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The Man and the Policy 
When a major change in United States foreign policy takes place, generally it can be 

traced back to a specific administration. This is so with the Carter Administration's focus on 

human rights and moral politics. The extent to which the morally-centered, human rights 

focused, foreign policy put forth by the Carter Administration accomplished major goals towards 

United States interests can be seen in interactions with the Central American countries of 

Panama and Nicaragua. In examining these countries, I argue that the Panama situation is itself 

an act of moral politics while the situation in Nicaragua offers an examination of prime tensions 

within the human rights focused foreign policy. Central America in specific is important to study 

because, the steps the Carter Administration took to alleviate ‘third-world’ and Cold War 

tensions with the whole of Latin America, started in Panama. In order to examine why these 

specific policy ideas came to the forefront of the administration and the impact it had on US 

foreign policy, one must first examine the man behind it, James ‘Jimmy’ Carter Jr., and the 

creation of the policy itself.  

 Born October 1st, 1924, James Carter Jr. grew up in defining times that later impacted 

how he shaped his foreign policy - especially how moral principles could transform into political 

decisions. He grew up with a wealthy family in segregated Georgia and went to serve the Navy, 

when he came back he began to serve on local boards for civic entities. In 1955 he successfully 

ran for office for the first time, gaining a seat on the Sumter County Board of Education. Once 

on that board, he realized what a problem segregation was for the people, and that it was not 

equal as the supreme court had said.1 While in Georgia politics he was able see the political and 

social transformation of the Southland and to him it,  “was a powerful demonstration of how 

                                                
1 Carter Jr, James. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. New York, NY: Bantam Books, 1982 
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moral principles should and could be applied effectively to the legal structure of our society.”2 

This experience would stay with him and make its way into his actions as president. In effect 

growing up at this time stressed the importance of human rights to Carter, making it so that some 

political issues became moral ones.  

 Fast forward to 1976, an election year, and Jimmy Carter the Governor of Georgia, has 

decided to run for President. From the beginning Carter painted himself as different than the 

previous administrations, going far to stress how troubled he was by Vietnam, the Watergate 

scandals, and the ongoing Church Committee Hearings.3 Throughout his run for the president’s 

office and as he was settling into office, Carter kept emphasizing the importance of human rights 

and how the country needed to base its policy on fundamental values.4 It was not that human 

rights had not been acted upon in previous administrations, it was that human rights had never 

been at the forefront of country’s behaviors with the rest of the world. 

Once elected, Carter kept the momentum from his campaign going. In his inauguration 

address, Carter once again stressed the importance of human rights.  

Because we are free, we can never be indifferent to the fate of freedom elsewhere. Our 
moral sense dictates a clear-cut preference for those societies which share with us an 
abiding respect for individual human rights. We do not seek to intimidate, but it is clear 
that a world which others can dominate with impunity would be inhospitable to decency 
and a threat to the well-being of all people.5 

By stating that “we can never be indifferent to the fate of freedom elsewhere,” Carter made clear 

that this policy was to him a logical step in regards to United States history. He also stressed that 

governments with pro human rights situations would take priority over ones that did not have “an 

abiding respect for individual human rights.” This inauguration address allowed for Carter to 

                                                
2 Carter. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. 142 
3 Ibid. 143 
4 Carter, James, Jr. “Address at Commencement Exercises at the University of Notre Dame” Accessed November 
17, 2018. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7552#ax 1 JCgM 
5 Carter, James, Jr. "Inaugural Address." Speech. Accessed November 17, 2018. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6575. 
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state his intentions in foreign policy without showing his cards. It does not allude to any one 

situation in the world nor does it even speak of the Cold War. This address effectively 

demonstrates a clear assertion that the United States was ready to shift its foreign policy. 

In settling into office Carter had to make certain his policy ideas were understood by both 

the public and congress. In his Address at the Commencement Exercises at the University of 

Notre Dame on May 22, 1977, he declared, “We can also have a foreign policy that the 

American people both support and, for a change, know about and understand.”6 Stating that the 

policy must “reflect our belief that the world can hope for more than simple survival.” Noting 

that in order to do so America had to, “reaffirm its commitment to human rights as a fundamental 

tenet of the foreign policy.”7 This address made the administration's aims clearer yet did not give 

specifics, probably because this was said at a university commencement. What is interesting and 

important to acknowledge is the indication of Carter’s belief in moral politics.  

The morality that Carter believed could be achieved in politics is astounding politics 

wasn’t viewed as moral at the time, especially when considering the scandals of Watergate 

(1972), the covert operations in Vietnam (1954, 1967, 1969) and the Church Committee hearings 

(1975-1976). What is more, Carter promised that he would not “do anything as President that 

would be a contravention of the moral and ethical standards that I would exemplify in my own 

life as an individual.”8 Moreover, in his memoirs, Carter states the best approach to foreign 

affairs was a practical realistic approach but also notes, that moral principles were the “best 

foundation for the excretion of American influence and power.”9 Carter’s emotional connection 

                                                
6 Carter, James, Jr. “Address at Commencement Exercises at the University of Notre Dame” Accessed November 
17, 2018. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7552#ax 1 JCgM 
7  Ibid 
8 Quoted in Smith, Gaddis, Morality, Reason, and Power: American Diplomacy in the Carter Years. (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1986), 29 
9 Carter. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. 143 
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and belief in morality allowed for him to critically shift U.S. foreign policy. In his belief one can 

begin to see how human rights could be interwoven within foreign policy; how a President from 

the South in the wake of national scandals was able to make such a critical shift in foreign 

policy.  

The difficulty of implementing Carter’s vision for foreign policy was great, especially 

since he was not truly connected to D.C. Carter would need more than just himself, as the 

executive branch is much more than a President. “It is most appropriate to conceptualize the 

executive branch as an actor represented by the most important decision makers: the head of 

state and his/her closest advisors.”10 In this pursuit, Carter appointed Cyrus Vance, former 

Secretary of the Army and former Deputy Secretary of Defense, as his Secretary of State. In 

other words, Vance was someone who knew how the Washington establishment worked and who 

could negotiate with other insiders. Carter also appointed, Zbigniew Brzezinski, a polish 

immigrant and noted foreign policy expert, as National Security Advisor. Brzezinski would be 

crucial as he was someone who knew first-hand the horrors the Cold War created as well as 

possible outcomes actions of the administration could prompt. Another important appointment 

was the new office of Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, 

Patricia Murphy, “Patt,” Derian. Derian was a noted civil and human rights activist, her 

appointment would signal that the talk of the campaign trail was not just talk, that Carter 

intended to act. Rounding out the group was Warren Christopher, the Deputy Secretary of State, 

he would lead the Interagency Group, often referred to as the the Christopher Group, an integral 

piece to the implementation of Carter’s human rights policy. Together these people shaped and 

aided in the implementation of the Carter Administration’s foreign policy.  

