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The differences between the policies of Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama are not as great as we think.

U.S. Support for Israel Mirrors 80s Support for El Salvador Junta

The similarities between the Israeli government and El Salavador's junta in the eighties are eerily similar -- as is
U.S. support for them.

It’s like the 1980s all over again.

During that decade, the Reagan administration — with the support of Congress — sent billions of dollars worth of
unconditional military and other support to the right wing-junta in El Salvador, just as the Obama administration
is today with the right-wing government in Israel.

When Salvadoran forces massacred 700 civilians in El Mozote, Congressional leaders defended the killings,
saying that the U.S-backed operation was “fighting terrorists.” Similarly, when Israel massacred over 700
civilians in the Gaza Strip early last year, Congressional leaders defended the killings for the same reason.

When Amnesty International and other groups investigated the El Mozote killings and found that it was indeed
a massacre targeted at civilians by the Salvadoran army, members of Congress denounced these reputable
human rights organizations as “biased.” There was a similar reaction when Amnesty and other groups
documented similar Israeli war crimes, with Congressional leaders accusing them of “bias.”

Even when the Salvadoran junta murdered international humanitarian aid workers, that right-wing government’s
supporters in Washington insisted that the victims were actually allied with terrorists and that they somehow
provoked their own deaths. We’re now hearing the same rationalization regarding the attack on the humanitarian
aid flotilla in the eastern Mediterranean.

The difference is that, back in the 1980s, members of Congress and the administration who were responsible for
such policies were targeted with frequent protests, including sit-ins at Congressional offices and other kinds of
nonviolent direct action. Unlike supporters of the El Salvador’s former right-wing government, however,
today’s Congressional supporters of Israel’s right-wing government seem to be getting a free ride.

Senators Barbara Boxer, Ron Wyden, Russ Feingold, Barbara Mikulski, and Carl Levin — who led the attack
against Justice Goldstone and others who documented Israeli war crimes — are still supported by many so-called
“progressives” who apparently believe that, despite these senators’ attacks on basic human rights, they should
still get their vote, campaign contributions, and other support. For example, here in California, Code Pink co-
founder Jodie Evans and singer/songwriter Bonnie Raitt, who were active in opposition to U.S. policy in
Central America during the 1980s, are major contributors to Boxer’s re-election campaign. The willingness to
challenge such right-wing Congressional militarists has substantially diminished.

The problem is less a matter of the power of AIPAC and the “pro-Israel lobby” as it is the failure of those on the
left to demand a change in Obama administration policy. Progressives must recognize that the lives of Arab
civilians are as important as the lives of Central American civilians; that it is just as inexcusable for the United
States to support a government that kill passengers and crew on a humanitarian flotilla in international waters as
it is to kill nuns, agronomists and other civilians working in the Salvadoran countryside; and that, when it comes
to international humanitarian law, the differences between the policies of Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama are
not as great as we would like to think.
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