 

(scored democracy = 1 and non-democracy = 0) 

and the number of non-violent and violent collective 
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actions. Table 5.4 shows the coefficients. The 

(table 5.4 about here) 

correlation coefficient between the US military assistance 

and the existence of democracy is -.4257 (n = 17, which is 

equal to country times year plus missing values); this is 

not significant, but is strong and in the expected 

direction, indicative of a negative statistical association 

between us military aid and democracy in Central America. 

this implies that the correlation between u.s. Conversely 

military assistance and non-democratic and repressive 

governments ( i. e • military coup d'etat) in Central America 

can not be ignored. This idea is consistent with other 

studies. 

Q~~~l£E~~~!~ __ ~!~ __ Q~E~~~~~£~ __ £~ __ !~~ __ Q~!!~~ __ ~!~!~~~_~~~_ 

Q~~££E~!!£ __ ~E~~~~£~~_!~_!~~_!~!E~_~£El~ found that a strong 

inverse time-lagged association is observed between u.s. 

military assistance and the stability of democratic regimes 

in the Third World. 

reflects correlation 

containment doctrine 

administrations, which 

He goes further to explain that this 

the influence of the Cold War 

espoused by the Johnson and Nixon 

encouraged authoritarian regimes in 

order to keep u.s. interests from Communist threat. 

Table 5.4 also shows correlation coefficients between 

u.s. military assistance and the number of non-violent and 
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But 

they are small 
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and not statistically 

significant. 

indirect 

forms of 

expected 

nations, 

relationship 

collective 

to affect 

and in 

co 11 e c t i ve a'c t i on • 

as formulated, I expected only an 

between us military assistance and 

action. US military assistance was 

the regime structure of peripheral 

turn, the nature and intensity of 

Nevertheless, a direct relationship between US military 

aid and forms of collective action may be captured by using 

a larger number of cases and a path analysis. In this 

study, however, such an analysis would only add confusion 

since the number of cases is very small. 

The study of the five Central American countries seems 

to indicate that the United States through its political 

orientation has influenced the nature and intensity of 

collective action in these nations. 
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Year 

TABLE 5.1 us Military Assistance by Nation 
(US-dollar, Thousands) 

Guat El Salv Hond Nicar C.Rica 

216 

Region 

--------------------------------------------------------.---

Eisenhower 
1953-60 900 j': it, 800 1,300 it: ~,'\ 3,000 

Kennedy 
1961-63 4,300 1,800 1,800 3,200 800 11,900 

Johnson 
1964-68 9,119 3,725 4,314 6,346 861 24,365 

Nixon 
1969-73 12,270 3,452 2,628 3,849 # 22,199 

Ford 
1974-76 7,130 10,863 7,874 8,383 # 34,270 

Carter 
1977-80 1,124 29,799 13,131 4,074 5,000 53,128 
1977 567 15,392 3,334 3 , 176 5,000 
1978 48 10,718 3,426 695 # 
1979 382 440 2,290 97 # 
1980 127 3,249 4,081 106 # 

-----------------------------------------------------------

Total 34,843 49,640 30,558 27,152 6,861 148,852 

Sou;ce~:-Stati~tTcal-Ab~t;act~-of-Lati~-A~e;ica-(~e~e;al----
years). 

# = Less than 50,000. 
** = No military assistance. 



Year 

TABLE 5.2 US Economic Assistance by Nation 
(US-dollar, Millions) 

Guat El Salv' Hond Nicar C.Rica 

Eisenhower 
1953-60 91 8 24 27 43 

Kennedy 
1961-63 33 25 1 7 23 23 

Johnson 
1964-68 60 56 34 44 57 

Nixon 
1969-73 63 42 47 77 52 

Ford 
1974-76 81 20 55 48 26 

Carter 
1977-80 72 89 82 153 23 

Total 400 240 259 372 224 

217 

Region 

193 

121 

251 

281 

230 

419 

1 ,495 

-----------------------------------------------------------Sources: Historical-Statistics of the United States, Bureau 
of the Census, U.S. Department of Commerce: Several Years. 
According to US Department of Commerce, US economic aid 
includes 1) Grants which are transfers for which no payment 
is expected, 2) Credits are loans disbursements or transfers 
under other agreements which give rise to specific 
obligations to repay, over a period of years usually with 
interest, and 3) Other Assistance which represents the 
transfer of US farm products in exchange for foreign 
currencies. 
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TABLE 5.3 Major Foreign Policy Actions for Latin America 
1977-1980 

A. South America: 

1. 1977 
-February 24, United States plans to reduce foreign aid to 

Argentina and Uruguay because of human rights violations (the 
first time an administration has reduced foreign aid on human 
rights grounds). 

