Central America: An Introductory Lesson
By Pat Scallen
Background
The grand narrative of Latino immigrant history in the United States has most often settled
upon Mexicans, who make up the overwhelming majority of Latino migrants in the past half
century. Yet many rural areas, mid-sized cities, and even large metropolitan areas boast
rapidly rising immigrant populations from the countries of Central America: Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama. According to the 2010
Census, approximately 4 million people in the United States claim Central American origin,
more than double the number recorded in 2000.1 In the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area,
the Central American population has skyrocketed in recent years, dwarfing other immigrant
populations.2 This rapid rise in the Central American population is reflected in area public
schools; in the District, Spanish-speaking populations make up the majority or a significant
minority of the student body at several elementary, middle, and high schools.
Immediate reasons for the rapid increase in Central Americans crossing the U.S. border
abound; high levels of poverty brought on by economic stagnation, political unrest, and
violence are often cited as the most significant incentives to attempt the dangerous trek
northward.3 But many of the problems which currently plague Central America are rooted in
centuries of structural economic inequality, state-sponsored oppression, and institutionalized
racism.
This lesson is designed to introduce students to several of these concepts through brief
biographical sketches of figures in twentieth-century Central American history. It then builds
upon this knowledge in examining the role the United States has played in the affairs of these
smaller nations residing in what many U.S. presidents have considered our own backyard.
From the time President Monroe issued his now-famous doctrine warning European powers
not to stray too far across the ocean, the United States has kept a wary eye on its neighbors
to the south, intervening at will to protect and promote U.S. economic and political interests.
An analysis of the consequences of such actions and of the relationship between U.S. foreign
policy and Central American immigration patterns will constitute the second of the two
activities.
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Goals
Students will emerge with a deeper understanding of the key concepts and themes which
define modern Central American history, a more nuanced view of US foreign policy in that
history, and an appreciation of its impact on Latino migration in recent years.
Author
Patrick Scallen is an educator and social historian who specializes in cross-cultural and global
studies with a focus on modern Latin America. He holds graduate degrees in Latin American
Studies (Tulane University) and History (Georgetown University). He has lived and worked in
Central and South America, and his research focuses on urban social movements, the popular
roots of state-sponsored violence, and Latino immigrant communities in the United States,
specifically Salvadorans in the Washington, D.C. area. For the past five years, he has taught
Spanish and Social Studies at Archbishop Carroll High School in Northeast D.C.
Edits and additions by Milica Petrovi and Julian Hipkins III.

Meet and Greet
Objective
To introduce students to important historical figures and themes in modern Central America
Materials
● Meet-and-greet roles, one per student
● Copies of “Getting to Know Central America” questions
● Name tags: Distribute blank name tags and have students write their character’s name
or use the pre-prepared photo name tags included at the end of this lesson. Print on
cardstock and use string to create hanging name tags.
Time Required
45-50 minutes (5 minutes for the warm-up, 5-10 minutes to introduce and explain the
activity, 20 minutes for the meet-and-greet, 15 minutes for discussion)
Procedure
1. Assess prior knowledge (warm-up/Do Now): What do students know about Central
America? Pass out a sheet of paper with 3-4 questions regarding the region. Possible
questions include:
a. Name 3 Central American figures of note (political, literary, etc).
b. Name as many countries in Central America as you can
c. Name as many capital cities in Central America as you can
d. How many people of Central American origin live in … (the U.S., your state)
e. Why might a Central American choose to migrate to the United States?
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2. Establish relevancy: Why is Central America important? Review the answers to warm-up
questions.
a. There are hundreds of people students could name. Here are three from the lesson
that students will learn about during the interactive activity: Rigoberta Menchú
Tum, General Efraín Ríos Montt, Otto René Castillo
b. Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama.
c. Belmopan (Belize), San José (Costa Rica), San Salvador (El Salvador), Guatemala City
(Guatemala), Tegucigalpa (Honduras), Managua (Nicaragua), and Panama City
(Panama)
d. The US (4 million: Source-US Census- http://1.usa.gov/1mW5fOd), state search
here: http://bit.ly/1hh7EMo
e. Family, war, economic crisis, political asylum
3. Introduce the activity: Pass out one role and name tag per student. Direct the students to
read their respective roles and then write the names of their individuals on the tags. They will
take on the persona of their characters, bringing them to life for the duration of the exercise.
Ask students to memorize as much as they can about their assigned characters. Explain that
they will be building upon their prior knowledge on Central America and learning about why
Central America is important to our understanding of both Latin America and the United
States. Teachers of U.S. history might review previous themes of Manifest Destiny and
imperialism to provide some historical context. Language teachers might introduce Central
American literature as an articulation of lived experience.
4. Activity: Distribute copies of the “Getting to Know Central America: Questions” to
students. Explain that they will use these questions as guides in their succeeding
conversations. Then model the type of interaction which will take place with a volunteer
student, making sure that the student communicates his/her character clearly. Set a timer for
20 minutes. During this time, students will circulate throughout the classroom and interview
each other in order to answer the questions posed on the handout.
Guidelines
● Each question must be answered by speaking with a different individual.
● Students may not show each other their written role; they must act them out.
● Students should take their time interviewing each other.
* While students are circulating, move around, listening to conversations and prompting
students when necessary
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5. Discussion/Processing: When time is up, lead a discussion based upon the conversations
you have overheard. Potential prompts:
● Describe one person that you met.
● What do these groups tell us about the reality of life in Central America? (This should
lead to a discussion on who held power and how they maintained it in the face of
attempts to gain power by marginalized groups.)
● What were some of the problems faced by the people you encountered in your
conversations? (i.e., social inequality, state-sponsored violence, land distribution,
ideological conflict, racism)
● Did anything surprise you?
● Why do you think this activity included people from the U.S.?
Handouts
A list of the roles included in the activity is found below. The bios and the question sheet are
on the following pages. Photo names tags are also included for each role, though they are not
necessary to conduct the activity.
NICARAGUA
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro
Gioconda Belli
Claribel Alegria (also El Salvador)
Augusto Cesar Sandino
Anastasio Somoza Debayle