                                                
10 Rosati, Jerel A.,  The Carter Administration’s Quest for Global Community: Beliefs and Their Impact on 
Behavior. (Columbia SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1987), 18 
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This foreign policy was a step back from the East-West struggle within the Cold War, it 

was instead looking towards the rest of the world and implementing a common goal, the 

protection of human rights. At his speech at the Notre Dame commencement, Carter makes this 

clear, speaking on how the system of containment could not last forever and that, “it is a new 

world that calls for a new American foreign policy--a policy based on constant decency in its 

values and on optimism in our historical vision.”11 The rest of his chosen emissaries make this 

clear as well, presenting a united front.  Cyrus Vance, for example, was the one to define what 

the administration meant by human rights. Drawing directly from the international framework 

put in place by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Vance in an address as part of the 

Law Day ceremonies at the University of Georgia School of Law, framed the United States 

policy as,  

First, there is the right to be free from governmental violation of the integrity of the 
person. (torture, cruel, inhuman punishment, arbitrary arrest or imprisonment). Second, 
the right to the fulfillment of such vital needs such as, food, shelter, health care, and 
education. Third, the right to enjoy civil and political liberties: of thought, of religion, of 
assembly, of speech, of press, of movement both within and outside one’s own country; 
freedom to take part in government.12 
 

Vance effectively made plain the new administration's ideals and what they saw as a basis for 

their policy. Having given this basis for what the administration meant, the rest of the policy 

could fall into place. These rights were complementary and they reinforced each other, best of all 

no one could take issue with a policy such as this. As Brzezinski illustrates in a memo to Carter, 

starting from a moral base allowed the administration to flexibly seek coordination with allies, 

engage in a North-South dialogue, and seek accommodations on the East-West front.13 This 

                                                
11 Carter, “Address at Commencement Exercises at the University of Notre Dame”  
12 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, ed. Kristin L. 
Ahlberg (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2014), Document 37 
13 Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski) to President Carter, April 
1, 1977, FRUS, 1977-1980, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, Document 32,  
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change in foreign policy allowed for the United States to effectively shift focus without 

sacrificing support. Carter’s “policy of human rights sought to create a post-Cold War foreign 

policy that changed the fundamental nature of American relations with the Third World while 

still protecting essential American interests.”14 In Carter’s mind, no longer would the Soviet 

Union dominate U.S. foreign relations interest, it was time for the policies of the United States to 

enter a new era focused on the global advancement of human rights. In effect the United States 

would have to go from an army of traditional Cold War warriors to a modified sect. 

Still, newspapers questioned early on if the human rights centered policy could truly 

work.15 Which comes as no surprise, even though the legislation for a human rights approach to 

foreign policy was in place as early as 1974, the previous administrations used loopholes to get 

around a full implementation. Combined with the ever-present logic of containment it probably 

came as a shock to get a president willing to take a step back and focus on areas outside of the 

East-West power struggle. Notwithstanding, Carter would succeed, “in making human rights a 

key element of all discussions and considerations of American foreign policy, in shifting the 

discourse on American foreign policy away from the dominant concerns of the Cold War and 

containment.”16  As I shall later address, the “third world” would get its turn in U.S. foreign 

Policy, starting with Panama.  

Furthermore, the administration understood the difficulty it would take to implement this 

sometimes-contradictory policy. Having defined the policy, the administration then needed to 

take steps to make certain they could carry it out, NSC-30, the presidential directive on human 

rights, laid the groundwork.  

                                                
14 Schmitz, David F. and Vanessa Walker, “Jimmy Carter and the Foreign Policy of Human Rights: The 
Development of a Post-Cold War Foreign Policy” Diplomatic History, Vol. 28, No. 1 (January 2004), pp. 113 
15 Lewis, Anthony  "A Question of Humanity." New York Times (1923-Current File),Feb 28, 1977 
16  Schmitz and Walker, “Jimmy Carter and the Foreign Policy of Human Rights” pp. 114 
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1. The objective of the U.S. human rights policy to reduce worldwide governmental 
violations of the integrity of the person and enhance civil and political liberties. As well 
as continuing to promote basic economic and social rights 

2. To promote human rights, the United States shall use all of its diplomatic tools 
3. Greater emphasis will be placed on positive inducements and incentives acknowledging 

improvements when appropriate and possible, through preferential treatment in political 
relations and economic benefits. 

4. countries with a good or substantially improving record of human rights observance will 
be given special consideration in the allocation of U.S. foreign assistance, and vice versa 

5. In the evaluation of the human rights condition of a foreign nation, primary emphasis 
shall be placed on longer term trends and on the cumulative effect of specific events. 

6. The U.S. shall not, other than in exceptional circumstances, take any action which would 
result in material or financial support to the police, civil law enforcement authorities, or 
others performing internal security functions of governments engaged in serious 
violations of human rights. 

7. U.S. human rights actions within the International Financial Institutions shall be designed 
and implemented so as not to undermine the essential U.S. interest of preserving these 
institutions as effective economic instruments. 

8. The Interagency Group shall periodically report to the PRC/NSC on the actions taken or 
recommended pursuant to this Presidential Directive.17 
 

This presidential directive incorporated the rights as laid out by Vance earlier but also stressed 

the need to be flexible in the pursuit of accomplishing these goals. These tools laid out by Carter 

for this diplomacy could be “private or public, multilateral or bilateral, punitive or positive. And 

it could “be one, several or all of the above at the same time.”18  In essence they would use 

carrots, financial incentives, and sticks, the withdrawal of many different kinds of support, to get 

the job done, this was seen especially within Nicaragua. The administration understood that the 

policy had to be flexible and that was the key in keeping diplomatic relations stable, as would be 

done for Panama. It would as, Warren Christopher noted, needed to be based on a "country by 

country basis, in each case balancing political concern for human rights against economic or 

                                                
17 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume II, Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, ed. 
Kristin L. Ahlberg (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2013), Document 119 
18 Vogelgesang, Sandy. American Dream Global Nightmare: The Dilemma of U.S. Human Rights Policy. New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1980, pg. 53 
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security goals.”19 In this brand of moral politics it is important to keep this flexibility in mind 

when looking at the failures and successes. The US could be concerned with advancing human 

rights globally and still choose to act in a way that would suit and advance the interests of the 

United States.  

Panama 
 

20 

The situation in Panama was the result of mounting tensions over the Canal and an 

incident that sparked a long and arduous struggle in foreign relations with Panama. The resulting 

successful negotiation of the Panama Canal Treaties by the Carter Administration then allowed 

for a decline in tensions with the not only Panama but several other countries in the region. It 

would be the foundation of new practices and opportunities within Latin America.  Moreover, 

the situation also demonstrates that one can learn from past injustices to correct present problems 

and that it is hard to make completely moral arguments for foreign policy while accomplishing 

major goals.  

