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• Understand the impacts of U.S. intervention—
military and economic—in Central America 

• Understand the relationship between climate 
change and migration  

• Develop a basic understanding of imperialism 

• Develop a basic understanding of neoliberalism 

Educational Goals 

• Brief history of U.S. intervention in Central 
America. Format: oral presentation or 
documentary clips (13 min); discussion (45 min). 

• Climate Refugees. Format: discussion (30 min) 

• Analyze elements of neoliberalism & imperialism 
(15 min). Identify their impacts on people’s lives 
(15 min). Discussion (15 min) 

Agenda 

Photo credit: Protestor holds photo of Claudia Patricia Gómez González, young 
woman who was killed by Border Patrol in May 2018. Erin Long. Families Belong 
Together Action. Springfield, MA, June 2018.



Harvest of Empire: The Untold 
Story of Latinos in America 

Film Synopsis: “At a time of heated and divisive debate 
over immigration, Onyx Films is proud to present Harvest 
of Empire, a feature-length documentary that reveals the 
direct connection between the long history of U.S. 
intervention in Latin America and the immigration crisis 
we face today. 

Based on the groundbreaking book by award-winning 
journalist and Democracy Now! Co-host Juan 
González, Harvest of Empire takes an unflinching look at 
the role that U.S. economic and military interests played 
in triggering an unprecedented wave of migration that is 
transforming our nation’s cultural and economic 
landscape. 

From the wars for territorial expansion that gave the U.S. 
control of Puerto Rico, Cuba and more than half of 
Mexico, to the covert operations that imposed 
oppressive military regimes in the Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala, Nicaragua and El Salvador, Harvest of 
Empire unveils a moving human story that is largely 
unknown to the great majority of citizens in the U.S. 

As Juan González says at the beginning of the film ‘They 
never teach us in school that the huge Latino presence 
here is a direct result of our own government’s actions in 
Mexico, the Caribbean and Central America over many 
decades — actions that forced millions from that region 
to leave their homeland and journey north.’” 



Harvest of Empire 
(click link) 
Facilitators’ Note: Pick 1-2 clips to watch from the 2017 
documentary and then facilitate a discussion. Content 
warning: state violence, including torture, murder, and 
sexual assault. 

Guatemala 
Viewing mark: 11:40 – 24:24 (12 min) 
Topics addressed: 
• 1954 US-backed military coup against democratically-

elected president Jacobo Árbenz 
• State and death squad violence during the civil war 

(1960-1996); genocide against Mayan people 
• Experiences of Guatemalan immigrants 

El Salvador  
Viewing mark: 1:07:26 – 1:18:44 (11 min) 
Topics addressed: 
• State and death squad violence during the civil war 

(1980-1992) 
• U.S funding & training of Salvadoran military 

Honduras 
Source: 3-minute Al Jazeera Video (click link) 
Topics addressed: 
• U.S.-backed 2009 military coup; role of Hillary Clinton  
• Post-coup violence  

Discussion (45 min) 
Format: Small group discussion (30 min); report-backs to 
larger group (15 min). 
• How do you feel learning this history? 
• What has been the role of the United States in Central 

America?  
• What are the connections between imperialism and 

migration? 

Alternative Exercise (45 min) 
• Write discussion questions on 3 different pieces of 

butcher paper. Participants write responses on sticky 
notes (5 min). Participants read all responses (10 
minutes). Group discussion (30 min). 

Materials Needed 
• Projector and computer  
• Internet access 
• Butcher paper, markers & sticky notes (for alternative 

exercise) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyncOYTZfHE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U6mi2WaImVI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UyncOYTZfHE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U6mi2WaImVI


U.S. Policy in Central America  
By the end of the 1980s, over 200,000 people 
were killed as the result of U.S. intervention. 

A critical question is missing from the immigration debate: 
Why do people migrate to this country? To answer that 
question, one must understand the history of U.S. foreign 
policy. U.S. intervention, military and economic, has 
contributed to the conditions that force people to migrate. 
Since the nineteenth century, Central America has been the 
site of U.S.-backed oligarchs and dictators. The United States 
has intervened countless times to protect corporate profits, 
maintain control over markets, or crush the threat of a 
revolutionary example. 

