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ABSTRACT

The factors that fuel the success or failure of insurgencies are an important and
debated topic in national security circles. This work examines the cases of the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) in Colombia, an insurgency failure, and
the Frente Sandinista de Liberaciéon Nacional (FSLN) in Nicaragua, an insurgency
success, to determine why certain Latin American insurgencies succeed while others fail.
Common theories, particularly in Latin America, attribute successful insurgencies to U.S.
intervention on behalf of the host nation government, or focus on structural and material
factors or regime type. Though these factors play a role, insurgent success in Latin
America relies more heavily on the insurgency’s ability to cultivate a broad-based
coalition of support both externally and domestically, coupled with shrewd political
strategy that focuses on pragmatism and compromise. By examining state strategies for
dealing with insurgents and best practices for counterinsurgency, the author concludes
that efforts focused on alleviating the population’s concerns through legitimate societal
and political reform, coupled with attempts to undermine the insurgent’s critical base of

support, are the most efficient strategies for successful counterinsurgency operations.
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I. INTRODUCTION

A. MAJOR RESEARCH QUESTION AND ANSWER

For militaries across the globe, few issues are more pressing than the need to
effectively counter insurgent groups. Whether a military operates in South America,
Africa, or Asia, insurgency is an ongoing military issue. Why do insurgencies succeed or
fail? There are many competing theories, ranging from large-power intervention to regime
type. To better understand this question, this thesis compares and contrasts failed and
successful leftist insurgencies in post—Cuban revolution Latin America, examining the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) in Colombia between 1964 and
1999, and the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN, also simply the
Sandinistas) in Nicaragua between 1961 and 1979.

Why did the FARC fail to overthrow the government of its country, but the
Sandinistas were able to succeed? The groups are broadly similar: they are both leftist
groups with political origins that rose up and conducted insurgencies due to unpopular
governments and policies. The FARC formed in 1964 and the FSLN formed in 1961, both
soon after the first elections after a period of military rule in Colombia and Nicaragua. !
Additionally, both the insurgencies were inspired, at least in part, by Marxist-Leninist
ideals. Both groups used guerrilla tactics and they were both opposed by the U.S. at some
point. However, the FSLN was most directly opposed by the U.S. with the U.S.-backed
Contras, yet Nicaragua was the lone successful revolution, which echoes the Cuban
Revolution. I contend that the FSLN’s success and the FARC’s failure was not due to U.S.
involvement, material or structural factors, or even regime type. While these may be
important factors in an insurgency’s success, [ will show that building a broad coalition of
support, domestically and internationally, combined with forming a shrewd political
strategy of compromise-based pragmatism and exploiting regime political illegitimacy, is

the main reason an insurgency succeeds.

1 Gary Leech, The FARC: The Longest Insurgency (New York: Zed Books, 2011), 9; John A. Booth,
The End and the Beginning: The Nicaraguan Revolution (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1985), 54.
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The theory for insurgency success that I advocate and test most extensively in this
thesis is one that has little, if any, presence in the prevailing literature on Latin American
insurgency. I argue that if an insurgent group whose objective is to overthrow the
government builds a broad alliance system, internally and internationally, exploits regime
illegitimacy, and embraces political compromise, it is most likely to succeed. While this
may seem like a truism, the two cases I consider, the FSLN in Nicaragua and the FARC in
Colombia, provide support for this theory. The FSLN built perhaps the most diverse
coalition of alliances of any twentieth-century Latin American revolution, and embraced
the entirety of the political spectrum in its revolution. While the FARC did have an
affiliated political arm, the Patriotic Union, and it did gain congressional seats,? it was
never seen as anything other than an organization “committed to the violent overthrow of
the existing system [in Colombia]” by many.3 While the FSLN had broad support in the
country, the FARC’s support lay mostly in the peasant class, who many, such as Mao and
Theda Skocpol,# say are key to an insurgency; yet few analysts would argue that peasants
alone can overthrow a legitimate twentieth-century government. While, like the FARC, the
FSLN was involved with the drug trade, it was not seen, at least by the Nicaraguan
populace, as inextricably linked to the drug trade, as many in Colombia saw the FARC in
its later years—to say nothing of the FARC’s penchant for kidnapping for ransom and
execution.® This destroyed the FARC’s ability to build alliances, or convince any partner
of its viability as a politically legitimate alternative to the Colombian government. I show
that the FSLN’s decision to embrace all sectors of society, particularly businesses and other
economic elites, as well as to compromise on political ideology and maintain a relationship

even with an adversary such as the United States, was the reason for its success. Had the

2 James J. Brittain, Revolutionary Social Change in Colombia: The Origin and Direction of the FARC-
EP (New York: Pluto Press, 2010), 208.

3 Brittain, 209.

4 Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and
China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).

5 “Manuel Marulanda: Commander of the FARC Guerrilla Army during Four Decades of Insurgency
against the Colombian State,” Independent, May 26, 2008, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/
anuel-marulanda-commander-of-the-farc-guerrilla-army-during-four-decades-of-insurgency-against-the-
834337.html.
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FARC made even a cursory effort to build national and international alliances or to
compromise on economic and social issues, it likely would have observed a far different

outcome in its decades-long rebellion.

B. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION

Whether the conflicts are labeled as insurgencies, rebellions, or revolutions, and its
fighters are called insurgents, freedom fighters, revolutionaries, rebels, or terrorists, it is
imperative for the United States in the twenty-first century to understand such groups.
Defeating terrorists and transnational militant groups has been a priority for the United
States since at least 2001 after the terrorist attack on 9/11; the latest National Security
Strategy released in December 2017 highlighted defeating jihadist terrorists and
transnational criminal organizations as one of the largest strategic imperatives of the United
States.¢ In addition to satisfying a key national political imperative in fighting insurgency,
Latin America has historically been a major foreign policy focus of the United States, from
the domestic importance of the Monroe Doctrine to the repeated active interventions in
state affairs in the region. Future President Kennedy in 1960 called Latin America “the
most critical area in the world,”” showing how important it is to the United States to

maintain a favorable state of affairs in the region.

While it is doubtful that Latin America shares similar prominence in the Donald
Trump administration, it is still a vitally important region to the United States, both in the
hemisphere and on the world stage. Additionally, when Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis
visited Latin America in 2018, the White House proclaimed 2018 as the “Year of the
Americas,”8 and the Department of Defense stated that its relationship with Latin America

is “critical to a collaborative, prosperous and secure Western hemisphere.”9 Mattis’s visit

6 President of the United States, National Security Strategy (Washington, DC: White House, 2017),
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905-2.pdf.

7 Hubert H. Humphrey, “U.S. Policy in Latin America,” Foreign Affairs 42, no. 4 (July 1964),
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/south-america/1964-07-01/us-policy-latin-america.

8 “Secretary Mattis Travels to South America,” Department of Defense, August 9, 2018,
https://dod.defense.gov/News/News-Releases/News-Release-View/Article/1598303/secretary-mattis-
travels-to-south-america/.

9 “Secretary Mattis Travels to South America.”



followed similar visits by high-level U.S. officials, such as Vice President Mike Pence, and
the deployment of USNS Comyfort off the coast of Colombia to aid Venezuelan refugees in
Colombia. !0 Of note, the state of Venezuela continues to deteriorate, and the Trump
administration has not ruled out military action. If the United States ever did intervene
militarily in Venezuela, it would potentially face a protracted insurgency after the
overthrow of Nicolds Maduro, highlighting the necessity to understand Latin American

insurgencies.

Latin American insurgent groups are also still important today because of the
prevalence of leftist insurgent movements in the region during the twentieth century, and
because Middle Eastern groups, which bear the brunt of U.S. focus in 2019, could possibly
operate in or influence Latin American groups in the future.!! Christopher Darnton likens
the struggle against Latin American insurgents to the current Global War on Terror being
waged primarily in the Middle East, stating, “As in Cold War Latin America, regional
rivalries are undermining contemporary coalition-building efforts against the common
threat of terrorism and insurgency in the Islamic world.”12 This highlights the ability to
glean important lessons for defeating current transnational jihadist organizations by
studying their antecedents in Latin America. The FARC has been formally designated a
foreign terrorist organization by the United States,!3 and President Reagan’s
administration actively sought to overthrow the FSLN-led government of Nicaragua in the

1980s and labeled the FSLN “terrorists.” 14 Additionally, countering these groups has

10 «US to Send Hospital Ship to Colombia amid Refugee Crisis,” Fox News, last modified August 17,
2018, http://www.foxnews.com/us/2018/08/17/us-to-send-hospital-ship-to-colombia-amid-refugee-
crisis.html.

