Chapter 5 SYSTEM-CONSTRAINED
LEARNING

N

Chapter 4 organized evidence concerning one vector affecting the intelligence
and effectiveness of Amcrican forcign policy, the behavior of leaders and ad-
visers during the decision-making process. In this chapter | will assemble
evidenee bearing upon a second vector, the repetition of policy choices. To
afford a broader perspective, | will review America’s carlier encounters with
Fidcl Castro in the Eisenhowcer administration. Then [ will expand the his-
torical frame further to arguc that individual American foreign policy deci-
sions can be scen to follow a larger pattern and a more genceral logic (of power
relationships) evidencing America’s instinctively chosen role in the interna-
tional political system.

FROM FAILURE TO FAILURE: CUBA AND
AMERICA FROM 1958 TO 1960

“What an interesting thing this international chess game is.”
‘ ~ Fidel Castro, 1960 (discussi: .
his choices in American-Cuban
relations.)!

Onc way to writc history is to be guided by an esthetic theory of truth, seek-
ing to write a story with balance, portraying conflicts as mistakes that might
have been avoided had both sides not scen “through a glass, darkly.” But in
any simple sensc, this view of Cuban-American relations is inaccurate: Con-
fMict was incvitable, and could be resolved without violence only were one side,
the other, or both to modily its purposcs. Thus, what must be appraised
critically is that neither side did so and each became impotent to prevent what
was, “rationally,” its own worst casc: for Castro, an American-backed inva-
sion which, if well-cxecuted, had a chance to succeed; for America, a Cuban-
Soviet alhance.

1 will review selectively the history the two countrics created: the main
outlinc of Amecrican policy prior to Castro’s victory; the sequence of deteriora-
tion in 1959-1960; and four aspccts of that deterioration which reflected
misperception or misjudgment (Castro’s abandoning of democratic forms,
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his hasty efforts to export revolution, his —initially unrealistic - fears of
Amecrican hostility, and dependency).

Castro’s Victory and Its Legacy

In December 1956, Fidel Castro and a handful of men returned to Cuba
from exile to begin a revolution. They were to be victorious in two years:
Batista’s regime collapsed and he fled on January 1, 1959,

From the first, the vital concern in Washington was whether or not Castro
was Communist. The cvidence argued against the proposition. He was not
traincd by Moscow. He did not quote Marx nor indoctrinate his troops with

. Marxist ideology. He criticized both communism (“it kills men by killing their
frcedom,™ and capitalism (“it kills men by hunger™). He promised return (o
Cuba’s constitution of 1940. Initially, the Sovict government predicted that
his survival in such close proximity to the United States was unlikely and was
unwilling to commit prestige and significant matcrial aid to his support. The
Communist Party of Cuba — long-since infiltrated by the CIA — did not con-
sider Castro a member, thought him too undisciplined to subscribe rcliably
to any ideology, and was wary of his plans for them; they jumpcd on his band-
wagon only at the last minute when his victory became assurcd.

Under Dulles and Bissell the CIA kept a close watch on dissident groups
in foreign countrics. Their information concerning Castro was carefully
researched: In 1957, when Castro’s rebellion numbered less than two dozen
mcen in the Sicrra Macstra Mountains, at least onc was a CIA agent.’

Early Amcrican forcign policy becamie a shifting compromise in battles be-
tween factions. Eisenhower’s ambassador of the late 1950s, Earl Smith,
strongly supported Batista and was his personal friend. Smith belicved Castro
a sccret communist but had no persuasive evidence, and his personal credi-
bility among forcign policy professionals was minimal: a former Wall Street
broker and Republican campaign contributor, he also spoke no Spanish. In
Washington, key senior posts had changed hands since the Guatemala opera-
tion and were now held by individuals more favorably disposed toward
change. The assistant secrctary for Latin America Affairs, Roy Rubottom,
tavored Castro's reforms. His chicf, Robert Murphy (deputy under secretary
of statc) could not stomach Batista's corruption and police torture, referring
to him privately as a “gorilla.™ The health of Secretary Dulles, afflicted with
intestinal cancer, was failing (he resigned in April 1959 and dicd five weeks
later): his successor (Christian Herter) was a more modest and less domi-
ncering personality without Dulles’s messianic fervor and belicf that even
ncutrality was “immoral.™ And a new public mood supported the moder-
ates: Vice-President Nixon was spat upon and his life threatened by an angry
mob during a goodwill visit to Latin America in 1958. Dramatically reported
in the American press, the incident catalyzed learning, a sensibility that new
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forces of change were astir on the continent. With diffcrent people, a new
mood, and persuasive evidence that Castro was not a Communist, cautious
forbearance could temporarily shape policy.