                                                
19 Warren Christopher, "Human Rights: An Important Concern of U.S. Foreign Po 7 March 1977, Department of 
State Bullet 76, 289-291 
20 Kenyon Company. Atlas and plat book of Jasper County, Iowa: containing outline map of the county, plats of all 
the townships with owners' names, plats of all towns in the county, also state auto map, United States parcel post 
map, etc.: compiled from latest data on record. Des Moines, Iowa: Kenyon Co, 1914. Map. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2010593257/. 
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In looking at the whole situation of Panama, from the beginning of difficult tensions, it is 

a situation that due to its history became quite complex. Panama was after all a country that the 

United States quite literally helped create. In 1903, Panama declared its independence from 

Colombia with the backing of the United States, allowing for the construction of the Panama 

Canal. The original Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty established the construction, and general 

operating procedures, of the Canal. Article 3 of the treaty states, “The Republic of Panama grants 

to the United States all the rights, power and authority within the zone.”21  The Canal, which split 

the country in two, would be officially owned and operated by the United States however needed 

as the Canal Zone became U.S. territory de facto.  

In ensuing decades, the tension surrounding the Canal would complicate diplomatic 

relations between Panama and the United States. As a result of these tensions, in December 1963 

the flying of either the Panamanian or the American flags in front of Canal Zone schools was 

banned. However, on January 9, 1964, American students raised the United States flag, a group 

of Panamanian students approached attempting to raise their own flag. The American students 

blocked the flagpole and in the scuffle that followed the Panamanian flag was torn. As word of 

this action spread, massive rioting by Panamanian people took place. After the tear-gas throwing 

police officers proved insufficient at breaking the stone-throwing rioters, United States troops 

engaged the crowds with guns, suppressing the violence. After three days, the death totals 

reported four U.S. Soldiers and twenty to twenty-eight Panamanian people. This event led 

Panama to break diplomatic relations with the United States on January 10th. 

By April these relations were restored along with the agreement between US President 

Lyndon Johnson and Panama President Roberto Chiari, that order would be restored and 
                                                
21 "Convention for the Construction of a Ship Canal (Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty)." The Avalon Project - Laws of 
War : Laws and Customs of War on Land (Hague IV); October 18, 1907. Accessed December 02, 2018. 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/pan001.asp. 
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renegotiation of the treaty begun, in order to prevent further explosions of violence.22 

Negotiations began and in June 1967, and all seemed well. President Johnson and Chiari’s 

successor, Marco Robles, announced that agreements had been concluded on three treaties. 

Nonetheless, domestic opposition to the treaties mounted in both Panama and the United States. 

As 1968 came and went, the hot-debated treaties gained little support. As the next Ambassador 

to Panama, William Jordan notes, “The treaties of 1967, three years in gestation, abandoned by 

both parents, became orphans of history and were soon forgotten.”23 And so began the work of 

four US administrations, over the span of thirteen years, to rebuild relations and come to a 

settlement. 

The following charts illustrate what the administrations under Richard Nixon and Gerald 

Ford would do respectively.  

24 

                                                
22 Jorden, William J, Panama Odyssey, United States of America, University of Texas Press, 1984, 55 
23 Ibid. 119 
24 Furlong, William L, Scranton Margaret E, The Dynamics of Foreign Policy Making: The President, the Congress, 
and  the Panama Canal Treaties, (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1984), 108 
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25 

It should be acknowledged that in February of 1974, U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and 

Panamanian foreign minister Juan Tack, reached an agreement that would guide further 

negotiations. This included 1) a fixed term for the new treaty, 2) that the United States would 

retain the right to operate and defend the Canal during the life of the treaty, and 3) that the 

United States would return the Canal Zone to Panama after the life of the treaty. Johnson, Nixon, 

and Ford all came to recognize the explosive nature of the Panama Canal treaty and its 

renegotiation. Their focus included ideas surrounding colonialism and the United States’ 

paternalism towards Latin America, particularly focusing on nationalism of Panama. However, 

none of them committed the political capital necessary to make the Canal treaty renegotiation 

viable at home.26  

                                                
25 Ibid, 112 
26 Stueck, William. "Chapter 12: Placing Jimmy Carter’s Foreign Policy." In The Carter Presidency: Policy Choices 
in the Post-New Deal Era, edited by Hugh Davis Graham and Gary M. Fink. (Lawrence, KS: University Press of 
Kansas, 1998.), 249 
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 Carter self-admittedly, did not know a lot about the situation in Panama until 1974.27 

While on the campaign trail, he continuously offered to keep the Canal under the control of the 

United States, but with open and continued negotiations.28 Once Carter was elected, Panama 

began pressing for a commitment of changing the way the Canal situation was being handled.29,30 

As Carter learned more of the situation, his brand of moral politics came into play, aided by the 

idea that Panama could be the foundation for a shift in U.S. foreign policy towards Latin 

America, specifically within Central America. For example, in a paper prepared in the State 

Department it is noted that, “the negotiation of a new Canal treaty, moreover, is not a purely 

bilateral issue. Panama has elicited broad expressions of support from individual countries, the 

United Nations, the OAS [Organization of American States] and in the non-aligned movement of 

developing countries.”31 This demonstrates that the United States, could act not just in their own 

self-interest but that the renegotiation of the Panama Canal treaty would be a way to please allies 

and ‘third world’ countries alike.   

Carter would have to back up words from his inauguration and other addresses to find a 

solution for the Panama Canal that would be both humanitarian and satisfying to the Cold War 

warriors who dealt with National Security.  Notwithstanding, the first hurdle to cross would be 

the negotiation of the treaties, as the central objective of the United States was to protect its 

national interest. 

Our central objective over the past 12 years has been to protect our national interest by 
negotiating a new treaty with Panama that would eliminate what have been viewed as 

                                                
27 Carter, Keeping Faith, 154 
28 T., James, "Carter Pledges an Open Foreign Policy." New York Times (1923-Current File), Jun 24, 1976 
29 Binder, David, Special to The New York Times. "Panama Presses for Commitment by Carter on Canal 
Negotiations." New York Times (1923-Current File), Dec 03, 1976. 
30 Binder, David,  Special to The New York Times. "COMMISSION FAVORS NEW PANAMA TREATY." New 
York Times (1923-Current File), Dec 19, 1976. 
31 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, ed. Laura R. Kolar (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 2016),  Document 3 
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anachronistic “colonial” aspects of our presence in Panama without endangering the 
continuing operation, safety and availability of the Canal. Any agreement must be 
acceptable to Panama, the Congress, the Federal agencies involved and the American 
public.32 

This paper essentially demonstrates that a new treaty with Panama would eliminate one of the 

remaining physical aspects of colonial U.S. presence in not only Panama but within Latin 

America as a whole. It would be the ultimate demonstration of moral politics within U.S. foreign 

policy, in doing something good for peace and responding to a “weaker” nation, Carter could 

help long-range U.S. national interests.  