Francisco Campbell Hooker
Brooklyn Rivera
Carlos Mejia Godoy
Fr. Ernesto Cardenal
Daniel Ortega

GUATEMALA
Rigoberta Menchu Tum
Irma Flaquer Azurdia
Otto Rene Castillo

Nora Murillo
Gen. Efrain Rios Montt
Col. Jacobo Arbenz

EL SALVADOR
Maria Serrano
Vicky Guzman
Gen. Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez
Major Roberto D’Aubuisson

Claribel Alegria (Also Nicaragua)
Augustin Farabundo Marti
Roque Dalton
Archbishop Oscar Romero

UNITED STATES:
The Dulles Brothers
Robert White
Oliver North
Roberto Clemente

Jimmy Carter
Ronald Reagan
Charlie Clements
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Rigoberta Menchú Tum, Indigenous Activist (Jan. 9, 1959 -)
I was born and raised in a K’iche’ Mayan peasant family in
Guatemala. Growing up, we had little money or land and spent long
hours picking coffee on large plantations which paid us poorly and
always kept us in debt. Because of this, I became active in
movements within the Catholic Church for social reform and
women’s rights; we lobbied for higher wages, better working
conditions, and respect for human dignity. The Guatemalan
government responded by arresting, torturing, and killing all of my
family members. This only deepened my resolve, and I threw myself
into helping people across Guatemala organize to resist the military’s
power. In 1981 I had to flee the country because I knew my own life
was in danger, and I spent the succeeding years spreading the word
around the world about the human rights abuses carried out by the Guatemalan government
and military. During this time I gave my testimony to an anthropologist, and the resulting
book gained me international fame and even the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize.
General Efraín Ríos Montt Military Dictator (June 16, 1926-)
I am a Guatemalan army officer who in 1982 overthrew my
government to seize power. I suspended the constitution, shut
down the legislature, set up secret courts, and tried to stamp out
any opposition to my rule through kidnappings, torture, and
assassinations by death squads. During this time, Communist
subversives were brainwashing poor peasants and indigenous
communities into joining their ranks, so I ordered the army to kill
anyone suspected of aiding them. We had to kill a few thousand
of those backwards Indians to crush the Communist threat, but
in the end we won. It helped that I had the support of the United
States government and military. In 1950 I attended their military training academy, School of
the Americas, at Fort Benning, Georgia. President Reagan even praised me as “a man of great
personal integrity and commitment.” The United Nations and Catholic Church both accused
me of genocide, but that’s not what I did: I was just trying to wipe out the guerrillas and bring
peace to my country, and I had to teach those Indians what would happen if they turned
Communist. Even though I was overthrown a year later, I was still popular with my people. I
served 14 years in the national legislature and even ran for president in 2003. In 2013 a judge
convicted me of genocide and sentenced me to 80 years in prison. But ten days later, the
Constitutional Court overturned the conviction, and I’m still living freely in my home country.
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Otto René Castillo, Poet, Activist (1934 – Mar. 23, 1967)
I was a writer who supported the progressive social reforms of
President Jacobo Arbenz during Guatemala’s 10 Years of
Spring (1944-1954). I was furious when the imperialists to the
north and their CIA overthrew him. Who gave them the right
to intervene in our democratic affairs and determine our
destiny? I feared for my life after that and fled to El Salvador
and then to Europe, where I lived and wrote in exile for a
decade. But I couldn’t stand to be away from my native land,
so I returned and joined the Revolutionary Armed Forces, the
leftist guerrilla group which had arisen to battle the
oppressive military dictatorship which had taken over after
Arbenz was overthrown. We had tried democracy, just to have the United States sabotage
our attempt at creating a more just society and reinstall the same forces which had
monopolized power and wealth for most of our country’s history. So, what other avenues
were left but armed resistance? Although I was captured, tortured, and burned alive by the
military soon after I returned, my struggle lives on in my poetry and inspires Guatemalans to
continue the fight for social justice and equality in the decades to come.
Col. Jacobo Arbenz, Guatemalan President (Sep. 14, 1913 – Jan. 27, 1971)
I was an accomplished Guatemalan military colonel; the CIA
called me “brilliant.” During my years as a teacher in the military
academy, I became deeply troubled by the poverty and
inequality in my country. The ruling upper classes had kept the
poor impoverished for centuries, and something had to be done
to address this injustice. So after the people of Guatemala
elected me president in 1954, I struck at the heart of the
inequality by taking land away from those who had too much
and were not using it and distributing those lands to poor
peasants so they could earn a living by farming for themselves.
Even though we paid them for the lands we took, the owners – including some US
corporations – were furious and labeled me a Communist puppet of the Soviet Union. But all I
wanted to do was to give the poor a little dignity, not to make Guatemala into a Communist
state. The United States didn’t believe me, and President Eisenhower ordered the CIA to
organize a small invasion force to overthrow me. The US spread lies about my government
and did everything it could to cause economic and social chaos. I finally resigned in 1954, and
the US installed its handpicked leader, who reversed all of my social reforms and gave power
and land back to the rich. No wonder Guatemala had a revolution a few decades later.
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The Dulles Brothers: John Foster Dulles (Feb. 25, 1888 – May 24, 1959) & Allen Dulles (Apr.
7, 1893 – Jan. 29, 1969) US Secretary of State, Director of CIA
We are considered the most powerful siblings to manage
foreign policy in the history of the United States. After
President Eisenhower named us Secretary of State and
director of the CIA, we worked closely with each other to
combat the spread of Communism and promote US
corporate interests around the world. When Iran’s prime
minister tried to kick a British oil company out, we
overthrew him in 1951 and installed “our man,” the Shah.
The Shah wasn’t the greatest on human rights, and he didn’t
care too much for democracy. But he defended US interests,
which was really all we cared about. We then overthrew Jacobo Arbenz, the President of
Guatemala. Even though he was democratically elected, we knew all along he was a closet
Communist; he tried to take land away from the rich and give it to the poor. A lot of that land
was owned by a US banana company named United Fruit, which we had close ties to and
which had asked us for years to overthrow Arbenz. But we got him out because he was a
Commie, and it just helped that US corporations benefitted as well. It was one of our greatest
victories.
Agustín Farabundo Martí, (May 5, 1893 – Feb. 1, 1932) Revolutionary
As a young man, I saw that peasant farmers and farm workers in my
country, El Salvador, struggled to survive on low wages and little land
and endured horrific working conditions. The government helped the
wealthy landowners keep their workers oppressed, and I wanted a
government which would benefit all Salvadorans, not just the few
rich. I dropped out of law school and helped found the Communist
Party of Central America. But the military dictatorship, afraid that we
might win power, intimidated and harassed us and prohibited us
from taking part in elections. So what other option did we have but
to fight for our right to freedom and dignity? In 1932, I helped organize a rebellion of mostly
poor Indians, but our machetes were no match for the army’s rifles and machine guns. The
army slaughtered entire villages, killing over 10,000 mostly indigenous people in three days in
an event that became known as la matanza. The government got what it wanted: after that,
Salvadorans were scared to openly oppose it, and Indians avoided publicly practicing their
customs and culture for decades to come. Government forces captured and killed me, but my
struggle proved an inspiration for generations of social activists.

7 | © Teaching for Change, September 2014| Lesson by Pat Scallen | www.teachingforchange.org