11 Alexander Main, “Latin America and the Middle East: A Threatening Alliance?” Foreign Policy,
June 3, 2010, https://foreignpolicy.com/2010/06/03/latin-america-and-the-middle-east-a-threatening-
alliance/; Colin P. Clarke, “Hezbollah is in Venezuela to Stay,” RAND, last modified February 9, 2019,
https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/02/hezbollah-is-in-venezuela-to-stay.html.

12 Christopher Darnton, Rivalry and Alliance Politics in Cold War Latin America (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2014), 190.

13 “Foreign Terrorist Organizations,” Department of State, accessed April 17, 2019,
https://www.state.gov/j/ct/rls/other/des/123085.htm.

14 john B. Oakes, “Reagan Keeps Gearing Up to Overthrow the Sandinistas,” New York Times,
August 5, 1985, https://www.nytimes.com/1985/08/05/opinion/reagan-keeps-gearing-up-to-overthrow-the-
sandinistas.html.
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historically been a major focus of the United States, with various U.S. efforts—from the
Bay of Pigs in Cuba, to funding the Contras in Nicaragua, to the ambitious aid of Plan
Colombia. In addition to the local instability these groups cause, there is also the criminal
element to consider; the FARC was extensively involved in the drug trade in the region
and was known to partner with cartels.!> Daniel Ortega of the FSLN, in addition to
receiving training from Castro in Cuba, received arms support from Cuba.l® Finally,
according to an exhaustive study by Astrid Martinez, the FSLN was directly funded by

Colombian drug money. 17

Perhaps more importantly, little has been written on what fuels the success or
failures of such groups. I explain the causal factors that led to the success of the FSLN in
Nicaragua and offer suggestions as to how governments in the future can prevent similar
uprisings from succeeding. Conversely, what led to the failure to overthrow the
government in Colombia? What did the host government do correctly, and what did the
insurgents do incorrectly to facilitate defeat? Did U.S. involvement in the insurgencies
hinder or help the governments of the host country? Finally, what lessons can governments

in Latin America learn in combatting insurgent groups?

C. LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review covers the main theories, of which there are many, that
explain why insurgencies succeed or fail in Latin America. The dominant school of thought
is that U.S. intervention is almost always a critical, if not deciding, factor in the
insurgency’s success or failure. There is a gap in the literature dedicated solely to coalition
building as well as a coherent and pragmatic political strategy being a key driver of success.
In the case of Nicaragua, most analysts covering the case of dictator Anastasio Somoza

DeBayle’s overthrow attribute the overthrow to the dictatorial cruelty of the regime; little

15 Brittain, Revolutionary Social Change in Colombia, 89—114.

16 William M. LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America, 1977—1992
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 24-25.

17 Astrid Legarda Martinez, El Verdadero Pablo: Sangre, Traicion y Muerte [The True Pablo: Blood,
Treason and Death] (Bogota: Dipon, 2005).



attention is paid to the broad-based coalition the FSLN, and how the group avoided many
political pitfalls that other groups, such as the FARC, failed to avoid.

There is no shortage of theories about why revolutions succeed or fail, specifically
in Latin America. Some analysts believe success or failure is due to out-of-touch elites,
some believe it is due to the presence of a personalistic dictator, some believe it is due to
U.S. involvement, some believe it is due to cultural diffusion, and some believe it is due to
asymmetry of tactics. One main theory in literature on Latin American insurgencies focuses
on a ruling elite who has become out of touch with the common people. Cole Blasier in
1967 sums up the theory nicely: insurgencies arise from “the growing gap between the vast
majority of the population and a small, ruling elite.” 18 He goes on to explain that “the old
regimes, having forfeited a claim to legitimacy, were rooted in a setting of corruption and
social injustice.... The revolutionaries won not because of their own virtues but because of
the old elite’s vices.”19 Blasier does not place much importance on economic concerns,
insightfully highlighting that if the economy were the arbiter of revolution then every Latin
American country would have experienced a revolution. Yet his analysis is perhaps
weakened by ignoring that the elites and general population are wildly out of touch in many
countries, and indeed certainly were in Colombia where revolutionary efforts by the FARC
failed. Blasier’s focus is on “the hearts of men” and how the injustices of the regime
sustained a lasting and successful revolution.20 While this inequality and corruption no
doubt fueled the revolutions, there is a large gap to bridge between a corrupt regime and a
successful revolution, which Blasier does not address. Additionally, he does not anticipate
brutal regimes, such as Somoza’s in Nicaragua, which would foment successful revolution

in a similar situation.

Another theory on why Latin American insurgencies fail or succeed is rooted in the
presence of a personalistic dictator, who catalyzes the insurgency and sustains it during the

difficult fight to overthrow the government. Robert Dix goes into great depth on this theory

18 Cole Blasier, “Studies of Social Revolution: Origins in Mexico, Bolivia, and Cuba,” Latin
American Research Review 2, no. 3 (Summer 1967): 49.

19 Blasier, 50, 51.
20 Blasier, 50.



and highlights the fact that Latin American countries share many characteristics, such as
the reality of a dominant United States to the North and “a common Iberian cultural and
historical tradition.”2! Dix importantly recognizes that all revolutionary movements,
whether successful or not, share many common themes as well, such as being made up of
largely “urban youth,” mixing Marxism and nationalism in their ideologies, utilizing the
“foco” strategy (or their interpretation of it) in attempting to overthrow the government,
and putting belief in the primacy of the fighting arm over the political arm of the
movement.22 Dix immediately discounts socioeconomic considerations in whether a Latin
American revolution succeeded or failed, stating, “Examination of comparative levels of
economic and social development ... seem not to get us very far.”23 Dix provides concrete
economic and development numbers, such as growth rate, employment numbers, literacy
rates, and other figures to show that in countries with successful revolutions, the political
and social state of affairs were sometimes seemingly paradoxically better than those in
countries that had failed revolutions. Conversely, in some countries with failed revolutions
the political and social state of affairs were far worse than those in Cuba or Nicaragua. Dix
instead believes that political reasons are more influential than socioeconomic ones,
adopting Charles Tilly’s claim that “the factors which hold up under close scrutiny are, on
the whole, political ones.”?4 The dominant factor differentiating successful and failed
revolutions, according to Dix, “has been political, involving the willingness and ability of
the revolutionaries to construct wide-ranging alliances or coalitions of opponents of the
government.”25 On the surface this indeed seems logical, especially since the FSLN in
Nicaragua enjoyed a robust relationship with Cuba and united the disparate elements in
Nicaragua successfully, while the FARC was one of several competing revolutionary

groups in Colombia and had little, if any, external support. Others who advocate this theory

21 Robert H. Dix, “Why Revolutions Succeed and Fail,” Polity 16, no. 3 (Spring 1984): 425,
https://doi.org/10.2307/3234558.

22 pix, 425.
23 Dix, 427.
24 pix, 432.
25 Dix, 432.



are Jeff Goodwin26 and Timothy Wickham-Crowley,2’ who blame the corrupt dictator

Somoza and the patrimonial praetorian regime for the successful revolution.

Another element that is necessary to a successful insurgency is the insurgent
group’s ability to mobilize the masses, something that many—such as Mao Zedong in his
writings on insurgency and David Galula, the French counterinsurgency (COIN) officer—
say is key to success.28 Dix illustrates that the Fidelistas and Sandinistas were both able to
mobilize the masses, while groups in the other Latin American countries were not. Dix
contrasts the Cuban and Nicaraguan revolutions with others, such as the Chinese and
Russian revolutions, stating that peasants were a part of the revolution but their support
was neither “massive” nor “widespread.”29 What was critical to success was “rather in
their capacity to promote defections from the incumbent regime and to generate support
beyond their ‘natural’ constituency,”3? which included the urban middle class as well as
various societal elites. The establishment, according to Dix, came to support the revolutions
in these countries, or at least stopped supporting the existing government. In Nicaragua,
the FSLN “received aid from several ... neighbors, while the United States equivocated in
its backing of Somoza.”3! Dix then necessarily draws attention to the fact that while the
insurgency achieved the support of the masses, the question of how this happened is
unanswered. He claims it was the presence of dictators that spurred the country into motion,
a questionable assertion since numerous Latin American dictators, such as Augusto
Pinochet in Chile and the military dictatorship in Brazil, were not overthrown by a popular

revolution. Dix sums up his findings by stating that “revolutions are only likely to succeed

26 Jeff Goodwin, No Other Way Out: States and Revolutionary Movements, 1945—1991 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2001).