-May 26, 
use, 

Carter 
and 

signs Treaty 
fabrication of 

Tlatelolco prohibiting 
nuclear arms in Latin possession, 

America. 
-June 

Chile, to 
28, United States temporarily blocks economic loans 
first time economic aid held up for humanitarian 

reasons. 
-July 17, United States holds up sale of police weapons to 

Argentina, Uruguay and other countries for suppressing human 
rights. 

United -November 1, 
Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, 
human rights. 

States prohibits military aid to 
and other countries for violating 

2. 1979 
-November 29, United States decides to cut back on 

diplomatic, military, and economic relations with Chile in 
retaliation for refusal to extradite officials in Letelier 
case. 

B. Nicargua 

1. 1978 
-February 1, United States cuts off military aid for human 

rights violations. 

2. 1979 
-June 12, United States evacuates sixty Americans from 

Nicaragua in response to to growing civil disorder. 
-June 15, United States embargoes all arms shipment to 

Nicaragua and calls other nations to do likewise. 
-June 21, Vance calls for replacement of the Somoza 

government with a "transitional government of national 
reconciliation" and for OAS peacekeeping forces to restore 
order and democracy. 

-June 23, United 
"immediate and definite 
government. 

States votes 
replacement" 

in the OAS 
of President 

for the 
Somoza's 

-July 17, United States recalls its ambassador and most of 
the embassy staff from Managua in protest over 
President Urcuyo's decision to continue civil war. 

continue ••• 

interim 
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••• continued 

-July 24, 
Foreign Minister 
have exchanged 

State department announces that Nicarguan 
d'Escoto and the u.S. embassy in Managua 

notes expressing the desire to maintain 
relations. 

C. El Salvador 

1. 1977 
-July 17, United States holds up sale of police weapons to 

El Salvador and other countries for suppressing human rights. 
-November 1, United States prohibits military aid to El 

Salvador and other countries for violating human rights. 

2. 1980 
-February 23, State Department officials say United States 

has threatened to cut off $50 million in economic and $10 
million in military aid to El Salvador if the 
civilian-military junta is overthrown by rightists. 

-December 1980, United States suspends $25 million in 
economic and military aid to El Salvador, following the 
killing of U.S. nuns. 

-December 1980, United States resumes economic, but not 
military, aid to El Salvador's recently reorganized 
civilian-military government. 

3. 1981 
-January 14, United 

Salvador, saying that the 
to the government. 

D. Guatemala 

1. 1977 

States resumes military aid to El 
leftists guerrillas pose a threat 

-November 1, United States £E£~!£!!~_~!l!!~El_~!~_!£_ 
Q~~!~~~l~_~~~_£!~~E_~£~~!E!~~_i£E_~!£l~!!~~_~~~~~_E!~~!~. 

E. Costa Rica 

1. 1977 
-June 12, Rosalynn Carter takes twelve-day trip to Costa 

Rica and other countries. 

Source: Adapted from "!~~_f~E!~E_~~~!~!~!E~!!£~~~_g~~~!_i£E_ 
Ql££~l __ f£~~~~!!l~ __ ~~l!~i~ __ ~~~ __ !~~!E_I~£~~!_£~_~~~~~!£E" by 
Jerel A. Rosati, 1987:205-225; University of South Carolina 
Press. 
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FIGURE 5.2 US Military Assistance* and Successful 
Guerrilla Attacks**, in Nicaragua 
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FIGURE 5.3 US Military Assistance* and Successful 
Guerrilla Attacks**, in Guatemala 
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FIGURE 5.5 US Military Assistance and Number 
of Organizations and Strikes, in Honduras 
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FIGURE 5.6 US Military Assistance and Number 
of Strikes in Costa Rica 
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TABLE 5.4 Correlation between u.s. Military Assistance 
Political Structure and Forms of Collective Action 

