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Palermo Now that a Guatemalan court has convicted General Erfrain Rios Montt of genocide maybe we can
better come to terms with the history of the early s when the Reagan Administration was determined to
vanquish communism in Central America. We should recall that General Montt was an ally in what President
Reagan characterized as a life or death struggle against the spread of Soviet communism in the Western
Hemisphere. We might also want to remember that it was a CIA coup in Guatemala in that ousted from power
the democratically elected leader, Jacobo Arbenz, and installed a tyrant, Colonel Castillo Armas, who set the
stage for 30 years of dictatorial rule in that country. Palermo, The Eighties, p. Long festering social and
economic injustices had cultivated the conditions for the popular rebellions in Central America. For decades
the concentration of wealth and land ownership, coexisting alongside pervasive rural poverty, had scarred
these societies. In March , El Salvador held national elections that the Reagan Administration praised as "free
and fair. In Guatemala, the same month as the elections in El Salvador, General Montt came to power in a
military coup. The most populated of the Central American states, Guatemala had also experienced a historic
upswing in political opposition and armed resistance to oligarchic rule. Reagan appointed the career diplomat,
John Negroponte, who had extensive counterinsurgency experience in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam
War, to be his ambassador in Tegucigalpa. Negroponte later served in the George W. Although human rights
and church groups reported that the Salvadoran government was working hand-in-glove with the death squads,
the idea that "extremists" on both sides were equally responsible for the repression continued to dominate the
mainstream debate in the United States. In late , when reports surfaced that the U. The "El Mozote massacre"
had left men, women, and children dead and human rights groups and church representatives gave an account
of the atrocity relatively quickly. Palermo, The Eighties, pp. In early , Reagan told a joint session of Congress:
Reagan further warned that if the United States could not defend its interests in Central America, "we cannot
expect to prevail elsewhere. Our credibility would collapse, our alliances would crumble, and the safety of our
homeland would be put in jeopardy. I wonder what the Gipper would say today upon hearing the news that
Montt has now been sentenced to 80 years in prison for genocide? At the time he perpetrated his crimes,
Montt was well known for being a right-wing Christian evangelical. He was known to go on television in
Guatemala where he would talk about God and his providential mission to eliminate atheistic communism in
Guatemala by any means necessary. Now that a Guatemalan court has convicted him of genocide we have a
better idea what those means were.
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