27 Timothy P. Wickham-Crowley, Guerrillas and Revolution in Latin America: A Comparative Study
of Insurgents and Regimes since 1956 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992).

28 David Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2006), 4;
Mao Zedong, On Guerilla Warfare, 3. Nearly all authors on Latin American insurgencies, such as
Wickham-Crowley, LeoGrande, McClintock, Goodwin, Pastor, Booth, and others, also agree that winning
over a significant portion of the general population is key to success.

29 Dix, “Why Revolutions Succeed and Fail,” 433.
30 pix, 434.
31 Dix, 435.



where sufficient regime narrowing takes place to push otherwise non-radical elements of
society into a loose negative coalition with a core of revolutionary militants.”32 He goes
on to state that the essential catalyst to successful revolution is “a personalistic dictator,”
that “an incumbent regime that is isolative, corrupt, and repressive appears to be the critical
variable,” and that the urban middle class, not peasants, is the truly important class to court
for revolution.33 The fact that Colombia did not stage a successful revolution under
General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla makes this particularly unlikely, though Dix would likely
argue that this dictator was not personalistic enough to merit a successful revolt.
Additionally, it is highly debatable whether or not the middle class was the most important
class in the Nicaraguan Revolution; a stronger case can perhaps be made that elites and
businessmen were the class which propelled the FSLN to victory. This highlights a key
literature gap, which I fill with my writing: rather than attribute FSLN coalition building
simply to the depravity of the Somoza regime, it was the FSLN’s political pragmatism and

compromise which facilitated these alliances.

Another theory put forward by one of the experts on Latin American insurgency,
Timothy Wickham-Crowley, is that of cultural diffusion. This theory states that other
significant events in neighboring countries, specifically the revolution in Cuba, spread
through to other Latin American countries. Wickham-Crowley argues “that the concept of
the ‘cultural diffusion of tactical repertoires,” and also the related and recent scholarship
concerning ‘waves of change,” will enable us better to understand the dynamics by which
four successive eras of varying revolutionary activism characterized Latin America.”34
This theory once again discounts “structural features of polity, economy, or society” as the
causal factors of revolution, along with the political structures of a given country.35 How

well an insurgency is able to adopt the tactics of Fidel Castro and Che Guevara could

32 Dix, 443.
33 Dix, 443-44.

34 Timothy Wickham-Crowley, “Two ‘Waves’ of Guerrilla-Movement Organizing in Latin America,
1956-1990,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 56, no. 1 (January 2014): 216,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417513000674.

35 Wickham-Crowley, 216.



potentially have a positive correlation with the success of an insurgency. While this cultural
diffusion was highly impactful on Latin American insurgencies in the 1960s, Wickham-
Crowley points out that “The death of Che Guevara did indeed end the appeal and soon the
reality of 1960s guerrilla insurgencies in Latin America.”36 Yet according to Wickham-
Crowley, this theory “mostly fails us if we wish better to grasp the near-explosive growth
of ‘new’ insurgencies after 1970 in Nicaragua ... and also the persistence and expansion
of the Colombian insurgenc[y].”37 While the level of Cuban involvement in Nicaragua is
debated, the fact that Castro personally mentored FSLN leaders pre- and post-overthrow

1S not.

Another theory is that insurgencies that attempt a quick overthrow of the
government are doomed to fail. Wickham-Crowley points to the second wave of Latin
American insurgencies between 1970—1990 that adhered to this strategy to illustrate this
argument. He maintains that “it is no coincidence that those guerrilla insurgencies initiated
or surviving after 1970 had not tried to ‘light a fire’ quickly and in the style of foquismo,
but rather were demonstrating extreme patience and long-term, sub-rosa preparation for
the coming storm.”38 While not wholly discounting cultural diffusion, Cuba’s success was,
in essence, a stand-alone success; for other insurgencies in Latin America to succeed they
must engage in a protracted battle, moving slowly. Nicaragua certainly challenges this
assumption. Also, contrary to conventional knowledge, Wickham-Crowley states that the
guerrilla tactics did not “die” after 1970, and they were in fact used to varying success in
both Nicaragua and Colombia. Additionally, Wickham-Crowley concludes that two
political actions can end an insurgency in most second-wave instances: “the installation or
deepening of democratic electoral systems, and the systematic military suppression of
insurgents’ capabilities.”39 This leads to a natural conclusion that should a revolutionary
insurgency wish to succeed, it needs to either successfully integrate into the country’s

political system, overthrow the system, or win militarily. The FSLN did succeed in

36 Wickham-Crowley, 223.
37 Wickham-Crowley, 228.
38 Wickham-Crowley, 229.
39 Wickham-Crowley, 233.
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deposing the dictator Somoza, but the group had been building popular support and crafting
a post-Somoza strategy for nearly two decades; the FARC largely failed to integrate in a
significant way to Colombia’s political system, despite its best efforts in the 1980s, or to
win any major military victories. Yet the FSLN was not viewed as a serious threat to the
Somoza regime until approximately 1978. And when Somoza fled in exile, the series of

events in 1979 that led to this were certainly rapid in nature.

D. OTHER POTENTIAL EXPLANATIONS AND HYPOTHESES

The literature review touched on several theories as to why revolution succeeds or
fails. One key theory, advanced by Dix, and others, is that if there is involvement on behalf
of the host government counterinsurgency effort by the United States, then, all other things
being equal, this will prevent an otherwise successful revolution from occurring.40 If this
were correct, no Latin American insurgency would have ever succeeded. Touching on the
failed revolution in El Salvador, Matthew Soberg Shugart states, “The revolutionaries will
almost surely be unable to force the United States to withdraw its support [for the
government], a necessary condition for successful revolution in El Salvador.”4! Speaking
of Nicaragua, Shugart states: “In Nicaragua it was some time after the middle class had
gone into insurrectionary opposition to the Somoza regime that the United States withdrew
its support.”#2 In highlighting this key fact in Nicaragua, this theory is weakened
considerably. Shugart, perhaps quite presciently, points to the middle class being a key
catalyst to successful revolution in Nicaragua, but also allows that the United States, to that
point, had supported the Somoza regime. If U.S. support is a panacea for all the ills of
revolution, why had this support not precluded revolution to that point? However, others,
such as former UN ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, argue that it was the very withdrawal of

U.S. support that led to the downfall of Somoza. Indeed, in Colombia, the U.S. government

40 For what is perhaps the most explicit and best summation of the criticality of U.S. assistance in
suppressing revolution, see Matthew Soberg Shugart, “Patterns of Revolution,” Theory & Society 18, no. 2
(March 1989): 249—71; others, such as William LeoGrande, believe U.S. involvement was instrumental in
the fate of the FSLN in Nicaragua.

41 Shugart, 261.
42 Shugart, 271.
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supported the Colombian government, even contributing forces as early as the battle of
Marquetalia in 1964.43 This served only to embolden the nascent insurgency and provided
the proving grounds for the FARC’s Manuel Marulanda to hone his guerrilla craft.44 The
United States went on to support anti-Sandinista Contras quite heavily in the 1980s, almost
prematurely ending the Reagan presidency,#5 but doing nothing to remove Ortega from
power in Nicaragua. While it is likely U.S. support played a major role in bringing the
FARC to the negotiating table in the 2010s, there remains heavy skepticism as to just how
successful Plan Colombia actually was, with Jonathan D. Rosen labeling the entire
endeavor as “the losing war.”46 If this theory were correct it could potentially explain the
FARC’s defeat in Colombia, but certainly does not explain how the FSLN was able to
amass power despite heavy U.S. support for Somoza, nor the fact that the United States
was unable to unseat the newly formed FSLN administration in the 1980s. I conclude that
U.S. support was important, and indeed helpful for Colombia in defeating the FARC
insurgency, but not as important as other factors such as the FARC’s inability to garner
internal or international support or the group’s refusal to compromise on secondary

principles or objectives, unlike the FSLN.