To understand the root causes of migration, we have to 
understand U.S policy in the 1970s and 1980s. During those 
decades, the United States supported military dictatorships in 
the region, including in Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Honduras. Those regimes murdered, tortured, and 
disappeared their political opponents, including peasants, 
students, workers, and human rights activists. During the 
1980s alone, over 200,00 people are estimated to have been 
killed as a result of U.S. intervention in Central America 
(Grandin 2006, 116; Grandin 2004, 74; Almeida 2008, 179). 
Violence has had long-term consequences. First, it has 
prevented genuine economic development. Second, it has 
vastly undermined cultures of solidarity, enabling the rise of 
hyper-masculine, quasi-capitalist gangs (Levenson 2013). 

Guatemala 

U.S. intervention in Guatemala resulted in genocide, state 
repression, displacement, and poverty. In 1954, a U.S.-led 
military coup ousted democratically elected president, Jacobo 
Árbenz, who threatened corporate interests due to his modest 
proposals to increase wages and enact land reform. After the 
coup, the United States continued to supply the Guatemalan 
military regimes with funds, equipment, and training.  

In the 1980s, the U.S.-backed military committed genocide 
against Mayan peoples. Between November 1981 and early 
1983, the military swept through indigenous communities, 
committing over 600 massacres. As the genocide unfolded, 
the Reagan administration continued to push for funding. U.S. 
officials assured Guatemalan military leaders that “Mr. Reagan 
recognizes that a good deal of dirty work has to be 
done” (Grandin 2006, 109). In 1982, Reagan complained that 
dictator Efraín Ríos Montt was getting a “bad deal” and that 
he was “totally committed to democracy.” The following day, 
the military killed over 160 people in the Dos Erres village. The 
victims included 65 children; soldiers had smashed their 
heads on rocks (Grandin 2006, 110). The United Nations 
Commission for Historical Clarification reported that from 
1960 to 1996, the civil war resulted in the deaths of over 
200,000 people, the vast majority Mayan; state and 
paramilitary forces committed 93 percent of human rights 
violations. 

https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf
https://www.aaas.org/sites/default/files/migrate/uploads/mos_en.pdf


El Salvador 

In the early 1960s, the Kennedy administration funded and 
trained the two paramilitary groups that later became central 
to the country’s death squad apparatus. The death squads 
were fascist groups that murdered, tortured, and raped their 
political opponents. 

In the 1970s, the violence only got worse. The violence was 
mainly directed at workers, peasants, and students. A relative 
handful of capitalists and landowners dominated the 
Salvadoran economy. Even the most modest reforms, such as 
a minimum wage, threatened the interests of those elite 
groups. And so, military officials and death squad leaders 
murdered labor organizers, stuffing their bodies into coffee 
sacks. By the end of the decade, the state and death squads 
were murdering 800 people a month. In March 1980, they 
committed their most famous murder, killing Archbishop 
Oscar Romero as he said mass. A month before, Romero had 
sent President Carter a letter pleading with him to cut off U.S. 
military aid to El Salvador. He received no response. 

In 1980, after decades of state repression against peaceful 
protest, five peasant guerrilla groups took up arms to 
overthrow the U.S.-backed dictatorship. Throughout the 
1980s, the United States provided the Salvadoran military with 
$1 million a day. Those funds helped the Salvadoran military to 
eliminate the insurgency and any perceived supporters.  

Aside from funding, the U.S. government also trained 
Salvadoran military officials at the School of the Americas in 
Fort Benning, Georgia. The worst human rights abuses in 
Latin America have been committed by its graduates. The 
School has now been rebranded as the Western Hemisphere 
Institute for Security Cooperation. 