General Maximiliano Hernández Martínez, Military Dictator (Oct. 29, 1882 – May 15, 1966)
I was an army general who took over the presidency of El Salvador
when the old president was overthrown in 1931. I really admired
Hitler, and like him, I had no problem ordering the slaughter of
thousands of people – some say up to 30,000. It didn’t matter to me
that most of them weren’t guilty of anything; I needed to teach those
backwards Indians a lesson about what happens when you oppose
your government. After that most of my political opponents were
afraid to speak up, and I made sure they didn’t by censoring the media,
getting rid of local elections, and harassing, intimidating, and killing
people who dared to oppose me. Many Salvadorans thought I was
more than a bit odd, and they called me “El Brujo” (The Witch) due to
my belief in dark magic and reincarnation. But I also allowed women to vote for the first time
in my country’s history and enacted a series of social security measures. The large landowners
loved me because I killed off their political enemies, but they were not happy after I raised
taxes and proposed redistributing some of their land in 1944. After I resigned I moved to
Guatemala and then Honduras, where in 1966 I was stabbed to death by my driver. I guess I
had it coming; my soldiers had killed his father.
Roque Dalton Writer (May 14, 1935 – May 10, 1975):
I was one of El Salvador’s best known writers. In my early years, I
developed an interest in socialism and explored that through my
literature and poems. The government kept arresting me and
condemning me to death, but I always managed to escape, one
way or another. I like to think it was fate that caused the
earthquake to shatter my jail cell and allow me to avoid certain
death by firing squad. I fled the country, and while in exile I
published some of my most famous work and won the prestigious
Casa de las Américas poetry prize in 1969. In 1970 I vowed to put
my beliefs into action, re-entered El Salvador in disguise, and
joined the Revolutionary Army of the People (ERP) as a soldierpoet. But some of my fellow guerrillas took issue with my tactics and tried to undermine me
by spreading a rumor that I was collaborating with the CIA. I wasn’t, but they used that as an
excuse for ordering my assassination in 1975. In 2012 the Salvadoran government put my
face on a stamp, but it has yet to bring my killers to justice.
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Maria Serrano Activist (1959-):
If you had told me one day I would be launching raids on
government military outposts, I would have called you crazy. I was
just a young mother trying to raise her children in a poor village in
El Salvador. Little by little, I became involved in organizing my
fellow campesinos (farmers) to demand land and rights from our
government – which had been denied us for centuries. All we
really wanted was the opportunity to earn a decent living and not
die of malnutrition. The military threatened and harassed me, and
I saw companions disappear and then turn up a dead few days
later in ditches by the side of the road, killed by the soldiers. I
knew I was next. So I took my family and fled to the hills to join the guerrillas in their fight
against the government. I didn’t risk my life for any particular idea; I fought for the poor and
disadvantaged – so that they could one day have a voice in the government. In the midst of
the war, two North American women followed me around for a couple of months and filmed
a documentary about me; they called it Maria’s Story. After the peace accords, I became a
legislator in the National Assembly and just finished serving my country as Minister of the
Interior, where I continued my quest to bring dignity and rights to the poor of El Salvador.
Major Roberto D’Aubuisson Military Leader (Aug. 23,1944 – Feb. 20, 1992):
I was an army major in El Salvador, and I led the charge against
the Communists who were taking over our country. My army
buddies and I would threaten, intimidate, disappear, torture,
and kill anyone who spoke out against the government:
farmers, workers, students, businessmen, doctors, priests, nuns
– anyone. If they spoke out against the government or
challenged the status quo, they were Communists. What my
opponents have claimed all along is true: I did order the murder
of Archbishop Oscar Romero. He was brainwashing the people
with all of his talk of social justice, and after he called on the
army to refuse orders from their commanding officers to kill, it
was time for him to go. After Romero’s death I founded my own political party and served as
a legislator in the government. People accused me of being fascist and far-right, but I took
pride in that. Someone had to cleanse the Communists before they overran our country. I
once told a reporter that we might even need to kill 200,000 or 300,000 Salvadorans to
restore peace in our beloved republic, and it’s true. I died in 1992 of throat cancer at age 48.
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Archbishop Oscar Romero Bishop, Activist (Aug. 15, 1917 – Mar. 24, 1980)
I was a soft-spoken Catholic priest in El Salvador. But as I saw how
oppressed the poor were in my country and how wealthy landholders
worked with the government, the military, and even the Church to
