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IT 15 MORE than accidental that the end of the cold war coincides with the
termination of the ‘*hot wars’’ in Central America. The international ten-
sions related to the East-West conflict spilled over to the Third World,
and the easing of those tensions has helped bring a measure of peace to
Central America. Revolutionary Cuba loomed quite large for the Central
American republics throughout the cold war. For some, it was the most
proximate external threat to their stability. For others, Cuba represented
their closest ally in the struggle against U.S. imperialism. For Cuba,
Central America presented perhaps its best opportunity to find allies in
its conflict with the United States and in its effort to spread revolutionary
socialism throughout the Third World.

This chapter looks at Cuba as it relates to and is perceived by Central
America. First it reviews, in broad strokes, this relationship during a pe-
riod of revolutionary turmoil in Central America. It then examines the
policy implications of the relationship, with particular focus on the
policy-relevant opinions of the mass public in Central America. The data
come fror a survey of more than 4,000 respondents drawn from the five
Central American countries plus Panama.

Cuba’s Relations with Central America: An Overview

The cold war is over, but cold war thinking in the United States is still
with us. Paradoxically, while the cold war was a time of great uncertainty
about the future, especially regarding the constant threat of nuclear
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annihilation, it was also a time of great certainty. It was certain that the
Soviet Union, its allies, and communism were enemes of the United
States. Identification of friend and foe was clear-cut. U.S. foreign policy
was made in stark, black-and-white terms.

The end of the cold war has greatly reduced the threat of nuclear war,
but it also has vastly increased the complexity of the world in which for-
eign policy is crafted. In Washington there has been much celebration—
after all, ‘““we won.”” But it 1s a mistake to think that the simplistic lenses
that used to define the world during the cold war will provide the clear
vision needed to understand the complexities of the new world order be-
ing constructed *‘after the fall.”

Some optimistically see this new world order as wrought in the image
of the Unjted States, In military preeminence, the United States is cer-
tainly dominant, In the late 1940s the United States held an unchallenged
monopoly of nuclear weapons. Today, while there are other nuclear pow-
ers, no one seriously doubts that the United States is primus inter pares.
And in conventional warfare, as the war with Iraq demonstrated, no
other nation can seriously challenge the United States.

But beyond the realm of military supremacy, the picture becomes far
more nuanced. In the new world, friend and foe are no longer self-
evident categories. It is a world exhibiting a great diversity of interests,
interests that during the cold war tended to be sublimated to the larger
struggle of East versus West,

Nowhere was this cold war pattern clearer than in Latin America.
U.S. foreign policy there was long dominated by a national security doc-
trine firmly based on the East-West conflict. Other considerations, such
as a defense of human rights, from time to time were added to the equa-
tion. But, as Lars Schoultz demonstrates, under this doctrine *‘Latin
America becomes inert, a passive object of no intrinsic value, a place
where the United States and the Soviet Union play out the drama of in-
ternational politics. It is difficult to overemphasize how policy makers’
dominant concern for security leads to this conception of Latin Amer-
ica.”’! The threat to U.S. security obviously came not from the Latin
American military forces (whose principal threat was to the human rights
of their own citizens) but, Schoultz argues, from the United States’ po-
tential loss of control over strategic raw materials, military bases, and
sea lines of communication. The ultimate fear, of course, was that Soviet
control over a Latin American nation would, as happened in the case of
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Cuba, introduce the direct threat of Soviet nuclear missiles right in our
own ‘‘backyard.””

In the 1980s, the focal point of U.S. attention in this hemisphere was
Central America. As President Ronald Reagan forcefully stated, *‘The
national security of the Americas is at stake in Central America. If . we
cannot defend ourselves there, 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.”’” As a result, the
United States ‘‘drew the line”’ against communist aggression and funded
the contras to unseat the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, while in El Salvador
the State Department embarked upon its longest and most costly war—
twelve years, $6 billion—since Vietnam.?

The concern with communist expansion in Central America was by
no means misplaced. There is much evidence to support the view that by
the early 1980s Central America had become a major, if not the major,
focal point for Soviet and Cuban foreign policy in the Third World. Ear-
lier in the cold war, Central America had been peripheral for the Soviet
Union. A leading Soviet expert on Latin America, Kiva Maidanik, ob-
serves, ‘‘Nowhere have Soviet interests been fewer than with regard to
Central America. The Soviet Union paid virtually no attention to this
area until 1978.* But after the Sandinista victory and the outbreak of
civil war in El Salvador, that policy was to change markedly. Maidanik
argues that the Soviets saw themselves defending the sovereignty of
small states against the North American goliath. Cuba’s strong interest in
Central America predates that of the Soviet Union. Almost from the out-
set of the Cuban revolution, Central America was seen as a logical area
for the expansion of Cuban interests. Several factors created this percep-
tion, not the least among which was propinquity. But Central America
also seemed ripe for revolution, given its poverty, large peasant popula-
tions, and extensive U.S. capital investment in the form of fruit compa-
nies that could serve as a target of social unrest. One might speculate that
had it not been for Che Guevera’s South American origin, his venture to
create a guerrilla movement in Bolivia might well have occurred some-
where in Central America.

