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INTRODUCTION 
 

“The Beginning of Presidential Power and Presidential Accountability in the Cold War” 
 
 

Introduction: The Historical View(s) on Assembling a Superpower through Armed Primacy 
 

“It was better to preserve free intercourse and the American destiny, at the price of 

entanglement, than to hold fast to nonentanglement, at the price of isolation.” Stephen Wertheim 

perceptively captured the tension felt by many Americans during and immediately following 

World War II, in the ever-evolving postwar era of U.S. foreign relations.0F

1 With all of the 

unknowns and potential costs associated with entanglement, why did the United States ultimately 

choose the road of building a more interconnected international community? The answer – the 

fear of Soviet Communism. It would not be until the end of World War II that the Truman 

administration faced the reality of Soviet domination in Eastern Europe and the prospective 

growth of Soviet power throughout Eurasia. In time, the U.S. would create a new world through 

a dominant global hegemonic position through free intercourse in order to defend its newly 

established position from a perceived looming Communist threat. 

This project identifies the ways in which the U.S. accomplished this task, providing 

dialogue on the divergence between the Executive and Legislative Branches of government on 

the decision of when it sought hegemonic power. As this divergence between branches of 

government occurred it created separate tensions which could constantly seek a balance: 

Presidential Power and Presidential Accountability. This project also provides specifics of why 

 
 

1 Stephen Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World: The Birth of U.S. Global Supremacy (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press, 2020), 74. 



2  

1
 

 
this dichotomy occurred in this way, the resulting effects it had upon the construction of 

American foreign policy during this era – primarily through the application of military power by 

the U.S. President. Ultimately, this research firmly demonstrates that the U.S. became the 

dominant global hegemon after World War II through its pursuit of armed primacy. 2 For this 

study, armed primacy is defined as a strategy and practice of the U.S. Government during the 

Cold War to provide hegemonic leadership to maintain its globally dominant position through 

military, diplomatic, and economic force. This strategy, though contested by Congress, was 

driven by a competition with the Soviet Union, through the creation of interventionist U.S. 

foreign policy, the buildup of the U.S. military, and the development of international 

organizations in which the U.S. maintained a leading role. 

But what was the source of this idea, and where did armed primacy originate? In the 

midst of World War II, American foreign policy planners on the Council of Foreign Relations 

(CFR) and military planners on the postwar planning committee, began planning the U.S.’s role 

in the postwar era. As events were unfolding in Europe and the Pacific, the FDR administration 

decided that the U.S. should underwrite a new international order by securing its own political 

and military supremacy. Attacking (or threatening to attack) every country militarily which did 

not support its position as the arbiter of power in the postwar order would not be an effective 

military strategy for the U.S. Rather, the military (and subsequent national security apparatus) 

would function as an extension of foreign policy which dictated the international order supported 

by multiple FDR administration efforts. Initiatives included the CFR’s Economic and Financial 

 
 
 

2 Wertheim also substitutes the word “primacy” with leadership, supremacy, and/or dominance. 
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Group’s Grand Area design, 3 the Plan Dog Memorandum, 4 creation of the World Bank, and the 

United Nations – just to name a few. 

Armed primacy became a goal of expanding military influence in concert with economic 

and diplomatic initiatives. All subsequent Cold War Presidential administrations were required 

to work by, with, and through this framework in order to maintain global hegemony. As a result, 

what transpired in the Executive Branch was an increasingly powerful President beginning in the 

post-war era and continuing until the Vietnam War and Watergate period. At that point, 

Congress sought to retrieve power from the Executive Branch. However, while Congress was 

partially successful at creating Executive accountability in the post War Powers Act (WPA) era, 

it was not successful in limiting Presidential power, which continued to grow through the end of 

the Cold War. 

This study concentrates on the Presidential administrations of Presidents Carter and 

Reagan (1977-1987), bracketed by two important events - the Watergate and the Iran-Contra 

Affair. This era begins with a Congress attempting to restrain Presidential powers, both foreign 

and domestic, and ends with an empowered Executive Branch which provides a template for new 

Executive powers, particularly unilateral military powers, for the 21st Century. Additionally, 

this study focuses its explanation of Executive power and Presidential accountability through 

historical examples in Latin America. Latin America is key to this study because it is one region 

which is representative of the global context because it is key to the discussion about 

 
 
 

 
3 Wertheim, 64. 
4 Ibid., 75. 
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Congressional conflict over the President's use of military force when considering the efficacy of 

the Wars Power Act. 

In the pursuit of armed primacy, a battle was waged internally between the U.S. President 

and the U.S. Congress. As Presidential power increased through a strategy of armed primacy, 

Presidential accountability also decreased due to ineffective Congressional conflict with the 

Executive Branch. The goals of each differed and shaped a conflict on the formation of U.S. 

foreign policy making between the branches of government during the Cold War. This is 

important because this conflict created dialogue, and disagreement, between the Executive and 

Legislative branches in the roles of determining foreign policy priorities. It also attempted to 

place limits on the Executive to conduct military intervention and set the stage for accountability 

of the Executive Branch for decisions taken, particularly in the arena of covert operations. 

 
 
 
 

The Structure and Major Contributions of this Research 

Contributing to Neustadt’s Work & Thesis 

Before further analyzing the impact of expanded Presidential power pursued through the 

strategy of armed primacy, it is important to re-center this historiography on Richard Neustadt’s 

Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents. This research is in direct conversation with the 

contributions of Neustadt’s examination of Presidential power. Any study of the modern 

Presidency has to reconcile itself with Neustadt’s text because it was the first to recognize the 

constitutional impediments to a Presidency-center government. While this analysis provides 

direct recognition to Neustadt’s distinguished and formative work, it also contributes new 
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historical knowledge to the study of the growth of the modern U.S. Presidency. This project 

aims to do exactly that through analyzing Executive actions from 1977-1987 which broadened 

Presidential power in spite of Congressional boundaries, specifically the War Powers Act of 

1973. 

Neustadt argues that if Presidents rely on expanded responsibilities and roles of their 

office, they can remove obstacles to achieving their goals using political skill. Neustadt returns 

to several key themes throughout this research which are critical to supporting this current 

examination of how Presidential power is formed. 

Neustadt’s scholarship claims that the two ways to study Presidential power are 

understanding tactics of influencing people in specific situations and influence in strategic terms, 

and then using that authority when necessary. 5 Second, Neustadt argues that Presidential power 

is ultimately the power to persuade – not just a reasoned argument, but the employment of the 

President's status and authority. 6 This research recognizes, both in the examples of Presidents 

Carter and Reagan, Presidential power was not only used, but increased to achieve foreign policy 

results, specifically in terms of military power. This book claims that Presidential power is no 

longer just the power to just persuade, but the power to invade. 

In some cases, there were examples of tremendous success during this period, such as the 

Camp David Accords and the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. But there were 

also spectacular failures such as the Iran Hostage Crisis and the Iran-Contra Affair. Without 

Neustadt providing the basis of the study, this research, and much else, would be nuanced and 

 
5 Richard E. Neustadt, Presidential Power and The Modern Presidents: The Politics of Leadership from Roosevelt 
to Reagan. New York, NY: Free Press, 1990, pg. 4. 
6 Ibid, pg. 30. 
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not contextualized. Neustadt presents an underpinning for not only scholars such as Fred 

Greenstein, Matthew Dickinson, and William Howell to explore how Presidential power was 

used, but in the example of this historiography, how it expanded using Cold War foreign policy 

strategies. 

Because Neustadt’s contributions to the field are immense, this research may seem to 

pale in comparison in importance, however, even Neustadt’s work can be further elaborated. 

Specifically, the study of “how” Presidential power is expanded can be further analyzed, using 

larger foreign policy strategies. It is here that it is essential to provide a structure to this research 

and how each contributes to the overall themes of Presidential power and Presidential 

Accountability. 

 
 

Structure of the Book 
 

In Chapter One, this research evaluates how armed primacy was developed as a grand 

strategy during the Cold War. The strategy was initially developed and personified in the 

creation of the United Nations (UN) and United Nations Security Council (UNSC), in 1942, by 

Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles and Executive aides. Armed primary was solidified at 

the beginning of a postwar international order, which envisioned the U.S. as the superpower, 

while sharing responsibilities of the global order using pre-existing colonial rule. The Yalta 

Conference in February 1945 then further codified the postwar order, almost ensuring the world 

would be divided between Communist and Western values. The traditional periodization of the 

Cold War from 1945 to 1991 contextualizes the strategy of armed primacy and the unifying Cold 

War consensus. Each of these contributed to the anxieties and immediacy of acting to strengthen 
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support in contentious spaces in emerging countries such as Ghana, Kenya, Indonesia, Vietnam, 

and in primary Cold War battlegrounds of Europe and Northeast Asia. 

Additionally, the importance of the War Powers Act is emphasized, as is the importance 

of creating a timeline of Executive restraint in the post-War Powers Act era. In the post-Vietnam 

and Watergate era, Presidential authority was challenged, and power shifted temporarily back to 

Congress. In this chapter, the establishment of the era of Congressional resurgence is 

recognized, documenting an active Legislative body, within the context of a wider historical 

tradition of expanding Presidential authority with roots in the early FDR administration with 

court cases such as U.S. v. Curtiss Wright and Belmont. 

In Chapter Two, this research highlights the illusion of President Carter’s compliance to 

restrictive Congressional boundaries on military actions at the height of the Cold War. It also 

provides new evidence of the convergence of President Carter and Reagan’s foreign policy 

initiatives, from 1977 to 1980, based upon a larger decision to continue the strategy of armed 

primacy and militarize foreign policy objectives. The Central American crisis worsened due to 

Carter's negligence and eventual indecision in Latin American policy, based on new evidence 

that indicated Carter supported Marxist rebels, while still supporting pro-democracy 

organizations. 

As a result, with ongoing conflicts in Iran and Afghanistan, and the emergence of 

multiple Central American dictatorships, battling insurgencies and committing human rights 

atrocities, President Carter turned from this attempt to transcend the Cold War, to actively 

participating in it, as every Cold War President before him. Additionally, Chapter Two 

highlights the importance and utility of Elizabeth N. Saunders' Presidential Theory, which 
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provides a powerful argument for the efficacy of understanding the Presidential decision-making 

process and how Presidents decide how to execute U.S. foreign policy, especially in terms of 

employing the U.S. military. 