DEMOCRACY 
(scored 1 and 0) 

NVIOLENT ACTIONS 

VIOLENT ACTIONS 

No. of cases 17 

-.4257 

-.1254 

-.0390 

225 

Sources: For data on Democracy see Table 4.1. For data on 
u.S. Military Assistance see Table 5.1. For data on 
Collective Acts see Tables 2.1, 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5. 
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Footnotes 

(1) Military 
through various 

assistance to 
programs such 

Central America is funneled 
as: 

a. Foreign Military Sales (FMS) 
furnishes direct credits at 
concessionaire interest rates 
articles, services, and training. 

to 

Financing Program which 
both Treasury and 
purchase US defense 

b. Military Assistance Program (MAP) which provides 
grant funding for the purchase of defense articles and 
services, as well as for the training and technical 
assistance in the use of military equipment. 

c. International Military Education and Training (IMET) 
provides professional military training on a grant basis 
for selected foreign military and related civilian 
personnel both in the United States and at overseas 
facilities. According to Kent and Gold (1984:1-7), between 
1949 and 1983 the graduates from the School of Americas 
were 1,571, 2,584, 2,827, 4,693 and 2,040 from Guatemala, 
EI Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Costa Rica 
respectively. Barry and Preusch (1986:87) point out that 
between 1950 and 1985, the US government trained over 
19,000 Central American military officers through the IMET 
program. This figure represents one third of all trained 
Latin American officers. 

d. Economic Support Fun~ (ESF) provides 
balance-of-payments cash transfers on a grant or loan basis 
to countries selected because of special political and 
security interests to the United States. ESF is 
technically administrated by AID but is rarely 
"development" oriented. It is basically a security/military 
program designed to prop up existing Central American 
regimes (see Barry and Preush, 1986: chapter four, for a 
detailed description of these different military packages). 

(2) The Alliance for Progress was conceived as a long term 
program. It was expected to invest $100 billion into Latin 
American development, over ten years. The United States 
would contribute $20 billion, of which about $1.3 would be 
new private funds. Latin American countries were to 
collect and invest the other $80 billion from their own 
resources. These monies were to be collected through tax, 
land, and other socioeconomic reforms (LaFeber, 1984:148). 
According to Scooley (1987:13-14) "in the year 1961-62 US 
allocations of aid to Central America under the Alliance 
were as follows: Guatemala $3,669,000, Honduras $5,076,000, 
EI Salvador $23,514,000, Nicaragua $10,729,000 and Costa 
Rica $17,899,000 ••• the Alliance for Progress lost much of 
its impetus after Kennedy's assassination in November 
1963." 
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(3) Mexico broke diplomatic relations with Somoza and sent 
missions urging other nations to follow suit (LaFeber, 
1985:233). 
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C HAP T E R S I X 

CONCLUSIONS 

I began this dissertation by proposing a theoretical and 

methodological framework for the study of collective action 

in Central 

critiqued 

models. 

perspective 

nature and 

America. Toward that end, I outlined and 

the 

In 

relative deprivation and political process 

addition, elements of the world system 

were included as explanatory variables of the 

intensity of collective action. 

these sets of hypotheses, the exogenous 

In examining 

independent 

variables were as follows: relative deprivation -the level 

of income and land concentration; political process -the 

number of free elections and coup d'etats and the amount of 

military 

amount 

expenditure; and 

of US economic 

diplomatic reprisals. 

the 

and 

The 

world system -the dollar 

military 

number of 

assistance 

strikes, 

and 

land 

takeovers and armed attacks were the dependent variables. 

Second, it was my objective to historically assess the 
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various forms and frequencies of collective action in the 

five Central American nations. Chapter two indicates that 

in the last three decades the five countries have 

experienced different forms and frequencies. Guerrilla 

movements in Nicaragua succeeded, while those in Guatemala 

and El Salvador have yet to create and sustain the 

mechanisms 

important 

revolution. 

have the 

activity, 

of unification, which in Nicaragua was an 

element in the success of it's social 

In contrast, Honduras and Costa Rica not only 

lowest frequencies of violent forms of collective 

but guerrilla armies in general, have not emerged 

to any degree. Instead, Honduras and Costa Rica have 

experienced labor and peasant movements which have 

increased wages, improved working conditions and stimulated 

the redistribution of land. Non-violent forms of 

collective action have existed, to a much lesser extent in 

Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua. 