Another possible explanation for insurgent victory advocated for by Ivan Arreguin-
Toft is that when a weaker power fights a stronger power, the weaker power has the best
chance of victory if it adopts an asymmetric strategic approach to that of the stronger
power.47 He points out that from 1950 to 1999, the stronger actor won less than half the
time—only in 48.8 percent of all cases.48 He argues that, “although relative power matters,

the interaction of the strategies actors use matters more than how much power they have at

43 Brittain, Revolutionary Social Change in Colombia, 12.

44 Brittain, 12.

45 LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, 5.

46 Jonathan D. Rosen, The Losing War: Plan Colombia and Beyond (New York: SUNY Press, 2014).

47 Ivan M. Arreguin-Toft, How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conflict (New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press, 2005).

48 Arreguin-Toft, 4.
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the start of their conflict.”49 His argument is sound on its face: it is almost inarguably
foolhardy for a far weaker power to engage a far stronger power head-on, and doing so will
almost assuredly result in failure. This is akin to the boxing strategy adopted by
Muhammad Ali; Ali would wear out stronger opponents such as Foreman or Frazier by
“floating like a butterfly” rather than attempting to outpunch them head-on. Arreguin-Toft
goes on to say that “the interaction of the strategies actors use during a conflict predicts the
outcome of that conflict better than competing explanations.”>0 There are problems with
this hypothesis. First, while Arreguin-Toft is not absolutist in touting his explanation for
the sharp decline in stronger-power victories in the second half of the twentieth century,
his theory certainly does not explain Latin America. As Wickham-Crowley states in
reference to Latin American insurgencies, the “sweeping shift in their revolutionary
strategies [to guerrilla warfare] constituted a ‘revolution in the revolution.””3! These
guerrilla tactics were certainly a marked shift in strategic approach to the host governments
in each country, yet the clear majority of insurgencies failed in Latin America. Asymmetric
tactics dominated guerrilla warfare in Latin America post-Cuban Revolution, yet only
Nicaragua succeeded in the sixty years since. Finally, the utility of Arreguin-Toft’s analysis
in judging the success or failure of an insurgency is called into question by his
characterization of the U.S. war in Afghanistan as a U.S. victory, a characterization with
which Afghanistan experts such as Thomas H. Johnson and many other prominent scholars
and analysts would vehemently disagree. With thousands of troops still in Afghanistan in
2019, U.S. military presence is still required eighteen years after the start of the war, and
the Taliban has regrouped and remains a dominant force in the country. Even ignoring his
questionable coding of Afghanistan as a U.S. victory, going by Arreguin-Toft’s theory

alone, the FARC should have succeeded in overthrowing the government, which it did not.

I also heavily examined the theory that regime type determines success or failure,

particularly in the case of Nicaragua, best argued by Goodwin in No Other Way Out and

49 Arreguin-Toft, 6.
50 Arreguin-Toft, 18.
51 Wickham-Crowley, “Two ‘Waves,’” 4.
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Wickham-Crowley in Guerrillas and Revolutions. However, 1 simply find this theory too
simplistic; Somozas ruled Nicaragua inhumanely for decades with little to no resistance.
What explains the rise of the FSLN in the late 1970s? Somoza was not ruling any more
humanely. There had certainly been past protests in Nicaragua, but whichever Somoza
ruled at the time merely suppressed them with extreme violence. While the regime type
certainly allowed the FSLN to exploit Somoza’s political illegitimacy, if this theory were
true Nicaragua would have likely been host to revolution far sooner. Additionally,
personalistic dictators, such as the Kim dynasty in Korea, have ruled for half a century; if
regime type were the main indicator of insurgent success, then why has the government of

Korea not faced a similar revolution?

E. RESEARCH DESIGN

This research has been a complex undertaking; most existing studies examine an
insurgent group individually, or only compare one group to another in a highly controlled
situation. The case studies of the FSLN and the FARC in Colombia were carefully chosen
for their similarities as well as divergent outcomes. Many readers may find the FSLN a
curious inclusion; the regime was so oppressive that perhaps any organized opposition may
have toppled it regardless of its support or political decisions. I illustrate conclusively that
this is not true; additionally, the Nicaraguan Revolution was also the only successful Latin
American revolution in the last sixty years. I also considered other such case studies, such
as the FMLN in El Salvador, but ultimately discarded them due to their similarity to the
FSLN and the fact that the goals of the FMLN were ultimately met in 1992. The Shining
Path in Peru was also considered as another case to contrast to the success of the FSLN,
but ultimately time constraints and redundancy, particularly with the FARC case study,

precluded its inclusion in this paper.

To best demonstrate my arguments and display my findings, I used a wide variety
of sources to provide theoretical and factual background. An assortment of books written
by people who have spent time embedded with the groups in question, such as James J.
Brittain with the FARC, to actual insurgents themselves, such as Daniel Ortega’s writings

in Sandinistas Speak and FARC leader Marulanda’s writings in FARC-EP: Historical
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Outline, have informed my findings. It is important to note bias in these writings, namely
implicit bias in the case of authors such as Brittain and George Black, who at times
advocate for the group they are covering, and outright mendacity of insurgent writings
exemplified by both the FARC and FSLN claiming to have zero involvement with the drug
trade. Scholarly journals, such as Latin America Research Review, Foreign Affairs,
Foreign Policy, Polity, and others were a key avenue to better understanding these
revolutions, with a preference for the writings of Latin Americanists and native speakers if
possible. Newspapers were also consulted, with a particular focus on ProQuest and the New
York Times to provide a window into the thoughts of the United States and, if possible, the
host country at the time. While there have been numerous studies on the FSLN and the
FARC done individually, or compared to other revolutions such as the Cuban Revolution,
no literature exists that directly compares these two cases exclusively, and drawing results
from these specific cases alone was a novel effort. Additionally, little to no specific policy
recommendations or potential COIN recommendations exist in Latin American literature
on these two groups, and I provide a rudimentary contribution in that regard with policy

recommendations for future COIN commanders in Latin America.

F. CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter II focuses on the FARC, and Chapter III focuses on the FSLN. For each
group, a brief introduction and history is provided, including the group’s leadership,
ideology, objectives, tactics, and organization. After a brief examination of both
insurgencies, I describe the level of U.S. involvement and how it impacted the insurgent
group. Next, I explain why the FARC failed and the FSLN succeeded, distilling the reason
down to two dominant factors while understanding that few, if any, events in history are
monocausal in nature. I examine the FARC’s involvement in the drug trade in Colombia
as well oppressive tactics of the Somoza regime as key contributors to the failure or success
in each country. Finally, in Chapter IV I present my conclusions, provide lessons learned
from each of the insurgencies and COIN efforts by the host nations, conduct a brief external
validity examination, and discuss areas in which a government did something that was

efficient and effective. I have also provided new policy recommendations for U.S. and
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foreign COIN personnel alike and have given a starting point for any future consideration

of insurgent efforts in the Latin American region.
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II. THE FARC AND HOW AN INSURGENCY FAILS

This chapter examines the FARC and the politics of Colombia in great detail. It is
vital to note, primarily in the 1990s, that the FARC was not able to take advantage of a
favorable political climate and that it allowed the government to shift what had been a
largely favorable public narrative about the group. This was, of course, exacerbated by the
FARC’s involvement in the drug trade and its embrace of terrorist tactics. Throughout the
course of the FARC insurgency, the FARC failed to make critical allies or exploit the, real
or perceived, illegitimacy of the Colombian government. While perhaps the situation in
Colombia was not as dire as it was in Nicaragua under the repressive Somoza, the FARC
had ample unseized opportunities to build a coalition and gain international support. This
chapter also examines U.S. support for the government of Colombia, and its impact on the
insurgency, at great length; while this factor was important, it was not one of the main

factors that influenced the FARC’s defeat.