In Chapters Three and Four, this project examines how President Reagan implemented a 

regional approach to Central America in U.S. foreign policy. Many Presidential administrations 

have used regional approaches before, but what was different about Reagan's approach is that 

Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua were linked together by a common external 

threat – Soviet-supported governments and insurgent groups. After a series of missteps by the 

Carter administration in tolerating all four nations to be ruled by military juntas and authoritarian 

leaders, which saw each revolution as an individual disconnected crisis, the Reagan 

administration in early 1981 determined to approach the region with more of a holistic, and 

militaristic method. 

President Reagan sought to expand Executive power using administration actions – 

intelligence findings, Presidential findings, and NSDDs. Reagan also used covert operations to 

carry out these paramilitary forms of power, outside of Congressional consent. Yet, between 

1981 and 1983, Presidential power was initially stunted by Congressional restrictions and public 

oppositions expressed through the First Boland Amendment (December 21st, 1982) and popular 

movements such as the El Salvador Anti-War Movement, and the "Rollback Reaganism” 

campaign. These examples were just a few of the models of effective restraint placed on the 

Reagan administration which highlight that Presidential power did not expand continuously. 

Executive power was created despite restraint, using extra-judicial methods by the Reagan 
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administration, which disrupts and complicates historiography claiming that Presidential power 

during this period was absolute and unobstructed. 

Chapter Five analyzes the U.S.’s military action, and a contingent belonging to the 

Caribbean Peacekeeping Force (CPF), into Grenada in October 1983, and demonstrates the limits 

of the War Powers Act of 1973. It is in this period, late into Reagan’s first term, in which the 

last vestiges of the WPA’s formal powers against Presidential power are weakened. Operation 

Urgent Fury exemplified how the Commander in Chief can commit U.S. military forces by 

appealing to international support, such as Caribbean allies, and deploy troops in a short 

timeline, all without Congressional approval or longer-term support. 

Additionally, Operation Urgent Fury's importance as a template for modern warfare is 

also highlighted as it validated a new American Way of war. Urgent Fury accomplished this in 

two ways. First, it personified a highly specific form of modern warfare encapsulated by the 

Weinberger (or later Powell) Doctrine – wars of choice which are fought for specific measures 

and specific amounts of time, with American support. Ironically, Urgent Fury attempted to 

restore public opinion in the decision-making of going to war in the Cold War era. The 

Weinberger Doctrine also emphasized a second prominent element of modern warfare – a 

dependence on firepower and technology, the Joint nature of forces, and high sensitivity to 

casualties. 7 Ultimately, Urgent Fury and its success as a short-duration conflict would become a 

model for the First Gulf War, eight years later in 1991. As would often be the case in American 

conflicts in the post-Cold War era, Americans came to have such a strong belief in the efficacy 

 
 

7 Colin Gray, “The American Way of War: Critique and Implications.” In Rethinking the Principles of War, edited 
by Anthony D. McIvor, pages 13-39. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2005. 
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of military force that secondary objectives were often not implemented into the planning process. 

It would be assumed that if military success occurred, a democratic form of governance in its 

image would follow. 

In Chapter Six, despite Congressional backlash to Reagan’s Executive actions in Central 

America, the President was re-elected in 1984 in a landslide victory, claiming 525 electoral votes 

and carrying 49 states in the Presidential election. After stunning triumphs in Grenada and a 

booming economic recovery, lowering unemployment, and a substantial increase in gross GDP, 

Reagan was in a strong and dominant political position. 

From 1984-1986, the Reagan administration continued to pursue a strategy of armed 

primacy through Central American policy which actively contested Soviet influence in the 

Western hemisphere. Based on the analysis of recently declassified documents, this research 

supports Reagan’s assumptions concerning Soviet activities in Central America. Soviet presence 

was clear and pervasive in the Caribbean and Central America, and this research re- 

contextualizes the importance of understanding how and why President Reagan obsessed over 

eliminating “Communist aggression in our own backyard,” 8 when it appeared to many in the 

American public as a ploy to further entangle the U.S. in Latin American affairs. 

Additionally, in Chapter Six, this research presents the argument that by pursuing armed 

primacy as a strategy, the Reagan administration expanded Presidential power. This expansion 

came despite Congressional push back based on the War Powers Act of 1973. Cold War 

historiography has extended the victory of ending the Cold War to President Reagan, 

 
8 Ronald Reagan, “Radio Address to the Nation on the Situation in Central America,” March 30, 1985, Ronald 
Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Archives, Available at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/radio-address-nation-situation-central-america-0. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/radio-address-nation-situation-central-america-0
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overlooking his attempts to introduce covert and paramilitary operations not just in Central 

America, but also larger military forces in the Gulf of Sidra, Persian Gulf, and Mediterranean. A 

key component of this research is the argument that Reagan did not pursue peace, but war, 

throughout most of his time in office. The result was a lasting legacy for U.S. Presidents to 

employ the same techniques of global hegemonic military power in deterrence and Containment 

in future conflict in the 21st Century during the Global War on Terror (GWOT). 

Lastly, in Chapter Seven, this project underscores the centrality of the strategy of armed 

primacy and how foreign policy objectives further empowered the U.S. President. Despite the 

Iran-Contra Affair, with Congressional attempts at restraint using formal investigations and legal 

prosecution, Congress was still unable to enforce the existing boundaries of the War Powers Act 

to the Executive Branch. The President, and his staff, claimed the ability to conduct foreign 

policy unilaterally, without the oversight of Congress or even the State Department. 

This chapter highlights the importance of Iran-Contra as an inflection point in U.S. 

foreign policy in the context of expanding Presidential power, the limits of Congressional 

overhaul, and the legacy of armed primacy through military action into the 21st Century. 

Specifically, by analyzing the era of neoliberalism during and after the Reagan era, Iran-Contra 

is reframed as the departure point when armed primacy ceased from its focus on Communism to 

American global hegemonic power. Chapter Seven retells the story of how armed primacy still 

enabled the powers of the President in the post-Cold War era, and how a unilateral and powerful 

Executive has become the norm in the GWOT-era. 

 
 

The Creation of Interventionist U.S. Foreign Policy: The Interwar Period 
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A historiographic foundation is also instructive for the context of this project. Of primary 

importance is the work by the Cold War historian, Odd Arne Westad who argues the Cold War 

was part of a global development which spanned a hundred years. This perspective is unique 

because it displaces the narrow Euro-American centric narrative of triumphalism, which portrays 

the U.S. and its Allies claiming victory in the postwar era over Communism, but also provides a 

foundation to assess the outcomes of decisions in U.S. foreign policy. In Westad’s narrative, the 

Cold War was created out of the global transformations in the nineteenth century and ended due 

to the ideological, economic, social, and political changes that would occur a hundred years later. 

These transformations serve as markers to show the conflict, convulsions, and combat of the 

global Cold War while endeavoring to show how U.S. policy and decision makers in the 

Executive and Legislative Branches of the U.S. Government would attempt to shape events and 

the reciprocal relationship of being re-fashioned by these same global events. 

Understanding Westad’s framework is helpful for this examination of Presidential power 

because this research project directly opposes the hundred-year framework for multiple reasons. 

This research claims that armed primacy was a distinct Cold War project which positioned the 

U.S. in a more assertive role in global leadership, driven by a competition with Soviet power 

projection in the postwar era. Wertheim’s research is important at this juncture because it 

disagrees with Westad’s analysis that the postwar order was somewhat of a coda to U.S. 

imperialism studies coming out of the Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War. Instead, this 

research recognizes those immense changes, but argues the Cold War, and the U.S.’s place in the 

postwar era were distinctly positioned against the advance of Communism and did so through 

interventionist military methods. 
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Rather than beginning in the 19th Century, this study introduces the postwar period with a 

historical foundation in the interwar period. This postwar order which the U.S. created following 

World War II was all but guaranteed – the postwar political order was shaped by U.S. official’s 

ambitions and imaginations. Prior to the war, Wertheim contends that the great debate was 

occurring between internationalism (later interventionism) and isolationism. American 

internationalists in the “foreign policy elite,” believed in the American involvement to mediate 

international disputes, such as those working in the new CFR during the interwar period. The 

CFR succeeded in getting most states to declare war to be illegal in the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 

1928, as they bore witness to the rise of totalitarianism and war, and future entanglement on the 

horizon. 

The new version of internationalism, 9 as James Shotwell and Quincy Wright would 

define it, now desired the end of power politics through peaceful course and a new fixed anchor 

– “world order” by the force of arms. 10 Wertheim claims the origin for this force of arms, or 

armed primacy would be the only way to prevent the international realm from descending into 

chaos or despotism, essentially arguing that the U.S.’s offensive military capability was the 

 
 

9 The U.S. and its Allies accomplished this new world order design through the ideas and efforts of what 
Wertheim’s identifies as the “foreign policy elite.” These were CFR members before the war, and then civilian and 
military planners inside the Roosevelt and Truman administration during and after the conflict. These planners 
curated the future of the world order through interventionist foreign policy founded on the principle of international 
cooperation with other states. The role of these planners is important because they acted as the link between the 
international participation of the U.S. in the League of Nations in the 1920s and the increasing isolationism of the 
1930s, prior to World War II. One example in the conception of armed primacy was the creation of the Grand Area. 
The Grand Area was a concept created even prior to the U.S. entering the war in December 1941. The plan called 
for a self-contained economic unit to what planners called a “nucleus” of an integrated world economy, the U.S. at 
its center. The economic rules would be set, and adjusted by the U.S., and would be the embryo of what would 
become the World Bank. Foreign policy planners understood this arrangement would provide a license for 
intervention in all participating countries for the purposes of stabilizing world markets and allowing the U.S. to 
maintain its dominant position. 
10 Wertheim, 31. 
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foundation upon which the construction of not just U.S. foreign policy, but international order 

after World War II, was built. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
“Executive and Congressional Dialogue on US Foreign Policy Making, 1945-1977” 

 
 

Interventionist Policy in the Early Postwar Period 
 

Interventionist policy created in the interwar period would be given new life following 

World War II. The realities of international politics created by the Allies’ victories created space 

for the U.S. to assert important postwar responsibilities. As a result, the U.S. sought a 

hegemonic position in the world as evidenced through several key Cold War documents - 

Kennan’s “Long Telegram,” the Clifford-Elsey Report, Truman’s speech to Congress in March 

1947, and NSC-68 were the founding interventionist documents which advocated the U.S. 's 

position of armed primacy. 11 However, the motivation behind American foreign policy was 

somewhat defensive or reactive in nature. Kennan’s “Long Telegram” is a primary example of 

the U.S. understanding of the looming Communist threat, revealing the origins of a U.S. Cold 

War consensus focused on limiting Communist influence abroad. 