The American government’s instinctive hostility to Central American res -
olutionarics was also altered by the vivid and appealing portrayal of Castro
presented by the New York Times. Castro had anticipated that American
public attitudes would be crucial to his success and invited a senior editor of
the Times, Herbert Matthews, to his camp in the Sierra Macstra. Matthews'
enthusiastic report appcared in the Times (with front-page headlines for three
consccutive days) in February 1957, He wrote.

The personality of the man is overpowering. It was easy to see that hic men adored
him . . . Here was an cducated, dedicated fanatic, a man of ideals, of courage
and of remarkable qualitics of leadership . . . one got a feeling he was invinci-
ble . . . A great talker who dealt fairly with the peasants, paying for everything
they ate.*

Matthews' view of Castro as a social democrat created a warm response:
Castro suddenly became a North American hero. He presented himself as a
modcrate and spoke without hostility to America. When a CBS News camera
crew visited to do a follow-up story, Castro emphasized that he opposed
bloodshed but wished to create an atmosphere in which the Batista govern-
ment would have to fall. The interview, televised nationally in May 1957, fur-
ther built Castro’s American constituency and bolstered State Department
modecrates.* ‘

Amcrican policymakers, however, preferred known, “friendly™ leaders to
a rebcl. The first Amcerican plan was to urge Batista to rccognize the hand-
writing on the wall and pressure him to effect economic and political reforms
and to end police torture and repression. But Batista (a former sergeant who
had obtaincd power by a coup) had never been interested in popular democ-
racy or economic redistribution and may not have had the power to produce
them. The State Department specifically urged democratic clections to give
the discontented a greater share of power, but Batista held clections so blatant-
ly rigged that even Ambassador Smith — who claimed to have trusted Batista's
“solemn promisc™ to be honest —said they lacked the semblance of credibili-
ty.” Believing Americans ingenuous (he faced a growing underground and
urban terrorism), Batista accelerated the secret police torture, summary -
ecutions, and arrests (followed by permancnt disappearances) he thought
necessary to maintain order and survive.

Batista's large army, ncver an cffective fighting force, was corrupt, and its
typical soldier had no incentive to fight for Batista’s survival. A “Big Push”
military offense of May 1958 fizzled. His high command was revealed as a
“gaggle of corrupt, crucl, and lazy officers without combat experience.™
Viciously, they engaged in summary exccutions and took no prisoners. By
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contrast, Castro took 433 prisoners, none were mistreated, and these were
turned over to the International Red Cross. Castro spoke warmly of young
officers in Batista’s army who were not corrupted but lived for their careers
and their Service. He contrasted them with higher ranks who made themselves
millionaires by vice protection and other crooked practices.® Castro was ap-
pealing, the kind of man Cubans wanted for their lcader.

After the “Big Push” failed, the American government stepped up pressure
on Batista and, simultaneously, began to distance itself to abandon him and
change sides. America stopped his arms supply and declared official policy
to be “nonintcrventionist.” Ambassador Smith was instructed to tell Batista
U.S. troops would not prevent Castro’s victory if Batista could not quickly
reform to sustain his own popular support: “the United States would take
no steps to keep Batista in office and would take no steps to remove Batista
from office.™ The State Department further attempted to increase pressure
for its policy of rcform by a private campaign to discourage other countrics
from selling arms to Batista."

The American press contributed further to hasten Batista's end. Maitthews
of the Times aided Castro’s cause by stories that implicd Castro commanded
a substantial military force, (Castro had tricked Matthews: when he became
a hero in the American press, he had only eighteen men. Castro told Matthews
there were other camps; his aide Ché Guevara dressed their men in different
uniforms and marched them by in different formations during Matthews' in-
terview with Castro.)" Cuba’s clites belicved the Times portrayal rather than
the denials in their own censored press; and when the American press alvo
dramatized the “Big Push™ defeat, agreed Batista was hopelessly corrupt,
reported Castro’s power growing, and predicted Batista's fall as incvitable,
it helped to create the reality.

The U.S. government did not surrender control gracefully. Its second plan
was to mancuver to block Castro and transfer Batista's power to men who
werc known (0 be friendly to the United States. The CIA scouted the possi-
bilitics of a military junta to exclude Castro from powecr, a substitute presi-
dent in whose favor Washington could persuade Batista to resign, and a coali-
tion that would limit Castro's rcal power. It tried to find, but could not find,
suitable candidates.!