Cuba’s interest in Central America was greatly increased by the San-
dinista victory in Nicaragua. According to an extensive analysis, based
on original Soviet and Cuban documents, Rodolfo Cerdas finds that *‘in
1982, the Communist Party Conference in Havana declared that the
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cenire of gravity of the Latin American revolution had shifted to Central
America and the Caribbean.””” And Sergo Mikoyan, quoted by Cerdas,
makes it clear that armed struggle, irresolvable by negotiation, would
need to counter any bourgeois drift toward democratic transition.®

Whatever the degree of Soviet and Cuban involvement in Central
America’s struggles of the 1980s, the U.S. State Department produced a
flood of reports that may have persuaded many in Central America to
believe that such involvement was indeed extensive. Hence, whereas one
recent study says that secret documents in the State Department’s Burean
of Intelligence and Research reported only limited Soviet and Cuban in-
terference in the region, State was saying publicly that the war in El Sal-
vador was a “‘textbook case of indirect armed aggression by Communist
powers through Cuba.””” And even that analyst, sympathetic to the view
that the Soviet-Cuban role was overblown, admits that both provided ma-
terial assistance to the Salvadoran guerrillas.®

The Soviet Union’s and Cuba’s ability to project their power into the
region was far more limited than their desire to support revolutionary
struggles there. No responsible scholar has suggested that the Nicara-
guan revolution of 1979 was a product of Soviet or Cuban efforts. Indeed,
the revolution seemed to surprise Moscow and Havana as much as it did
Washington. Soviet-line communists and the parties they represented in
Nicaragua had little directly to do with the revolution and found them-
selves scrambling to keep up with the “*objective conditions’’ created by
the Frente Sandinista de Liberacién Nacional (FSLN). Cole Blasier
shows that the Soviet-line parties in both Nicaragua and El Salvador
were peripheral to the main centers of revolutionary power and armed
struggle.® Yet, once the Nicaraguan revolution occurred and civil war
broke out in El Salvador, at least at the level of rhetoric and to a limited
extent in terms of material support, the Soviet Union provided maximum
backing to the insurgents in the early years of the Central American
struggle.

Gorbachev’s accession to power and his policies of perestroika and
glasnost were to change the Soviet view and reduce its capabilities for
international revolution. Cuba, however, remained hopeful that revolu-
tion could be spread to Central America. It invested heavily in Nicaragua
and El Salvador. Ultimately, however, Cuba too recognized the difficulty
of supporting revolutionary struggles in Central America.'® The defeat of
the Sandinistas in the 1990 elections, the breakdown of the Soviet Union
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in 1991, and the signing of the peace agreements in El Salvador in 1992
ended any hope that Central America would join Cuba in its socialism
and opposition to the United States. In January 1992, Castro told an ac-
ademic conference in Havana, ‘‘Times have changed, we have changed.
Miliary aid outside our border is a thing of the past. The most important
task is to see that the Cuban Revolution survives. Abroad we intend to
live by accepted norms of international behavior.””"!

Cuba hopes to put aside the stigma of the cold war and help resolve
its pressing economic difficulties by breaking out of the U.S.-imposed
trade embargo. One way it has attempted to do so is to expand economic
ties with its neighbors in Central America. Cuba has something to offer,
by way of public health and medical technology and administration, and
could benefit from basic grains produced in Central America. One indi-
cation of early success was the reopening of trade relations between
Costa Rica and Cuba in 1988."2

While this trade could be mutually beneficial, decades of official hos-
tility expressed by every country in the region, except Nicaragua during
the ten-year rule of the Sandinistas, will constrain these efforts. But a
further difficulty will be continued U.S. opposition to any measures that
could strengthen the Cuban economy. From the U.S. perspective, more
than thirty years of economic embargo have not toppled the Castro ad-
ministration because of extensive Soviet and Eastern bloc support. But
now that such support is ending, the United States sees a greater oppor-
tunity than ever before to weaken and eventually dislodge Castro from
power through economic pressure. The United States would not be
pleased to see an expansion of trade between Central America and Cuba
at this critical juncture.