Sent on February 22nd, 1946, from the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, “The Long Telegram” 

included several important observations important for Senior State Department officials in the 

Truman administration. Kennan noted the internal causes of Soviet foreign policy and attempted 

to capture the psyche of the Russian people and the Soviet government. Secondly, Kennan 

distinguished that Stalin was not Hitler and that there was a need to be patient and to maintain 

vigilant containment of the Soviet threat. Lastly, Kennan identified the larger challenge to 

American society and the American people. The U.S. should be ready to work with Europe to 

 
 

11 This stemmed from four interventionist foreign policy documents which he identifies in A Cross of Iron. 
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stop Soviet power abroad. 12 This meant continued engagement (or potential entanglement) and 

long-term relationships with those who would be our most important partners in the years ahead. 

It would be this conclusion that made Kennan somewhat of a prophet during the Cold War. 

Kennan argued the U.S. could no longer shun international responsibilities and even more 

importantly, it had to act soon, or the markets of intellectual freedom, economic models, and 

self-governance would soon be purchased with Soviet force. 

The “Long Telegram” was foundational because it not only labeled the Soviet Union as a 

brutal and oppressive regime, but it sought to characterize the looming Communist threat which 

must be contained. The obvious reaction was that the U.S. could only obtain its goals by 

meeting the Soviet Union with opposing strength. 13 George Kennan's concept and eventual 

strategy of Containment was clarifying to American policymakers, particularly those in 

Truman’s Cabinet, in identifying the emerging threat of Communism and solidifying the Cold 

War consensus in the postwar era. 

Additionally, the Clifford-Elsey Report provided a lengthy analysis of the Soviet Union’s 

military buildup and alliances with Communist parties in other countries. 14 To the Truman 

administration, the threat became clear. The Soviet Union, the antagonist in this new bi-polar 

world, had to be stopped. On March 12, 1947, President Truman’s speech, in what would be 

known as the Truman Doctrine, identified the U.S. 's deeply held fears of British withdrawal 

 

 
12 George Kennan, “The Charge in the Soviet Union (Kennan) to the Secretary of State,” SECRET, Moscow, 
February 22nd, 1946—9 pm [Received February 22—3:52 pm], National Security Archive at George Washington 
University, accessed at: https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/coldwar/documents/episode-1/kennan.htm, Part 5. 
13 Michael J. Hogan, A Cross of Iron: Harry S. Truman and the Origins of the National Security State, 1945–1954. 
1st Edition. UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000, 10. 
14 Ibid, 11. 
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from the Mediterranean and the Soviet Union demand for control of the Black Sea Straits. 

Truman asked Congress to fund an interventionist plan for the region, setting a precedent for the 

rest of the Cold War. 

Lastly, NSC-68, or the “Cold War Constitution,” with its focused efforts on globalized 

containment, the importance of limiting Soviet piecemeal aggression, and a call for a rapid 

military build-up, based on its convictions that the U.S. must gain overall superiority in the 

world, or armed primacy. 15 NSC-68, written by Dean Acheson’s Policy Planning Staff led by 

Paul Nitze, recognized a new era. NSC-68 was composed after the successful detonation of a 

Soviet atomic bomb and a military takeover of China by Communist forces. NSC-68 identified 

an urgency to act due to the power vacuum left by British withdrawal from its former colonies, 

the “othering” dichotomies it provided of the equating the Soviet Union to slavery, autocracy, 

and coercive force, and themes of American Exceptionalism and Manifest Destiny. 16 The result 

was a purpose for this interventionist cause which focused on defeating international 

Communism and integrating the Third World periphery into the American system. 17 

Lastly, in the immediate postwar era, the U.S. sought to establish a world order which 

would eventually comport with America’s values, fostered its interests, and safeguarded its 

 

15 James Graham Wilson argues the importance of NSC-68’s focus on military and economic objectives in 
America’s Cold Warrior: Paul Nitze and National Security from Roosevelt to Reagan. It is the projection of these 
mutually supporting military and economic strategies which Nitze (a key architect of NSC-68) believed would 
ultimately change the Soviet Union internally without waging full scale war, pg. 69. Wilson later argues on pg. 144 
as the architect of NSC-68, Nitze urged for a “militarized Cold War.” From the beginning of the post-war era 
American policy writers, such as Nitze were arguing for a stronger, “defense-forward” strategy which they believed 
would deter Soviet aggression, but allowed the U.S. to reserve the right to use force when necessary. 
16 Hogan, 297-298. 
17 Additionally, Westad’s The Cold War is a useful roadmap for navigating the historiography of the U.S. 's pursuit 
of armed primacy after World War II in the constant and oft heard refrain of the competition between two 
diametrically opposed systems – capitalism and socialism. The Cold War witnessed the creation of these opposed 
systems through state building, the consolidation of power in the Soviet Empire, and the triumph of Communism in 
China, and saw the Korean War as a larger illustration of tensions between the two world systems. 
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security. 18 Leffler, in A Preponderance of Power explains the U.S. did this through the Truman 

Doctrine, Marshall Plan, and NATO through which central interventionist policies largely 

explained this framework. Using similar foundational documents as Hogan, Leffler identifies 

Truman’s address to a joint session requesting $400 million for aid to Greece and Turkey to 

resist aggressive communism, 19 and the implementation of the Marshall Plan which sought to 

prevent an “impending shift in the correlation of power between the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union” 20 as elements to give effect to the expansive and interventionist American “vision of 

national security.” 21 It would be a large buildup of the U.S. military which would create this 

expansive and interventionist American vision of national security. 

The U.S. Military Buildup in the Early Cold War (1945 – 1952) 
 

Not only were the origins of U.S. interventionist policy important in creating a strategy of 

armed primacy, but so were the buildup of the U.S. military which accompanied it. The U.S. 

military buildup began just after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. After 

that attack, the CFR planner Isaiah Bowman noted, globalism needed no justification. American 

interests and responsibilities were to “embrace the whole world.” 22 

The U.S. would use armed primacy to accomplish the feat of embracing the world 

through a military buildup which would establish and maintain its dominant position indefinitely. 

President Truman in October 1945 before Congress claimed that “we must relentlessly preserve 

 
18 Leffler, Melvyn P. A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War. 
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1992, 55. 
19 Ibid, 145. 
20 Leffler, 163. 
21 Ibid, 235. 
22 Wertheim, 136. 
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our superiority on land, sea, and in the air.” 23 However, despite the many calls for military 

dominance, the Truman administration would ultimately de-militarize the U.S. and prepare itself 

for peacetime. The world had truly changed, and due to the expanded military powers of the 

U.S., the nation became the “main policeman in Asia, the “balancer of Europe” and the “creditor 

of the international economic system,” with just a fraction of the forces it had maintained during 

WWII. 24 

The “Magna Carta,” of U.S. military supremacy or armed primacy began at the 

construction of the National Security Act of 1947. The Act created the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

(JCS) with its own director, a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the National Security Council 

(NSC), a National Security Resources Board, a War Council, and an independent Air Force. 25 

This critical document synchronized many of the war time arrangements for the military and 

helped enable the creation of policy options and harmonize differences between the services. 

Also, the document broadened not just the physical character of the U.S. military and national 

security apparatus, but also its authorities to use lethal force and intelligence collection 

capabilities. 

However, the military buildup in the early Cold War was all but guaranteed. Though the 

National Security Act of 1947 was implemented, the U.S. had not furthered its global ambitions, 

because there was still a temptation to retreat from international affairs as it had in the Interwar 

period. However, from 1949-1950 the political and social environment was charged due to a 

series of events. Soviet espionage had penetrated the Manhattan project, and the Soviet Union 

 
23 Ibid, 163. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Hogan, 54. 
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completed a successful atomic test in August 1949. China had fallen to the Communists, 

revolutionary nationalism was spreading through Southeast Asia, the conviction of Alger Hiss 

had made national news, and all while Senator Joseph McCarthy assailed the State Department 

for harboring Communists. 26 

Additionally, the overall importance of the military buildup prior to the Korean War due 

to domestic factors, and international necessity, identified another psychological preparation for 

reasserting U.S. global dominance in yet another conflict. After Korea, Truman requested an 

additional $60 billion for the military services, and the U.S. proposed to build an appropriate 

NATO force structure, requiring the growth of West European capabilities, and West German 

rearmament – something that was unthinkable at the time. 

Cold War warriors such as Truman, were determined to search for the “grand strategy” 

through containment and deterrence of Soviet aggression, using armed primacy. Cold War 

planners recognized the Communist threat to U.S. interests, and that it involved a coherent 

strategy against the Soviet Union during the early postwar period. The JCS defined primary, 

secondary, and minor base sites to ensure American domination 27 to the development of 

technologically advanced weapons such as next generation grenades and artillery shells, nerve 

gas GB, recoilless rifles, and the hydrogen bomb, 28 arguing that this new era of warfare required 

a more offensive U.S. strategy. 

It would not be until the establishment of the new Cold War Constitution in NSC-68, that 

America welcomed its new role as the global defender of democracy in its traditional democratic 

 
26 Leffler, 313. 
27 Leffler, 56. 
28 Ibid, 451. 
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identity. 29 In this new beginning, NSC-68 would cast the Cold War problem as a real war, a war 

which required a military buildup, advocated for the mobilization of the national sciences, and 

required national economics to be employed on behalf of the nation’s security apparatus after 

years of demobilization from 1945-1950. 