Castro’s victory was based upon the new American-invented protot ype, the
Guatemala model. He established an enclave and engaged in psychological
warfare to produce collapse. Contrary to popular myth, he never fought a
major “war.” There were no large battles. In the summer of 1958, he had 300
men against Batista'’s 40,000. When the Batista government collapsed, only
1,500-2,000 Cubans had taken up arms behind Castro’s banner, " (The size
of Castro’s victorious “army” encouraged Dulles and Bisscll because it il-
lustrated what an invasion force of 1,200 with the right psychological impact
might accomplish in these countries: it further validated the Guatemala sce-
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nario. Castro’s victory also tended to scare American policymakers: In the
dreamlike world of Latin American politics, without strong political institu-
tionalization, images were, often, political reality." A blink and an estab-
lished government with a formidable military could fall, its power dissipate
like smoke. Conventional thinking which linked political power to military
strength — 40,000 versus 1,200 — was erroneous.)

From these early events, two plausibie but erroneous American lessons
followed. First, as State Department liberals perceived their cut-off of Batista
to be motivated by sympathy and to be effectively supportive, they hoped
Castro might realistically begin his relations with the United States with this
same understanding. Second, the State Department judged Castro’s new
political power 10 be very conditional. His victory did not come from large
numbers of organized followers but from his ideals and because he was in
the right place at the right time. If he was untrue to his carlier promises and
image, appeared to sell out his nation to the Soviets and establish a dictator-
ship, they thought him vulncrable to replacement.

Overview of Deterioration

Shortly after his victory in April 1959, Fidel Castro visited the United
States. He came to Washington, D.C. at the private invitation of a group of
newsmen: he had not been officially invited and President Eisenhower —in
a dceliberate display of displcasure —extended a golf vacation.'” But State
Dcpartment officials met with Castro’s ministers (who accompanied him) and
expressed willingness to consider requests for forcign aid favorably. Castro
instructed his ministers to make no requests, and they never did so." In the
following ycar the American government, without an affirmative response,
madc over two dozen formal and informal offers of aid and negotiation of
diffcrences.'®

A year after this visit, in carly 1960, Castro accepted forcign aid from the
Soviet Union, a $100 million trade and aid package announced during a visit
by Sovict First Deputy Premier Mikoyan. Thus, as Castro had mecanwhile
engaged in ficrce anti-Amcerican rhetoric and spurned American overtures,
and now had sclected a Sovict benefactor, Eisenhower concluded the man
had chosen sides to be America’s enemy; he approved the CIA's involvement
in covert action against Castro — which became the Bay of Pigs plan — within
a month after the Mikoyan visit. ™

The story of how this break came about can best be reviewed by analyzing
the decper issues at stake from Castro's side. By March 1959, in decisions that
now appear intcrnal and not caused by specific American provocation, he
began (1) to break frec from a traditional framework of Cuban-American
relations; (2) to abandon promises for democratic elections and to persecute
opponcnts; (3) to effect social reform promptly by beginning to expropriate
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property and business ($800 million to $I billion owned by Americans)
without any serious plan for timely payment; (4) to test America’s willingness
to support nonviolent and rapid change in Latin America; (5) to attempt cx-
port of his model of armed revolution; and (6) to prepare his people for an
invasion he fearcd forces in America cventually would launch.™

To explore how Amcrican-Cuban relations unraveled, | will cxamine four
of these issucs in detail: Castro’s abandonment of electoral democracy; his
early attempts to export revolution; Castro’s fears of an American plot; and
America’s unwillingness to address seriously the problem of dependency.

Abandoning Democracy

Initially, Castro was undecided about a future role: he refused the presi-
dency of Cuba and accepted only command of the armed forces. But he began
to give public specches every two to three days, usually of scveral hours'
length, and to clectrifying effect. The crowds adored him and shouted them-
selves hoarsc. He seemed to achicve a mystical, charismatic union of himsclf
with his listencrs: “Do we need clections?” Castro would ask. “No!™ the crowds
shouted. Castro’s newly discovered charismatic power, cxpressed in this scnse
of mutual union, cmboldened him.

Castro decided to take the presidency and to lead Cuba without clections,
“until the purposes of the Revolution were achieved.” Determined to bond
all elements of his country with his charismatic leadership, he became greatly
agitated by the expericnce of formal opposition as if, given the nature of his
powcrful identification with his people, internal divisions threatened his per-
sonal cquilibrium. He dcalt harshly with opponents. Former Batista officers
who had tortured or killed prisoners were exccuted aficr public show trials,
conducted with public enthusiasm.®* Former loyal supportcrs who criticized
Castro were driven from office or imprisoned. Many critics, unwilling to live
forever in the shadow of Fidel's personality, left for the United States for
greater freedom and to solicit American backing.

By these steps, Castro began to appear ominous to American planncrs; his
emerging scenario appeared to be a familiar pattern of evolution to a Com-
munist, onc-party state and dictatorship, the alarming pattern of recent mes-
sianic leaders who then sought to expand their power, in the next step, by
forcign conquests. And that, too, happened.

