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Introduction
The precious common heritage of our Western
Hemisphere is the conviction that human beings
are the subjects, not the objects, of public
policy; that citizens must not become mere
instruments of the state.1

How do we define "foreign policy" today, in a world characterized by "globalization"
and "interdependence" in economics, culture and politics? Who articulates and promotes
foreign policy? Who is allowed to speak for a country and articulate its foreign policy
concerns? Nation states still dominate the international political arena, but international politics
have changed substantially in recent decades. The growth of nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and their self-understanding of speaking on behalf of the public have been especially
notable. For some, they represent training grounds in democracy; 2 for others, illegitimate voices
of the public.3 While recognizing the emergence of NGOs and their attempts to influence
international and national politics, few have construed their foreign policy goals. In the light of
new global developments, international relations specialist Ernst-Otto Czempiel notices the
dawn of a new era in any country's foreign policy: one shaped by societies, not by "states."4 In
his eyes, growing citizens' participation in international affairs carries far-reaching implications
for the culture of foreign policy.

Throughout U.S. history private individuals, companies, and cultural, political, and
religious organizations have gone abroad and maintained relations with foreign societies. The
foreign policy of the U.S. government has been, whether willingly or unwillingly, influenced by
societal and economic interests. Accordingly, U.S. foreign policy5 is inexplicable without
understanding a special characteristic: the role of civic foreign policy. The concept of civic
foreign policy is especially relevant to nongovernmental organizations and social movements.
The involvement of NGOs in the creation of U.S. foreign policy is not new. Their number and
interaction, however, has increased significantly since the late 1960s. Many of them have
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become important actors in the field of foreign policy and international relations. U.S. foreign
policy and the relations of the United States with other countries cannot be understood without
taking a look at the activities and the behavior of these societal actors. In the following chapters
I will introduce the concept of civic foreign policy by illustrating a concrete historical example:
the role of civic foreign policy in U.S. - Central American relations in the 1970s and 1980s.

The Civic Feature of the United States

Why do I use and need this concept of civic foreign policy? Both, international relations
theory and the historical study of U.S. foreign relations, helped me to outline the features of
civic foreign policy. As a historian, it was not my intention to begin with a particular theory and
then verify the approach with a specific case study. While examining primary sources and
talking to members of the religious NGO community I realized that I was not dealing with "a
history" but rather "histories." The theoretical frame helps to connect episodes and perspectives
with each other.6
The term "civic" describes a central feature of the U.S. political system that extends to
the field of foreign policy as much as to domestic issues: the participation of citizens or groups
of citizens, i.e. interest groups, in the political process and the promotion of their own political
agenda.7 Beyond the structural dimension civic foreign policy is also supposed to imply a
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public-spirited position and interest. Descriptions such as private, societal or religious foreign
policy are either too narrow or misleading for understanding this particular interest and branch
of policymaking. The commitments of the organizations described in this study center on the
common good, not the direct benefit of the interest group and its members. Civic foreign policy
thus goes beyond the concept of "private foreign policy" as transnational relations theorists
sometimes refer to the politics of NGOs.8
"Civic" could most directly be translated into "belonging to citizens" or "of, pertaining, or
proper to citizens." According to a dictionary of American government and politics, a civic
organization is defined as a "formal association of local citizens that works to further its concept
of the public interest."9 Another encyclopedia defines civic organizations similarly as nonpartisan groups of citizens "who have associated themselves for the furtherance of some public
cause or enterprise."10 The latter also describes such organizations as pressure groups but
stresses the difference to the narrow self-interest of other interest groups: "[T]he aims of many
civic organizations are related to the ideals and not to the self-interest of their members."11
These ideals comprise small-scale as well as large-scale public causes such as the struggle for
the democratic election of school administrators on the municipal level, the end of private
financing of election campaigns, or new environmental laws for purification plants in order to
secure the public's health. Ideally, democracy also means, "that in some way governmental
elites must respond to the desires and demands of its citizens."12 Civic foreign policy, therefore,
does not only mean policies made by citizens but includes advocacy and action within the public
sphere, more broadly defined at the level of community or nation.