The military buildup, over a span of five years, was given a large push through 

Congressional budgetary discussions over the $287 billion total in military expansion beginning 

in 1950, and the NSC-68 helped solidify the Cold War consensus which admitted no room for 

neutrality. The U.S. asserted its global assault on Communism, the goal became global 

preponderance through armed primacy. 30 

 
 

Developing the Postwar International Community (1942 – 1950) 
 

In addition to the U.S. military buildup in the immediate postwar era, the creation of the 

UN and the UNSC were arguably the most important to developing the postwar international 

community to guarantee the U.S.’s global hegemonic position through armed primacy. During 

World War II, foreign policy planners from CFR and Roosevelt’s administration feared the U.S. 

would likely withdraw from the world as they had done before. In a meeting with planners on 

March 28th, 1942, Sumner Welles, outlined what became the United Nations Security Council, 

which balanced global power with a “universal form of world organization.”30F

31 By giving power 

to the U.S.-led Big Four – U.S., Britain, Soviet Union, and China, and keeping the former 
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League of Nations model, defeated powers and smaller states could still participate and “meet 

and ventilate their grievances.” 32 

The U.S. would only later realize that the creation of the veto in the UNSC prevented the 
 

U.S. from acting unilaterally in the way it might have conceived. Although the U.S. would 

maintain a permanent seat on the UNSC, it would not always be successful in dictating the rules 

and maintaining world order through a leading role in this international organization. Instead, 

the U.S. would find that its regional security organizations such as NATO or more proximate 

organizations, such as those in the Western hemisphere helped advance the U.S. hegemonic 

position through armed primacy in a more efficient manner. 

Additionally, within this early era of the Cold War, the formation of U.S. foreign policy 

and its role in the postwar international community was also shaped by the interactions between 

the Executive and Legislative branches of government over the limits of Executive power during 

a military intervention. At the time, these were largely shaped by the passage of the Fulbright 

and Connally Resolutions by Congress in 1943. Passed on September 21st and November 5th, 

1943, respectively, these Resolutions both agreed upon the “international machinery” and a 

“general international organization” for the maintenance of a stable international community. 33 

These impressive internationally cognizant documents, passed in the midst of military 

campaigns in Europe and the Pacific theaters of World War II, reinforced Congress’s ability to 

declare war on behalf of the U.S. and both affirmed that the U.S. could participate in UN activity 

 

 
32 Wertheim, 139. 
33 Fulbright Resolution, Passed September 21, 1943 – See House Concurrent Resolution 25, Congressional Record, 
Volume 89, Part 6, pp. 7728 & Connally Resolution, Passed November 5, 1943 – See Senate Resolution 192, 
Congressional Record, Volume 89, Part 7, pg. 9222. 
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for declared hostile activities if they were “acting through its constitutional processes.” 34 These 

resolutions were an impressive precedent because they would aim to limit the Executive branch’s 

ability to declare war simply by means of a Security Council Resolution, and thereby bypassing 

Congress’s approval. 

During World War II, the U.S. assumed that it could sustain wartime alliances, convince 

allies to decolonize and transform, but also take part in the liberal multilateralist order as the 

world’s financial and economic hegemon through its leadership in creating the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) at Bretton Woods in 1944. 35 A year later, at 

the Potsdam Conference on July 27, 1945, Truman asked for the Senate to approve the UN 

Charter and pledged to Congress that all agreements negotiated by the UN must still have 

approval by both houses of the U.S. Congress. The UN Charter was approved 89-2 and provided 

a historical basis for limiting Executive war making power during the Cold War. 36 

The U.S. also sought to leverage the UN for its own interests in the Western Hemisphere 

early on in the Cold War - a goal actually shared by many foreign policy planners even prior to 

entering World War II. At the UN conference in San Francisco in May 1945, the international 

body charged the inter-American system with the “responsibility to implement U.N. actions in 

the Western Hemisphere,” effectively eliminating all potential future foreign influence inside of 

the hemisphere and creating a legal precedent for U.S. hegemony in perpetuity, and reinforcing 

 
34 Fisher, 74. 
35 Not only was the U.S. focused on re-tooling the economic structure of the international community, but American 
leaders would also eventually work to rearm Europeans, strengthen the NATO alliance, bring Turkey in NATO, 
underwrote the British positions in Iran, and establish a Middle East Command in Egypt, Fisher, 318. 
36 As this research will highlight, the passage of the UN charter has largely proved ineffectual as a restraint on 
Executive power. However, this point is made to highlight that Congress maintained the intent to keep the U.S. out 
of unnecessary wars and limit Executive power as early as 1943. 
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the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. 37 Again, the U.S. used the UN to provide structure to its regional 

security organizations which it depended upon to support lawful intervention if necessary. 

Additionally, not only did the U.S. use the UN to assert global hegemony, but as early as 

1950, the U.S. proposed building the appropriate NATO force structure to deter Communist 

aggression which was important to American officials, required the incorporation of German 

forces, and West German rearmament, into an integrated European defense force, and justified 

the appointment of an American as supreme commander. 38 It was clear to many international 

actors that not only did the U.S. claim a leading role in both the most important civilian 

international bodies, but also a military one as well, which due to geo-political goals and 

interests, aimed at the central goal of limiting the spread of Communist influence. 

 
 

The First Test of Postwar Resolve Against Communism: The Korean War (1950-1953) 
 

The first test of the U.S.-led liberal postwar resolve, both domestically and 

internationally, would be on June 27, 1950, when President Truman was faced with a difficult 

decision. Just two days prior, the North Korean military had crossed the 38th Parallel into South 

Korea. The UN Charter was not yet five years old and this action by Communist forces served 

as a challenge to the U.S. containment strategy. Under Section 6 of the UN Participation Act, 

Truman was not legally able to send American troops to participate in war without Congressional 

approval. However, on June 27th, the President ordered U.S. air and sea forces to provide cover 

and support for South Korean Government troops in direct combat roles with Communist forces. 
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This was new terrain for the U.S. Congress. This was the first time U.S. troops would be 

engaged in combat on a large scale without Congressional approval since the First Seminole War 

(1817). 39 Congress publicly asserted the war was not a police action and that Truman’s actions 

violated normal Congressional processes, nor did it initially follow the UN Participation Act and 

UN Charter. 

Yet, Presidents have always reserved the right to act unilaterally with or without legal 

authority or legislative authorization, but they still look for other sources of legitimacy to justify 

military intervention. 40 Traditionally, Presidents have used Rational-Legal Authority, Traditional 

Authority, and Charismatic Authority to justify unilateral actions. In the end, Truman chose 

Rational-Legal Authority through the use of supranational or international organizations – in this 

case the UN. 41 

Although Truman had no legal authority based upon the UN Participation Act, Truman 

declared his ability to act unilaterally based on the UN Charter. Both Senators Kenneth Wherry 

(R-NE) and Robert Taft (R-OH) questioned Truman's judgment in activating the military without 

Congressional consent. 42 Greater anger and fervor flowed from Congress after the President 

announced he would also dispatch additional U.S. troops to Europe to recommit Allies that this 

did not distract from the larger Europe-centered focus, and to provide further commitment to 

Soviet aggression which could take advantage of the U.S. engaged in an Asian war. 

 
 

 
39 Sarah E. Kreps, “Legality and Legitimacy in American Military Interventions,” Presidential Studies Quarterly, 
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Congressional concern hit a fever pitch regarding this new unprecedented use of 

Presidential power and set off the “Great Debate,” – an internal Congressional debate over which 

branch held the creation of U.S. foreign policy and wider war-making authority within the U.S. 

Government. 43 Senator Taft delivered a 10,000-word speech urging legislators to defend their 

prerogatives and Congress’s place in the creation of foreign policy, stating that members of 

Congress, and particularly Senators, had a “constitutional obligation to reexamine constantly and 

discuss the foreign policy of the United States.” 44 

For three months the Senate debated the scope and limitations of Presidential power. The 

principal resolution, S. Res 99, would eventually support sending additional Army Divisions to 

Europe only on the condition that future commitments would be approved by Congress, 

“highlighting the need for a closer relationship between the executive and legislative branches of 

our Government with reference to such questions as the assignment of troops abroad.” 45 The 

U.S. began to recognize that in its pursuit of armed primacy to maintain its assertive position 

within the international order, the Cold War was already challenging its pre-World War II 

notions of the conduct and creation of U.S. foreign policy. Specifically, the question of who 

leads and who directs U.S. military power. The effects were most clearly seen as it attempted to 

counter Soviet aggression and influence through Europe and Asia in the early 1950s, primarily 

driven by the Executive branch and the President’s personal agenda of U.S. foreign policy 

objectives. 

 
 
 

43 Louis Fisher, Presidential War Power. Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 2013, pg. 88. 
44 Fisher, pg. 98 
45 Fisher, pg. 99. 



27  

45F 

 
Internal Cold War Contestations: The Executive and Legislative Branch 

Covert Operations in the Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961) 

In the early part of the Cold War, the U.S. grand strategy of armed primacy created a 

conflict that arose between the Legislative and Executive branches of government over the role 

of determining foreign policy while attempting to limit global Soviet power projection. 

This conflict was manifested through the dialogue on the formation of U.S. foreign policy 

making between the branches of government specifically on the democratic accountability. This 

was particularly the case with Executive actions taken to promote covert operations during the 

Cold War. 

The scholar Elizabeth N. Saunders’ research in the area of Presidential decision making 

supports this argument and is revealing to additional Cold War Presidents, particularly relating to 

covert warfare. President Eisenhower was an externally focused leader (meaning – focused more 

on the origin of threats and external foreign and security policies of other states), and largely 

overlooked the domestic issues of foreign states. Based on historical analysis of Eisenhower’s 

actions, supported by his personal beliefs, President Eisenhower favored military intervention 

through covert operations. 46 

Eisenhower preferred covert operations because they were typically quick, comparatively 

cheap, and largely driven by the Executive branch. This would set another pattern for the rest of 

the Cold War. At the time, Congress sought to limit the scope and expansiveness of the military 

in the post-Korean War era primarily through budgetary means, thereby shrinking the President’s 

disruptive ability to shape U.S. foreign policy. Congress cut the Defense budget by 32% in 1954 
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and again by 11% in 1955. While Congress cut his military, Eisenhower, almost by necessity 

opted for covert operations as a means of still accomplishing his U.S. foreign policy goals such 

as the Iran Coup in 1953 and the Guatemalan Coup in 1954. 