A. FARC AND COLOMBIA POLITICAL BACKGROUND

The FARC was a communist-inspired insurgency formally created in the 1960s as
a direct result of the earlier La Violencia and the resulting political and human rights abuses
in Colombia.>2 Quoting former Deputy Chief of Mission in Colombia Robert W. Drexler,
author Gary Leech argues via Drexler that the U.S. foreign policy of containing
communism in Latin America was a direct result of Bogotazo, the popular uprising in
Colombia which resulted from the assassination of liberal politician Jorge Gaitan.53 During
the ensuing violence the military seized power in a coup under General Gustavo Rojas
Pinilla; his violent rule sought to end La Violencia but ended up targeting “demobilized
Liberal guerrillas” and “communist peasants” in a bloody reign that brought about the
National Front agreement in Colombia.>* The National Front sought to ameliorate the

frayed political and societal fabric of Colombia in a power-sharing agreement, with

52 Brittain, Revolutionary Social Change, 1-12.
33 Leech, The FARC, 8.
54 Leech, 10.
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Liberals and Conservatives agreeing to transfer power back and forth after a four-year term
for an individual party. Leech, Brittain, and many other analysts and historians argue that
this did little to repair the damaged country, and did not address the root of the issue, the
social and political inequality in Colombia. What followed in 1964 in Operation
Marquetalia was undoubtedly the key spark to galvanize Marulanda to formally organize
the FARC. Backed by one-third of the entire Colombian Army and U.S. advisors, as well
as 17 million U.S. dollars, Brittain calls Marquetalia “the most aggressive military
campaign in Colombia’s modern history” and “a defining moment in Colombian
history.”>5 Brittain goes on to say that “Marquetalia became the turning point in
Colombia’s revolutionary struggle.”>6 Prior to the campaign Marquetalia had housed
significant pockets of peaceful resistance to the Colombian government, primarily
communists and other leftists who sought to enact change in the government without
violence. This all changed after the attack on Marquetalia. Though official death totals for
the battle are not available, it became a key rallying cry for the insurgents to point out that,
though heavily outmanned and out-armed, they successfully evacuated the civilian
population of Marquetalia, that key leaders such as Marulanda and Jacobo Arenas survived,
and that this crystalized the idea in FARC leader Marulanda that “no other avenue but
armed struggle” was available to the people of Colombia to achieve the desired social
change.>7 Additionally, the U.S.-backed hostilities in Marquetalia highlighted the decades
of heavy-handed violence the government of Colombia used to repress legitimate
grievances of the general population, and foreshadowed what would become a decades-

long violent civil war in Colombia between the FARC and the government.
In the individually unattributed work containing a self-documented history of the
FARC, FARC-EP: Historical Outline, published in 1999, the FARC insurgents highlight

the self-proclaimed victory in Marquetalia as the “seed” of the origin of the FARC.58 The

FARC authors go on to state, “[Marquetalia] became a war of 34 years to date, and those

55 Brittain, Revolutionary Social Change, 12.

56 Brittain, 13.

57 Brittain, 14.

58 FARC-EP, FARC-EP: Historical Outline (Bogota: International Commission, 1999), 18.
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48 [FARC guerrillas] are now more than 60 guerrilla fronts group in seven blocks of fronts
present throughout the country.”>9 The FARC directly attributes these attacks to the U.S.
government and the Pentagon, believing the government of Colombia was under heavy
influence from Washington to eradicate the communist rebels in Colombia. Regardless of
the veracity of this statement, the FARC-written outline of its history serves as an
invaluable insight to the—initial, at least—raison d’étre for the FARC: to combat what the
FARC viewed as an anti-democratic Colombian government—only members of the
Liberal or Conservative party could lead the country, and political participation by the rural
population was severely limited due to lack of access—and achieve a communist
revolution for the people of Colombia. A Marxist, armed insurgency would be the primary
means of achieving these goals. Yet even in its initial stages, the FARC’s strategy revealed
a critical flaw, one that possibly prevented its leftist revolution from ever gathering the
support necessary to succeed in the country in Latin America that was arguably most
susceptible to such a revolution: a lack of a clearly communicated or defined plan for a
post-Liberal and post-Conservative Colombia. Without such a plan, the FARC was unable
to build critical alliances and coalitions. Wickham-Crowley identifies Colombia as having
“the persistence of ‘old style’ closed polities ... which tended to push more of the populace
into the wing of the armed opposition.”®0 The Colombian style, and perhaps more
importantly the functions of its government, almost certainly aided the FARC’s
recruitment. Yet aside from underserved rural areas, the FARC was largely unsuccessful
in capturing territory or enacting larger social change. The reason the FARC was unable to
capitalize on this is an important piece of the puzzle in understanding why the FARC

insurgency failed where the FSLN insurgency succeeded.

In examining the political and military survival of the FARC, Wickham-Crowley
gives an in-depth opinion as to why the insurgency survived for decades, stating:
Yet two basic flaws of Colombia’s nominally democratic system remained

into the new century, and persuasively explain why that nation has been
least successful of all in eradicating its long-term insurgency. The military

59 FARC-EP, 18.
60 Wickham-Crowley, “Two ‘Waves,’” 232.
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often seemed to pursue its own policies vis-a-vis counterinsurgency,

without clear control by the executive branch. The judicial system, for its

part, has shown itself incapable of trying, convicting, and punishing those

responsible for a long series of violent, often lethal attacks on members of

the left, many of them ex-guerrillas, who have tried to re-enter the normal

routines of a democratic system, especially party-formation and electoral

competition. Such was the fate of many members of the Unidn Patridtica,

[the FARC’s political arm], formed by ex-guerrillas under a Betancur

amnesty program of the later 1980.61
There are many important themes and ideas to unpack from those words. First,
remembering the words of Goodwin and Skocpol is important: “The ballot box may not
always be the ‘coffin of class consciousness’ ... but it has certainly proven to be the coffin
of revolutionary movements.”%2 By critiquing the government of Colombia as only
“nominally” democratic, Wickham-Crowley signals that one of the two key items
necessary to successfully deter the FARC insurgents is a fully functioning democracy.
Even allowing for the fact that the United States supported the government of Colombia as
early as the 1960s in its battle against insurgents, few if any analysts, U.S. or otherwise,
would argue that Colombia operated as a Schmitter and Karl-esque democracy until at least
the turn of the twenty-first century. Wickham-Crowley is heavily interested in the type of
government, and largely discounts U.S. support of the host regime,®3 influencing the
outcome of a revolution, which I address in greater depth later. Wickham-Crowley zeroes
in on two factors in Colombia as a result of its weak democracy: poor—or nonexistent—
civil-military relations, and a weak and powerless judiciary. While Colombia never
descended into a “patrimonial praetorian” regime, it certainly was never too many steps

from mutating into one, especially during the depths of La Violencia. Colombia also lacked

a personalistic dictator, yet democracy was all but an illusion under the National Front.

So why did the FARC fail? According to Rosen, “The FARC recognized that it was

not [militarily or politically] strong enough to overthrow the Colombian government and

61 Wickham-Crowley, 235.

62 Jeff Goodwin and Theda Skocpol, “Explaining Revolutions in the Contemporary Third World,”
Politics and Society 17, no. 4 (December 1989): 495.

63 Wickham-Crowley, Guerrillas and Revolution, 323.
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implement a Marxist revolution.”®4 Additionally, while Marulanda was recognized as a
brilliant military mind and a superb soldie—hence the nickname 7iro Fijo (Sureshot)—
he was never able to translate his “independent republics”®3 in rural Colombia to Bogota.
Indeed, Leech states that the FARC “was operating as a de facto government for rural
communities across vast stretches of countryside where the state had never established a
presence.”%6 This statement is likely overly charitable, as the FARC did not provide a large
number of the services a regular government provides, most notably any semblance of real
security. Additionally, the FARC perhaps made more enemies than allies in this endeavor,
as its heavy-handed tactics invoked the ire of the traffickers as well as the paramilitaries,
to say nothing of the government and the people. Brittain goes on to detail another failure
of vision in Marulanda, citing that “Marulanda acknowledged that the FARC-EP was not
the sole route to create a socialist Colombia, and emphasized a need for the Party.”7 He
recognized perhaps too late, as Mao believed, that the political is primary; military victory

is difficult if not impossible to translate into social revolution, especially without allies.

