
                    
 

President Barack Obama 

The White House 

1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 

Washington, D.C. 20500 

 

October 21, 2011 

 

Re:  United States’ involvement in 1954 Guatemalan coup d’état. 

 

Dear President Obama, 

 

The Center for Constitutional Rights and Rights Action urge your administration to issue an apology to 

the Guatemalan people and the family of ousted President Jacob Arbenz Guzman for U.S. involvement in 

the 1954 Guatemalan coup d’état.  Yesterday the Guatemalan government hosted a ceremony to officially 

apologize to the Arbenz family for the coup d’état and the subsequent human rights violations perpetrated 

by the Guatemalan state. It is time for the United States to apologize for its involvement in the coup and 

those human rights violations as well. 

 

The United Nations’ independent Historical Clarification Commission, in a report entitled “Memoria del 

Silencio,” concluded that at least 200,000 Guatemalans were killed in the civil war that resulted from the 

1954 coup, including 626 massacres, and that 93 percent of those violations were determined to have been 

committed by U.S.-supported military and paramilitary forces.
1
  Between the years of 1952 and 1954, the 

United States knowingly participated in psychological warfare,
2
 violations of international law,

3
 mass-

manipulation of the Guatemalan people to further U.S. interests,
4
 human rights violations,

5
 and the illegal 

overthrow of a legitimate government. 

 

An apology is long overdue.  To date, no United States official has issued an apology for U.S. 

involvement in the 1954 coup.  President Bill Clinton, in a speech on March 10, 1999, said, “It is 

important that I state clearly that support for military forces or intelligence units which engaged in violent 

and widespread repression of the kind described in the report (“Memoria del Silencio”) was wrong, and 

the United States must not repeat that mistake.  We must and we will instead continue to support the 

peace and reconciliation process in Guatemala.”
6
 That is the closest that any U.S. official has come to 

apologizing for U.S. involvement in the Guatemalan coup and ensuing civil war. 
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Journalists and academics have concluded that while inflammatory rhetoric was used by U.S. government 

officials to portray that President Arbenz was attempting to turn Guatemala into a “Soviet beachhead in 

the Western Hemisphere,” the U.S. government’s primary interest in motivating the coup was actually 

protecting the financial interests of United Fruit Company.
7
  In the wake of the coup, the U.S. government 

sponsored exhaustive investigations that were not able to generate any evidence linking President Arbenz 

and the Soviet Union.  The source of United Fruit Company’s contention with President Arbenz was 

proposed land reform legislation.
8
 

 

The United States government knowingly and actively orchestrated a propaganda network based in 

Miami to manipulate Guatemalan citizens with false information,
9
 the illegal surveillance of merchant 

ships during peacetime,
10

  arming and training revolutionary forces,
11

 the eventual ousting of President 

Arbanez, and the creation of an illegitimate government in Guatemala under President Carlos Castillo 

Armas,
12

 which resulted in a 36-year Civil War during which a multitude of human rights violations 

occurred.
13

 

 

Of course, an apology in and of itself is simply a gesture if it is not accompanied by a substantial policy 

change.  The willingness of the United States to support illegitimate governments in Latin America did 

not begin and unfortunately did not end with Guatemala.  In fact, Guatemala was one of the most 

atrocious but still just one of the bloody, repressive and destabilizing interventions in Latin America and 

the Caribbean that the U.S. government supported over the last century. Unfortunately, this 

interventionism continues today. Your October 5, 2011 White House meeting with and pledged support 

for President Porfirio Lobo of Honduras, in the aftermath of the June 2009 coup d’état and the subsequent 

illegitimate elections there, is a cogent example of the United States’ continued wrongheaded policy 

approach to Latin America.  Honduras is engulfed in a wave of politically motivated violence where 

scores of opposition activists and journalists have been murdered since the coup.  Support for the 

repressive Lobo government is in direct contradiction to the nationwide peoples’ movement of Honduras 

which is demanding an end to impunity for the repression against their movement and accountability for 

the 2009 coup d’etat.  

 

Examining the U.S. policy decisions and actions around the 1954 coup in Guatemala, and subsequent 

coups in Central America during the extreme repression of the 1970’s and 1980’s, would be an important 

step in changing U.S. policy in Central America.   All information possessed by the U.S. government 

related to human rights violations and war crimes in Central America during this time should be 

released, and an inquiry should be commissioned to examine the U.S. role in the 1954 coup in 

Guatemala and subsequent coups in Central America. 
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We urge you to change course and support the inspiring movements for democracy, human rights, and 

justice in Central America and throughout Latin America and the Caribbean.  A strong step in the right 

direction would be acknowledging and examining the role the U.S. government played in the 1954 coup 

d’état of Guatemala and following the example of the Guatemalan government by issuing an apology.   

 

Signed, 

 

The Center for Constitutional Rights 

& 

Rights Action 

 