Exporting Revolution™ B

Castro followed his victory by scveral attempts to export revolution. He
aided bands of other expatriates (o mount armed landings, cstablish cnclaves,
trigger internal uprisings and overthrow other right-wing dictators; by April
1959, American intelligence knew him to be involved in planning invasions
of Haiti, Panama, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic.

In April, his first expedition was launched: 102 men—mostly Cubans —
landed in Panama and were quickly surrounded and defcated.
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In early Junc, 110 Nicaraguan expatriates landed in Nicaragua from Costa
Rica (where they had been trained and financed by President Betancourt of
Venczuela); their landing coincided with a landing of seventy men from other
political factions who embarked from Cuba. The rebels were quickly defeated.

In mid-June, Cuba launched air and sca attacks against the Dominican
Republic. Two hundred and twenty-four men were involved. Trujillo, dic-
tator of thc Dominican Republic, was alerted to the sea landings because radio
silence was brokcen, and his air force destroyed the invasion ships by rocket
attack (a fate similar to Kennedy's force, almost two years later, when he
allowed Castro to rctain operational aircraft). Most of the attackers were
quickly slain.

In August, perhaps against Castro's personal wishes, about twenty-five to
thirty Haitian revolutionarics departed Cuba to overthrow the government
of Haiti. Upon landing, they werc quickly hunted down and killed.

Washington might have drawn cither of two lessons from these violent
events. It might have concluded Castro was, at most, a nuisance. He acted
impctuously, with poor planning. No mass uprisings occurred in the target
countrics.’* He poscd no scrious danger.

In Washington, however, men responded more to what they imagined were
the impulses behind Castro’s actions. Now there were data points, they ex-
trapolated the trend, and made a straightforward forecast: Castro was like-
ly to continue such cfforts. Thus, the U.S. government continued to refuse
arms sales (Castro wanted to purchase battleships and other weapons) and
tricd to block arms sales to Cuba from all non-Communist sources (success-
fully in the casc of Britain; unsuccessfully in the case of Belgium although
Belgian deliverics were destroyed when the delivery ship La Coubre exploded
in Havana harbor, an cvent Castro blamed on the CIA).

In retrospect, thesc carly invasions were vastly overconfident and hasty.™*
As we will sce, Castro simultancously wanted support from America in the

form of arms salcs, a Marshall Plan, and increased sugar purchases. But
nothing would make American planncrs more wary than an early warning
Castro intended to incite wars in the Caribbean. Castro's bizarre “invasion™
of Panama, especially, vastly underestimated American sensitivity to. its
security interests in the Panama Canal. Nor did it help Castro’s case to speak
publicly —as he did — about the “liberation” of Pucerto Rico.®” The major of -
fect of these actions was to increase Washington®s wariness and to force Castro
eventually to scck Communist sources if he wished offensive (or defensive)
weapons.

Overthrow Fears
Initially, the novel situations in which Castro and America found them-

selves stirred vivid imaginations on both sides: high hopes of culminated
romance coexisted with decp fears of treachery. To some in America, Castro
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was a hero or new-found friend. Yet others imagined his appeal to be a shrewd
facade, convinced that he would string America along eventually to emerge
in his true colors as a demagogue and Communist enemy. In Cuba, Castro
initially told his aides they should not ask America for foreign aid — and this
would so surprise Americans they would offer it without being asked. Yet
he also feared invasion and duplicity. Awash in scenarios, alert and wary
perception of others’ imagined secret strategies ultimately led each side 1o act
more from fear than from hope.

To Castro, it appeared realistic, given the Guatemala overthrow, to an-
ticipate Eisenhower might try to overthrow him. We know, now, there was
no such plan, but the American government was unable (likcly, unwilling)
to convey that message. Ché Guevara, Castro’s licutenant, had been in Guate-
mala City (as a young medical student) in 1954; he and Castro discussed and
studied the precedent thoroughly.™

Castro’s “learning,” his prediction of American hostilit ¥y, was also supported
by interpretations drawn from other evidence; Eiscnhower's people had ap-
peared to favor Batista until his cause was hopeless (and Castro may not have
known of the complex interplay of motives and compromises behind Amcri-
can foreign policy and that Ambassador Smith's views were atypical). ™
Next, they had maneuvered to block Castro from power. Castro’s cnemics
who fled to America were resettled hospitably by the American government
in a common area from which attacks could be launched (Miami), and they
began to organize and buy arms without effective control by U.S. authoritics.
By the sumnier of 1959, terrorist bombs began to explode in Cuban citics,
occasional incendiary bombing raids were launched from privatc American
airports, and Amecrican officials ncither devoted the resources to stop them
nor allowed Castro to buy weapons to defend his country. Rcality was am-
biguous, but was it more reasonable to believe these actions reflected coherent
Amcrican policy or (o believe the State Department’s dismaycd cxplanation
that these were only unfortunate incidents that Eiscnhower, in a free coun-
try, could not fully control? Castro, with fire, passionately denounced Amer-
ica for desiring “to castrate” his revolution and Cuba’s new independence. ™