the existence of equality and balance among interest groups. Pointing at factors such as resources (e.g.
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interest group activism and pluralism in the United States is extensive. Allan Cigler's and Burdett Loomis'
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The U.S. political system contributes to a favorable environment for interest group
emergence and politics. Representative democracy and the system of checks and balances on
the one hand, and factionalism (or pluralism), on the other hand, constitute two basic elements
of the U.S. republican system. In comparison to parliamentary democracies, the legislative and
executive powers are more independent from each other. The executive power is not built on a
majority within the legislation, but elected separately. On the other hand, power is dispersed
between the two branches. In questions of foreign affairs, neither Congress nor the
administration has sole authority. While the Constitution makes the U.S. President Commander
in Chief, Congress can influence foreign policies through its so-called "power of the purse"
(control over the budget), its right to declare war, and the Senate's right to confirm secretaries
and ambassadors. Because of the separation of powers, civic and other interest groups have
multiple points of access.13 The legislature with its dependency on constituencies, has served as
the most important governmental branch for group influence. In addition, the professional
structure of the two branches is different. Apart from two elected leaders, the administrative
agencies, such as the State Department or the Immigration and Naturalization Service, consists
of professional staff. In the area of immigration, advocacy groups also turn toward the judiciary
to promote the rights of immigrants and refugees. In addition, the constitutional guarantees of
free speech, association, and the right to petition promote the involvement of citizens.
As an immigrant country, the United States embodies many ethnic or cultural interests.
The involvement of religion is a very substantial part of this pluralistic feature of the American
polity.14 Interest groups and social movements are as much part of the U.S. political culture as
popular decision-making through elections or federalism. In the early 19th century, Alexis de
Tocqueville already observed the tendency of U.S. citizens to constantly form "associations of a
thousand...kinds,"15 a tendency as visible today as in Tocqueville's times.16 Traditional U.S.
values such as individualism and the "pursuit of happiness" and of self-realization also account
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for this fact. The French philosopher illustrates the individuals' distrust of authority and
government:
The citizen of the United States is taught from infancy to rely upon his own exertions, in order to
resist the evils and the difficulties of life; he looks upon the social authority with an eye of mistrust
and anxiety, and he claims its assistance only when he is unable to do without it...In America, the
citizens who form the minority associate, in order, first, to show their numerical strength, and so to
diminish the moral power of the majority; and, secondly, to stimulate competition...17