During the Eisenhower administration, covert operations were also primarily driven by 

the Executive branch’s fear of Communism. In August 1953, CIA teams and officers assisted in 

the overthrow of pro-nationalist Prime Minister Mohammed Mosaddegh and installed the Shah, 

Mohammed Reza Pahlavi as the leader of the oil-rich Persian Gulf country. Riding the coattails 

of this success, CIA officials organized a coup under the name PBSuccess to oust Jacobo Árbenz 

in June 1954. Árbenz had purchased Czech weapons for $4.86 million to ensure the loyalty of 

his officer corps by arming them, but it came after the U.S. had placed a weapons embargo on 

the country. 47 

Eisenhower proclaimed to a U.S. Congressional delegation, “In Guatemala, the Reds are 

in control, and they are trying to spread their influence to San Salvador as a first step of breaking 

out…to other South American countries.” 48 Eisenhower used the strategy of implementing 

covert intelligence programs and operations by the CIA and elements of the Department of 

Defense (DoD) which promoted regime change in favor of leaders who supported American 

leadership, to support long-term relationships during the Cold War. 

The coups produced two important results. It appeared that with the right number of 

resources and force the U.S. could install pro-American politicians such as the Shah of Iran and 

Carlos Castillo Armas. Secondly, it also appeared that covert operations could place limits on 

 
47 Tim Weiner, Legacy of Ashes: The History of the CIA, (New York: Doubleday, 2007), pg. 98. 
48 Excerpt from the diary of James C. Hagerty, Press Secretary to the President, April 26, 1954, FRU.S. 1952-1954, 
4:1102. 
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Communism without a deep commitment placing American boots on the ground. 49 There were 

downsides however. There was a diplomatic and political cost of such an intervention, resulting 

in alienating the British for a time, even Churchill, over the covert operation in Guatemala, and 

several Latin American allies. 

There was also a lesson of caution and even foreshadowing of future Cold War crises in 

the historiography. It is worth noting that although the covert operations during the Eisenhower 

administration were typically the low-financial cost option for the Executive branch to side-step 

the Legislative branch, the political and diplomatic fallout of these covert operations came with 

significant international costs based on the perceived projection of Soviet power. 

 
 

Executive Branch Backchannels: The Kennedy Administration (1961-1963) 
 

During the Kennedy administration, U.S. foreign policy priorities slowly shifted from 

Congressional authority to the President. This occurred primarily because Kennedy sought to 

use personal diplomacy and his senior advisers in the Executive branch to achieve policy goals. 

Peter Rodman, scholar and NSC member under Nixon, identified the process of the diplomatic 

“backchannel” 50 as a key component of this development. Backchannel diplomacy was 

implemented by the Kennedy administration to avoid the bureaucracy of the State Department 

witnessed during the Korean War, and to give the President the ability to shape the direction of 

U.S. foreign policy. 
 

 
49 Britta H. Crandall and Russell C Crandall. “Our Hemisphere”? The United States in Latin America, from 1776 to 
the Twenty-First Century, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2022), pg. 165. 
50 Peter W. Rodman, Presidential Command: Power, Leadership, and the Making of Foreign Policy from Richard 
Nixon to George W. Bush. New York: Random House, 2009, pg. 33. 
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One of these key examples of backchannel diplomacy was Robert Kennedy’s 

deliberations with Anatoly Dobrynin, which avoided nuclear catastrophe during the Cuban 

Missile Crisis. This would be later repeated in the Nixon administration with Henry Kissinger’s 

secret communications with the governments of Vietnam, Russia, and China, bypassing the State 

Department prior to his tenure as the Secretary of State. Backchannel diplomacy appeared to be 

effective, and valuable for the Executive Branch, as it did not require Congressional support. 

This type of Cold War diplomacy foreshadowed a stronger Executive and again shifted the nexus 

of power for foreign policy from Congress to the President. 

 
 

The Growing Importance of the NSC During the Kennedy Administration 
 

It is also essential to account for foreign policy dialogue concerning U.S. foreign policy 

priorities during the Cold War which intended to counter Soviet power projection emanating 

from the larger Executive branch – specifically the National Security Council (NSC). Originally 

called the National Security Council Executive Committtee (EXCOMM), the NSC would evolve 

and expand as would its utility as the Executive branch’s sounding board for developing U.S. 

foreign policy which were significant in the overall shaping of Cold War U.S. diplomatic and 

military actions. As an internally focused leader (meaning – U.S. leader who believes a conflict 

country’s domestic institutions are tied to its foreign and security policies), President Kennedy 

firmly maintained that the President of the Republic of Vietnam, Ngô Ðình Diêm, had to be 

replaced. Kennedy’s concern with Diem also stemmed from the South Vietnamese 

government’s repression of its people and the population’s response viewed publicly through 

acts of protests such as self-immolation. 
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The President knew that public sentiment and support would wane for fighting 

Communism in Vietnam if Diêm remained in power. This would also eliminate Congressional 

funding, further highlighting the importance of domestic politics and public opinion on U.S. 

foreign policy. Although there is no evidence that Kennedy personally advocated or approved of 

Diêm’s assassination, Kennedy’s expanded team of advisers on his NSC played a large role with 

the help of the U.S. Country Team and Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge Jr, to set in motion the 

events that would lead to the Vietnam Premier’s demise. Kennedy exclusively discussed the 

matter with his NSC rather than members of Congress. For Kennedy, the objective was winning 

the war against Communism and the projection of Soviet power. Domestic reform went hand 

and hand with winning the war, and Kennedy had been convinced by his NSC team that he was 

willing to destabilize Vietnam in order to transform it. 51 

 
 

Congressional Financial Restraints (The Kennedy and Johnson Administrations) 
 

Further disputes over U.S. foreign policy making in the early period of the Cold War 

occurred over matters of funding and Congress’s power of the purse. In the ever-present 

anxieties over war with the Soviet Union during the Cold War, Congress’s financial leverage 

over the Executive branch offered important illustrations in determining U.S. foreign policy 

priorities. A useful example occurred during the Kennedy administration in his appeal to 

Congress to fund his “Alliance for Progress” bill. 
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President Kennedy held a firm belief that through rhetoric and funding, his Latin 

American, East Asian, and African policies would succeed. Kennedy’s plan included a 10-year 

economic investment program to promote land reform efforts and move revolutions in Latin 

America towards a democratic and capitalist direction. 52 However, the increased importance 

that he attached to foreign aid coincided with rising Congressional skepticism about the 

program’s size and direction producing a showdown between Congress and the Executive. 53 In 

response to Castro’s triumph in Cuba, Kennedy focused his efforts on his “Alliance for Progress” 

bill, which received hostility from Congressional conservatives and opposition from 

Congressional liberals who balked at the expansion of military aid. The result was the “foreign 

aid revolt of 1963” in which Congress cut the President’s initial request by one third. 54 

Conflict over financial legislation continued between the Executive and Legislative 

branches when Lydon B. Johnson’s administration opposed the Cooper-Hart Amendment. This 

challenge once again attested to the resistance by legislators to Executive-led led foreign policy 

priorities. One of the main reasons for this confrontation by Congressional leaders was the DoD 

budget had ballooned to account for half of the total federal budget due to the arms race between 

the U.S. and the Soviet Union to limit Soviet power projection. As early as 1960, at the Senate 

Hearing on Nuclear Weapons, General Maxwell Taylor testified to the fiscal cost of supplying, 

maintaining and operating nuclear missiles would cost up to $55 billion over five years. 55 
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Congress used the amendment to delay a $1.2 billion dollar program requested by the Johnson 

administration, for the Sentinel missile program. The resulting battle between Johnson and 

Congress would produce the first of many sustained Congressional debates about weapon 

systems during the Cold War and reaffirm Congress’s authority to limit the Executive branch 

through funding foreign policy priorities. 

 
 

The Spectrum of Congressional Restraint (The Johnson and Nixon Administrations) 
 

Most importantly, Congress shaped the Executive branch’s ability to declare war and 

intervene militarily through two critical Cold War legislative documents which feature extensive 

dialogue between the two branches of government: The Tonkin Gulf Resolution (1964) and the 

War Powers Resolution (1973). The documents represent the widest spectrum of Executive 

authority in the Cold War ranging from unilateral to restricted prior to the era of Congressional 

restriction in the post-Nixon years. 

The genesis of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution began in the Summer of 1964. With CIA 

assistance, South Vietnamese forces organized a covert operation called OPLAN-34A which 

involved small-scale naval raids on the North Vietnamese coast. In response to the antagonizing 

raids, North Vietnamese forces fired on the U.S.S. Maddox while collecting intelligence off the 

coast of North Vietnam. President Johnson asked for sixteen Congressional leaders to be briefed 

on the events, setting the stage for the Johnson administration to propose The Tonkin Gulf 

Resolution which authorized the President to “take all necessary measures to repel any armed 

attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression.” 56 

 
56 Johnson, 111. 
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The historian Robert Johnson asserts the often-repeated refrain concerning the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution, that President Johnson was provided a blank check to conduct the Vietnam 

War at this point. However, Congress did accomplish two actions when approving the 

administration’s requested $700 million dollars to bolster the war with an affirming vote of 408- 

56F Congress permitted Johnson to move forward with additional military authority, acting as 

the originator of military action. Secondly, because Congressional consent was given through 

legislation, those powers could also be repealed, which they eventually were in January 1971 to 

limit then President Nixon’s military powers. 58 Lastly, there was open dissent from 

Congressional leaders such as Senator Mansfield (D-NY) who disagreed with Johnson’s 

approach to Vietnam. Mansfield advocated for political and social acts which would benefit 

Vietnamese authorities and were popular at the local level, rather than a military approach to 

prevent the spread of communism and the projection of Soviet power. 59 While the open dissent 

was brief and minimal, President Johnson was given authority, which was still administered and 

overseen by a powerful Congress. 