In the absence of the cold war, divergences between Central America
and the United States, devoid of ideological disputes but rooted in true
differences in national interest, will likely come to the fore. Trade with
Cuba is only one area, but numerous other questions concerning migra-
tion, the environment, human rights, and so forth, will emerge as points
of potential conflict.

This chapter attempts to project what regional relations might look
like in the future by measuring Central American attitudes toward Cuba.
(It would be ideal also to have the converse—data on Cuban attitudes
toward Central America—but it is still impossible to conduct free and
open public opinion surveys on the island.) In the following section, I
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argue that public opinion provides important constraints on the formu-
lation of policy and, therefore, knowledge of popular opinion can help
predict future foreign policy decisions.

Public Opinion and Foreign Policy

Political scientists have become increasingly skilled in analyzing public
opinion, especially in predicting the outcome of elections or explaining
why some groups of voters prefer candidate A over candidate B. But the
science of public opinion analysis has been far less successful in linking
mass opinions to policy outcomes. The problem is, quite simply, that
once candidates are elected, their actions often vary significantly from
the expectations of their supporters. Researchers wonder, therefore,
about the importance of studying public opinion when its impact might
be limited only to determining the outcome of elections.

The difficulty of linking public opinien to policy outcomes is perhaps
greatest in the field of foreign policy. Walter Lippmann was a strong pro-
ponent of the view that the mass public was both uninterested and un-
informed about foreign policy matters.”> Many years later, poll data led
Gabriel Almond to conclude that Lippmann was right: public opinion
was so unstable that foreign policy makers who followed it ran the risk of
making bad policy.'* It became conventional wisdom that there are two
formidable barriers to linking the views of citizens with the foreign pol-
icy decisions of elected officials. First, foreign policy is thought to be
highly enigmatic, far beyond the ken of the average voter. After all, to
take a stand on foreign policy, one must be knowledgeable about other
states and alien cultures; further, with that knowledge one must decide
how foreign policy can best take advantage of a complex, rapidly chang-
ing environment. Second, even if voters are capable of understanding
complex issues, they are far more interested in local problems than in
foreign policy. Voters are often intensely concerned about the quality of
local schools and roads, yet fear the increased real estate taxes that may
be required to pay for improvements. Of course, not all questions that stir
voters’ interest are local; national issues such as unemployment and in-
flation are also salient. But foreign policy, Almond argues, rarely
touches the voter in any direct way, and therefore few decide how to vote
on the basis of such issues and even fewer pressure their representatives
to achieve changes in foreign policy."



Cuba and the Central American Connection 265

In recent years, however, our understanding of the relationship be-
tween public opinion and foreign policy has changed as a result of two
factors, one political and the other scholarly. First, the Vietnam War
demonstrated that, at least on certain foreign policy issues, public opin-
ion can have a great influence. No one seriously disputes the view that it
was the mass protests of the 1960s that brought a halt to the bombing of
North Vietnam and, ultimately, President Lyndon Johnson'’s decision not
to run for a second term. In addition, scholars made major advances in
the study of public opinion on foreign policy during the 1980s. Whereas
conventional wisdom held that foreign policy is so intricate that the mass
public have no clear and systematic views on the subject, researchers
have found that voters do indeed have rational, stable, and relatively con-
sistent views on complex foreign policy issues.'® Moreover, in marked
contrast to the classic idea that the public’s views had no structure,'” re-
search shows that people formulate views on specific foreign policy is-
sues on the basis of an underlying set of beliefs—even when their
information is fragmentary. We know, for example, that deeply held
beliefs on militarism, communism, and xenophobia help determine
how most voters feel about a variety of foreign policy issues, from de-
fense spending to nuclear weapons and disarmament treaties.'® These
findings not only apply to citizens of the United States; similar belief sys-
tems also influence the mass public in Central America in their foreign
policy views.'?

Not only has research demonstrated that the public holds some struc-
tured, rational foreign policy beliefs, it also proves that voters’ opinions
influence foreign policy. Whereas the classic view held firmly that lead-
ers can make policy, especially foreign policy, with no regard for public
opinion, a study of U.S. presidential campaigns between 1952 and 1984
reveals a strong impact of popular attitudes on the outcomes.?® Moreover,
defense expenditures authorized by the U.S. Congress during the Reagan
administration show a very strong influence of public opinion.*!