Religion and Civil Society

Religious interest groups are the focal point of this study. But are religious groups
interest groups that promote democracy and the public good?18 Are they not a good example
for narrow self-interest, i.e. the protection and enhancement of their religion? Religion and the
public sphere enjoy a distinct bond in U.S. history. The separation of church and state is a
fundamental element of the U.S. political system. The separation of church and state, however,
does not imply a separation of religion and politics. To the contrary, religion and politics have
been intertwined since the foundation of the United States. Robert Bellah's famous essay on
civil religion in the United States outlines the (symbolic) role of religion for American politics.19
Bellah argues, "the separation of church and state has not denied the political realm a religious
dimension."20
Aside from the symbolic role of religion, religious institutions, churches and their adjunct
organizations have been important contributors to the civic sphere. Again, Tocqueville helps to
understand the broad civic life of the United States. According to the French philosopher,
religion is one of the main participants of democratic life in the United States.21 Religious
groups, clergy, nuns, and congregations are key participants of and contributors to U.S. civil
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society. The issues affecting and being generated by civil society concern the common good.22
They touch questions involving everybody within the society. Structurally, "religion" plays a
prominent role in civil society because every religion consists of congregations, local
communities, and more formal NGOs that participate in public affairs. Robert Fowler and Allen
Hertzke come to the conclusion that "[o]n the social and civic level, religious people are more
likely to give charity, vote, and be involved in community activities than the nonreligious."23
Political scientist Brian Smith highlights the institutional and faith-based spectrum of activities
that "provide a network of mechanisms unparalleled even by the state."24 Indeed, the range of
religious groups' activities includes many aspects that touch civic life: "worship, education,
health, politics, community organization, collective bargaining, culture, recreation..."25 Religion
shapes values that relate to the public sphere. Religious beliefs touch questions of the common
good and they enable citizens to make public moral choices.26
Religious organizations have acted as "public interest groups" in U.S. history.27 While
structurally and tactically similar to secular interest groups, religious organizations are distinct
and unique in one way. Their existence is justified by their religion, which in itself is "a primary
source of moral and ethical teaching."28 While elements of the history of Christianity, such as
missionary endeavors, wars and invasions in the name of the religion, demonstrate the abuses
and contradictory tendencies of Christian care taking, Christian principles still function as a
source for humanitarian activities and solidarity beyond the nation.
22
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The term "religion" can mean a socio-cultural group, a set of institutions, or a doctrine.29
All three dimensions encourage political activism or an interest in the public sphere, albeit in
different ways. Most religious organizations, although there are some that question engagement
in daily politics, formulate demands within the political system.
Through their belief system and through their international activity, religious groups and
communities shape perceptions and expectations of international politics. This study explores
the activities, motivations, and arguments of a specific set of groups that touched the content
and conduct of U.S. foreign policy toward Central America. The study focuses on those
religious groups that have been the most active on behalf of issues relating to Central America
and human rights. Regarding the study of religious groups, it is important to distinguish between
structurally different organizations. The most common distinction is made between religious
denominations and independent faith-based groups that foster an interest based on a certain set
of values.30
The "religious groups" of interest in this study comprise traditional church agencies,
denominations, advocacy groups, as well as grassroots groups. Due to the diversity and
quantity, the analysis focuses on a few groups but will point out the work and thoughts of others
where necessary for further enlightment of civic foreign policy toward Central America. Groups
and individual activists from the Roman Catholic Church, the mainline Protestant, and the
Protestant peace churches31 were the main participants that shaped and characterized the
development and character of active civic foreign policy toward Central America in the 1970s
and 1980s.
Despite its unified structure, the Catholic Church is the home of diverse groups and
interests. The analysis will shed light on the various voices within the U.S. Catholic Church. The
Catholic Maryknoll order will serve as one special example for the significance of individual
Catholic missionaries, sisters, and priests in Central America-related issues. U.S. Protestantism
houses 300-odd denominations. In order to capture the voice of mainline Protestants, the study
concentrates on their umbrella organization, the National Council of Churches (NCC) and its
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agencies. While mainline Protestant churches shared most of the NCC's positions, individual
Protestant denominations also appeared as vocal actors independent from the NCC's work.
Other significant participants belonged to the so-called Protestant peace churches or their
associated service agencies, such as the Society of Friends (Quakers), the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC), the Friends' Committee on National Legislation (FCNL), the
Church of the Brethren, the Mennonite Church, and the Mennonite Central Committee
(MCC).32 The Universal Unitarians were among the most liberal advocates. Other Christian
and non-Christian groups occasionally joined specific Central America-related campaigns.
While most evangelical Protestants sympathized with conservative foreign policy concepts
based on security and anti-communism, a community of liberal evangelical Protestants became
very active on behalf of Central American civil war refugees and U.S. non-intervention in El
Salvador or Nicaragua. Various Jewish congregations and the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations (UAHC)33 joined the Sanctuary movement or were members of advocacy
groups.34
One major aspect of faith-based civic foreign policy of the 1970s and 1980s was the
emergence of religious advocacy groups, grassroots groups, and grassroots movements that
focused on Central American issues. While examining the ideas and goals of this conglomerat of
religious groups, the study will also explore the history of these new groups and their
significance for civic foreign policy.

Concerning moral and political issues, the three main religions in the United States - i.e.
Catholicism, Protestantism, Judaism - can be classified into three groups: Liberals, moderates,
and conservatives.35 A liberal Lutheran for example, is likely to share more of the political
opinions of a liberal Jew than that of a conservative Lutheran. Coalitions between
denominations, however, shift with the issues. Regarding questions of foreign or security policy,
32
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Catholics and Presbyterians for instance share a common set of values. In questions regarding
abortion, they generally take opposing positions.
In this analysis, the distinction between "radical," "progressive," "liberal," "moderate,"
and "conservative" positions within the religious community refers to their position on foreign
policy and international affairs (touching international socio-economic issues). It does not define
theological orientations and it does not intend to point out correlations between religious
orientations and political attitudes. Here, those groups and churches that give issues such as
social justice, peace, and human rights a priority in their foreign policy agenda are defined as
"liberal."36 Some groups and individuals like the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits), the Maryknoll
society, and various advocacy and grassroots groups tended to be more progressive 37 in their
outlook. While grouping them with the liberal wing, the study will point out the differences
within.