At the beginning of the negotiations the administration knew it would have to be swift in 

its dealings and firm in tone.  For example, in his memoirs, Brzezinski notes that the 

Administration feared the breakdown of talks, stating that he thought the aftermath would result 

in ensuing violence. 33 In an editorial note, Vance is quoted as saying, “we must make the effort 

to negotiate such a treaty if we are to develop proper relations with Latin America . . . it must be 

noted that the U.S. is largely committed as a result of the negotiations to date. To move 

backward would be viewed by many as reneging on our commitments and would run the risk of 

conflict.”34 This alludes to the underlying implication that relations with countries all over Latin 

America, not just Central America, would sour. The intelligence community had also found that 

any delay in a treaty invited violence against the Canal.35   

At the very beginning of the presidency, Carter received a letter on January 10, 1977, in 

which “the Presidents of Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Venezuela 

and the Chief of State of Honduras, wrote to Carter congratulating him on his election and 

                                                
32 Paper Prepared in the Department of State, January 21, 1977, FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, 
Document 3 
33 Brzezinski, Zbigniew. Power and principle: Memoirs of the national security adviser, 1977-1981. (New York: 
Farrar Straus Giroux, 1983), 51 
34 Editorial Note, FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, Document 1 
35 Paper Prepared in the Department of State, January 21, 1977, FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, 
Document 3 
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expressing their hope for favorable change in inter-American relations and a new Panama Canal 

Treaty.”36 Then two weeks after his inauguration, Carter had Vance meet with the foreign 

minister of Panama to begin talks, where they reaffirmed the U.S. commitment to the Kissinger-

Tack principles.37 It was also at this discussion that the Carter Administration began to realize 

how the Panama situation might be used to do more than just settle the relations between Panama 

and the United States. It was noted that,  

He [Panamanian Foreign Minister Aquilino Boyd] observed that the invitation to visit 
Washington—the first Foreign Minister to be so invited—in order to hold serious 
discussions on a serious matter is symbolic of how important the United States regards 
the Panama question. He assured the Secretary that this gesture had had favorable 
repercussions not only in Panama but also throughout Latin America—and was the best 
possible response to the letter from seven Latin American Presidents to 
President Carter urging that the Panama question be given a high priority in the new 
Administration.38 

From these conversation notes, one can assume that the favorable repercussions could continue 

throughout Latin America allowing the Carter Administration a reputability and trust going 

forward with other Latin American leaders. This is made more apparent when it is later noted 

that, “Minister Boyd replied [to a toast] that Panama and Latin America are very, very much 

interested in coming to terms with the United States in 1977.”39 To begin the process of 

renegotiation, Carter picked Sol Linowitz, a well-known expert on Latin America and former 

ambassador to the Organization of American States, and chief negotiator Ellsworth Bunker, the 

former negotiator of the treaty under Johnson, to represent the United States at the negotiation 

table. Unfortunately, by February of 1977, meetings were being held in Panama, with little 

progress.  

                                                
36 Memorandum of Conversation, Jan 31, 1977,  FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, Document 9 see 
Footnote 3 
37 Vance, Cyrus. Hard Choices: Critical Years in American foreign policy. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), 
145 
38 Memorandum of Conversation, Jan 31, 1977,  FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, Document 9  
39 Memorandum of Conversation, Jan 31, 1977,  FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, Document 9  
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During talks in Washington DC in March, two treaties were proposed. One treaty was to 

guarantee the permanent neutrality of the Canal and right of the U.S. to defend it. The other 

treaty was formed to set new arrangements for the joint operation of the Canal for the rest of the 

century, at which point Panama would be given control. After much arguing in May, it was 

thought that the treaty negotiations were almost concluded. However, by asking the United 

States for enormous payoffs in retribution for the time the U.S. had control of the Canal, Panama 

dealt the negotiations a blow, in asking for far more than the United States was willing to give. 

Thus, a stalemate began with each country looking to the other to back down. By July 21, 1977, 

Linowitz and Bunker, by way of Brzezinski, informed Carter that only direct communication 

with General Torrijos could resolve the argument.40 On July 29, 1977, Carter wrote: 

Two most important issues remain to be resolved as we search together for the fair and 
just treaty to which I am dedicated. They are lands and waters, and economic 
arrangements…. We are giving great thought to the question of economic arrangements, 
and are taking into account your goals and aspirations. The proposals on annual payments 
to Panama which our negotiators will soon present to your representatives …. It may be 
that these proposals will be less than you had expected or wished, but I hope that you will 
understand that they represent the most that we could undertake to do, based on our 
consultations with the Congress.41 

Basically, Carter understood why Torrijos asked for economic compensation but for the 

administration to even consider giving a portion of money they needed to be smart. Both 

countries still had to convince the U.S. Senate and the Panamanian people to accept the treaties. 

Money was owed, both countries knew this, the amount to be paid had small enough for the 

Congress to consider and large enough for the Panamanian people to accept.   

The stalemate threatened to continue but Carter’s letter reached Torrijos’ sensibility, this 

is why, on August 5 1977, Panama accepted the proposed negotiations. Five days later, the 

                                                
40 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, ed. Laura R. Kolar (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 2016), Document 63 
41 Letter From President Carter to General Torrijos, July 29, 1977, FRUS 1977-1980, Volume XXIX, Panama, 
Document 72  
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United States and Panama announced their successful negotiation of the two treaties. Thus, 

demonstrating how quickly the situation could have been resolved, implying that the situation 

could have been resolved earlier if earlier administrations would have been willing to focus on 

the Canal issue.  

In an extravagant display, the signing of the treaties took place on September 7. In a 

move designed to demonstrate the importance of the treaties internationally, Carter invited many 

heads of state and many heeded the call. Sixteen other heads of state or government accepted 

invitations to the ceremony. All members with the of the OAS with the exception of Cuba were 

represented. From outside the OAS, Canada, Guyana and the Bahamas sent representatives, and 

Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau represented Canada.42 In effect, this foreign relations 

success would be the foundation of Carter’s relationship with the rest of the nations of the 

Western hemisphere. And, as Brzezinski notes, “for him [Carter], this occasion represented the 

ideal fusion of morality and politics: he was doing something good for peace, responding to the 

passionate desires of a small nation, and yet helping the long-range U.S. national interests.”43 

Unfortunately, the executive branch, while having the power to propose treaties, could not carry 

them out alone, they would need the support of the United States Senate.  