Central America is now ruled by democratic regimes, and, in democ-
racies, public opinion counts.>> We can anticipate, therefore, that foreign
policy will no longer be decided entirely by political elites in consulta-
tion with technocrats isolated from the pressure of public opinion. Lead-
€rs may enter into agreements, but masses can undo them if they find
them objectionable. At one level, voters can vote out of office those
whose policies differ from their own preferences. At another level, pres-
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sure groups comprised of small farmers or industrial workers, whose
opinions were of little import to dictatorial regimes, can today go out on
strike, block highways and ports, and seriously obstruct normal eco-
nomic processes, knowing that their actions are far Jess likely to provoke
violent reprisals from security forces. Politicians who ignore those views
do so at their own peril.

What are the opinions of Central Americans toward Cuba? In this
chapter, I present the results of the largest systematic effort ever under-
taken to tap the attitudes of Central Americans on various aspects of for-
eign affairs. It gives us a firsthand look at how opinions vary—in
attitudes toward Cuba, the United States, and the USSR, and toward
themselves and other nations of the region. Moreover, the chapter exam-
ines differences among subsets of respondents, such as those who are
more informed on public issues versus those who are less well informed.
After briefly characterizing the sample, I will describe the results.

Methodology

For this study, a total of 4,180 interviews were conducted in the five Cen-
tral American countries and Panama. Although it might bave been de-
sirable to interview a national probability sample, urban and rural, in
each country, limited resources dictated that the sample be urban.?’
Hence, when I refer to Central American public opinion, I refer to urban
public o»pinion.24 This limitation is not serious, however, since urban
populations are more likely to be more attentive to foreign policy issues
for two reasons. First, they have greater access to the mass media. For
the sample as a whole, 61 percent of the respondeats reported regularly
listening to radio news, 63 percent regularly read a newspaper, and 81
percent regularly watched TV news. In rura] areas, few people have ac-
cess to newspapers, and a significantly smaller proportion have access to
TV than in urban areas. Second, levels of education in Central American
towns and cities are far higher than in rural areas, and education is a
major factor in providing access to information about complex interna-
tional questions.

The samples varied in size (Guatemala, 904; El Salvador, 910; Hon-
duras, 566; Nicaragua, 704; Costa Rica, 597; Panama, 500). These dif-
ferences partly reflect the size of the populations studied, but mainly
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reflect the resources available to the study team in each country. To elim-
inate differences caused by unequal sample sizes, the entire sample was
weighted so that each country represents one-sixth of all interviews.®

It would have been ideal to conduct each survey at precisely the same
moment, but this was not possible. First, Costa Rica was established as
the locus of the pilot test of survey items. That sample was polled in fall
1990. Second, funding for the surveys in Honduras, El Salvador, Nica-
ragua, and Panama was not confirmed until later, so those samples were
interviewed during June, July, and August 1991. Finally, because fund-
ing for the Guatemala survey came last, it was conducted in February
1992. These differences in the dates of the surveys could influence some
of the results. For example, the cold war ended just as the surveys were
being conducted in El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama, but
had not yet occurred at the time of the Costa Rican survey. The Guate-
mala study was conducted after the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Findings

I now turn to the results. Furst, I will describe the popular images of Cuba
and the former Soviet Union revealed by the surveys, then compare them
to images of other countries (the United States, Mexico, and the nations
of Central America), noting similarities and differences. I will seek to
explain the origins of these perceptions by analyzing respondents’ views
toward communism. I then attermpt to determine if these views translate
into specific foreign policy perspectives regarding trade with Cuba and
the Soviet Union. Finally, I analyze the underlying attitudes that explain
why some Central Americans are more predisposed toward Cuba and the
former Soviet Union.

Images of Cuba and Other Countries

Trustworthiness. A fundamental theme in international relations is
perception; policy makers and the mass public hold beliefs, or images,
about the basic characteristics of other pations. Since how other nations
are perceived is a key to policy, misperceptions—erroneous irages—
have often been the cause of misguided foreign policy.2® One of the most
revealing images concerns trust. Nations perceived as trustworthy by the
mass public are those with whom constructive international relations



268 MITCHELL A. SELIGSON

% trustworthy

100%

80% { 77% 749

69% 69%

60% 57% 56% gqo,

48%

40% -

20% -

0% ——

Costa Rica U.S5.A Mexico Guatemala Honduras Panama Salvador Nicaragea Cuba

Country Being Evaluated

FIG. 7.1 Evaluation of Trustworthiness of Other Countries
(entire Central American sample)

may well take place. On the other hand, when another nation’s actions
are viewed with mistrust, international hostility and conflict will likely
be the result.