Congressional restraint focused on Presidential foreign policy initiatives also occurred 

two years later, in 1966. At the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Hearings on Vietnam, 

Senator Gore (D-TN) advocated for the larger role of the Senate on the oversight of the Vietnam 

War. Senator Gore supported the Senate’s prerogative to “exercise its constitutional function of 

 

57 Johnson, 117. 
58 The National Archives, “Tonkin Gulf Resolution (1964),” Milestone Documents, April 9, 2024, Available at: 
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historians argue that repealing the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution did not actually impede Nixon’s ability to conduct 
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advising the President on foreign policy matters.” 60 These hearings were important for 

legitimizing dissent while the U.S. was still early in the war. The American public was being 

alerted to Presidential directed actions in Vietnam which allowed Congress to scrutinize its 

conduct from that point forward. Congress expressed skepticism on the Southeast Asian war’s 

utility and questioned the U.S.’s foreign policy actions and methods for displacing Soviet power 

abroad. However, this skepticism obviously did not stop the escalation of the war. 

In fact, for all of the talk of demilitarizing and demobilizing by Congress during the war, 

it was only the Executive branch that was truly successful. It would be during the later Nixon 

administration in the 1970s, with the Executive branch’s discussions centered on détente, and its 

importance as a high watermark of ideological compromise between the two opposing camps of 

democracy and Communism, that the President’s position would become all the more important. 

It was as if the President, as the first representative of the American people, could de-escalate the 

temperature of war with the Soviet Union and its Allies – not Congressional restraint. 61 

 
 
 
 

60 Johnson, 122. 
61 Additionally, between the oscillation of power between Executive and Legislative in the formation the Tonkin 
Gulf Resolution and the WPA a rupture of Communist solidarity occurred between Soviet support for the Chinese 
revolution and a harmonious relationship between the two Asian powers. Westad examines these rifts in depth, 
highlighting Soviet advisers concern over Mao’s Great Leap Forward policies, China’s refusal to integrate into the 
Soviet bloc military and economically, and Mao’s frustration with Khrushchev, personified through his power 
moves and shifting relationship during the Vietnam War with the U.S. As early as 1959, Mao was convinced that the 
Sino-Soviet, relationship had to end due to Soviet “revisionism,” seeing himself as the true torchbearer of 
Communist thought and action. Eventually, the rupture of the Sino-Soviet relationship would occur after a series of 
military conflicts in 1969. Just weeks after the Sino-Soviet conflict in 1969, President Nixon unilaterally pursued 
diplomacy with China to signal to the Chinese that the U.S. was interested in rapprochement, and that the U.S. 
opposed Soviet aggression against them. President Nixon’s actions personified the flexibility of the Executive 
branch as opposed to the Legislative. Through secret and personal interactions by both the President and Kissinger, 
Nixon was able to avoid sharing ongoing negotiations with China, which would become immediately public had 
Congress pursued foreign liaison with China. Rodman claims this as another example of personal Presidential 
diplomacy, elevating the actions of the Executive branch in the development of U.S. foreign policy priorities, 
primarily focused on countering Soviet influence and power projection in Asia. 
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It would not be until 1973 during the Nixon administration that Congress would pass 

effective boundaries on Presidential power. Congress passed the War Powers Act which directed 

the President to consult with Congress before sending forces into hostilities, set firm reporting 

procedures of military intervention and action for the Executive branch to the Legislative branch, 

and set limits on the length of time a President could pursue military intervention in a conflict 

country without Congress declaring war based on a perceived threat to the U.S. or U.S. armed 

forces abroad. 62 The War Powers Act was the counterweight to The Tonkin Gulf Resolution, 

effectively placing additional limits on Presidential war-making power and adding requirements 

to consult with Congress. This notable power shift of war-making authority is a pattern the U.S. 

would see continued throughout the Cold War in dialogue between the Executive and Legislative 

branches. 

From this point forward, until the second term of the Reagan administration, the weight 

of U.S. foreign policy decision making would swing to Congressional hands. Only several years 

after the War Powers Act’s passage, however, both the Carter and Reagan administration would 

make attempts to wrestle foreign policy decision-making free and seek a more balanced, if not 

Presidentially-leaning, relationship. The culmination of Vietnam, Nixon’s downfall, and the 

War Powers Act emphasize the importance democratic accountability of Presidential war- 

making authorities and Congress’ ability to limit the Executive branch based on the disapproval 

of unpopular wars. 63 

 

62 Fisher, 128. 
63 It is also worth noting the historiographical impact of LaFeber’s intervention on the legal discussions of the War 
Powers Act. LaFeber disagrees with the typically accepted U.S. historiography on the ability of the Legislative 
branch to limit Executive war-making authority. LaFeber cites two important U.S. Supreme Court cases, U.S. v 
Curtiss-Wright Export Corporation (1936) and U.S. v. Belmont (1937). Supreme Court Justice George Sutherland 
wrote the majorities for both cases affirm the “President alone has the power to speak or listen as a representative of 
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Shortly after Nixon’s resignation, the Gerald Ford administration also witnessed a period 

of intense Congressional pushback for Executive claims to military intervention. It was during 

this period that covert operations once again became a source of Congressional contestation 

concerning Presidential power for the sake of democratic transparency. In December 1974, The 

New York Times journalist Seymour Hersh phoned CIA Director William Colby to reveal he had 

knowledge of what would colloquially be known as CIA’s “Family Jewels.” 64 The Family 

Jewels was an internal report published at CIA on May 16th, 1973 which was compiled during 

the previous Director James R. Schlesinger’s short tenure, and included activities not consistent 

with the organization’s 1947 charter. 

The wider distribution of the Family Jewels specifics, and of CIA covert activities, would 

eventually merit the creation of the Church and Pike Committees. The Church investigation 

highlighted assassination plots, mostly emanating from the Kennedy brothers, and the Pike 

Committee looked into a variety of “intelligence failures” including historical case studies such 

as the Middle East war of October 1973 and the Cyprus crisis of 1974. 65 The cumulative effect 

of these Committees, Watergate, Nixon’s resignation, and the legacy of the Vietnam War 

ultimately led to an era of limiting Presidential power, and democratic transparency on all 

activities, particularly covert operations, by the Executive branch. 

 
 

the nation.” Going further he states, “the very delicate, plenary and exclusive power of the President as the sole 
organ of the federal government in the field of international relations – a power which does not require as a basis for 
its exercise an act of Congress.” LaFeber notes that based on the Vietnam experience, Congress had difficulty 
controlling Presidential actions and as a result, passed the War Powers Act, however if these ruling were applied to 
the law, the Court’s decision “would remove perhaps the most important congressional restraint on the president’s 
power to dispatch and keep troops abroad.” 
64 Central Intelligence Agency, “Memorandum For: Executive Secretary, CIA Management Committee, Subject: 
Family Jewels,” 16 May 1973, SECRET, Approved for Release Date: JUN 2007. 
65 Rodman, 97-100. 



38  

65F 

66F 

 
This era should be viewed historically as the first era of personal U.S. Presidential 

accountability - a direct result of Congressional action based upon unilateral Executive driven 

actions. This is notably seen through the Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974 which responded to 

global CIA-led guerilla wars in Ukraine, Poland, Albania, Hungary, Indonesia, China, Oman, 

Malaysia, and many others. Congress stipulated no funds would be appropriated or may be 

expended by or on the behalf of the CIA for operations in foreign countries other than activities 

intended solely for obtaining intelligence, “unless and until the President finds that each 

operation is important to national security of the United States and reports, in a timely fashion, a 

description and scope of such operations” to the appropriate committees of Congress. 66 

The amendment was important because this provided additional transparency, but still 

provided the President latitude and control of CIA operations outside of collecting intelligence. 

Additionally, it also prevented the President from feigning ignorance and giving him plausible 

deniability for CIA operations. However, in 1980, Congress would repeal the Hughes-Ryan 

Amendment and enacted the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980 for the sake of yet more 

additional Congressional supervision of U.S. intelligence collection and operations. Updates in 

Congressional transparency included creating the current modern House and Senate Intelligence 

Committees, which involved regular and robust intelligence briefings on covert operations from 

the Director of Central Intelligence and each of the principal agency directors. 67 In the post- 

 
66 Fisher, 172. 
67 For additional references to uses of Cold War Congressional restraint during the late Cold War period, please see 
below: Not until after the 1980s, and driven by a competition with Soviet power projection, would the Executive 
branch during the Reagan administration create opportunities to regain control over war-making authority during the 
Cold War. Rodman notes President Reagan’s use of National Security Decision Direction (NSDD) 75 in January 
1983, which articulated its strategy towards the Soviet Union, identifying tasks critical for U.S. foreign policy in an 
effort to maintain its armed primacy. The Reagan administration cited the need to contain and over time reverse 
Soviet expansionism, and promote the process of change in the Soviet Union toward a more pluralistic political and 
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Watergate and War Powers Act era, Congress had wrestled back some power from the Executive 

branch. Yet, the question would remain, how long would this last? 

 
 

Conclusion: The Continuing Legacy of the Cold War on the Executive & Legislative Branches 
 

This chapter claimed that the U.S.’s pursuit of armed primacy ultimately placed the U.S. 

in a more assertive role in global leadership, driven by a competition with Soviet power 

projection. This competition with the Soviet Union also shaped a conflict on the formation of 

U.S. foreign policy making between the branches of government during the Cold War. This is 

important because this conflict created dialogue between the Executive and Legislative branches 

in the roles of determining foreign policy priorities, the attempts to limit Executive power using 

military intervention, and democratic accountability for the Executive branch. However, it 

would be this same conflict during the late 1970s and 1980s which would explain the expansion 

of Presidential power in the late Cold War period. 