Foreign Policy and Civic Action
Traditionally, explanations of interest group politics and civic action were the domain of
scholars exploring domestic politics. The involvement of U.S. citizens in international affairs,
however, can be attributed to such multi-functional and multi-issue groups as religious, ethnic,
or environmentalist organizations.38 Whether on a large or small scale, interest groups pursue
autonomous policies at home or abroad. Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, two of the early
scholars of transnational relations theory, argue, "[a] good deal of intersocietal intercourse, with
significant political importance, takes place without governmental control."39 Another proponent
of this model, the German political scientist Walter Bühl, asserts that the traditional suggestion
that foreign policy activities need to be organized within the domain and framework of the state
no longer holds true:
36

The term "liberal" is used according to the political context of the United States.
"Progressive" indicates positions to the left of the liberal outlook. These groups emphasized
economic issues of social justice and criticized the "wrong" distribution of U.S. economic aid in addition to
a call upon the protection of most basic and civil human rights. Some of them also understood the use of
violent means as the last option at the hand of the suppressed and poor. Few justified the use of violence.
Those groups that did not only sympathize but supported violent means will be identified as radical.
38
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Lester W. Milbrath, "Interest Groups and Foreign Policy," in James Rosenau (ed.), Domestic Sources of
Foreign Policy (New York: Free Press, 1967), 231-251.
39
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37
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Die Annahmen der klassischen Nationalstaatspolitik, daß die gesamte außenpolitische Aktivität
nur im Rahmen von Staaten zu organisieren sei und unter der Autorität der Regierung stehen
müsse bzw. daß die Nation eine geographisch abgrenzbare Interessensphäre darstelle, sind eben
für alle Staaten hinfällig geworden.40

The theory of transnational relations does not ignore the importance of the state, as
some critics hold, but suggests the integration of other actors outside of governmental politics
and state polity (governmental institutions or the state) into the study of international relations
and foreign policy.41 Various studies in the recent past have demonstrated the importance of
single transnational or international social movements, the work of NGOs, or the impact of
multi-national corporations on national or international policies.42 Especially the study of
nongovernmental actors and relations has grown and matured during the last decade. While
transnational relations theory has recognized and valued the emergence and "the presence of
transnational organizations as autonomous or quasi-autonomous actors in world politics...that
maintain private foreign policies,"43 the history of foreign relations has also opened up in recent
decades incorporating issues not formerly seen as a part of "diplomatic history." There are
various, albeit still few, studies or histories of interest groups, their actions, goals and attempts
of influencing the decision-making process.44 Historical analyses do not generally talk about the
history of foreign policy of such autonomous societal actors.
Since the foundation of the United States, corporations and U.S. citizens such as
missionaries, entrepreneurs, pacifists or natural conservationists have been international actors.
40
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policy investigation: e.g. Lars Schoultz, Human Rights and United States Policy toward Latin America
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Some historians even advocate that U.S. foreign policy was an instrument of interest groups
during most of its history.45 Without engaging in a discussion about power and interests within
the U.S. polity, the historian Akira Iriye argues that the activities of traders, investors,
missionaries, scientists, teachers and the like "defined the nature of American relations with the
rest of the world" at least until the beginning of the 20th century.46 His colleague, Emily
Rosenberg, discovered the same phenomenon "that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries private Americans, more than governments policymakers, tended to shape America's
role in the world."47 The historians Morrell Heald and Lawrence Kaplan add that these private
commercial, religious or humanitarian interests "exercised an influence frequently
disproportionate to their numbers."48
This study argues from the assumption that certain groups or '"subcultures" with a
genuine interest in international matters exist and still attempt to influence U.S. policy at home
and engage in activities abroad. While examining the history of such activities toward Central
America, the study frequently hints at the scale of influence of faith-based initiatives on official
policy.
Missionary and religious endeavors as well as the human rights activities of U.S.
religious groups in Latin America since World War II have received scarce attention by
historians.49 Societal, and especially the religious relationship between the United States and
Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s, however, was profound, complex, and increasingly
important for the political interaction between the two regions. Due to the high number of U.S.
Catholic missionaries, historical religious ties, and U.S. political interests and involvement, the
interaction was particularly strong regarding the U.S.-Central American context. The main
thrust of engagement concerned the three Central American countries locked in civil wars
during the late 1970s and 1980s, i.e. El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. While the three
der USA: Amerikanische Außenpolitik zwischen Idealismus und Realismus 1972-1982 (München:
Oldenbourg, 1983), chapter 3.
45
Morrell Heald and Lawrence S. Kaplan, Culture and Diplomacy: The American Experience
(Westport, CN: Greenwood, 1977).
46
Akira Iriye, "Culture and International History," in Michael Hogan and Thomas Patterson (eds.),
Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press,
1991), 220.
47
Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural
Expansion, 1890-1945 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 12. Rosenberg hints at the "peripheral status" of
private foreign policy within diplomatic history. She writes that "a study of America's foreign affairs must,
to a large degree, focus upon these nongovernmental forces." (12)
48
Heald and Kaplan, Culture, 4.
49
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conflicts and subsequent responses emanated on country-specific grounds, all three share a
common history and common features. In order to pinpoint specific actions by religious groups
and their implications, the study mainly focuses on the U.S.-Salvadoran context. By illustrating
one case in detail, the subject matter was not only more manageable. It permitted an in-depth
study rather than an overview of activities. Due to the transnational linkage of groups, politics,
and themes, it still allows to draw conclusions regarding civic foreign policy toward Central
America as a whole.