The third objective, which cannot be separated from the 

second, 

models 

was to assess the validity of the theoretical 

as applied to the various instances of collective 

action. Accordingly, chapter three demonstrates that all 

five Central America countries have similar and unchanging 

trends in 

collective 

expected, 

income 

action 

none of 

of the dependent 

distribution and land ownership. Yet, 

varies in forms and frequencies. As I 

the independent variables matched those 

variables when the rank order of each 
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variable was compared with the rank order of each 

independent 

correlation 

non-violent 

variable. 

coefficients 

Consistent 

between 

with 

income 

these results, 

inequality and 

and violent collective acts were small and not 

statistically significant. Consequently, the hypothesis 

that collective action is a simple response to 

dissatisfactions felt by populations experiencing 

inequities and injustice is not supported in this study. 

The levels of injustice and inequity, in and of themselves, 

do not produce collective action in any form. Simply 

stated, conditions that are relatively constant cannot be 

used to account for something that varies. 

However, I do recognize that the relationship between 

dissatisfactions and collective action would be best 

assessed with information on participants at the outbreak 

of each instance of collective action. Nevertheless, the 

,·1idespread condition of injustice and inequality, in which 

Central Americans have historically lived, leads me believe 

that the region is fertile for any organized protest to 

arise. The point remains though, levels of injustice and 

inequality are not enough for the population to mobilize. 

In applying the political process model the regime 

structure was related to different forms and frequencies of 

collective 

of strength 

ability to 

action. 

worker 

protest 

Chapter four demonstrates that the 

and peasant organizations, and their 

during these times was a by-product of 
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the 

idea 

and 

installment of democratic governments. The central 

is simple. Democratic governments provided freedom 

legal protection for organizing and as these 

organizations became sufficiently 

increased. 

strong, 

Under 

non-violent 

democratic collective actions 

governments, labor codes were enacted to protect organizing 

efforts and to legitimize strikes. Land reform programs 

also 

idle 

motivated the peasantry to organize and even takeover 

land 

democratic 

non-violent 

force in 

societies. 

replaced by 

from private and public ownership. As these 

arrangements were secured and safeguarded, 

collective actions grew, becoming an important 

the 

But 

organized politics of their respective 

when 

repressive 

these 

and 

democratic arrangements were 

restrictive ones, collective 

action became violent. In essence, repressive governments 

through arrests, incarcerations, exiles, 

actions. 

and executions, 

minimize non-violent collective When repression 

was not intense and extreme, survivors of such repressive 

went underground and initiated guerrilla practices 

movements. And, when repression was extreme and intense, 

collective actions, in any form were eliminated. 

Consistent with the historical comparison of the five 

countries, the rank order 

each country when compared 

political 

correlation 

structure, were 

coefficients 

of the dependent variables in 

to the 

almost 

of the 

rank order 

identical. 

relationship 

of the 

Further, 

between 
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democracy (scored 1 and 0) and non-violent acts was 

positive and statistically significant; indicati~g a strong 

association between democracy and non-violent collective 

action. Similarly, the correlation coefficient of the 

relationship between semi-repressive regimes and the number 

of guerrilla attacks was also positive and statistically 

significant ;. indicating a strong association between 

semi-repressive regimes and violent forms of collective 

action. In essence, forms and frequencies of collective 

action varied with the regime structure. Since regime 

structure 

political 

inferred. 

supported, 

can be interpreted as an indicator of the 

process model, support for this theory may be 

However, even when political process theory is 

the model does not account for changes in the 

regime structure itself. This then suggests that the 

political process model is limited in its scope, insofar as 

it assumes that collective action emerges and grows solely 

through 

Political 

facilitating factors at the national level. 

process theory ignores the factors operating at 

the level of the world system. 

It was my contention that collective action, in Central 

America, is also facilitated by the political orientation 

of the United States. Chapter five studied the 

relationship between the nature and intensity of collective 

action and US foreign policies toward these nations. The 

historical analysis demonstrates that collective action in 
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Central 

United 

America surged and developed in periods when the 

States enacted social and economic reforms and 

reduced military support 

These 

to repressive institutions in 

these nations. democratic principles provided 

freedom and 

facilitated 

previously 

democratic 

actions. 