To assess the images of Cuba held by Central Americans, we decided
that the data would make scnse only in a broadly comparative context.
We would know little, for example, if we evaluated Central Americans’
perceptions of the trustworthiness of the Cuban government without
knowing how the image of Cuba compared to those of other nations.
Similarly, it was important to distinguish among the popular attitudes in
each country, since images of Cuba could vary substantially. As a result,
we asked respondents how trustworthy was the government of each of the
other nations in the region, as well as the governments of Cuba, Mexico,
and the United States.*’

Figure 7.1 presents data on trust.”® The combined responses for all
six nations reveal a dramatic difference in the perceived trustworthiness
of Cuba versus the other eight nations studied. Less than 30 percent of
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respondents trusted the government of Cuba, compared to nearly half or
more who believed that the governments of Honduras, Panama, El Sal-
vador, and Nicaragua were austworthy. Guatemala and Mexico had an
even more positive image, with more than two-thirds of respondents
trusting those govenments. Most highly esteemed were Costa Rica and
the United States, with approximately three-fourths of respondents find-
ing them 1o be trustworthy.

In some respects, these findings are remarkable. The very high eval-
vation of the United States comes as a surprise to those who might feel
that the United States’ frequent political, economic, and military inter-
vention in Central American affairs would result in a negative evalua-
tion. Evidently this was not the case for the great majority of urban
Central Americans. Less surprising is the high esteem in which Costa
Ricais held. Costa Rica is known throughout the region as the most dem-
ocratic and peaceful of all Central American nations. Moreover, Costa
Rica’s active role in agreements leading to the end of most of the region’s
military conflicts no doubt reinforced its positive image.

What clearly stands out in these initial results is the dramatic contrast
between Cuba’s image and those of the other nations in the survey. The
government of Cuba was seen as trustworthy by only a small minority of
urban Central Americans. These findings were complimented by others,
to be discussed later.

The data in figure 7.1 present an aggregated pattern that ignores dif-
ferences among individual nations. Presenting the evaluations of each na-
tion's govemment would be too cumbersome for our purposes, but the
survey data show that perceptions of Cuba’s trustworthiness vary dra-
matically. Guatemalans, Salvadorans, Costa Ricans, and Panamanians
overwhelmingly distrusted the Cuban government, with approximately
80 percent of each sampie expressing negative views.” Not surprisingly,
Nicaraguans were far more positive toward the government of Cuba than
were citizens of any other Central American nation (51 percent), and it
was similarly unsurprising that they were the least positive with respect
to the United States (54 percent). Even so, mistrust of the United States
by Nicaraguans was far lower than mistrust of Cubans on the part of the
other Central Americans. These results, so obviously shaped by the last
decade of Central American history, in which Nicaragoa allied itself with
Cuba and against the United States, gives one confidence that these data
reflect meaningful public sentiments.
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Responsibility of the Government System. The survey reveals a sim-
ilarly negative picture of the responsibility of the Cuban government. Re-
spondents were asked how responsible were the governments of Cuba,
the United States, and their own country.*® Figure 7.2 shows that posi-
tive ratings for the United States were more than twice as high as for
Cuba, and resspondents’ evaluations of their own countries were nearly
as favorable. The individual countries’ views on the responsibility of the
Cuban government showed a pattern similar to that uncovered earlier;
Nicaraguans differed from other Central Americans in being far more
positive toward Cuba and more negative toward the United States.

Figure 7.3 shows that Central Americans were much more skeptical
about the responsibility of the Cuban systemn of government than they
were about the United States or their own government.?' Nicaragua
again stands out, with over half of Nicaraguans finding the Cuban gov-
ernment to be responsible, and precisely half finding the United States
responsible. Hence, on both trustworthiness and responsibility, Nicara-
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guans' views on Cuba were far more positive thap those of other Central
Americans.

Friendliness of the Government System. A final question about
Cuba concerned the ‘‘friendliness’’ of its government. Responses were
systematically more positive than those regarding Cuba’s leve) of respon-
sibility and trustworthiness (see figure 7.4). Yet the same pattern was
found: twice as many Central Americans saw the U.S. government as
friendly than saw Cuba in this way. Figure 7.5 shows the familiar pattern:
Nicaraguans were far more likely—more than three-quarters of respon-
dents—to view the Cuban government as friendly.

Explaining the Negative Images of Cuba

We now have a clear picture of the very negative image that Central
Americans, except for Nicaraguans, displayed toward Cuba. The island
was considered to be governed by an untrustworthy, irresponsible, un-



272 MITCHELL A. SELIGSON

100% -

B85%

80% —

60%
40% -

20% —

0% .
US.A Cuba Self-evaluation
Country Being Evaluated

FIG. 7.4 Evaluation of Friendliness of Government
(entire Central American sample)

friendly regime by the great majority of Central Americans interviewed.
We also know that these negative images were not merely the result of a
generalized xenophobia, since images of other countries, both inside and
outside Central America, were far more positive than were images
of Cuba.