Other evidence before Castro also forecast that, whatever current American
government policy might be —and the new American ambassador, Philip
Bonsal, was genuinely supportive of Cuban social reforms and consistently
expressed American desires for friecndship and good relations — there were
“forces” in Amcerica who did want to overthrow him. Vice President Nixon,
a likely presidential candidate, had visited Cuba under Batista and praisced
his “competence.” Time magazine had supporicd Batista and now scized upon
the public executions of former Batistianos with a moral fervor absent when
the tortures and murdering of prisoners took place. Even at Batista’s worst,
major American critics had never advocated a threat to destroy Cuba’s ccon-
omy (by ending its sugar quota for sales in American markets) to change
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Batista’s odious policies, but they now did so to attempt to coerce an end

to Castro's public executions and to force elections. In 1959, a Senate /nternal
Security Subcommittce staged hearings at which Castro’s enemies testificd

he was communist. True, the Eisenhower administration took pains to be

publicly calm and avoid recriminations, but to a man like Castro, the evidence
that powerful enemics were building a case against him loomed large.®

In retrospect, we can appreciate the problem Castro faced in discussing aid.

As he recognized, it was a “chess game.” If he accepted offers of American
aid and ncgotiation ~treated the benevolence as publicly credible — he left
hims¢if vulnerable: the United States could string him along, undercut any
efforts to preparc his people to resist, strengthen his enemies in exile to create
an invasion force, and then invade; or encmies in America could build their
casc and — with Nixon as president — policy could change suddenly. Castro's
other option (and, he thought, the less risky) was to polarize relations, refuse
1o credit that cnticemcnts of aid were sincere, and so strengthen his own con-
trol and the anti-American fervor of his people that an invasion could be
deterred or defcated. The sympathetic American ambassador, Philip Bonsal,
judged in his memoirs that Castro had already concluded by the spring of
1959 that an Amcrican invasion was probablc — and hence reassurances could
not be considcred anything but duplicitous stratagems."' Castro rhought he
saw clearly the choices and risks. ¥

Dependency
Another source of conflict —unaddressed by American policy —was de-

pendcency, a difficult subject for American policymakers to grasp and which
they tended to ignore. In Cuba, “dependency” meant Cuba’s fate was vul-
nerable to almost complete unilateral control by Washington. American
troops had intervencd, and American ambassadors had played major pro-
consul roles throughout Cuba's history." The Cuban economy depended on
Amcrican markcts for the majority of its imports and exports; Amcrican in-
vestors were the primary source of private capital and owned ma jor portions
of key industrics and prime agricultural land. American sugar quota subsidics
were & major source of government revenue.

“Dependency” also meant a cumulative, historically produced, psychologi-
cal drama, a “knowledge” of a zero-sum imaginative reality: America loomed
large, and Cubans were comparatively diminished. American decision makers
had littlc memory for the relevant history. But Castro’s speeches recalled cach
past wrong: cvery intervention, every American manipulation. The Plau
Amendment, which earlicr in the century had presumptuously asscrted Ameri-
ca’s legal right to supervise Cuban policics, lived on in the image of his cur-
rent “Amcrica.” The unwillingness to forget history blocked lcarning and
recognition of any changed American attitudes. v

The psychology of this dependency problem apparcntly was lost on Eisen-
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hower, never an arrogant man. He saw America and Cuba as great trading
partners, thus the mutual advantages were obvious, and mutual friendship
and good relations the obvious attitude for any sensible man in touch with
reality. As long as Castro was not a Communist, he had nothing to worry
about. To Eisenhower it was a genuine mystery what made “that bearded
fellow,™ as he sometimes referred to Castro, so upset, cspecially when America
offered to be gencrous in foreign aid 1o help him.

Eiscnhower's vexed perplexity was not his alone. In the late 1950s, Amer-
ican political elites had little experience with Black protest or domestic radi-
cals. As America had not been invaded since 1812 and was a “supcrpower,”
the agitating vulncrability and demcancd status of Cuba — with its continuing
image of American condescension — was not a problem they could appreciate
rcadily. But probably, at a deeper level, they did not want to understand it
either. The self-image of a world leader was comfortable, Amcrica’s hegemony
was understood as mercly expressing a genuine, responsible benevolence. Too
much would have to change to credit Castro’s reversed image of a condescend-
ing, hostile Amcrica. American lcaders knew their sclf-image to be objective
reality and, like a therapist with an upsct patient, Castro’s cxercised psycho-
logical problems werc deemed his to sort out. (But it is probably truc that
most American leaders would have welcomed a cure: the inferiority com-
plexes, resentments, and sensitivities made Cuba exasperating to dcal with.)