The biggest hurdle to cross would be to convince sixty-seven US Senators to vote for the 

treaties. The United States had been in the midst of the Cold War longer than the renegotiation of 

the Canal had been an issue. The mindset of containment was still strong in the minds traditional 

Cold War warriors within congress such as, Ronald Reagan and Charlie Wilson. The public was 
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also wary of transferring the Canal to Panama due to fears of “the Communists.”44  These 

traditional cold war mindsets within Congress and within the constitutes of those Senators up for 

reelection would prove to be cumbersome.  

Carter would have to demonstrate that national security would not be an issue and that it 

would aid the US position in Latin America, rather than harm it. Fortunately, Carter had chosen 

his advisors well. Cyrus Vance, would be a critical voice in convincing the senators and the 

public. Vance had first-hand experience with the Panama situation, as Johnson’s personal 

emissary during violent riots in 1964. He began the work of convincing the senators of the need 

for the treaties.45 On September 26, Vance described the treaties before the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, noting specifically how American interests were fully protected.  

The United States retained the right to operate and defend the canal through the year 
2000. Under the Neutrality Treaty the United States would have the right to ensure the 
canal’s neutrality after the year 2000, which we had informed the Panamanians meant we 
would have the right to defend the canal if necessary. American warships would have the 
right of expeditious passage through the canal, ahead of other ships in case of need. The 
jobs, benefits, and rights of American canal employees were protected.46 

The fact that the United States retained the right to operate and defend the Canal for the next 

twenty-two years would put at ease security concerns. The fact that the Neutrality Treaty would 

allow for the Canal’s neutrality after the transfer of the Canal to Panama would further ease 

security concerns. Utilizing these two ideas the whole of the Carter administration was to begin a 

month-long gambit to secure the sixty-seven votes necessary for the ratification of the treaties. 

The goal, as Carter notes in his memoir, was “not to build up an absolute majority of support, but 

to convince an acceptable number of key political leaders in each important state to give their 

                                                
44 Binder, David, Special to The New York Times. "Panama Canal Fact Plays Big Role in Texas Voting." New York 
Times (1923-Current File), Apr 30, 1976.  
45 Vance, Hard Choices, 147 
46 Ibid 147 



Cruz 19 

senators some running room.”47  Panama would also help; a visit from General Torrijos on 

October 14 produced a statement of understanding that made plain the language of the treaties 

and resolved any differences of opinion. Following the publication of this statement, the 

Panamanian people approved the treaties.48  

By January 1978, the Senate foreign relations committee voted to recommend the treaties 

be considered by the Senate. In continuing their campaign for pro-treaty votes, the administration 

employed Ford, Kissinger and Rockefeller to reach out to undecided republicans. Carter even 

kept a large notebook on his desk, with a section for each senator, where he “entered every report 

or rumor about how the undecided senators might be inclined.”49 This demonstrates the 

diligence, attention to detail and importance that Carter placed on the Canal. All the while, the 

efforts of those senators against the treaty centered on three main points, 1) persuading the public 

opinion that giving away the Canal was an act of weakness,  2) rising a constitutional challenge 

to the executive branch’s power to dispose of federal property in the zone by treaty without the 

approval of the House of Representatives, and 3) forcing a renegotiation of the treaties by 

attaching to the treaties killer amendments that were deliberately designed to be unacceptable to 

Panamanian people.50 In fact, Senator James Allen of Alabama, had a pile of such amendments.  

As the months dragged on, Panama grew impatient. As politics professor, Robert Strong 

notes, near the end of the long and painful public debate, “the Panamanians were primed for an 

explosion, and Senator DeConcini was playing with matches.”51 Public pressure in Panama was 
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growing, General Torrijos was under attack, and the pro-treaty senators were growing wary. In 

March, General Torrijos threatened to reject the Panama treaties outright because of some 

amendment language that was instead upon by senator DeConcini.52 Nonetheless, the debates 

moved on and by April of 1978, the senate was ready to vote, passing both treaties with a record 

of sixty-eight to thirty-two votes.  

 The amount of time that it took for an agreement to be reached highlights the fact that 

Panama was a security interest for the United States if not a small goal in the Cold War. One 

might even question why give the Canal up? But the world of 1977 was vastly different to the 

world of 1903. In a paper prepared by the Department of State over the continuing national 

interests in the Panama Canal, the State Department began to lay out the reasons why the 

strategic importance of the Canal was diminishing.  

Our basic national interest in Panama is that the Canal remain efficient, secure, neutral, 
and continuously open to all world shipping at reasonable tolls…. it is now an aging 
utility of declining commercial value…. Alternatives to the Canal have emerged…After 
63 years of operation, the Canal’s strategic significance has diminished, while its 
potential as a source of conflict has increased. Moreover, it is the intelligence 
community’s estimate that while delay in a treaty invites violence against the Canal, it 
would also endanger Torrijos’ position53 

Therefore, it can be concluded that there were obvious reasons, technology, age, and strategic 

value being paramount, for the transfer of the Canal back to Panama. As mentioned in the quote 

above, letting go of power over the Canal was important not only for its strategic value to the 

United States but due to the upset it could cause the rest of the region. Moreover, a completely 

autonomous Panama would aid the U.S. interests more than one partially controlled by the 

United States. Once the Panama situation was settled it was not something to be taken lightly 

unless the rest of the countries in the region were to act up. 
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 Resolving the Panama situation helped Carter lay the foundation for his new ventures in 

moral politics and human rights. For example, in a congratulatory letter to General Torrijos on 

the exchange of documents ratifying the treaties, Carter states, “by inviting the Presidents of 

Mexico, Costa Rica, Colombia and Venezuela and the Prime Minister of Jamaica to share in this 

historic occasion, you gave all of us the opportunity to meet and exchange views on the 

important issues we face. I know we both value their advice and friendship.” 54 Furthermore, the 

willingness of Torrijos to invite not only Carter but other members of Latin America to Panama 

indicates a softening of tensions that would prove favorable.  

To illustrate, after this meeting Torrijos sent a cable to Carter asking him to support the 

“continued eligibility for Panama, Costa Rica, and Jamaica to the soft-loan window (FSO) of the 

Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).”55 The fact that other Latin American leaders were 

interested in working with the United States through Panama demonstrates that Carter was able 

to lay a foundation for his new ventures. As Secretary Vance acknowledged, the Panama Canal 

Treaties would be “an indispensable part of the Carter administration's strategy to forge a new 

and more constructive relationship with the nations of the Western hemisphere and the Third 

World.”56  In the late 1970s, Panama was the key in unlocking the region, allowing for 

alternative avenues, other than containment, to settle the Cold War and create new relations with 

Latin America and the “third world.”  