maintain their power, I began to speak out against the injustices. I saw
my role as the defender of the poor; the voice of those whose voices had
been silenced by poverty and fear. I used my Sunday sermons, which
were broadcast across the country, to call on the Salvadoran
government to stop killing innocent civilians who tried to speak out for
their rights, and pursue peace. Many world leaders recognized my
efforts to seek peace and nominated me for the Nobel Peace Prize. But
my actions also frightened the leaders of my country and their powerful allies; they perceived
me as a threat to their economic and political authority. In 1980 a member of the Salvadoran
military – under orders from his superiors – shot and killed me while I was saying mass at the
chapel near my house. I was a martyr for my people, and many believe I will be made a saint
very soon.
Augusto César Sandino Revolutionary (May 18, 1895–Feb. 21, 1934)
I was the child of a wealthy Spanish landowner and his indigenous
servant. This really shaped my early worldview as well as my later
efforts to unify my country against those arrogant imperialists to
the north. When the US Marines were sent to occupy our country
and “enforce the peace,” I harassed them with a small band of
loyal fighters. Although I never came close to defeating the
invaders, they couldn’t defeat my army of freedom fighters either.
But my struggle was not limited to Nicaragua; I fought for a united
Central America, just as it had been after our independence from
Spain. Our common Spanish-Indian heritage made us stronger
together than apart, and only by uniting could we prevent the
Colossus of the North from meddling in the affairs of Latin
America. After the Marines left in 1933, I was true to my word and ordered my soldiers to lay
down their arms. It turns out we shouldn’t have. Anastasio Somoza García, that opportunistic
traitor whom the Americans had appointed head of the National Guard, ambushed and
murdered me along with my brother and two of my generals as were leaving the president’s
house. Two years later he overthrew the president and then ruled Nicaragua as a dictator for
40 years after that. But I got the last laugh: Somoza’s son was overthrown in 1979 by a
popular revolution that bore my name, and my story continues to inspire anti-imperialists
throughout Latin America.
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Anastasio Somoza Debayle Dictator (Dec. 5, 1925 – Sept. 17, 1980)
My father ruled for 40 years and brought stability and civilization to
Nicaragua, and I carried on the family tradition. I used my political
power to amass a fortune of just over a billion dollars; my family
owned the Nicaraguan national airline, the national shipping line, car
dealerships, the dominant TV and radio stations, banks, insurance
companies, and construction agencies. Some people couldn’t bring
themselves to accept this, like those Communists who called
themselves Sandinistas. They weren’t a huge threat, but by the mid1970s a few arrogant Catholic priests were also spreading lies about
my not caring about poor people. Pretty soon the business community
had turned against me as well; they complained that I had awarded my businesses
government contracts over theirs – another lie. But the real indignity was when that traitor
Jimmy Carter didn’t come out and support me as the US always had. I ended up resigning the
presidency in 1979 when it was clear the Sandinista rebellion was going to defeat my army. I
fled to Paraguay, whose dictator had kindly offered me asylum. But the Sandinistas didn’t just
want me gone; they wanted me dead. They blew up my car with an anti-tank missile a few
months later.
Daniel Ortega Revolutionary, Government Official (Nov. 11, 1945-)
I’m the most recognizable Nicaraguan politician to North
Americans. I was the head of the Nicaraguan government from
1979, when we toppled the US – sponsored Somoza dictatorship,
until 1990: the decade of the Nicaraguan revolution. During this
time my Sandinista companions and I engineered wide-ranging
social and economic reforms, redistributing land among landless
peasants, collectivizing agriculture, raising literacy rates, and
supplying much-needed healthcare to hundreds of thousands
who before could not afford it.
I was shocked when I lost the presidential election in 1990, but I managed to get re-elected in
2006 after I made a pact with my rival. Since then I’ve embraced some market reforms and
moderated my political message. But I’ve never given up on opposing US ambitions
throughout the world: I’ve joined forces with Iran, Russia, Venezuela, China, and other rivals
of the US to counter its power. Recently, some have accused me of bullying the courts and
legislature into changing the constitution to allow me to run for more than two terms. But
that’s what I have to do to ensure that Nicaragua remains a free country.
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Fr. Ernesto Cardenal Writer, Priest (Jan. 20, 1925-)
I am an ordained Roman Catholic priest and a lifelong
poet and activist. When I was young I worked to
overthrow the Nicaraguan dictator Somoza, and then I
went to study under Thomas Merton in a Trappist
monastery in Kentucky. After returning to Nicaragua I
founded a Christian peasant community and artist colony;
