
The Salvador Option

The United States in El Salvador, 1977–1992

The civil war between the government of El Salvador and Marxist guerril-
las began in 1980 and endured for 12 cruel years. The conflict took roughly
75,000 lives and displaced more than a million people in this tiny, impover-
ished Central American nation of 5 million.

Unwilling to tolerate an advance of apparent Soviet- and Cuban-backed
communism in its backyard, three successive U.S. administrations provided
more than $6 billion in military and economic aid to the Salvadoran gov-
ernment in order to check the most formidable guerrilla insurgency in Latin
America’s modern history. This effort was America’s largest counterinsurgency
campaign after Vietnam and before Iraq and Afghanistan.

In addition to formally ending the war, the 1992 peace agreement brokered
by the United Nations reduced the Salvadoran military’s size and transformed
the guerrillas from a Marxist insurgency into a political party. To backers, the
U.S. campaign to save El Salvador represented a dramatic success of Cold War–
era U.S. counterinsurgency. The Pentagon even gave it a name: the Salvador
Option. Critics, on the other hand, have contended that U.S. support for a
bloodthirsty Salvadoran regime resulted in untold violence and a moral black
stain for Washington.

Despite the important lessons its story holds for understanding U.S. foreign
policy past and present, the Salvador Option is largely forgotten today. Relying
on thousands of documents from U.S. and Salvadoran archives as well as inter-
views with participants on both sides of the war, The Salvador Option offers
a thorough and fair-minded third way interpretation of the available evidence.
If success is defined narrowly, there is little question that the Salvador Option
achieved its Cold War strategic objective of checking communism.Much more
difficult, however, is to determine what human price this “success” exacted –
a toll suffered almost entirely by Salvadorans.

Russell Crandall is a professor of American foreign policy and international
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To Britta, my forever love
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“Nothing is black andwhite, darling,”Alice remarked. “Not even
in so just a cause. Here, too, those confused grays appear that
cloud everything.”

– Novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, The Dream of the Celt

When you go digging in the past, you always find what you’re
looking for.

– Journalist Elizabeth Stoker Bruenig
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