The El Mozote massacre reveals the horrors of U.S. foreign 
policy. In December 1981, Domingo Monterrosa, a colonel 
who graduated from the School of the Americas, ordered his 
battalion to massacre the village. The Salvadoran military killed 
almost 1,000 civilians in the area, mainly women and children 
in the village of El Mozote. Soldiers raped, impaled, burned, 
strangled, shot, and decapitated their victims. 

In the early 1990s, forensic exhumations revealed that a single 
mass grave included the remains of 131 children under age 
twelve. Concepción Sánchez, who was three days old, was 
one of the youngest victims. Exhumations also revealed that 
184 cartridges, out of 245, had been manufactured for the 
U.S. government at Lake City, Missouri (Danner 1994,159). 

The civil war in El Salvador lasted for twelve years, from 1980 
to 1992. The war resulted in the deaths of around 75,000 
people. According to the United Nations Truth Commission, 
the Salvadoran military and right-wing death squads 
committed 85 percent of human rights abuses.  

http://www.soaw.org/about-the-soawhinsec/what-is-the-soawhinsec
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/ElSalvador-Report.pdf
http://www.soaw.org/about-the-soawhinsec/what-is-the-soawhinsec
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/ElSalvador-Report.pdf


Honduras  

In June 2009, the Obama administration tacitly supported the 
military coup in Honduras, which ousted democratically 
elected president Manuel Zelaya. Zelaya had attempted to 
raise the minimum wage and expand community 
consultations on corporate projects. Since the 2009 military 
coup, various military governments (Roberto Micheletti, 
Porfirio Lobo, and now Juan Orlando Hernández), have 
presided over a nightmarish cycle of violence. State violence is 
directed against workers, peasants, LGBTQ people, 
journalists, and human rights defenders. State violence has 
involved hundreds of political murders and systematic 
impunity.  

After the coup, the Obama administration increased military 
aid to Honduras, giving it tens of millions of dollars a year in 
military aid and sales contracts (Frank 2012; Frank 2013). It 
also appears to have lied about its aid to the Honduran 
national police chief to circumvent restrictions on aid to gross 
human rights violators.  

Post-coup violence has contributed to the current-day 
migration crisis. In 2014, there was a shocking 1,272 percent 
increase of Honduran children apprehended at the border. 
Post-coup violence has also forced LGBTQ Hondurans to 
migrate. From 1994 to 2009, the murder rate against LGBTQ 
persons was 1 a year. In 2014, LGBTQ activist Nelson 
Arambú reported 176 murders against LGBTQ individuals 
since 2009.  

Neoliberalism  

The United States has also intervened in Latin America 
through other means. Since the 1980s, the United States has 
promoted global neoliberal reforms. Neoliberalism is an 
ideology but also a set of economic policies that include cuts 
to social spending, deregulation, privatization of public 
industries, and militarization. 

Free trade agreements have given U.S. corporations access 
to cheap labor and resources. Bill Clinton’s administration, 
signed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 
which went into effect in 1994. NAFTA had devastating effects 
on the Mexican economy. U.S. corporations flooded the 
Mexican economy with cheap products, particularly corn. 
Mexican farmers were unable to compete, losing their lands 
and livelihoods. Farmers migrated to cities in search of work. 
Others risked their lives to make the journey north, crossing 
the desert to find employment in the United States. 

NAFTA has directly contributed to the forced migration of 
Mexicans. In March 2017, the Center for Economic and Policy 
Research confirmed that point. From 1994 to 2000, the 
estimated annual number of immigrants from Mexico to the 
United States soared by 79 percent. 