 
 
 

economic system. Examples of the Executive branch’s efforts in military intervention, both declared and 
undeclared, ranged from the “rollback” activities of covert aid to Afghans fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan to 
military and financial aid to anti-Communist insurgent movements in Nicaragua, Angola, and Cambodia. 
Westad’s intervention here is important as he draws a connection between NSDD 75, the Reagan administration’s 
“rollback” activities, and the executive’s attempt to couple this with consumerism in an effort to limit the power 
projection of the Soviet Union. What is now commonly cited as a “whole of government approach” by modern 
diplomats, was an early attempt by the Reagan administration to link these ideas through Reagan’s masterful 
triumphal American rhetoric, buttressed by his policies which accelerated economic growth and implemented the 
tools of economic rivalry against the Soviet Union. Reagan’s policies, which Westad admits, shepherded conflicts, 
and rollback activities, in satellite states, supported by the U.S., convinced an overextended Soviet Union to support 
multiple dying regimes in the Eastern bloc, and forced Gorbachev to consider negotiations with the U.S. 
LaFeber’s research, which was published during the Reagan administration, highlights Reagan’s actions specifically, 
in his refusal to recognize the War Power Resolution, and instead U.S.es popular opinion as a source of legitimacy 
for his actions. LaFeber’s insights warn of diminishing authority of the constitution and Congressional authority to 
declare war and in its stead is replace with a “plebiscitary presidency” acting unilaterally in foreign policy. Kreps’ 
investigation further supports these conclusions citing that Presidents often use manifestos to justify force and to 
seek legitimacy for their actions, such as Charismatic Authority which included a presidential doctrine on the use of 
force (i.e. Reagan Doctrine). 
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This research provides a framework using recent Cold War works, such as Westad’s The 

Cold War which applies a decentered U.S. history, and primarily global history. However, it is 

supported and builds upon the works of Leffler, 68 Gaddis, 69 or Soutou, 70 as this project makes 

larger claims about the motivations of U.S. foreign policy and how the conflict shaped the 

formation of U.S. foreign policy by the branches of government during the Cold War. 

Ultimately, the larger global conflict of the Cold War created the major themes which will be 

discussed in later detail. 71 

This project first highlights the dialogue between the Executive and Legislative branches 

in the roles of determining foreign policy priorities. Secondly, this project will discuss the limits 

of Executive power for military intervention, when Congress was able to initially rebuff 

Presidential power, but then ultimately expand during Reagan’s second term in office. Lastly, 

this book will discuss democratic accountability for the Executive branch for decisions taken, 

particularly in the arena of covert operations, and the Executive administration tools used to 

 
 
 

 
68 Melvyn P. Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, The Truman Administration, and the Cold 
War, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1992. 
69 John Lewis Gaddis, We Know Now: Rethinking Cold War History, Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1997. 
70 Georges-Henri Soutou, La Guerre de Cinquante Ans: Les Relations Est-Ouest, 1945-1990, Paris, FR: Fayard, 
2001. 
71 From a macro historiographical view, Cold War readers will likely critique many views held within this book 
based upon the three other major Post-Cold War syntheses: Georges-Henri Soutou’s La guerre de cinquante ans: Les 
relations est-ouest, 1945-1990, John Lewis Gaddis’s The Cold War: We Now Know, and The Cold War: A New 
History. As previously discussed, Westad’s work is of primary importance because it breaks from these two works 
from the Atlantic triumphalism and with Euro-American triumphalism. Westad’s new approach provides a narrative 
which recognizes the current liberal order, but instead explains the existence of this order because of ideological, 
economic, social, and political factors which were at play during the Cold War. It is primarily Westad’s holistic 
perspective which this book will interact and critique as it provides a broader foundation of historical understanding 
in the conflict between the U.S. Executive and Legislative branches of government over U.S. foreign policy. 
Framing the context more accurately explains the conflict which was created over the U.S.’s use of armed primary 
and its subsequent effect of expanding Presidential power. 
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employ them. These themes will be explored by a substantial cannon of literature which explore 

the relationship between the Executive and Legislative branches in depth. 72 

Chapter 1 of this project explained how the U.S. pursued this dominant position before, 

during and after World War II. It also highlighted the complexity of the multiple perspectives on 

when and the why behind the construction in American foreign policy. As a result, it also 

explained the effects these had on the postwar period. There existed a “grand strategy,” which 

argued the U.S. favored an offensive U.S. strategy which Cold War warriors projected through 

the postwar period, which is why there is “reason to assign as much responsibility for the origins 

of the Cold War to the U.S. as to the Soviet Union.” 73 If the goal was armed primacy from the 

beginning, this would explain why the U.S. became the global dominant military power, and 

attempted to compel the rest of the world, but Western and post-colonial, to fit its world order in 

the postwar era. 

It is by understanding how the warfare state impinged upon welfare state, 74 that it is 

evident the laborious and tedious process of assembling a superpower could only grow out of 

 
72 The foundation of many of this research’s claims will be based upon Louis Fisher’s Presidential War Power, 
which makes U.S. constitutional claims on the rights of both branches. Secondly, it will include Robert David 
Johnson’s Congress and the Cold War, which identifies the primary role of the legislative branch in the creation of 
U.S. foreign policy. This project will also use Peter Rodman’s Presidential Command: Power, Leadership, and the 
Making of Foreign Policy from Richard Nixon to George W. Bush which provides first-hand knowledge and a 
historical understanding of the limits of presidential power in the executive branch, in the post-Watergate era. 
Additionally, in terms of Presidential decision-making, this project recognizes the importance of Elizabeth 
Saunders’ Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions, captures how pre-existing belief systems 
interact in the decision process of war-making. Finally, this project also uses important secondary literature such as 
the discussion of the legal foundations of Presidential war-making authority occurring decades before the Cold War 
in Walter LaFeber’s The Constitution and United States Foreign Policy: An Interpretation, and lastly, Sarah Kreps’ 
Legality and Legitimacy in American Military Interventions, which analyzes the arguments Presidents have made to 
avoid Congressional authorization for military intervention and sources of authority they use to act unilaterally. 
73 Leffler, 515. 
74 Another example of this was the desire to obviate the need for a wartime military in a peacetime era. In response, 
Truman asked Congress to establish the draft permanently and establish a program of Universal Military Training 
(UMT) to become "a democratic crucible from which young men would emerge…with values attuned to the defense 
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bureaucratic turmoil, in a piecemeal fashion. This strategy involved Cold War planners slowly 

realizing the extent of the Communist threat, and adjusted U.S. strategy accordingly, so that the 

U.S. could mount a unified strategy against Communism which would survive and evolve for the 

next fifty years. 

Additionally, although this chapter offered evidence in the era of the early to early-mid 

Cold War period, subsequent chapters however, will focus on the latter Cold War era of the 

Carter and Reagan administrations. 75 These chapters will explain how the continued pursuance 

 

of democracy." This would have almost certainly militarized American society, possibly placed the Cold War in a 
permanent state of national emergency, and further confirms Hogan’s contribution to this research that there was a 
constant tension between the welfare and warfare state in the U.S. Congressional leaders on the House Committee 
on Postwar Military Policy also rejected the claims made by the Truman administration that maintaining a constant 
war time military to defend its Allies saved the U.S. money in the long run, as it would not have to suffer the pains 
of restarting the mechanisms to transform the welfare state to one of warfare. Efforts to solidify UMT were blunted 
by Republican Congressmen which introduced a resolution to call for an international agreement prohibiting 
compulsory military service. Congress remained unconvinced that UMT was a cost cutting strategy and was more 
concerned it would dissolve the distinction between war and peace and create a permanent state of emergency. 
75 This study will also use examples after the Carter and Reagan era as well. In 1991, Congress created a statue 
which requires that presidential findings must be in writing, cannot have a retroactive effect, cannot violate federal 
law, and must identify any third party involved in the covert action. This was important because it placed the 
required emphasis on the presidential finding to be disclosed to Congress, which was intended to prevent another 
Iran-Contra affair after President Reagan made an “oral” rather than a submitted “written” finding requiring covert 
action. An important example, Rodman emphasizes the Congressional control over U.S. troop deployments to 
Lebanon in June 1982 and act as a Multi-National Force (MNF) with Western Allies. After Lebanon and Israel 
signed a peace agreement on May 17, 1983, Syria urged radical allies to overthrow the Lebanese government by 
force, having just been armed by the Soviet Union. U.S. Marines and the MNF allies found themselves in an 
escalating war in Beirut, after the terrorist attack on the U.S. Embassy and the attack on the U.S. and French 
barracks which killed 241 Marines and 59 French troops. The Reagan administration requested an 18-month 
extension to maintain peace in the region and to deny the Soviet Union an opportunity to further project power in the 
vacuum left by the U.S. The Democratic Congressional leadership denied the Reagan administration their extension 
and the U.S. withdrew from the region. In that same Fall of 1983, a radical Marxist regime in Grenada began to 
come apart, placing the country and neighboring states in jeopardy. Using Kreps’ analysis, President Reagan 
leveraged Rational-Legal Authority through support from the Organization for Eastern Caribbean States, ultimately 
side-stepping Congressional approval and asserting the War Powers Resolution was unconstitutional. This is 
noteworthy because Kreps claims that in the “postwar system, Presidents increasingly acted as if Legislative 
authorization were secondary in importance to that of International Organizations,” placing war-making authority in 
the concentrated hands of the executive branch. Contemporary scholarship will note that President Reagan 
compromised with Congress over Lebanon to secure favor with Congressional leadership to support the liberation of 
Grenada a mere two days after the Marine Barracks bombing, but this view in Cold War historiography is incorrect 
for two reasons. First, the Reagan administration ultimately conceded to Congressional leadership to withdraw from 
Lebanon because the tide had turned against the Executive branch and its unilateral authority to intervene militarily. 
There were Senators currently serving in Congress who approved The War Powers Resolution of 1973 and 
exercised legal authority over the Executive branch – an example of legislation in working effect. Secondly, the 
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of armed strategy shaped U.S. foreign policy by the Executive and Legislative branches, and 

ultimately led to an expansion of Presidential power which was carried into the neoliberal era. 

Late chapters will also highlight individual voices and perspectives within the Executive 

and Legislative branches, such as Cabinet members and House and Senate Select Committee 

members. Additionally, future chapters will emphasize interagency voices in the Executive 

branches, such as the NSC and broader EOP, their direction, authorities, and experiences in 

carrying out Executive policy. This will also include research into the perspectives of 

Congressional leaders on the Intelligence and Armed Service Committees who wrote and 

campaigned extensively on issues involving Executive and Legislative war-making claims 

during the Cold War. 

Lastly, the goal of this book is to historically analyze the legacy of armed primacy, how it 

shaped the relationships of the Executive and Legislative branches over war-making authority, 

and how it ultimately increased Presidential power. Using a foundation of Cold War 

historiography and examining newly declassified documents and a more holistic understanding 

of the latter Cold War era, this project will show how the ever-evolving foreign policy process 

developed over the Carter and Reagan administrations and how it ushered in the neoliberal era. 