B. FARC TACTICS AND THE DRUG TRADE

The FARC’s significant integration into the drug trade was perhaps the singularly
most harmful decision and a major detriment to its coalition building. The FARC’s tactics,
both militarily and politically, changed drastically between its inception in 1964 and its
peak membership in the 1990s; the drug trade integration did not occur until later, primarily
in the *90s. The FARC evolved from hit-and-run tactics®8 to full-scale assaults on
Colombian military bases starting in the 1990s, highlighting an increased sophistication in

organization and tactics.%® Yet very early on the FARC employed a key tactic that enabled

64 Rosen, The Losing War, 17.
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both its survival and longevity: “[ Local township infiltration] allowed the guerillas to gain
influence and control of small villages and towns to further expand their logistical base.”70
The FARC also advanced its tactics politically, moving from local organization to
formation of an ill-fated political arm, the Patriotic Union (UP). However, two key
decisions shaped FARC’s tactics—the decision to abandon political aims for a
predominantly military strategy, and the FARC’s embrace of the drug trade in Colombia.
The decision to abandon the political for the military was likely predicated on three factors:
the assassination of UP members, the disenfranchisement of the same by Colombian
politicians, and the death of Arenas in 1990. Arenas, the ideological and political leader of
the FARC,”! also heavily promoted culture, which he described as “the common bond that
will continue to unite the Colombian people after the guns of revolution fall silent.”72
Arenas was the driving factor behind the organization of the FARC into decentralized
fronts, as well as much of its military-like rank and file organization. Leech writes that
Arenas died “fully aware that his political project, [the UP], was in its own death throes.””3
Had Arenas not died it is possible that the FARC would have taken a very different tack in
its decision to fully embrace the drug trade and become an almost fully military
organization until the peace agreement of 2016 gave the FARC legitimacy as a political
party.

A strong argument can be made that it was the aggressive reaction of the Colombian
government that laid the FARC’s political ambitions to rest and gave rise to more violent
aims and tactics. Law 48 passed in 1968, allowing the military to “organize and arm civilian
‘self-defense’ units.”74 This gave rise to the violent paramilitary groups in Colombia, such
as the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) and other similar groups. These groups
were used very rarely until the 1980s, with heavy use occurring under Colombian President

Virgilo Barco Vargas, who largely abandoned the peace talks that occurred under Belisario
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Betancur.”> Leech details numerous assassinations of UP members: its presidential
candidate Jaime Pardo Leal in 1987, three of sixteen victorious mayoral candidates in 1988,
and several hundred other members a year.”® While debating whether to leave its
association with the FARC behind in attempt to stem the attacks from paramilitaries and
the Colombian military, the UP remained FARC-aligned. Leech goes on to detail a
gruesome assassination in 1990 of UP leader Bernardo Jaramillo. Jaramillo, who predicted
his own death at the hands of the paramilitaries, was murdered while campaigning in a
Bogota airport in 1990.77 According to Leech, a political genocide was occurring for the
UP when “two presidential candidates, four elected congressmen and more than two
thousands members of the UP were assassinated [in the 1980s].”78 Decades later, the
Colombian inspector general would assign blame to Alberto Romero, head of Colombia’s
intelligence community, and paramilitary leader Carlos Castafio for the Jaramillo’s
death.”% Coinciding with this rise in political violence and abandonment of the FARC’s
political ideals via the UP was the FARC’s embrace of the drug trade and tactics almost
always associated with terrorist organizations, such as kidnapping for ransom, civilian
targeting, and extortion. Even before it embraced the drug trade, Rosen says that,
“throughout its history, the FARC has threatened owners of land.”80 It is very difficult for
an insurgent group to make allies if it threatens its most dedicated, and perhaps only,

consistent base of support.

While the FARC knowingly involved itself in the drug trade, almost every non-
government funded examination paints a picture of an organization backed into a corner,

with the FARC’s involvement in the drug trade an outcome almost directly a result of
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Colombian governmental malfeasance.8! Rosen points to “poor transportation and
infrastructure, lack of access to credit ... and volatile, unpredictable markets for
agricultural products.”82 While decidedly more sympathetic to the FARC than other
analysts, Leech still points out that, “in the early years of the cocaine boom, the FARC and
drug traffickers formed an uneasy alliance.”83 In the 1990s, Colombian military officers—
as well as several U.S. politicians—referred to the FARC as a drug cartel, though Leech
disputes the charge.84 Leech goes on to detail that “the FARC was regulating the
production of coca paste and cocaine base in many regions.... In other words, the guerrillas
played the role of facilitators and regulators of illicit drug production,” while equivocating
that they abstained from actual production or trafficking.85 Finally, even Leech is forced
to admit that the activities are recognized as wrong by the FARC, with a quote from Russell
Crandall, “Some guerrillas are disgusted by the drug trade and view their involvement in
it as a necessary but evil means in order to achieve a better end of social and political
transformation.”86 Brittain endorses the practice of coca taxing and protection of peasant
coca growers, highlighting the move as the FARC’s attempt to keep with its Marxist-
Leninist roots and to bring the greatest benefit to the populace.87 Yet taxation and
protection were not the only ways the FARC interacted with the people; intimidation and
executions were also normal outcomes for people who did not adhere to the FARC’s strict
policies. These practices destroyed the FARC’s legitimacy in the eyes of many people,

including vital would-be supporters.

While the exact figures are unknowable and even ranges are disputed, informed

estimates places the FARC’s income from all sources at approximately $900 million in

81 For some of the most pertinent examples, see: Rosen, The Losing War; Leech, The FARC; Brittain,
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1999.88 A rough breakdown estimates earnings from the drug industry at approximately
$400 million, and an additional $500 million was made from activities such as extortion,
kidnapping, robbery, and “taxes,” or gramaje, on businesses operating in FARC-held
territories.®® The FARC’s kidnappings became such an important part of its economic
model that Colombia had a national radio station devoted to kidnapped personnel.®0 The
group even kidnapped presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt in 2002,91 perhaps the most
infamous kidnapping the FARC conducted. Betancourt detailed her six years in captivity,
describing the frequent beatings, lack of food, and even “having a gun poised against her
temple.”92 This highlights the full and complete transformation in FARC tactics; while
still serving as a limited form of authority in many remote areas, the FARC had moved into
drug trafficking, kidnappings, bombings, extortion, and many other nefarious tactics

typically associated with criminal organizations.

Many analysts, such as Tom Marks in his article for Crime, Law and Social Change,

attribute the FARC’s 1990s rise almost entirely to the drug trade. Marks says bluntly,

The money from, initially, taxation of the drug trade, later, direct
involvement in it, provided it a resource windfall which made previously
marginal political actors into central figures. FARC, in other words, did not
become a serious factor due to mobilization of an alienated mass base. It
became a serious factor due to the power that came from drugs grown by a
marginalized population.93

This is an important distinction to make. As coca production exploded in Colombia—

Colombia went from producing roughly 10 percent of the global coca supply in the 1980s
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to roughly 90 percent in the 1990s94—so too did the number of FARC combatants, which
analysts almost unanimously agree peaked at roughly 18,000-20,000 members in the late
1990s to early 2000s,%5 though Brittain claims FARC’s membership reached as many as
50,000 members in the mid-2000s.9¢ Given that many of the right-wing paramilitary
groups were disbanding or demobilizing during the mid-2000s, including the AUC
collectively demobilizing in 2005,97 and that there were no major changes to Plan
Colombia or significant government reforms in the mid-2000s, a reasonable conclusion
would be that the FARC reached unprecedented membership due to a massive increase in

illicit profits from the coca trade in Colombia in the early 1990s to the mid-2000s.

Along with an explosion in membership, analysts such as Cynthia Norman
postulate that the FARC deepened its integration into the drug trade following the dramatic
decrease in paramilitaries operating in Colombia.%8 This highlights a key contradiction to
conventional wisdom that the FARC had no other alternative: even with less armed
opposition, the FARC did not withdraw from the drug trade; it expanded its involvement.
Norman even points to evidence showing that following the formation of Bandas
Criminales Emergentes (Emerging Criminal Bands; BACRIM), the FARC has aided
criminal elements in trafficking drugs into Ecuador, Venezuela, Panama, and Brazil.99
Norman notes that this is in direct contravention to the FARC’s so-called political aims
and could potentially impact the FARC’s ability to demobilize following the 2016 peace
deal. While Norman agrees with analysts such as Leech, Brittain, and Rosen that the
FARC’s entry into the drug market was driven at least in part by the need for group

survival, she deviates in that her research points to deepening, rather than diverging, ties
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with drug organizations in the 1990s.100 Most troubling for Colombia, Norman theorizes
that not all FARC fronts will demobilize and accept the terms of the peace agreement, due
to the decentralized nature of the FARC’s command and the deep descent into criminal

activity of several FARC front commanders.