Castro put forth a solution to the dependency probiem; he wanted to make
himself, and Cuba, a leading powcr in Latin America, build up his military
to deter an invasion, and change his trade and aid relations. He would scck
to establish forcign aid as a right (to forestall going hat-in-hand to Washing-
ton and being subjected to lists of changes America might want to discuss

while they considered whether to be generous).

~ Initially, he tricd a peaceful approach. In 1959, while ruling out bilatcral
aid requests, he tested America's attitude by enthusiastically proposing (at
an Organization of American States mecting) a $30 billion Marshall Plan,
funded by Amecrica. to aid development throughout Latin America and thus
accord Latin American peoples status equal with thosc of Western Europe.
His Marshall Plan speech was a sensible test of whether America had a new
attitude to Latin America and would be a fricnd of rapid reform. ™ (As his
own initiative, such a public proposal would —if accepted — heighten his pres-
tige in Latin Amcerica and further his heroic identity.) Castro also proposed
that America expand its sugar purchases from Cuba and raisc the price it paid,
thus implicitly (as “purchases” rather than aid) increasing his revenues without
making Cuba appear a “hat-in-hand™ benefactec. He also solicited American
agreement to scll him arms.

But the Eisenhower administration was less than interested in such changes
from a traditional framework. The Marshall Plan speech was icily rejected
with the clear message Castro was presumptuous to propose it."™ His hints
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of indirect aid, at American initiative, were ignored. Arms sales were blocked
because Castro had not becn peaceful. America intended to be wary of Castro
until it better understood his intentions and how they would fit with American
plans. It took the position he should settle down, grow up, and stop behav-
ing like a juvenile delinquent with a bizarrcly romantic fantasy about more
violent revolutions.®

Review: Motivation and Understanding

For the purpose of analysis in later chapters, | want to underscore several
features of this history,

1. Castro’s hubris led him to overconfidence and risky misjudgment. He
would have won democratic clections by an overwhelming majority; spurn-
ing them, he strengthened his enemies. His efforts to overthrow governments
in Haiti, Panama, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic were also badly
planncd, vastly overconfident, and premature.

2. Castro was wrong about the most probable American actions. Prior to
March 1960 there was no administration intention or plan to overthrow him.
To be sure, Richard Nixon had agitated for an invasion since early 1959, but
this was not Eisenhower's policy nor Herter's. Perhaps it could be said that
Castro had Icarned too quickly, lcarned the rule but not the exceptions: he
did not understand the complexitics and inconsistencies of American foreign
policy, did not recognize he could now be an exception to the Arbenz (and

_ other interventionist) precedents, and failed to recognize that neither the

extravagant praisc Batista had enjoyed nor the vituperative rhetoric of the
American right fully represented the character of American policy al the time.

3. Knowing its own history, the United States did not act realistically and
effectively to calm Castro’s fears as it should have done if it wished good rela-
tions. By trcating Castro as either an overwrought adolescent (to be “calmed
down” by a kindly ambassador) or a madman, it acted consistently with a
bencvolent scll-image but failed, specifically, to give the verifiable guarantees
that Castro would have needed to find a kindly ambassador credible.

In part, such Amcrican failures of empathy and imagination arosc because
policymakers did not use their own psychological experience. Earlicr in the
1950s, Amcricans’ imagined fears of a forcign encmy approached the point
of hystcria during the McCarthy period, cven at a very low level of good
evidence: no large nctwork of anti-American agents exploded terror bombs
throughout the country, no forcign-based plancs routincly bombed cities and
destroyed crops with impunity, no groups of cnemics were known to be arm-
ing, unimpeded, in a neighboring country. Yet Cubans were subjected to this
treatment by former Batistianos who had fled to the United States. It was
an extraordinarily presumptuous attitude to think therc could be good rela-
tions — or even effective reassurance — by words alone when terror bombs were

oL~
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exploding in Havana and the American right and Batistianos were, with.im-
punity, flying in from American airports to drop incendiary bombs. Amcflcan
inaction, and a slightly ingenuous American viewpoint that these werc “minor”
incidents, were policy responses badly out of touch with reality in Cuba and
overestimated the power of Washington's viewpoint 10 be the standard to
define reality.* ’