Despite this, the extent to which Carter’s human rights centered foreign policy 

accomplished major goals is not evident in Panama, though Panama is itself a major 

accomplishment for moral politics, as is evident by Brzezinski and Vance’s claims and Carter’s 
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own rhetoric. The Carter Administration utilized Panama as a stepping stone to begin the 

implementation of its human rights policy in the rest of the region. As historian Gaddis Smith 

notes, the “Panamanian settlement was the foundation for a new day in the hemisphere,....,an 

achievement which would earn so much goodwill that other Latin American problems could be 

readily solved.”57 Furthermore, Panama was not a major human rights goal. In fact, it scored well 

enough on the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights by the Organization of American 

States report from 1978 to demonstrate progress in the country’s human rights practices.58 The 

Carter administration did not see the need to “meddle” in the affairs of the country through 

political or economic means.  

However, previous reports, prior to 1978, from the Inter-American Commission on 

Human Rights Panama scored low.59 Therefore, one must question then if certain human rights 

abuses in Panama were ignored in favor of other United States interests. Moreover, Central 

American dictators questioned just how unpolitical the 1978 Inter-American Commission on 

Human right was. Anastasio Somoza, the dictator of Nicaragua during the Carter Presidency, 

claimed, “I know Torrijos. I know that he is a dictator and I know that the people of Panama 

have very few rights. They do not have free elections and basic individual rights are probably 

more flagrantly violated in Panama than in any country in Latin America.”60 All this, true or not, 

demonstrates how in some cases human rights could be set aside to achieve a larger goal, that it 

is hard to make completely moral arguments for certain foreign policy goals. Ultimately, 
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Panama’s strategic importance as a gateway to the region weighed more than any perceived 

violations of human rights. 

Instead, the administration utilized the fact that Panama was not a hard right-wing or left-

wing dictatorship and that tensions were mounting with all countries in Central America, to start 

a new process in the Cold War. Implying that the United States, to gain advantage in the Cold 

War would need better allies in Latin America. Moreover, the situation in Panama demonstrates 

that utilize moral politics to learn from past injustices to correct present problems.  

Nicaragua 

61 

Somoza’s anger at the flexibility of the moral foreign policy of the United States 

demonstrates the tensions the policy produced. This flexibility however was a noted and key idea 

in the presentation of Carter’s foreign policy as demonstrated earlier. The situation in Nicaragua 

then offers an examination of prime tensions within the human rights foreign policy. Moreover, 

like other nations in the region, the United States has a long history with Nicaragua, having been 

involved since the 1850s when an American adventurer briefly ruled the country. In the Cold war 

era, this relationship became mutually beneficial as it followed the pattern of embracing “any 
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dictator who joined us” in opposing communism.62 For Nicaragua, this meant embracing a 

family of dictators, the Somozas.  

Three Somozas ruled, Anastasio Somoza Garcia, 1937-1956; his elder son Luis Somoza 

Debayle, 1956-1967, and his younger son Anastasio “Tachito” Somoza Debayle, 1967-1979. 

The beginnings of revolution were sown during Anastasio Somoza Garcia’s reign when, as 

leader of the national guard, he ordered the death of Augusto Sandino. This sparked a radical 

revolution movement, creating a group called the Sandinistas, that would not come to climax 

until his second son took office. As Gaddis Smith notes, Sandino, “left a name which would be 

powerfully evoked in another generation.”63 After Anastasio Somoza Debayle came to power the 

status quo remained. For the United States, this was beneficial as the dictator, “allowed Kennedy 

to train Cuban refugees for the Bay of Pigs fiasco” and Somoza even went through the motions 

of embracing the Alliance for Progress under Kennedy.64 Then, in 1972, an earthquake 

devastated Nicaragua, especially the capital city of Managua. Relief aid was sent from numerous 

countries, and it was found out that Somoza Debayle had skimmed from the relief aid sent.  

When Carter became President, he set aside the situations in other Central American 

countries, to see if the Panama gambit could be resolved. Nonetheless, Somoza was well 

informed of the new direction in United States Policy in a meeting on January 24, 1977.65 It was 

key that Carter made inroads in countries with right-wing dictators, as a president who preached 

human rights he could not remain allies with countries who had obvious human rights abuses. 

Though these same countries protected American interests they also destroyed any political trust 

within their countries and allowed for Anti-Americanism to run rampant. “The central flaw in 
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past American foreign policy, according to Carter, was that it too narrowly focused on the Soviet 

Union and did not encompass all of the nation’s interests and values”.66 As stated earlier the goal 

for Carter’s human rights centered approach was to create an alternative to the cold war 

philosophy of containment. Yet as political scientist, Martha Cottam notes, “if traditional cold 

warriors saw Central Americans as children, the modified cold warriors saw them as teenagers, 

in need of a benign guiding hand to steer and protect them.”67 This meant that while the Carter 

administration would not use force to achieve its goals it would strongly urge the “correct” 

course. For Nicaragua this meant alleviating human rights abuses and steering the country away 

from a leftist future.  

Thus the situation in Nicaragua had to be handled carefully, Patricia Derian suggested, 

that “high level quiet diplomacy” and public actions regarding security assistance and aid 

programs as well as public diplomatic relations may contribute to “significant human rights 

actions and initiatives in countries” such as Nicaragua.68 That being said, public actions were 

what the administration choose to start with, choosing to suspend aid in April 1977 and cut aid in 

military assistance in late May. Effectively this broke the relationship between economic aid and 

cold war stance. It also allowed for a linking of economic aid and human rights behavior.  

Linking economic aid to human rights was risky as some members of the Carter 

Administration were quick to point out. In his memoirs, Brzezinski notes, around March 1977, 

he was talking to the President about “Latin American reactions to our human-rights 
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concerns...”, worried that it would produce a backlash.69  Fortunately, Nicaragua was willing to 

play ball so to speak, Somoza fanned the flames with concerns over the “administration’s public 

criticism and pressure regarding human rights performance of friendly countries” claiming that it 

would “encourage terrorism, alienate friendly governments, and adversely affect broader U.S. 

interests…”70 To add to tensions,  critics within the United States, such as Ronald Reagan, called 

the administration fools for not supporting Somoza as threat of a leftist revolution grew. To this 

effect, members of Congress, such as Ronald Reagan (R, CA) and Charlie Wilson (D, TX), 

lobbied to reverse decisions to cut aid in June. With a restoration in aid, by September 1977 

Somoza lifted the State of Siege, which had suspended constitutional guarantees such as freedom 

of the press. Attributed as a result of Carter’s human rights campaign the underlying goal for 

Somoza in halting the siege would be the $2.5 million military agreement that had been stalled as 

a result of the cut in military aid.71 Nonetheless, this lifting of the siege was an effective win as a 

result of the United States’ human rights led foreign policy. Eventually the United States agreed 

to authorize funds with stipulations of a better human rights record.  