we became known for a type of primitivist art and also
worked underground, helping the Sandinista struggle to
overthrow the dictatorship. The Nicaraguan military
didn’t take too kindly to our efforts and burned our community to the ground. After Somoza
fell in 1979, I served as Minister of Culture in the Sandinista government. The pope ordered
me to resign and publicly chastised me when he visited, but my dedication to the revolution
trumped my obedience to Rome. I left the Sandinista party in 1994 after it became clear to
me that its leader was more concerned with enriching himself and accumulating political
power than promoting the revolutionary ideals he had once espoused. I’ve continued to write
and publish my poems; I was honored to be nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature in
2005.
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro Government Official (Oct. 18, 1929-):
I was the first freely elected female head of state in the Americas; I
served as President of Nicaragua from 1990-1996. I really wasn’t too
politically active until I met my husband, a newspaper editor who
was assassinated in 1978 for his criticism of Anastasio Somoza, the
US-backed dictator in my country. Somoza was overthrown by a
popular revolution led by the Sandinistas a year later, but they were
just too extreme for me: I was a businesswoman and a political
moderate, not a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary. So I resigned my
post and used my late husband’s newspaper to expose Sandinista
abuses and criticize their programs. In 1990, I ran for and won the
presidency, beating out the Sandinista candidate with the help of $9
million from President Bush. During my one term in office, I did my
best to transition my country from civil war to a lasting peace. I let some of the Sandinista
social reforms stand but also privatized social services, cut spending on programs for the
poor, and opened Nicaragua to foreign investors. This transition to free market capitalism
was pretty controversial: unemployment skyrocketed, and many complained that the
government had abandoned them. Regardless, I like to think that I put my country on the
road to a more peaceful future.
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Carlos Mejia Godoy Musician (June 27, 1943-)
I am a Nicaraguan folk musician, guitarist, and
songwriter. I believe that music can be a force for
good; it can inspire people to break the bonds of
oppression and give them hope in their struggle for
liberation. During the 1970s, my brother Luis Enrique
and I joined with other Central American musicians to
write and perform songs which inspired peasants and
revolutionaries in their fight against Latin American
dictatorships. Perhaps my best known work is the
music for the Misa Campesina, a folk mass I wrote for
Nicaraguan peasants to sustain them in their daily sufferings and their collective struggle for
social change. Another of my famous songs instructed Nicaraguan revolutionaries on how to
assemble, use, and disassemble the rifles they were capturing from government troops
during street battles. Ironically, my son Camilo joined the US Army – the same army which
trained those who attempted to overthrow my government during the 1980s. But he made
me proud when he refused to fight in the Iraq war and served a year in jail as a conscientious
objector.
Gioconda Belli Writer, Activist (Dec. 9, 1948-)
I am a feminist, a writer, and a revolutionary. I was active in the
underground Sandinista resistance movement against Anastasio
Somoza, the dictator who ruled my country of Nicaragua, during
the 1970s. After Somoza fell in 1979, I served the new Sandinista
government as a public relations and communications liaison to the
international press. I embraced the revolution, and its idealism
penetrated many of my writings during that time. I tried to convey
the passions of the revolution and what it was like to be a woman
during that time: the romantic nature of the struggle against
dictatorship, the intensity of emotions engendered by the fight,
and the nature of the feminine experience during that time. I left
the government in 1988 to pursue my writing career full-time, and five years after that I left
the Sandinista Party in disgust. It had strayed from its original revolutionary goals and had
become a party of self-serving corrupt politicians – no different from its opposition. Today I
continue to write and lecture in literary circles, both in the U.S. and in Nicaragua.
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Brooklyn Rivera Activist (1953-)
I am the Coordinator-General of the Misurasata, the native peoples
who populate the eastern coast and interior regions of Nicaragua.
After the Sandinista guerrillas toppled the Somoza dictatorship in
1979, we expressed great faith in the new government. But the
Sandinista leadership refused our proposals for self-rule in order to
protect our culture and values. We were told that we had no choice
but to join the Sandinistas: that we were either for the
revolutionary government or against it. We were subjected to
intimidation and threats. At the same time the literacy campaign
was halted in our communities, and the government began its
practice of teaching our Indian children in Spanish rather than their