Other analysts share Norman’s dim view of FARC’s narcotics-related activities.
Jeremy McDermott, a Latin American analyst, posits that the FARC controlled up to two-
thirds of all Colombian cocaine production and conservatively earned $200 million from
drugs alone in 2012.101 McDermott also maintains that the FARC is heavily involved in
the heroin trade as well, in addition to cocaine and marijuana trafficking. McDermott
highlights that while the FARC’s seven-man Secretariat does not condone or encourage
the drug trade, the decentralized nature of FARC’s command gives it “deniability in terms
of the drug trade.”102 McDermott also mentions the open methods through which the
FARC monetizes the drug trade:

o A tax on the growers (the cocaleros)—which usually does not exceed $50
per kilo of coca base

. A tax on the buyers—up to $200 on a kilo of coca base

o A tax on production in laboratories in their areas of control—up to $100
for every kilo of cocaine produced

o A tax on airstrips and flights that leave from their territory—again another
$100 per kilo 103

McDermott closes with arguably his most damning sentences, stating, “What is certain is
that the [FARC] and the drug trade cannot be separated. They might now be described as

Siamese twins, and the fate of one is now inextricably bound to the other.”104
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Several analysts have disputed the FARC’s ties to traffickers, and the FARC has
disputed these ties explicitly.105 In the FARC’s self-written historical document, its
authors specifically say they have no association or relationship in any manner with drug
traffickers. While this is undoubtedly false, given the previously documented relationships
with traffickers 1 have presented, it is important to examine the FARC’s position
nonetheless. In the FARC-written book, the authors also say that anybody who produces
coca does so completely out of necessity, due to a broken system and lack of infrastructure
provided by the government; without coca, many would simply die, according to
Marulanda and others. This is once again an important fact to highlight. While the
Colombian government has made great strides in the past two decades, particularly with
the assistance of the U.S. government, there are many remote areas, particularly the east
and south of the country, that are at best underserved by the government. A significant
portion of the population is simply out of the reach of the government. As late as 2005,
over 80 percent of the rural population lived in poverty, according to Brittain.!06 The local
populace grows a plant that the people see as their only means of survival; this is certainly
excusable, if not even understandable. But the FARC integrated with drug traffickers
purposefully, and Marulanda and the FARC’s words on its relationship to traffickers were
completely untrue. In his article in the Journal of Drug Issues, Alain Labrousse states that,
“Over time, the FARC has revealed an undeniable tendency to increasingly implicate
themselves in activities linked to drug trafficking and not to be content with simply
collecting taxes at different levels of production and traffic.”107 He goes on to detail the
FARC’s expansion into poppy growing and eventual direct sale to traffickers as, in the
words of a former guerrilla, a “victory of the drug lobby within the FARC.”108 Labrousse
also details a concerted effort on the FARC’s behalf to cut out the middleman, which he

says serves a dual purpose: elimination of potential informants as well as increased profits
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directly to the FARC. This once again demonstrates that the FARC moved beyond simple
funding of military operations and munitions, into further expansion and vertical

integration into the Colombian drug trade.

As aresult of the FARC’s tactics and involvement in the drug trade, the FARC has
committed numerous human rights atrocities. In his book, Leech dedicates an entire chapter
to the FARC’s abuses, constantly contrasting them against the abuses of the paramilitaries
and government. Of 403 mass killings in Colombia in 1999, the FARC perpetrated
approximately 20 percent, or more than 80, according to Leech.109 Also, in 1999 almost
3,000 people were kidnapped in Colombia, with the FARC being responsible for at least
728 cases.!10 Leech also details numerous instances of the FARC executing those they
suspected of working with paramilitaries, and expressing no remorse for having done so.
Additionally, the FARC makes heavy use of child soldiers, as documented by a Bogota
professor who interviewed over 8,000 deserted or captured soldiers, claiming 43 percent
joined the FARC at age fourteen or younger—including a “disproportionate” number of
indigenous children among the recruits.!1! A Bogot4 think-tank catalogued the various
human rights abuses from 1990 to 1998, finding that, of 6,059 documented violations, the
FARC was responsible for 27 percent, or approximately 1,636.112 FARC accounted for as
many as 40 percent of the violations as late as 2002 as well, according to Leech.113 Leech
also cites differing sources on civilian categories; one from the Colombian Commission of
Jurists said that the FARC was responsible for only 25 percent of civilian killings from

2002-2006, while the New York Times put the number at 80 percent. 114

Leech repeatedly points out the violations committed by the government and

paramilitaries in what seems like an attempt to pardon the FARC’s violations, but it is
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important to remember that both the government of Colombia and the FARC committed
horrible acts against the general public. Research is lacking, and would be truly
illuminating, into how deeply the FARC has intertwined with the drug trade and how
ruthless its tactics have become. For instance, research has yet to determine if deaths were
the result of the drug war, or how many people were killed taking territory, seizing assets,
removing rival traffickers, and executing those who did not follow the FARC’s strict
cultivation and coca-selling dictates, among other so-called crimes. It is impossible to
convince a nation to overthrow its government and back an insurgency with tactics such as
those the FARC embraced. It also made it increasingly impossible for the FARC to
undermine the government’s political legitimacy; the FARC was more corrupt and violent
than the government ever was. Drug trafficking also certainly induced the United States to
act on behalf of the Colombian government, which brought about its own complications

for the FARC.

C. BRIEF SYNOPSIS OF U.S. ASSISTANCE TO THE COLOMBIAN
GOVERNMENT (1960s—PRESENT)

With its Plan Colombia and other military and financial aid, the United States
heavily intervened in Colombia throughout the duration of the FARC insurgency, as well
as in Nicaragua, though with less conventional methods later in its support for the Contras.
While it did contribute military assets, the United States largely contributed financially and
served in an advisory role in Colombia. Cynthia McClintock points out the “considerable
support” the government of Colombia received from the United States, stating that the
Colombian government “[did not come] close to defeat by the revolutionaries.” 115 Though
other analysts may disagree with McClintock’s characterization of the conflict, the FARC
was never recognized internationally as a legitimate belligerent, nor did it come close to
the overthrow of the Colombian government it desired. If U.S. support was truly the
deciding factor, as Dix and Shugart argue, 116 the FARC would have likely never formed
after the U.S.-backed Operation Marquetalia; surely the level of bloodshed and criminal
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activity the FARC conducted would have never reached the zenith that it did. U.S. aid in
Colombia was much more focused on counter-narcotics than in Nicaragua, but for the so-
called war on drugs as a whole, Gustavo Gorriti decries U.S. efforts in the region, arguing
that U.S. aid and counter-drug programs actually harmed progress in COIN efforts in Latin
America.!17 Though he focuses on the later years of U.S. intervention in Colombia,
Jonathan D. Rosen is heavily skeptical of U.S. efforts in Colombia; he titled his book
decrying the efforts of Plan Colombia The Losing War.

There is still much debate over the efficacy of U.S. efforts in combatting
insurgencies in Latin America. Daniela Spenser states, “Studies have made it amply clear
that the roots of social movements in Latin America were national in origin and in causes,
generated by class, gender, and ethnic subordination and exploitation.” 118 While Spenser’s
conclusion can be debated, none of the issues she mentions can be solved by foreign
involvement; solving them would require significant domestic political reforms. The
United States gave billions of dollars to Colombia with few, if any, strings attached; in
particular, little focus was paid to social reform. Gorriti also states that “The [Latin
American] insurgencies fell short of victory in both of the first two [of the three Latin
American insurgency]| stages, but they managed to provoke military interventions that
destroyed democracy as surely as they eradicated guerrilla activity.” 119 Because the spread
of democracy is a key strategic imperative of the United States, and it was especially so
during the George W. Bush administration when the main bulk of the Plan Colombia aid
was administered, the U.S. aid may be viewed in a different light be some analysts.
Destruction of democratically elected governments, or loss of faith in such elected officials,

leads to fragile states that are highly conducive to armed rebellion.