All the while Nicaragua plunged further into civil war. It was “the scene of an ascending 

spiral of popular dissatisfaction with the Somoza government, response by the counter-

insurgency corps of the national guard, mobilization of guerrilla attacks, and air-strikes on major 

urban centers.”72 In January 1978, these tensions came to a boiling point after the assassination 

of prominent newspaper owner and anti-Somoza activist, Pedro Joaqín Chamorro. After his 

death, the New York Times reported that “riots have erupted here in the capital and opposition 

groups have suspended a planned political “dialogue” with President Anastasio Somoza 
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Debayle.”73 Many were asking, if Nicaragua was the new Cuba, after all the revolution in Cuba 

started with the overthrow of an authoritarian government. There were also rumors that Cuba 

was supplying arms to the Sandinistas. The situation in Nicaragua was perceived as another 

threat of communist takeover. Foreign Policy in consideration to Nicaragua was therefore 

dominated by Cold War considerations more than by the protection of human rights.74  

It was around the same time in early 1978, that the administration decided to do 

assessments of its policy. Finding that in the case of Nicaragua, a “significant decrease in reports 

of violations of the integrity of the person.”75 Another report, from the director of policy 

planning to Vance, suggested mixed signals from the United States in regards to its own policy. 

For example, in regards to Nicaragua, it speaks on the continuation of a cease in loans directly 

from the United States but also notes that the U.S. has not vetoed any loans from the IDB.76  As 

historian David Schmitz notes, the “administration’s analysis of the situation in Nicaragua 

brought out the central dilemma and tension in American policy: the desire to distance the 

United States from the Somoza dictatorship and base American policy upon human rights 

without aiding a communist revolution.”77 This central tension that Schmitz describes is what the 

administration had been trying to avoid in the beginning by cutting funds. Only now the mixed 

signals of the United States threatened to undo the work that Nicaragua had undertaken in an 

effort to demonstrate an improved human rights record. No one knew what the Sandinistas 

would do especially since the U.S. refused to see them as a viable solution. The United States 
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needed to clear up these issues and find a way to work with the Nicaraguan situation lest it affect 

the whole region. 

Therefore, the United States was keen to pressure the Nicaraguan government to have 

Somoza step down and transfer power to a government of moderates. Yet the U.S. also had to 

push the government in the right direction, away from the leftist movement within the country. 

As political scientist, Tony Smith notes, “Carter was not prepared to use force” as it would look 

too much like the covert operations of the previous administrations. Instead Carter “resolved to 

restrict American participation in the transition to organizing a mediation effort between a 

disparate group of Nicaraguan moderates and radicals…. The hope was that local forces could 

decide the modalities of the dictator’s succession.”78  In order to accomplish anything in 

Nicaragua the Carter Administration had to press on, without upsetting, Somoza, the Sandinista 

National Liberation Front [FSLN], or Congress. Unfortunately, mixed signals would continue to 

be sent when the United States provided two economic aid loans in May 1978. 

The executive branch was not unaware of these tensions. In particular, a memorandum to 

President Carter from Vance states that, “the Nicaraguan crisis has links and/or parallels to the 

situations in neighboring countries. Costa Rica, Panama and Venezuela are watching to see what 

we can accomplish. El Salvador and Guatemala share most of Nicaragua’s political 

characteristics. A settlement in Nicaragua could help us encourage moderate evolutions in these 

two neighbors.”79 And thus, Nicaragua transformed from a country in civil war to the the 

lynchpin of Central America. Due to the Nicaraguan crisis having parallels throughout situations 

in Central America and Venezuela it would stand to reason that the result of whatever the US did 

in Nicaragua could be extrapolated on countries like El Salvador and Guatemala. Furthermore, 
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the Nicaraguan situation would show what the United States was willing to do, the rest of the 

countries watching would then be better prepared to act in response to the United States.  

Further on in this memorandum Vance, comments that, “our human rights policies may 

come under increasing attack in certain domestic circles if friendly but authoritarian 

governments, where human rights have been an issue, give way to more radical or less friendly 

rule.”80 This memorandum brings up the point that the human rights issue though popular in the 

beginning of the administration were becoming cumbersome to perceived national interests, 

specifically with allusions to communism. It would stand to reason that the Carter administration 

was going to have an even more difficult time in acting on human rights while trying to please 

Congress. 

Additionally, many events took place within Nicaragua and in the Carter Administration, 

through the rest of 1978, including the re-organization of the opposition to Somoza into the 

broad liberation front with a call for a general strike. As the New York Times reported, “the 

revolution taking place throughout Nicaragua today is no ordinary political movement pitting left 

against right or civilians against the military. Almost every sector of the country — radicals and 

conservatives, rich and poor — is rising up against a dynastic dictatorship….”81 This article 

demonstrates that the revolution in Nicaragua was not another Cuba, it was not so simple as a 

communist takeover. And in fact, it seemed to have echoes from Latin America’s age of 

revolution in the late 19th Century. Moreover, the governments of Venezuela, Costa Rica, and 

Panama were now openly hostile toward Somoza. Unfortunately, one of the biggest events in 

1978 occurred between the U.S. and Nicaragua with the publishing of the Somoza Letter.  
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On August 1, 1978 the Washington Post published an article claiming President Carter 

“sent a personal letter congratulating Nicaraguan President Anastasio Somoza for promises to 

improve the human-rights situation in his country.”82 This article, though exaggerating the 

language of the letter was correct. Outcry against Carter and this letter began, for a president to 

preach human rights and then congratulate a dictator with human rights abuses, it was seen as 

Carter not being able to back up his policy and words. As Strong notes, the National Security 

Council’s Latin American specialists, Robert Pastor, objected to the very idea of the letter. Pastor 

claimed that “Somoza might interpret or use the act of communication as a sign of favor that did 

not, in fact, exist”.83 Though the letter did not reach Somoza until July 21, Pastor and other 

members of Carter’s administration continued to voice objection.84 The letter led Somoza to 

believe that he held Carter’s favor before ultimately concluding that the president had 

intentionally given a false message of encouragement in order to get him to lower his guard.85 

This event forced the administration to give Central America its attention.  Traditional 

Cold War warriors, like Brzezinski, had fears that the human-rights policy would become “one-

sidedly anti-rightist.”86  Added to the fact that pro-Somoza congressmen continued to rally 

behind the dictator, this forced the administration to walk a fine line. The administration had to 

have Congress on their side but also not alienate the opposition in Nicaragua.  