A hypothesis that immediately comes to mind is that these negative
images of Cuba are associated with attitudes toward communism. Long
before the Cuban revolution, communism was an important issue
throughout Central America. As early as the 1930s, when labor unions
first began to gain strength in the region, governments and the Catholic
church expressed fear of communist influence. In fact, many union
groups were indeed linked to incipient communist parties in Central
America, and the parties, in turn, had links to Moscow. Communist in-
fluence grew during World War 1I, when the United States and the
USSR found themselves allied in the struggle against Germany. Commu-
nist political power was a major issue in Costa Rica’s civil war in 1948,
and the U.S. intervention in Guatemala in 1954 was justified on grounds
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of fighting communism in that country. Central America’s focus on the
Soviet Union as a threat shifted to Cuba, once that nation became com-
munist. Hence, from the carly 1960s on, groups representing the status
quo in Central America regarded Cuba with considerable suspicion.
Fear of Communism. Three items in the Central America survey in-
dicated a widespread popular fear of communism in Central America.
We first asked, ‘‘If a Central American country were to become com-
munist, should it be considered a great threat to the national interests and
security of " (The name of the respondent’s
country was inserted.] Results are presented in figure 7.6. Between two-
thirds and four-fifths of all respondents, except for Nicaraguans, saw
communism in Central America as a great threat to their country. In Nic-
aragua, slightly less than half of respondents saw such a threat.
Preventing the rise of communism in Central America also concerned
the great majority of respondents. They were asked to what extent
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they agreed with the following statements: ‘‘It is extremely important for
[respondent’s country filled in] to do every-
thing possible to prevent the expansion of communism to other Central
American countries.”” As shown in figure 7.7, majorities in each country,
including Nicaragua, expressed an anticommunist bias, with the highest
level in Costa Rica, where 85 percent of respondents felt this fear.

The final item evaluating communism provoked a somewhat more
muted response. Those interviewed were asked to what extent they
agreed with the following: ‘‘Communism could be an acceptable form of
government for some countries of the world.’” In this item, the threat was
less direct, since the focus was shifted from Central America to some-
where else. Majorities in each country except Nicaragua found commu-
nism unacceptable anywhere in the world, as shown in figure 7.8. The
relatively low level of fear in El Salvador is somewhat surprising, but
perhaps shows the effect of FMLN propaganda in which communism is
portrayed as being a legitimate solution.
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The Cuban Threat. The survey then sought to determine, in light of
the fear of communism, to what extent Cuba was seen as a threat. Re-
spondents were asked whether they agreed with the statement, ‘‘Cuba is
a great threat for the stability of Central America.”” Figure 7.9 shows that
in every country except Nicaragua, majorities agreed that Cuba repre-
sented a menace. While these findings are consistent with those pre-
sented above, they also reveal that significant numbers of Central
Americans did not feel threatened by Cuba. In Nicaragua, of course,
nearly two-thirds of those interviewed did not. In Panama and Guate-
mala, only a slight majority felt that Cuba was a threat. This question
was pot asked in Costa Rica.

Policy-Relevant Attitudes: Masses and Elites

We now have a broad picture of aftitudes toward Cuba on the part of
the Central American public interviewed in our survey: they were quite
negative for all countries except Nicaragua.
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Many of these attitudes also prevail in the United States, as numerous
opinion polls have demonstrated. These views provide strong support for
the U.S. State Department’s consistently tough policy toward Cuba.
Aimed at the isolation of Cuba, U.S. policy uses a total trade embargo as
a means to achieve that goal.

Commercial Ties with Cuba and the USSR. Do most Central Amer-
icans support a similar policy toward Cuba? No. For the six countries in
the study, more than half (57 percent) favored commercial ties with
Cuba. Figure 7.10 shows that such support varied frorn country to coun-
try and was highest, not surprisingly, in Nicaragna. In other countries,
majorities in Honduras and El Salvador supported trade with Cuba,
whereas slim majorities opposed it in Costa Rica and Panama.

Trade with the Soviet Union, with its Jong history of backing radical
movements in Central America, received much stronger support from
Central Americans. As shown in figure 7.11, two-thirds or more of re-
spondents favored such trade. This more positive view is possibly related
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to the perception that the USSR, being more advanced economically than
Cuba, might have more to offer. Another explanation is that despite So-
viet aid to radical movements in Central America, its great distance
makes it less of a threat. Unfortunately, the survey did not allow us to test
these competing explanations.