4. The American government became caught up in a public drama driven
by simple, yet unrealistic, images and associations. For example, it ncver
bargained with Castro about the thresholds to be honored to guarantce his
survival. Cuba’s quota of sugar sales to the United States was suspended in
the spring of 1960 —de facto economic warfare designed to destroy support
for the Castro government — without prior bargaining, and this simple Dr.
Jekyll/Mr. Hyde switch reflected the absence of well-planned prior use of
coercive diplomacy.*:

Moreover, Castro's acceptance of $100 million in aid from thc USSR was
deemed at the time — wrongly —to show his regime was “dominated” by inter-
national Communism and that his decided course was to become a “puppet”™
of the Russians.*" In fact, after the Cuban Missile Crisis, Castro confirmed
the earlier assessment of his politics, that is, that he was always his own man.
Having effected a Soviet guarantec of his survival, and pledges of massive
aid, Castro next turned on the indigenous Cuban Communist Party, purged
over half of its members, and has for over twenty years assured that, whatever
the dominant rhetoric on his istand might be, the primary loyalty of the Cuban
Communist Party will be to himsclf and to his brother.*

In assaying both of thesc overreactions it is probably worth noting that the
dramas of international relations reported (and created) in the American
press, once an aid to Castro’s cause, later worked against him. The drama
of the Mikoyan visit was contentious, highly publicized, and created a reality
which made the Eisenhower administration vulnerable to political cost if it
did not scem to respond effectively to a challenge.

5. The American government learned too slowly and, in retrospect, it is
probably correct to say that Castro was not considered important cnough by
Eisenhower —that is, powerful or dangerous enough —to produce more rapid
learning. Ultimately the United States did take actions which, had they been
taken two ycars carlier, would have achicved more positive results and possibly
prevented the deterioration to violence and strong Soviet ties. Castro’s $30
billion test in 1959 was met in spirit by Kennedy's 1961, $20 billion Alliance
for Progress. Only after a potential Sovict deal was set in motion, in 1960, did
American officials become serious about proposals to end the privatc war and
_offsct the expropriation costs of American property. Had they been so con-
cerned even a year earlicr, there would have been a base for wider negotiations
of Cuban-Amierican relations. And in 1962 Kennedy pledged not to invade
Cuba. These, with verifiable guarantces, were the quid pro quos that should
have becn offered two years before.®
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THE INTERNATIONAL
POLITICAL SYSTEM

[ want to pull back, at this point, to place the types of American foreign
policy decisions we have obscrved into a broader perspective. Detailed stories,
drawn from several dccision cycles. give the impression major forcign policy
outcomes depend upon personalities, organizational routines, or details of press
coverage. Yet the principal outcomes of policymaking processes remain sub-
stantially invariant across decades (Table 5.1).

As the historical inventory in Table §.1 shows, recent American interven-
tions belong to a larger managerial pattern. Many (North) Americans are
unaware of this history, but the recurrent pattern of American interventions
in the Central American region is striking; the United States intervened with
troops on forty-three scparate occasions in the nineteenth century. Then, in
the first third of this century, U.S. military interventions occurred in Cuba,
Panama, Mcxico, and Honduras. The United States occupicd the island of
Haiti for morc than nincteen years, set up a military government in the
Dominican Republic from 1916 until 1924, and launched two major interven-
tions in Nicaragua.

The historical record suggests a more general cause and that the fear of
Communism is not a uniquc justification for American use of troops —and
violence. In fact, the agitation of any revolutionary disorder has risked an
Amcrican suppressive response. Since its Monroe Doctrine was unilaterally
promulgated in the carly nincteenth century, the Amcrican proprictary

* responsc has been to climinate —and at a low threshold of sensitivity — any

major rival in the region. In the mid-nincteenth century, the British Empirc
aroused American proprictary responses. Spain's influcnce was the target of
the Spanish-American War. Japan became another rival who stirred action
in Nicaragua, in 1909, when President Taft belicved that country might ac-
cord cither Japan or Britain the right to build what ultimately became (afier
an American-sponsored revolution) the Panama Canal. During World War |
a ncw German menace moved to the fore. Bolshevism became the forcign
threat to American hegemony when, in the 1920s, Mexico was fcared by some
to show signs of increasing USSR influcnce.*

Since the 1950s, Amcrican policymakers have continued to attempt to direct
events, often using cconomic power and cconomic aid. Beginning in the
mid-1960s, military aid increased (both substantially and in proportion to
economic aid) in the belief that strong indigenous military establishments
would be progressive forces (or at least preserve order), and, since the 1950s,
America has learned to use covert activitics to reduce public controversy
further.¥” But when immediate action has been required, troops have been
used. (Lyndon Johnson promptly sent 20,000 American troops to the Domini-
can Republic in 1965 to “prevent another Cuba™; the Reagan administration
sent American troops into Grenada in 1983 to overthrow a government of
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Table 5.1. Selected Chronology: U.S. Military and Covert Interventions in Latin America®