 In September 1978, a popular insurrection occurred throughout the country against 

Somoza but ultimately failed due to military intervention. Matters were made more complex 

                                                
82 Goshko, John M., Carter Letter to Somoza Stirs Human-Rights Row, Washington Post, Aug 1, 1978 
83 Strong, Working in the World, 85 
84 Memorandum From Robert Pastor of the National Security Council Staff to the President’s Assistant for National 
Security Affairs (Brzezinski), July 17, 1978, FRUS Volume XV, Central America, 1977-1980, Doc 77 
85 Strong, Working in the World, 91 
86 Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 128 



Cruz 31 

when in October 1978, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights by the Organization of 

American States concluded that  

The Government of Nicaragua is responsible for serious attempts against the right to life, 
in violation of the international humanitarian norms...Likewise the Government of 
Nicaragua is responsible for a large number of deaths which occurred after the combats, 
because of abuses perpetrated by the National Guard during the so-called “Operation 
Mop-up” and other actions several days after the cessation of hostilities….87 

The report concluded that the government was responsible for many other abuses such as the 

death and serious abuse of peasant groups and severely affected the physical liberty of the 

people.88  This report fed Somoza’s ideas of the political-ness of the Organization of American 

States and led him to conclude that “Mr. Carter was concerning himself with Human Rights in 

only small and militarily weak countries.”89 Meanwhile, the United States had come to the 

conclusion that Somoza had to step away from power. It was the way to go about ousting the 

dictator that was the dilemma.90 The US settled for trying to play mediator so as ensure the 

country did not swing to the left.  

Unfortunately, the public in both the Nicaragua and United States was becoming restless. 

For example, in Nicaragua several anti-Somoza strikes were taking place and as the New York 

Times reported the people were angry and disappointed that Somoza was still in power.91 And in 

the United States, an article for New Republic, took issue with Carter’s approach to Nicaragua 

stating, “…the increasingly incomprehensible alliance” was “now more visible than ever.” 

Highlighting the linkages between a US president who preaches human rights and a brutal 

dictator who “has secured his family's power with intimidation, assassination and bloody 
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repression.”92 The United States’ mediation was still taking place but by January 1979, it was 

apparent that Somoza refused to leave power.  

As a result, in February 1979, the Carter administration pulled all funding for the dictator 

and Nicaragua. In effect this created a ticking bomb, the longer Somoza tried to keep power 

without the backing of the United States, the more the people rebelled. By June 1979, the radical, 

left-leaning, Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) took the government. The United 

States genuinely tried to work with the new government by establishing relations and sending 

emergency food and aid. The FSLN accepted the aid but refused to work with the Carter 

Administration instead welcoming relations from Cuba. These relations incensed traditional Cold 

War warriors in the United States, it was once again a struggle between the new and the old Cold 

War warriors within Carter’s administration. This was in spite of, the administration report to 

Congress that “despite similarities between the Nicaraguan and Cuban revolutions, the 

Sandinistas were an authentic Nicaraguan phenomenon.”93   

In effect, the Carter administration by trying to work with the Somoza government 

instead of condemning him like Venezuela, Costa Rica, or Panama, created an enemy. By not 

saving Somoza the Carter administration created enemies of Pro-Somoza supporters within the 

United States. So great was the fear of a leftist takeover that instead of working with the 

revolution or pulling all funding earlier, the United States tried to find a middle ground. “By 

trying to find a middle way between Somoza and the Sandinistas, Carter incurred the criticism of 

both sides in Nicaragua and of the right and left in the United States.”94  When it became obvious 

that the people of Nicaragua wanted change, the United States seemed to not hear them.  
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The Nicaraguan situation is a classic example of tensions within the human rights 

centered foreign policy and Cold War practices. The United States could be concerned with 

advancing human rights globally and still choose to act in a way that would suit and advance 

their interests. The extent to which this human rights and morally-centered foreign policy 

accomplished major goals in Nicaragua is nonexistent. However, it should be noted that although 

many were not happy with the outcome of Carter’s human rights politics in Nicaragua, the 

situation does demonstrate Carter’s determination to avoid any type of covert military 

intervention in the internal affairs of other countries.95  The Nicaragua situation while not truly 

accomplishing a major goal did allow for the true showing of the shifted policy. As the situation 

in Nicaragua was one of our own making, changes in the behavior of the United States could 

have resulted in a more pleasing outcome for the Administration. 

Concluding Remarks 

96 
The extent to which the morally-focused, human-rights-centered, foreign policy put forth 

by the Carter Administration achieved successful outcomes in Panama and Nicaragua is 

ambiguous. Overall, the Panama situation is itself an act of moral politics and demonstrates the 

lengths that an administration can go to, to achieve a specific foreign policy goal. However, it is 
                                                
95 Stueck, William. "Chapter 12: Placing Jimmy Carter’s Foreign Policy." 253 
96 "Central America” Google Maps Accessed Nov 18, 2018, 
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Central+America/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x8f0b58c0f7680811:0x8dace0c7060b25
70?ved=2ahUKEwigmsrKs9_eAhUKZawKHdo4CrIQ8gEwAHoECAQQAQ 
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questionable if the Carter Administration decided to move forward for entirely moral reasons. 

Moreover, the situation in Nicaragua is rife with tensions within a human rights foreign policy. 

Ultimately, it cannot truly be measured in how much of an impact the human rights policy had 

for the Nicaraguan people. Nor can it be said that any action Somoza took was directly related to 

the human rights policy with the exception of the lifting of the State of Siege. Ultimately, the 

actions Carter took and the outcomes within the Panama and especially Nicaragua, laid the 

foundation for Reagan's later interventionist policies.   

Nonetheless, with these two situations Carter was able to achieve major goals. In 

Panama, he was able to end an over-a-decade long dispute and show that moral politics could 

work. With Nicaragua, he was able to apply human rights as a political tool through economic 

aid, demonstrating that it not only could be done but that it could be a viable goal of the 

administration. Moreover, the differences in the administration’s success within these two 

countries can be attributed to the time it took to resolve the situations. For Panama, even though 

it took many years and administrations, once Carter began his first year in office, this situation 

took a little over six months to be completely resolved between the two nations. Even if 

ultimately, the treaties were not accepted by both the Panamanian people and the United States 

Congress yet. While in Nicaragua the situation had been brewing for many decades, internally, it 

was reaching its climax by the time Carter took office.  

Though President Carter is often criticized for his foreign policy and for aggravating 

other government leaders and straining international relations, it cannot be argued that he did not 

achieve something.  As Carter says, “At the same time, I was never criticized by the people who 

were imprisoned or tortured or otherwise deprived of basic rights. When they were able to make 

a public statement or smuggle out a private message, they sent compliments and 



Cruz 35 

encouragement.”97 No matter the goal, a foreign policy will not and cannot please everyone 

involved or watching. Carter’s foreign policy actions within these two Central American 

countries demonstrated that one can learn from past injustices to correct present problems, that 

many foreign policy issues can be treated as human rights issues, and that it is hard to make 

completely moral arguments for foreign policy. Carter aimed to make a real difference and he 

continued these goals long after he left the president’s office.  

                                                
97 Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President, 146 
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