But, 

Salvador, 

facilitated 

actions had 

protection for organizing, which in turn, 

collective actions. If repression has not 

existed, as in Honduras and Costa Rica, these 

principles generated non-violent collective 

if 

and 

repression had existed, as in Guatemala, El 

Nicaragua, these democratic principles 

only violent forms of protest since non-violent 

been discouraged and minimized. Consistent 

with 

with 

each 

this 

the 

hypothesis, the number of violent actions varied 

dollar amount of military assistance allocated to 

country. As military assistance increased, the number 

of violent actions decreased. In contrast, a policy of 

militarization and support of repressive institutions 

eliminates any opportunity for the occurrence of any form 

of collective action. 

In general, the hypothesis that political and military 

dependency affects the nature and intensity of collective 

action is supported. It is difficult to determine the size 

of the effect, but the direction (positive or negative) is 

the main question. 

The correlation coefficients estimating the association 
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of US military assistance and forms of collective action 

are negative for all two measures (r = -.1254; -.0390) 

indicating 

population 

strikes 

military 

conclude 

collective 

the level 

that military assistance demobilize the 

in these nations. This is further evidence that 

and guerrilla attacks surge 

These 

and develop when 

assistance declines. findings led me to 

that an accurate and complete explanation of 

action must not ignore processes operating at 

of the world system. Specifically, the position 

of each country within the world system must be included in 

any 

the 

analysis of collective action. It should be added that 

effect of US military dependency on the nature and 

intensity of collective action will be best estimated by 

using a larger number of cases and a path analysis. This 

question 

collected. 

can be settled as more complete data are 

Theoretical Implications 

What has this analysis of Central America told us about 

general theories of collective action? At the outset of 

this dissertation I argued that the generalizability of 

theories of collective action was limited since they have 

tended to base their analysis mainly on examples drawn from 

core countries. There were only a few studies pertaining 
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to peripheral nations. From my own analysis, it is clear 

that 

that 

there are processes that operate in dependent nations 

cannot necessarily be found in core countries. It is 

clear that the economic and political structures of these 

nations, for the most part, are shaped by the economic and 

political influence of the core. Subsequently, hegemonic 

powers affect the nature and frequency of collective action 

in peripheral nations. This implies that the study of 

collective action must acknowledge the position, within the 

world system, of a given country or a set of countries. 

Further, an accurate explanation of collective action must 

take into consideration a combination of domestic and 

international elements. Domestic, as in the facilitating 

factors emphasized by the 

the 

political 

political 

process model and 

international, as in orientation of core 

countries toward the periphery. 

Even though my interpretation of collective action was 

based on cases with predominant influence from the United 

States, there 

the 

is substantial reason to posit that, in the 

case of Soviet Union and its relationship to the rest 

of the eastern bloc, the same premises may apply. For 

instance, what is the effect of glasnost and perestroika (a 

policy equated to our concept of relative openness), on 

collective protest in countries of the socialist bloc? Not 

surprisingly, we have begun to see minority nationalities 

( 1. e • Armenia) protesting in the Soviet Union, and the 
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reemergence and legalization of the Solidarity movement in 

If this policy of relative openness continues and Poland. 

thereby lessens repressive practices in allied countries, 

the theory suggests that collective action will increase. 

Methodological Implications 

Generalization is also possible through historically 

comparing 

Consistent 

and 

with 

contrasting 

other studies 

a few 

( i. e • 

number of cases. 

The Tilly's 1975, 

Skocpol 

method 

1 979 , Walton 1984), the use of the comparative 

in this study showed important results. The 

assessment of various forms and frequencies of collective 

action in five Central American 

~etween 

countries, and 

form 

the 

and agreement 

frequency 

factors 

technique 

of the 

(or difference) a given 

of collective action, and a given set of causal 

\./i t hi n each country proved to be a powerful 

for the study of collective action. With the use 

comparative method, hypotheses can be tested 

cross-nationally with a substantial use of quantitative 

data. 

history, 

specific 

Even more importantly, it combines the use of 

"generally 

identical, 

which aims at "understanding everything about a 

event," and sociology which is interested in 

understanding a class of similar, though not 

events." From this perspective, the method is 
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ideal to further validate well established theories, to 

subject one's study to further testing and validation. 