The Chapters

The dissertation examines the history of civic foreign policy toward Central America by
concentrating on the most active nongovernmental actors in the United States. Chronologically,
the study captures the external, societal conditions and internal, church-related developments
that brought about faith-based nongovernmental activism in the 1970s and 1980s. U.S. faithbased groups and individual activists attempted to exert influence on the political discourse and
on the policymaking process regarding social justice, human rights, and refugee issues. This
study shows in how far nongovernmental actors also generated autonomous50 policies and
actions apart from their interest in influencing decisions by the government. Civic foreign policy,
therefore, refers to the involvement and participation of U.S. citizens in the federal foreign
policy process, but it also encompasses actions of U.S. citizens in Central America and
regarding Central America beyond attempts to influence the "official" decision-making process.
Faith-based activities in the 1970s and 1980s were preceded by U.S. Christian
missionary activity in Latin America during the 19th and early 20th century. Some observers
hold that the "missionary effort laid the groundwork for American government and nonprofit
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According to Ursula Lehmkuhl, transnational theorists define autonomy as "das Vermögen der
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arguing from the hypothesis of their powerlessness.
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international assistance programs."51 Missionaries were the first and prime promoters of U.S.
private foreign aid in the 19th century. Due to its importance for framing and understanding later
development of faith-based foreign policy activities toward Latin America, the second chapter
sketches the ascendance of missionary work of U.S. Protestant and Catholic churches in Latin
America. The chapter illustrates the shifts of U.S. missionary work from the 19th century until
the early 1970s and the influence of these transnational experiences on the U.S. religious
community's Latin America program.
The third chapter discusses developments in the 1970s. The missionary activity of
mainly Catholic priests, nuns and lay workers in Latin America had a lasting impact on the
connection between North American churches and their Latin American partners. Growing
class conflict in Latin America and its roots in the increasing poverty of the masses, the rise of
military dictatorships (or civilian-military regimes) and their excessive human rights violations
against their own populace, the alignment of the United States with these regimes or the silence
of the United States about the human rights violations influenced and changed the thinking of
many U.S. missionaries and their institutions. The chapter examines the precise history of
missionary and other forms of religious activity in El Salvador in the late 1970s against the
background of the Latin American and U.S. political context of the 1970s. Without the
missionary background of specific Catholic orders, lobbying activities on behalf of human rights
in the 1970s are inexplicable. The chapter reveals the institutional and political impact of faithbased human rights on U.S. politics.
The fourth and fifth chapters illuminate the broadening of faith-based El Salvador
activism in the United States. Both chapters explain the political context and official policies
before exploring religious groups' reactions. The fourth chapter reviews responses to the
intensification of the Salvadoran conflict and the increased involvement of the United States. It
will take a specific look at the year 1980, which marked a series of events and developments
that eventually let to even greater involvement of the religious sector. Trying to grasp civic
foreign policy of the 1980s, we need to understand the engagement of church institutions and
faith-based groups as well as citizens at the grassroots level who did not have any kind of
connection to the big church institutions in New York or Washington, D.C.
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The broadening of citizens' involvement in Central American issues was especially
notable in questions touching civil war refugees from El Salvador. Their arrival at the U.S.Mexican border directly linked the war abroad with U.S. society. Thus, the fifth chapter
continuous with an analysis of the U.S.-Salvadoran context by paying special attention to
refugee issues. Questions regarding refugees and migrants from Central America were
interdependent with aspects of the civil wars and, hence, U.S. foreign policy. The chapter
concentrates on the U.S. Sanctuary movement as the main example of faith-inspired and
grassroots refugee rights' assistance. In both chapters, I will illustrate the activities of religious
groups, explore the development of their foreign and refugee policy perceptions and
expectations, and how they tried to communicate them in their own society.
The impact of religious activities is discussed at various points throughout the analysis
but the sixth chapter draws an overall conclusion of the findings. The conclusion assesses civic
foreign policy toward Central America in its historical and political dimension. It determines the
impact of faith-based Central America activism on the nongovernmental and governmental level
and tries to seize its meaning for U.S. foreign policy.