native languages. Here again we saw the dishonesty of a government which practiced
instruction designed to assimilate our peoples to another way of life. The Sandinista
government also forcibly relocated thousands of us during the 1980. We could only suffer
such injustices for so long, and many of our people saw no alternative but to take up arms
against the Sandinistas and their so-called revolutionary agenda to protect our indigenous
rights and cultural freedom.
Jimmy Carter U.S. President (Oct. 1, 1924- )
When I took office as President of the United States in 1977, I
made sure all U.S. allies knew they had to respect human rights
in order to receive our military aid. Problems came when the
Sandinista rebels in Nicaragua toppled the dictator we had
supported for decades. I tried to keep them from coming to
power because I feared that would open the door to
Communism in Central America. They did come to power, but
my government still worked with the Sandinistas and offered
economic aid as a gesture of goodwill.
My human rights policy didn’t fare too well in El Salvador, though. I gave economic and some
military aid to the Salvadoran government, even though it was clear the generals were using
it to torture and kill their own people. Archbishop Romero pleaded with me to stop shipping
arms to the military in El Salvador, shortly before he was assassinated.
When President Reagan came into office (after defeating me in the elections), he focused a
lot of attention on Central America and funded the Contras who attacked the Sandinistas.
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Robert White U.S. Government Official (Sept. 21, 1926 - Jan. 14, 2015):
I was a career foreign service officer and a specialist in Latin American
politics when President Carter named me to be the US ambassador to
El Salvador in 1979. I arrived in the midst of chaos and violence: rightwing death squads were killing anyone who advocated reform or
change, the military was out of control, and the situation was getting
worse by the day. I tried to push the Salvadoran government to rein
in the military and stop the killing, but it was futile. I used every
chance I had to speak out against the rich landowners and
businessmen who were funding the death squads; I received death
threats in return. The tipping point came when the Salvadoran
military raped and murdered four US nuns in 1980. I was furious but
could do nothing, as Ronald Reagan had just won the presidency, and everyone knew he
would yank me from my post. He did, and then he went on to grant millions in military aid to
those cold-blooded killers. I left the Foreign Service and used my credentials to lead
opposition to the Reagan policy in Central America. Since then I have worked to promote
honesty and transparency in U.S. foreign policy and, at age 88, am still going strong.
Ronald Reagan U.S. President (Feb. 6, 1911 – June 5, 2004)
I was one of the most polarizing presidents of the US in
the twentieth century: millions loved me, and millions
hated me. During my two terms in office, I did everything
I could to stop the spread of Communism around the
world, including in Central America, which might have
turned “red” had I not used my presidential powers to
intervene.
I gave over $1 million per day to the government of El
Salvador to fight the guerrillas in the 1980s and block potential Soviet influence. Sure, the
Salvadoran military was butchering its people, but the alternative would have been even
worse. In Nicaragua I spent $1 billion to have the CIA train rebels to overthrow the
government there, which was also a bunch of Communists. In Guatemala, I threw my support
behind a series of military leaders who presided over the genocide of Mayan communities.
But can you imagine what would have happened if Central America had turned Communist? It
would be a hundred times worse. I did the right thing, even though it might not have been
the popular choice at the time and tarnished my reputation in the light of the world,
especially in the eyes of Latin Americans.
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Oliver North U.S. Military, NSC (Oct. 7, 1943-)
I am a former Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Marine Corps. I
fought in the Vietnam War and then moved up the rank in the
military until I landed in the National Security Council, where I
helped to plan the U.S. invasion of Grenada and the bombing of
Libya in the 1980s. I also was one of the major players behind the
Iran-Contra affair, in which we sold weapons to Iran and then
illegally funneled the profits to fund the rebels (contras) who
were fighting the Nicaraguan government. It was a brilliant
scheme, but someone found out and squealed. Sure, I lied to
Congress about my role and tried to cover up the scandal, but the
goal of helping the contras bring down that Communist
government in Nicaragua was worth the lies. I was eventually arrested, charged with 16
felony counts, and convicted on three minor counts. But that didn’t seem to hurt my
reputation: I went on to run for the U.S. Senate in Virginia (I narrowly lost) and then host my
own nationally syndicated conservative radio show from 1995-2003. I’ve published several
bestselling books on the military since then, and I can still pull quite a crowd when I appear in
public.