What 

countries 

countries, 

historical 

Policy Implications 

has 

told 

the analysis of the five Central American 

us about their relationship with core 

particularly with the United States? As the 

data show, the 

armed forces in Nicaragua 

United 

early 

States intervened with 

in this century, and it 

used 

1954. 

paramilitary means to overthrow Arbenz in Guatemala in 

More recently, US policy has been to arm and develop 

military bases in Honduras to challenge the Sandinista 

government of Nicaragua. In Central America, this form of 

interference 

repressive 

has facilitated an array of military 

governments and 

assassinations. The policy 

motivated origin and 

in turn, thousands of 

of militarization has also 

guerrilla development of 

movements. 

the 

In Nicaragua, Augusto Cesar Sandino, through 

armed forces, fought 

established the Hands 

U • S • 

decade 

Jacobo 

policy" (Blasier, 

of reforms was 

Arbenz, armed 

against "American imperialism and 

Off Nicaragua 

1987:136). 

Committee to oppose 

In Guatemala, a s a 

shut down with the ouster of Juan 

groups emerged. Had this democratic 

regime not been overthrown, Guatemala may have become a 



model of democracy, 

Honduras has 

just as Costa Rica. 
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Even though 

its democracy 

Therefore, the 

been on the road toward democracy since 1981, 

can only be seen as fragile beginning. 

build up of the Honduran military, as well 

as the actual establishment of US military bases in the 

country, will not help to solidify its democratic process. 

On the contrary, as history has shown, military build ups 

lead to repressive practices, which in turn lead to violent 

forms of opposition. 

As history shows, a core policy of armed intervention or 

militarization does not work because such a policy is based 

on wrong 

understand 

assumptions. The United States seems not to 

the causes of revolutionary movements in Central 

America. The origin and strength of revolutionary 

movements are not the product of the Soviet Union's 

conspirational activities, nor even the result of the work 

of the Communist Party in each country. In this regard, 

Cole Blasier succinctly states: 

The Soviet 

Guatemalan, 

Nicaraguan 

Union did 

Cuban, 

seizures of 

not supply arms for the 

Dominican, Chilean, or 

power. Nor did any other 

great power. That suggests the key elements were 

foreign money, for that matter) but not arms (or 

something else (1987:177). 



239 

Similarly, the role of the Communist Parties in these 

revolutionary movements has been very marginal. As Blasier 

(1987:178) further explains, "in fact Latin American 

Parties have played only a peripheral role, if any, in the 

coming to power of revolutionary movements in Guatemala 

(1944); Cuba (1959) and Nicaragua (1979)". 

Consistent with Blasier assertions, this study shows 

that indeed revolutionary movements in Central America are 

of domestic structures which have been, for the by product 

most part, 

political 

repressive 

maintained 

shaped by the United States' economic and 

influence. As detailed in the previous chapters, 

institutions, economically and militarily 

by the United States and eventually loosing such 

support, have proven to be an important facilitating factor 

in the origin and development of guerrilla armies. In 

essence, the study illustrates that each administration in 

Vlashington approaches the region differently and each 

approach has significant influence on collective action. 

When the United States has approached Central America 

with support and encouragement for democratic institutions, 

repression has lessened, reforms have been introduced, and 

the 

has 

participation 

increased. 

of individuals through non-violent means 

However, given the region's history of US 

economic and political influence, the repressive practices 

often used by domestic 

disparity between rich 

institutions, 

and poor, it 

and the pronounced 

is unreasonable to 
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assume that only a us policy of human rights and 

encouragement for democracy will prevent revolutionary 

organizations from coming to power. As such, I believe the 

United States must learn to liv~ with these governments by 

fully understanding and redefining the meaning of 

revolutionary movements. In order to do this, the United 

States will have to reassess the threat of these political 

changes to its national interests. For example, to what 

extent, does Nicaragua represent a meaningful threat to its 

immediate neighbors, or to the economic and political 

security of the United States itself. My own opinion is 

that a regime structure in Central America that espouses 

egalitarian principles should not be feared or repressed. 

This study clearly suggests that the support for democratic 

institutions, yields non-violent collective action. In 

conclusion, while democratic institutions should be 

encouraged and supported, a nation's right to 
, 

self-determination and autonomy must be respected. 
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