Whatever the reasons for the more positive views toward trade with
the USSR versus Cuba, there seems to be a strong dose of pragmatism
among the mass public in Central America that allows people to over-
come their fears and suspicions of communism and to opt for commercial
ties with communist countries. In the United States, on the other hand,
the cold war mentality of “‘evil empire’’ thinking produces popular sup-
part for the official policy of isolating Cuba. Hence, in the United States,
mass and elite thinking are consonant.

Elite Perspectives. There is some evidence that in Central America
elite thinking is even more tolerant of pragmatic polices, including trade
with Cuba, than in the United States. As part of the larger survey, small
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surveys were carried out among leaders in El Salvador, Honduras, and
Panama. The largest was conducted in El Salvador, where sixty-three
legislators, comprising 80 percent of the members of the Asemblea Leg-
islativa, were asked many of the same items that were used in the mass
sample. Even though 63 percent of Salvadoran legislators believed that
communism was an upacceptable form of government, compared to 54
percent of the mass public, only 25 percent of the legislators opposed
commercial ties with Cuba, compared to 48 percent of the mass public.
The same pattern emerged in elite attitudes toward trade with the Soviet
Union. Only S percent of Salvadoran legislators opposed such trade,
compared to 37 percent of the mass public. A smaller sample in Hon-
duras produced a similar pattern.?? Only 17 percent of Honduran leaders
believed that communism was acceptable, compared to 27 percent of the
mass sample. Yet 82 percent of the elites versus 68 percent of the mass
public supported commercial ties with Cuba. A sample of twenty-nine
Panamanian leaders revealed similar findings. Although elite and mass
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opinion on the acceptability of communism were nearly identical (35 per-
cent of the elite versus 34 percent of the public). elites were much more
favorably disposed to trade with Cuba (93 percent versus 48 percent of
the mass public). Indeed, all Panamanian leaders favored trade with the
Soviet Union. In sum, although mass and elite opinion show consider-
able parallels, in each country political elites were more apt to favor
trade ties with Cuba.

These comparisons suggest that characteristics of subsets of the mass
samples may help explain why some respondents were more predisposed
toward Cuba. One factor may be access to information. Elite groups are
more informed about all subjects, including politics. This suggests that
attitudes toward Cuba among the informed public may resemble those of
their leaders.

To explore this hypothesis, we constructed an index of respondents’
political knowjedge.>? That information was then associated with some
of the key variables already examined. In figures 7.12 and 7.13, respon-
dents’ attitudes toward the degree of responsiblity and friendliness of the
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Cuba government are controlled by their level of information. Although
the pattern is not dramatic, higher levels of information are clearly re-
lated to a more positive image of Cuba.

Explaining Differences Between Public Opinion in
the United States and Central America

This analysis of both mass and elite views in Central America sug-
gests a paradox. Even though for over a decade Central America has
been engaged in civil war and revolutions in which communist influence
has been a central issue and even though Cuba and the Soviet Union pro-
vided material and moral support to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua and to
the FMLN in E! Salvador,> pragmatic policies had much stronger sup-
port in the region than in the United States. Obviously, trade with Cuba
is of little consequence for the United States, ard therefore the embargo
poses no economic threat. But the same can be said for Central American
nations, the great bulk of whose trade is with the United States and West-
ern Europe. Central America’s largest trading partner beyond those ma-
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jor industrial powers is Mexico, but even there, total exports for all of
Central America for 1989 was only $55 million, amounting to less than
| percent of regional exports and about 7 percent of imports.>* Trade with
the Caribbean community (CARICOM) was about 1 percent of exports
and imports. The potential for significant trade with Cuba, a counay
whose major export, sugar, is also a significant Cenaal American export
commodity, is very limited indeed. Even so, Central American masses
and leaders favored trade with Cuba and overwhelmingly supported trade
with the Soviet Union.

The explanation for this paradox, I would argue, is that Central
Americans do not view the world in the same unidimensional fashion
that has been commoaplace in the United States since the onset of the
cold war. Central Americans have more than one focus in their attention
1o international affairs. On the one hand, they certainly have been con-
cerned with threats of communist intervention—threats that were no
doubt more keenly felt by the average citizen there than in the United
States. At the same time, the United States, too, was a source of concern
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for some Central Americans. After all, no country has more frequently
violated Central America’s sovereignty than the United States. One only
need recall the sponsorship of the armed intervention in Guatemala in
1954, support for the contra war in Nicaragua, and the 1989 U.S. inva-
sion of Panama to affirm this fact. Of course, U.S. intervention is prob-
ably viewed favorably by many Central Americans, given the positive
images of the United States described earlier. The ability of Central
Americans to view both the positive and negative aspects of intervention
allows them to see the world order as more complex than it is for the
average U.S. citizen.