Claribel Alegria Writer (May 12, 1924 - )
I was born in Nicaragua, but grew up in Santa Ana, El Salvador. In 1943,
I moved to the United States. I attended George Washington
University in Washington, D.C. I traveled through Europe with my
husband and translator, Darwin “Bud” Flakoll. I became an exile when I
spoke out against the Salvadoran military’s role in the assassination of
Archbishop Oscar Romero. I was awarded the Casa de las Americas
Prize in Havana, Cuba, in 1978, along with Nicaraguan poet Gioconda
Belli. In 1985, I returned to Nicaragua to aid in the country’s
reconstruction. I am a poet, novelist, and translator. My books
include Luisa in Realityland, Ashes of Izalco, and I Survive, which won
the Casa de las Américas prize for poetry. I currently live in Managua,
Nicaragua.
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Charlie Clements Doctor, Activist (1945 -- )
I am an American physician and human rights activist. I
flew more than 50 missions in the Vietnam War. Nine
months into duty I decided the war was immoral and
refused to fly missions in support of the invasion of
Cambodia. The Air Force responded by committing me
to a psychiatric hospital; I was subsequently declared to
have a 10% mental disability and discharged.
Afterwards, I entered medical school and came to
realize that exploitation, poverty, and injustice were
often the origin of illness and injury. Later, as a newly trained physician, I heard the U.S. was
sending military aid to the Salvadoran government. Fearing a situation similar to what I
witnessed in Vietnam, I chose to work in the midst of El Salvador's civil war in an area
controlled by the Salvadoran guerrilla resistance group, FMLN. There, the villages I served
were bombed or rocketed by some of the same aircraft in which I had previously trained.
Upon arriving back in the U.S., I testified in Congress and spoke out across the country against
the brutality of the U.S. military's actions in El Salvador, led congressional delegations to the
region, and raised millions of dollars for humanitarian aid.
Roberto Clemente Baseball Player (August 18, 1934 – December 31, 1972.)
I grew up in Puerto Rico, which many people do not
realize is a territory of the United States. I became a right
fielder for the Pittsburgh Pirates. I had many loyal fans
due to my play on the field and service to the community.
On December 23, 1972 there was a devastating
earthquake in Nicaragua. President Nixon, more
concerned that the country would “go communist” sent
in paratroopers to help the Nicaraguan National Guard
keep order instead of sending supplies. Since I had many
friends in Nicaragua, I decided to take supplies there
myself. On December 31, 1972 my plane crashed a few miles off the coast of Nicaragua. My
body was never found.
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Nora Murillo Poet, Social Worker, Feminist, Professor (1964 - )
I was born in Livingston, Guatemala, and I am part of the
Garifuna minority, a community of less than 8,000 people who
are descendants or African, Island Caribbean, and Arawak
peoples. Our access to healthcare, education, and jobs is
limited, and I try to do what I can to help as a social worker. I
am also a professor at the San Carlos University of Guatemala,
at the University Center of Izabal. My passion is poetry, to
which I have been devoted most of my life. My writing centers
on the search for a feminist identity and the struggles of
women surrounded by patriarchal institutions and society. In
2000, my work Abrir la puerta (Open the Door), won the Alaide
Foppo Poetry Prize. I wish to share my love of literature, and I
am working on transforming the house I grew up in into a
children’s community library.