Research and Sources
The dissertation is based on primary sources. Due to the diversity of the religious
groups that are subject of the analysis, I limited research to a manageable size of groups and
sources. I tried to do justice to the pluralist face of faith-based Central American activism by
using material from as diverse sources as possible. Material was basically collected and
reviewed in historical archives and, due to the time frame of the topic, at some of the
organizations themselves. Journals, newspapers, and interviews serve as additional sources of
primary material. Some religious denominations and orders run their own archives, others have
transferred their papers to historical societies specializing in archival work. The documentation,
manuscripts, and office files reflect the network and cooperation among church groups and their
partners. While working in one archive or in a file storage room of a particular office,
information and newsletters from other groups appeared in the documentation.
The Maryknoll archive was one of the most accessible and valuable sources for U.S.
Catholic activities related to Latin America. Archival material is open to researchers until the
mid-1980s. For an analysis of the Catholic episcopate and their respective agencies, I relied on

15

the Church's own documentation series, newsletters, periodicals, and testimonies in
congressional hearings. The papers of the umbrella organization of the mainline Protestants, the
National Council of Churches, are at the Presbyterian Historical Society archives in
Philadelphia. Regarding material for the time after 1975/77, the offices of the Church World
Service and the NCC's human rights office offered me complete access to office papers and
material until the early 1990s.
Various former activists and staff workers provided me with material from their
personal archives. Newsletters, monthly updates, and other forms of publication from the
1970s and 1980s by advocacy groups are difficult to find. Yet, advocacy groups themselves,
as in the case of the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), or the Sterling Library of
Yale University and the Library of Congress were rich and valuable sources. The integration of
sources from the grassroots level is a fundamental aspect of my dissertation. Archives that hold
material from grassroots groups are scarce, especially when it comes to more recent material.
Documents of denominations, advocacy and grassroots groups were mainly acquired through
congressional hearings, newsletters, interviews, religious magazines, and by courtesy of
individual activists. Apart from those sources, which were only quoted or referred to once, the
reader will find an extensive list of the published primary material in the bibliography.
The bibliographical section of primary sources first lists the archives that provided
manuscripts and other records, as well as interviews conducted by the author. Published
primary literature is divided into three sections, beginning with a list of the main magazines,
newsletters, and periodicals by churches, religious organizations, and grassroots groups as well
as general daily newspapers used for documentation. Then, a collection of very diverse
material, including church statements, readers, conference brochures, speeches, published
interviews, and primary source collections follows. The congressional hearings and publications
build the third part.