One could pursue this interpretation too far, forgetting that not all
Central Americans favor trade with Cuba. Indeed, as figure 7.10 shows,
whereas four-fifths of Nicaraguans favored such trade, nearly two-thirds
of Costa Ricans opposed it, with other countries of the region falling
somewhere in between. Indeed, the division of opinion in the region is
even greater than figure 7.10 implies, because that figure (like the others)
clusters all those who favored (or opposed) a given position into one cat-
egory and does not distinguish by intensity of opinion. For example, 61
percent of Costa Ricans opposed trade with Cuba, but it is important to
observe that fully 41 percent of all Costa Ricans stated that they strongly
opposed such trade. At the same time, whereas most Nicaraguans sup-
ported trade with Cuba, 14 percent strongly opposed it, while 57 percent
strongly favored it. By measuring intensity of opinion, one can better de-
termine what characteristics led some respondents to favor trade with
Cuba and others to oppose it.

To explore the factors associated with supporting trade with Cuba,
we used multiple regression analysis, with three sets of variables: demo-
graphic, socioeconomic, and attitudinal. The basic demographic character-
istics were sex and age. A positive coefficient indicates that more males
favored trade with Cuba than females. Socioeconomic variables included
income, education, and the already discussed scale measuring how in-
formed respondents were about world and nationat politics. Items about
attitudes included religiosity, system support, democratic norms and left-
ist ideology. Religiosity was measured by how often respondents at-
tended church.®® System support was measured by five items that
measured belief in the legitimacy of one’s system of government.*” Po-
litical tolerance was gauged by four items focusing on how far respon-
dents were willing to extend key civil liberties to the opposition.®
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Support for democratic norms was measured by five items measuring the
extent to which respondents advocated either conventional or violent
means of expressing political demands. Finally, leftist ideology was mea-
sured by respondents’ self-identification on a ten-point left-right ideol-
ogy scale. The regression analyses are presented in table 7.1.

Some clear patterns emerged. First, demographic and socioeconomic
factors were not consistent (significant) predictors of support for trade
with Cuba. Only in Guatemala was education the strongest predictor, and
it was of no significance in Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Pan-
ama. Age played a role only in Costa Rica, where older respondents were
slightly less apt to support trade with Cuba.>® Sex differences were sig-
nificant in El Salvador, Costa Rica, and Panama, with fewer fernales sup-
porting trade with Cuba than males. Access to information played a role
in all but Nicaragua and Guatemala, but in both countries, the simple
correlation coefficients were also significant between level of informa-
tion and support for trade with Cuba. In those two countries, the other
varjables played a greater role, and hence level of information receded in
importance. This means that in all countries the more informed citizens
were more likely to favor trade with Cuba. This pattern emerges clearly
in figure 7.14.

Attitudes are the most consistent indicators of favoring trade with
Cuba. Respondents who were more predisposed toward political partic-
ipation (both democratic and violent) most consistently supported trade
with Cuba. Similarly, leftist ideology and political tolerance played a
role. Low levels of support for the system were also associated with
greater support for Cuban trade.

The portrait that emerges from this analysis is that Central America’s
more informed, civil-libertarian, and left-leaning citizens were more
likely to support trade with Cuba than those who were less informed, less
politically tolerant, and more right-wing.

Conclusions

This chapter shows that since Castro fought his revolution, Cuba has
been highly relevant for Central America. Leftists of all varieties have
sought Cuba’s support for their programs. In Nicaragua and El Salvador,
such support took both material and moral forms. For some Central
Americans—those seeking radical changes in their society-—Cuba has
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FIG. 7.14 Approval of Commercial Relations with Cuba
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been viewed as a friend. But those who would defend the status quo have
viewed Cuba with suspicion and even fear. The majority of citizens in all
countries in the region fear Cuba, with the exception of Nicaragua.

The end of the cold war, coupled with the Sandinista defeat in Nic-
aragua and the cessation of civil war in El Salvador, has radically
changed the face of Central America. Cuba’s capacity to influence events
in the region has greatly diminished, partly because it now must concen-
trate all its efforts on the survival of its own revolution, and partly be-
cause radical groups in Central America are not nearly as prominent as
they were only a few years ago.

One can assume that in this new enviroment, fears of Cuba will di-
minish throughout the region. Yet, despite past fears, Central Americans
express a rather pragmatic view of foreign policy. Even in the one survey
we conducted after the end of the cold war (in Guatemala), fear of Cuba
was still great; yet many Central Americans are willing to trade with
Cuba. As democracy deveops in the region, mass attitudes will likely
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carry more weight. As Central America struggles to solve its economic
problems, Cuba may come to play a role, albeit in a minor way, in that
struggle.
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