Neoliberalism kills people. Corporations are free to cross 
national borders, but migrants are criminalized. As Kevin 
Young stated, “The U.S. government has ensured that people 
stayed locked in their cages, subject to poverty and violence, 
with no way out.” 

https://news.yahoo.com/us-aids-honduran-police-despite-death-squad-fears-170355571.html
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/10/number-of-latino-children-caught-trying-to-enter-u-s-nearly-doubles-in-less-than-a-year/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/10/number-of-latino-children-caught-trying-to-enter-u-s-nearly-doubles-in-less-than-a-year/
http://www.lawg.org/action-center/lawg-blog/69-general/1363-nelson-arambu-of-honduras-we-do-not-want-to-come-back-here-next-year-to-report-more-murders-of-the-lgbt-community-
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/did-nafta-help-mexico-an-update-after-23-years
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/did-nafta-help-mexico-an-update-after-23-years
https://news.yahoo.com/us-aids-honduran-police-despite-death-squad-fears-170355571.html
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/10/number-of-latino-children-caught-trying-to-enter-u-s-nearly-doubles-in-less-than-a-year/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/10/number-of-latino-children-caught-trying-to-enter-u-s-nearly-doubles-in-less-than-a-year/
http://www.lawg.org/action-center/lawg-blog/69-general/1363-nelson-arambu-of-honduras-we-do-not-want-to-come-back-here-next-year-to-report-more-murders-of-the-lgbt-community-
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/did-nafta-help-mexico-an-update-after-23-years
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/did-nafta-help-mexico-an-update-after-23-years


Climate Refugees  
A 2009 study from the Global Humanitarian 
Forum estimated that climate change is 
already killing 300,000 people a year. The 
deaths were projected to increase to 
500,000 by 2050.   

“Conservative estimates from the UN-
affiliated International Organization for 
Migration and other sources forecast 200 
million climate refugees by 2050. A 
2018 World Bank study projects 143 million 
internally-displaced climate refugees by 
2050 in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and 
Latin America alone. If the gradual rising of 
the seas is factored in, as many as 2 
billion people could be displaced by 2100.”  

“The US contributed 27 percent of global 
carbon emissions between 1850 and 2011. 
Major corporations bear most of the blame: 
Just 90 companies are responsible for 63 
percent of global carbon and methane 
emissions since 1751” (Young 2018). 

Photo Credit: Alex Wroblewski/Getty Images. San Juan, Puerto Rico after Hurricane 
María.

Discussion:  
• Why is climate change forcing people to 

migrate?  
• How will we hold the corporate perpetrators 

accountable? 
• What will justice look like for the victims of 

climate change?  
• How will we respond to the increased racism 

against climate refugees? 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/may/29/1
https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change-0
https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change-0
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29461
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837715301812
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837715301812
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2017/06/rising-seas-could-result-2-billion-refugees-2100
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2017/06/rising-seas-could-result-2-billion-refugees-2100
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/11/6-graphs-explain-world%E2%80%99s-top-10-emitters
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/may/29/1
https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change-0
https://www.iom.int/migration-and-climate-change-0
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/29461
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837715301812
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837715301812
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2017/06/rising-seas-could-result-2-billion-refugees-2100
http://news.cornell.edu/stories/2017/06/rising-seas-could-result-2-billion-refugees-2100
http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/11/6-graphs-explain-world%E2%80%99s-top-10-emitters
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-013-0986-y


Imperialism

Ideological

Present power of ruling 
elites as natural, good & 

rational

State repression 

Fund, equip, or train 
repressive state bodies

Direct military 
intervention

Political control

Control key government 
bodies or figures

Diplomatic coercion

Economic Control

Control over economy: 
capital, infrastructure, 

factories, etc. 

Control over workers

Control over natural & 
mineral resources

Control over trade, 
property rights, credit, 

debt
Key elements of imperialism  



Key elements of neoliberal capitalism 

Neoliberalism

Attacks against 
workers

Anti-union laws 
(e.g. "right to work")

Cuts to wages

Deregulation

Few or little restrictions 
on markets & financial 

institutions 

Eliminate basic 
environmental and 
labor protections

Budget Austerity

Reduce social 
spending 

(e.g education)

Privatize public 
services

Tax cuts for 
corporations & rich

Exception: growing 
military budget 

Liberalize foreign 
trade

Expand corporate 
access to cheap labor 

& resources 

Cutthroat individualism 
= freedom 



Impacts

Social life Economic life Political life

How have imperialism and neoliberal capitalism 
impacted your life? The lives of migrants?
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