The main way the United States supported the Colombian government in its war

against the FARC was with aid. After the early support for Operation Marquetalia, U.S.
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support for Colombian efforts was more scattered. From fiscal year 1980 to fiscal year
2010, the United States gave approximately $11.25 billion in aid to Colombia, with
approximately $360 million in 2010 dollars given to Colombia in the 1980s, approximately
$1.32 billion in the 1990s, and almost $8.8 billion in the 2000s.120 The numbers show a
heavy increase in post-2000 aid, a direct result of Plan Colombia. In September 1989,
President Bush announced $2.2 billion in aid under the Andean Initiative, which did not
target Colombia alone. 121 In 1995, 1996, and 1997 the United States decertified Colombia
due to its lack of action in targeting the drug trade.!22 There are perhaps valid criticisms
of U.S. aid dollars; in the year 2000, the United States gave $817.8 million to curb drug
trafficking and improve security, $121.1 million to promote the rule of law, and only $80
million to promote social and economic justice.!23 Most who write about COIN, from
Galula to Max Boot, agree that winning over the population is a key to the fight; it is unclear
if the United States’ aid dollars reflected that in Colombia. Brittain sums up the totality of
U.S. aid to Colombia thusly: “After roughly $8 billion in funding, the deployment of
20,000 U.S. trained forces, and immense weapons supplies, Washington and Bogot4 have
once again proven to be unable to assist those most exploited or debilitate the

insurgency.” 124

U.S. aid to Colombia almost certainly was a factor in bringing the FARC back to
the negotiating table for what led to the 2016 peace agreement with its ambitious Plan
Colombia. A strong case can therefore be made that U.S. aid positively impacted the
Colombian COIN efforts. Yet what of the years prior to Plan Colombia, particularly 1964
through 1989—twenty-five years when very little aid was given to Colombia? What
prevented the FARC from overthrowing the government of Colombia? Indeed, Leech

references a 1997 Defense Intelligence Agency report concluded that the Colombian
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Armed Forces could be “defeated within five years unless the country’s government
regains political legitimacy and its armed forces are drastically restructured.”125 While
other analysts expressed similar sentiments about the fragility of the Colombian state, it is
unlikely the FARC was ever on the precipice of victory as the report suggests. The
Colombian government was also not above exaggerating the threat to secure additional
financial support from the United States, and had significant incentive, both financial and

political, to do so.

While U.S. support was important to a degree in Colombia, U.S. support for the
host nation government is not always the turning point in a Latin American insurgency,
and there is ample evidence that it may not ever be. Wickham-Crowley is particularly
skeptical of the theory that U.S. support or intervention is some sort of panacea. He points
to Argentina, Guatemala, and Panama as examples of a government weathering an
insurgency and a loss of U.S. support; not only did the insurgents not win, the spurned
government prospered. 126 The United States notably withdrew support for the Batista
regime in Cuba prior to Castro’s conquest, and for the Somoza regime in Nicaragua before
Ortega and the FSLN overthrew the government in 1979. Many analysts have theorized
that this led to the fall of these governments, including Jeane Kirkpatrick—a foreign policy
advisor under the Reagan administration and former U.S. ambassador to the UN—in her
chapter in Rift and Revolution, in which she excoriates the Carter administration for
withdrawing its support for Somoza, thereby facilitating the rise of the FSLN and Ortega.
This theory becomes less likely, along with the theory that U.S. intervention is one of or
the most important factors in quelling a Latin American rebellion, particularly in the
instance Kirkpatrick references when one examines the level of effort the same U.S.
government, under the Reagan administration, expended to remove the FSLN from power
to no avail. This theory was also fairly well diminished, if not outright disproved, in the
non—Latin American examples of Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Regardless, U.S.

involvement was clearly not the key factor in the FARC’s failure in Colombia. I examine
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U.S. involvement in greater depth in Chapter III on Nicaragua, and once again find that

U.S. support or opposition is not sufficient in preventing insurgent victory.

D. INABILITY TO BUILD A COALITION

One under-analyzed possibility that is scarcely covered is that the insurgent group’s
ability to build a diverse coalition of allies may most accurately predict if it will succeed
or fail. In what is likely the most in-depth and most specifically dedicated book to Latin
American insurgency success or failure, Wickham-Crowley’s Guerrillas and Revolutions
in Latin America does not even consider this factor as a whole. Wickham-Crowley uses
Boolean minimization and social theory to analyze Latin American revolutions, and limits
his conditions for success or failure to five main conditions: Is there a guerrilla attempt? Is
there peasant/worker support? Do the guerrillas possess military-level strength? Is there a
patrimonial praetorian regime, and does the host nation government lose U.S. support?127
In the case of Colombia—and all other instances with a strong regime versus strong
guerrillas—Wickham-Crowley says U.S. support and military strength are irrelevant; he
points to several cases on both sides where both factors were present but that had differing
outcomes. Only when all five conditions are met, as they were in Nicaragua, will an
insurgency be successful. Wickham-Crowley is much less concerned with politics—other
than regime type—geography, tactics used, media, alliances, exploitation of political
illegitimacy, individual leadership, country history, or any other potential variables. This
is both out of necessity—they are difficult to quantify and measure—as well as perhaps

out of shortsightedness.

Yet what of individual leadership and insurgent group structure? Any profile of the
FARC—from Brittain, who embedded with the FARC in Colombia, to Leech, to Army
War College analyses such as the monogram written by U.S. Army Major Jon-Paul
Maddaloni—describes FARC leadership as Marulanda, the military and tactical genius,
with Arenas serving as the soul, political leader, and organizer of the FARC. Leech states

that Marulanda “went on to note that it was vital that the guerillas were not only trained
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militarily, but that they were also educated politically and that it was crucial they responded
respectfully to the fundamental demands of the peasantry.”128 Maddaloni states that
“Marulanda’s abilities were as a strong guerilla fighter and charismatic leader, while
Arenas was the intellectual Marxist ideologue.”129 He goes on to sum up their leadership
thusly: “Together they formed a formidable team and attracted the disenfranchised agrarian
poor and socialist leaning rebels to their cause.”130 As a result of Arenas’ vision and
Marulanda’s ability to recruit and fight—though Arenas died in 1990—the Defense
Intelligence Agency assessed that the FARC was on the precipice of victory in 1997 in the
report mentioned in Chapter II Section C.131 It should be noted that any similar predictions
were made by few, if any, other analysts or agencies. Yet what propelled the FARC to that
point, and what changed afterward? What changed was that the FARC was likely no longer
perceived as a potentially credible alternative to the government of Colombia in the eyes
of the populace, and proved unable to deliver on the promises of an alternate socialist form
of government. This was certainly borne of the FARC’s inability to cultivate broad support.
The FARC failed to build critical alliances necessary to succeed, and refused political

compromise with potential allies in a detrimentally absolutist pursuit of victory.

Gauging public support for the FARC in Colombia is difficult due to public polling
in Colombia often being unreliable at best. Brittain cites Associated Press reporting in 2008
which states, “Colombian pollsters rarely survey the whole country because they consider
responses in war-afflicted rural areas unreliable.” 132 In many of the most exhaustive works
on Colombia, such as those by Brittain, Leech, and Rosen, all details of public support,
when mentioned at all, are strictly anecdotal. In 2015, Colombia Reports polling indicated
only 5 percent of the public supported the FARC, though in 2016 support reached a high
of 18 percent; incidentally, that was higher than the public support for the Colombian
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government. 133 This is no ringing endorsement of the FARC; it is akin to when Americans
pummel Congress in polling, but continue to reelect the incumbents. The Colombian public
has mostly supported peace talks, with negative spikes associated with FARC kidnappings
or attacks. Public support for peace negotiations with the FARC varied from 2004 to 2013,
with support around 65 percent in the mid-2000s to below 60 percent by 2013.134
Wickham-Crowley notes that the FARC enjoyed a great deal of peasant support, which is
unlikely to be measured in polling, and stipulates that peasant support is “a necessary but
not sufficient condition for the victory of rural guerrilla movements.” 135 He also states that
Colombia likely enjoyed the strongest peasant recruitment of all the second-wave Latin
American insurgencies as well; however, the peasantry in Colombi