19th Century
43 intcrventions, including Spanish-American War (1898)

1903-1914  Panama
Protect American lives and interests during independence war with Colombia
and the construction of the Panama Canal

1906-19%®  Cuhba
Restore order and protect lives after revolutionary activity

1912-1925  Nicaracua
Prevent attempted revolution: remain (0’ promote peace and stability

1914-1919  Mexico
Respond 10 Villa's raids (included Pershing’s expedition into northern Mcexico
and 9 subsequent briel incursions)

1915-1934  Hamn
Maintain order during period of chronic threatened insurrection

1916-1928  Domumcan Republic
Maintain order during period of chronic threatened insurrection

1917-1922  Cubu
Protect American interests during an insurrection and subsequent unsettied
conditions

1918-1920  Panuma
Perform police duty during election disturbances and in subscquent unsettled
conditions

1926-1933  Nicuragua
Help put down revolutionary activity (included forays against the “outlaw ™ San-
dino in 1928)

1954 Guatemula
Assist overthrow of Arbenz governament (CIA)

1961-1962  Cuba
Attempt overthran of Castro at Bay of Pigs; Operation MONGOOSE Tollows
10 “rane the cont.™ At feast two awassination attempts coordinated with the
Bay of Pips invasion use Mafia intermediarics; 6 during MONGOOSE phase
activate Q3 WIN and others with direct CIA control

1961 Dommican Republic
Coltude in assasination of right-wing dictator Trujitlo 1o “prevent another
Cuba” (CIA)

1965 Dominican Republic
Intervene to “prevent another Cuba™ during civil disorder

1967 Bolivia

Help track down Ché Guevara (Special Forees & U.S. space satellites).
Gucvara killed by Bolivians

1971-1973  Chile
Carry oul covert operations 1o *make the economy scream.” CIA insolvement
tn assassination of the clected Maevist president, Alende

19R0.? Nicaraena, Honduras, El Salvador
Commence “secret”™ wars against revolutionaries. Use of Argentine and tvrach
“cut-outs.” Buildup of Amcerican military infrastructure in Honduras

1981 Grenarda
Carey out invasion to overthrow \Marvist government

*Eactudes 23 minor troop incursions of less than a year, 1901-193).
Sources: U.S. Senate (1962) in Ronning (1970), pp. 25-32; Fain et al. (1977).
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radicals.) For 150 ycars the pattern of decision has been consistent: When
inattention is disrupted by challenge, the American response has demon-
strated, in the words of the historian Walter LaFeber, “ . . . a willingness to
usc military force, a fear of foreign influence, and a drcad of revolutionary
instability, ™"

The policy events we have observed, then, appear nof to be the inadvert-
ent result of intellectual arguments or facts that a decision process failed to
include. Primarily, while being concerncd about tearning, we have been wit-
nessing instances of a broader pattern of behavior by a system, and behavior
of presidents and decision makers who are, themselves, actors inside a sys-
tem.* But what could cause a system's decision makers to bchave in this
way? | turn to this question in the next chapter.
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48. LaFeber, op. cit., p. 18. Logically, one might desire a search for counterexamples,

49,

identifying all “potential” intervention cases to show the American response has
been invariant. However, it seems o have been so, and with only two exceptions.
Thomas Mann, a specialist in American foreign policy toward the region, told
the Kissinger Commission: “United States policy of opposition 1o attempts by states
hostile 10 our form of government to impose their systems on independent Ameri-
can states . . . was first announced by Monroe in 1823 . . . fand| on only two oc-
casions has the US failed to follow this policy. (His references are to Fidel Castro
and to the Nicaraguan and El Salvador Marxists in the 19805.) T. Mann, Testnony
in National Bipartisan Commission on Central America, Appendix to the Report
of the National Bipartisan Commission on Central America (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1984), p. 680.

This conclusion is not to say that variations of personality are unimportant. In
the history we have considered, Nixon would have preferred carlier intetvention
and used Amcrican troops to finish Castro decisively (the advice he gave to
Kennedy). Eiscnhower likely would have approved the Trinidad plan with a gucr-
rifla cscape but gone no further. Kennedy might have pursucd only peaceful
Alliance for Progress compctition if he had not found the capabilitics for an ex-
pattiatc invasion awaiting him (i.c.. the lead-time before Castro acquired MIGs
was too short for the option of “deniable” invasion to be developed de novo be-
ginning in 1961). If learning would involve motivational change, the degree of
learning the Amcrican political system is capable ol integrating into its responses
is limited, atheit genuine. Ethercdge, World of Men, provides evidence of sources
of personality variations. Note that study addresses the problem of explaining
variations about means, not the means (which might be considered the system
basclinces).