Francisco Campbell Hooker (Nov. 21, 1946 - )
Ambassador, Professor, Activist
Born in Bluefields, Nicaragua, I earned my B.A. in Political
Science and Masters in International Relations from the
University of Hawaii. I continued my academic work as a
Fulbright Scholar, and eventually became a professor at the
National Autonomous University of Nicaragua. I became
involved in my country’s politics as part of the Sandinista
National Liberation Front. When our party came to power
after the Nicaraguan Revolution deposed the previous
dictator, Anastasio Somoza, I became the Deputy Chief of
the Nicaraguan Embassy in Washington D.C., and
simultaneously served at Nicaragua’s permanent mission at
the U.N. In the 1990s, I left government for a period of time
and turned to a different type of public service, founding the University of the Autonomous
Regions of the Caribbean Coast of Nicaragua and serving as President of the Center for
Human, Civil, and Autonomous Rights. I eventually returned to the political sphere with
several posts at the Central American Parliament, and then in 2010, I became the Nicaraguan
Ambassador the the U.S. in Washington, D.C. I am dedicated to building a constructive
relationship between Nicaragua and the U.S., including working to develop projects toward
renewable energy.
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Irma Flaquer Azurdia, (1938 - Oct. 16, 1980)
Journalist, Psychologist
Born in Guatemala, I was a journalist and vocal critic of
my country’s oppressive regime. My daily column, What
Others Don’t Say, discussed the many injustices and
human rights violations perpetrated by General Romeo
Lucas Garcia and his government, which received
military aid from the U.S. government. After a nearly
successful attempt on my life, I dared to write a book
about the incident, and even dedicated it to ‘my
murderer.’ This didn’t stop me from continuing my
efforts to improve the corrupt politics of my country,
and in 1979 I founded the first Human Rights Truth
Commission in Guatemala. The following year, I was
kidnapped, and never found again, probably as
retaliation for my outspoken criticism. My 24 year old
son was shot when they took me, and no one has ever been brought to justice for these
crimes.
Vicky Guzman, (Oct. 22, 1944 - )
Doctor, Humanitarian
For over 40 years, I have been dedicated to making healthcare
accessible to even the most remote areas of my country, El Salvador.
I believe it is important for medical professionals to work side by side
with the leaders of rural and poverty stricken communities in tending
toward their people’s health. Some of the elitist leaders of my
country did not approve of my methods and values, and they reacted
with threats, violence, and persecution toward my workers and me.
At one point during the civil war, I was imprisoned and placed under
house arrest. This did not discourage me, and I continued to fight,
finally gaining legal recognition for my organization ASAPROSAR
(Salvadoran Association for Rural Health). Today, we reach 140,000
people in El Salvador’s poorest areas.
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Getting to Know Central America: Meet-&-Greet
Your character for the activity:
Directions: Answer the questions below thoroughly. Take your time; the goal is to learn about
the person with whom you are speaking. You should interview 5 different individuals: one per
question.
1. Find someone from your country of origin: (name) _________________________
● What values are important to him/her?
● Would you be friends with this person? Why or why not?
2. Find someone who has a government or military role. (name) _______________________
● What did s/he seek to do with her/his power?
● Do you support this person’s goals? Why or why not?
3. Find someone who was an activist. (name) _______________________
● What consequences did they face because of their activism?
4. Find someone who has lived outside of the country of their birth. (name) ______________
● What was their motivation for leaving?
● What did they do in that country?
5. Find someone who has been assassinated: (name) ___________________________
● Why was s/he assassinated and by whom?
● Do you agree with the political position of this person? Why/why not?
6. Find someone who was a writer (name) _______________________
● What did they write about?
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Roberto D’Aubuisson

Claribel Alegria

Anastasio Somoza Debayle

Archbishop Oscar Romero
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Augusto César Sandino

Brooklyn Rivera

Robert White

Carlos Mejia Godoy
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Otto René Castillo

Charlie Clements

Violeta Barrios de Chamorro

Daniel Ortega
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The Dulles Brothers

Fr. Ernesto Cardenal

Efraín Ríos Montt

Augustín Farabundo Martí
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Gioconda Belli

Jimmy Carter

Jacobo Arbenz Guzman

Maria Serrano
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|

Maximiliano Hernández Martínez

Ronald Reagan

Oliver North

Rigoberta Menchú Tum
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Roberto Clemente

Francisco Campbell Hooker

Roque Dalton

Irma Flaquer Azurdia
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Nora Murillo
Vicky Guzman
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