An era which has been dominated by a powerful Executive, which has militarized foreign 

policy objectives, but for the sake of maintaining a U.S. centered international order. An era 

which has witnessed the alteration of domestic institutions, a disabling of Congressional restraint 

 
 

compromise view is also incorrect because it asserts the position that President Reagan desired to maintain a semi- 
permanent status as Commander in Chief, trading one conflict for another, yet the operation lasted only five days, 
making it the shortest U.S. military campaign in U.S. history. Grenada is yet another example that the Executive 
branch could still accomplish foreign policy objectives, but it had to be on a shortened timeline which provided 
crucial domestic support, and by extension, limited Congressional approval. 
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and limits, and a defaulting expectation to solve diplomatic crises with military solutions. The 

history of this story is well known, but how it developed is not. The remainder of this book will 

establish the legacy of armed primacy, and it begins with two unlikely characters – a Georgia 

peanut farmer and a Hollywood movie actor. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
“The Illusion of Compliance: Carter Central American Policies, 1977-1981” 

 
 

Introduction: Armed Primacy After Watergate & The War Powers Act of 1973 
 

After eight years as an Active-Duty Naval Officer, James Earl “Jimmy” Carter 

transferred into the Naval Reserve in 1953 so he could continue the family business of peanut 

farming. The first few years were difficult, but alongside his fearless wife Rosalynn, the two 

eventually made the farm work. Carter became more interested in community involvement and 

ran for local office (1955) and eventually Georgia State Senate (1962), and then campaigned on 

an anti-segregation platform for the gubernatorial race, winning in 1970.75F

76 While Governor 

Carter trimmed wasteful government spending, promoted environmental protection and 

increased funding to public schools in Georgia, Congress was preparing the passage of the most 

restrictive legislation to Presidential power in U.S. history. 

"The President has overstepped the authority of his office in the actions he has taken," 

asserted Representative Gillis Long (D-LA) in April 1973, 77 referring to President Nixon’s 

Executive overreach in the conduct of the Vietnam War and the abuses uncovered during the 

Watergate Scandal. 78 Representative Long’s declaration captured the divisive political 

 
 
 
 

76 Robert A. Strong, “Jimmy Carter: A Life Before the Presidency,” U.S. Presidents, Jimmy Carter, University of 
Virginia Miller Center, Available at: https://millercenter.org/president/carter/life-before-the-presidency. 
77 Andrew Rudalevige, The New Imperial Presidency: Renewing Presidential Power After Watergate. (Ann Arbor, 
MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2008), 102. 
78 John Hart, The Presidential Branch: From Washington to Clinton, 2nd Edition, (Chatham, New Jersey, Chatham 
House Publishers, 1995), 195. Many congressional leaders also attributed the abuses of the Executive Office of the 
President (EOP) to the presidential staff and unelected leaders which redirected power from federal resources and 
authorities to the president, such as H.R. Haldeman, John Ehrlichman, Charles Colson, John Dean and others. 
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environment that would eventually form the basis of Legislative consensus to the War Powers 

Act. 

In the early 1970s, political power in Washington had slowly begun to move from the 

Executive branch to the Congressional branch of government at the federal level. In the thick of 

the Watergate scandal, and with American military power waning in Vietnam, Congressional 

leaders asserted the authority of the Legislative branch. Watergate had caused Americans to 

doubt the word of political leaders, and to wonder if the President had their best interests at heart. 

In the power vacuum left by an absence of responsive and transparent Presidential leadership, 

Congress remained steadfast in its commitment to prevent the President from reaching for more 

power. Congressional leaders had heard enough deception and seen far too much abuse of 

Executive power. Congress reasserted its authority over the Presidency by proposing to limit 

Presidential power through the War Powers Act, overriding Nixon’s veto on November 7, 

1973. 79 
 

The War Powers Act (50 U.S.C. Chapter 33) typified Congress's verdict on limiting 

Presidential war-making authority. As a response to the Vietnam War, and seemingly 

unrestrained Executive behavior in military interventions spanning across not just Vietnam, but 

Southeast Asia and the Pacific, Congress created the War Powers Act to provide structure for 

Congressional oversight, reaffirm its role to declare war, and provide legal restraint before 

 
 
 
 
 

79 The War Powers Act of 1973 is also referred to as the War Powers Resolution. The name itself represents a 
difference in executive and legislative interpretation and meaningful authority within both branches. Every 
President since Nixon (including Carter) has questioned its constitutionality (See "Senators Seeking to Overhaul 
War Powers Resolution," New York Times, May 20, 1988). 
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military action. 80 An apt Harvard Law Review article surveyed the Act as a way in which it 

"articulates Congress' interpretation of the President's constitutional powers as Commander-in- 

Chief and requires the President both to consult with Congress before sending United States 

troops into hostile situations and to submit reports…justifying the action." 81 The goal for 

Congress was to handcuff the President’s power, only releasable by Congressional acquiescence. 

 
 
 
 

80 The foundations of the War Powers Act are born out of the Neutrality Acts of 1936. Introduced by Senator Nye, 
after reviewing the causes of the First World War, the Neutrality Acts placed constraints on the Roosevelt 
Administration to keep the U.S. out of belligerency and from also profiting from foreign wars. 
81 Harvard Law Review Association. “Realism, Liberalism, and the War Powers Resolution,” Harvard Law Review, 
1989, Volume 102 (3), pg. 637. Relevant Sections of the War Powers Act include the following: 
Section 2. (c). The constitutional powers of the President as Commander-in-Chief to introduce United States Armed 
Forces into hostilities, or into situations where imminent involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the 
circumstances, are exercised only pursuant to (1) a declaration of war, (2) specific statutory authorization, or (3) a 
national emergency created by attack upon the United States, its territories or possessions, or its armed forces. 
Section 3. The President in every possible instance shall consult with Congress before introducing United States 
Armed Forces into hostilities or into situation where imminent involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the 
circumstances, and after every such introduction shall consult regularly with the Congress until United States Armed 
Forces are no longer engaged in hostilities or have been removed from such situations. 
Section 4. (a). In the absence of a declaration of war, in any case in which United States Armed Forces are 
introduced—(1) into hostilities or into situations where imminent involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by 
the circumstances; (2) into the territory, airspace or waters of a foreign nation, while equipped for combat, except for 
deployments which relate solely to supply, replacement, repair, or training of such forces; or (3) in numbers which 
substantially enlarge United States Armed Forces equipped for combat already located in a foreign nation; the 
president shall submit within 48 hours to the Speaker of the House of Representatives and to the President pro 
tempore of the Senate a report, in writing. 
Section 5. (b). Within sixty calendar days after a report is submitted or is required to be submitted pursuant to 
section 4(a)(1), whichever is earlier, the President shall terminate any use of United States Armed Forces with 
respect to which such report was submitted (or required to be submitted), unless the Congress (1) has declared war 
or has enacted a specific authorization for such use of United States Armed Forces, (2) has extended by law such 
sixty-day period, or (3) is physically unable to meet as a result of an armed attack upon the United States. Such 
sixty-day period shall be extended for not more than an additional thirty days if the President determines and 
certifies to the Congress in writing that unavoidable military necessity respecting the safety of United States Armed 
Forces requires the continued use of such armed forces in the course of bringing about a prompt removal of such 
forces. 
Section 8. (c). For purposes of this joint resolution, the term "introduction of United States Armed Forces" includes 
the assignment of member of such armed forces to command, coordinate, participate in the movement of, or 
accompany the regular or irregular military forces of any foreign country or government when such military forces 
are engaged, or there exists an imminent threat that such forces will become engaged, in hostilities. 
Section 8. (c). (2). shall be construed as granting any authority to the President with respect to the introduction of 
United States Armed Forces into hostilities or into situations wherein involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated 
by the circumstances which authority he would not have had in the absence of this joint resolution. 
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Subsequently, all Presidential administrations in the post-War Powers Act and Cold War 

era (Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and H.W. Bush) grappled with these newly restrictive 

measures, but now in the era of continued Soviet power projection. The Cold War was ongoing, 

but the U.S. President’s powers and capabilities to respond to Soviet aggression had changed. In 

this new era, these Presidential administrations continued promoting a strategy which Stephen 

Wertheim calls, armed primacy, which claimed U.S. power was required to underwrite a new, 

more democratic world order, but the practices were continued using unique methods, varying by 

administration. 82 

For this research, armed primacy is important because it entails a unifying theme 

throughout the Cold War in the approach and scale of the U.S.'s desire to combat Soviet power 

projection and maintain global hegemony, or what historian Daniel Sargent calls Pax Americana. 

The idea of U.S. hegemonic power was defined by a “Soviet threat that conditioned both 

Western Europe’s acceptance of US military protection and America’s acceptance of European 

economic nationalism.” 83 Though armed primacy existed before the War Powers of 1973, the 

majority of this research will lend itself to the study of its evolution after additional 

Congressional restrictions were implemented, beginning in 1977. However, each Cold War 

Presidential administration, after 1973, initially applied this axiom of American power, within 

the confines of the War Powers Act, differently – only to see each administration transcend its 

boundaries. 

 

 
82 Stephen Wertheim. Tomorrow, the World: The Birth of U.S. Global Supremacy, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press, 2020), pg. 6. 
83 Daniel Sargent, A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s, Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Press, 2015, pg. 21. 
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The Beginnings of Presidential Power in the Post-Watergate Era 
 

Gerald R. Ford became President in August 1974. Although President Ford edged out 

Governor Ronald Reagan’s second bid for the White House in 1976, he ultimately lost the 

contest to Jimmy Carter. The election was so close in fact that Ford actually carried more states, 

but Carter still won the Presidency by a mere 57 Electoral College votes. 84 Carter declared 

himself a “Washington outsider” who promised to bring back morality into the White House and 

restore the image of the President and his honesty to the American people. 85 The new President 

most famously stressed his concentration on human rights and its importance to his 

administration. Carter desired to be a different kind of President. One which did not turn with 

the impulses of the larger Cold War winds, but rather tossed out the Cold War framework for a 

broader conception to seek peace and justice with Cold War rivals, and a greater focus on human 

rights. 86 

However, Carter did everything but remain steadfast in his commitment to transcend 

Cold War ideology. It is the focus of this chapter to highlight the policy shifts between the 

administrations of President Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) and his successor President Ronald 

Reagan (1981-1989), which ultimately saw a convergence of foreign policy issues and an 

expansion of Presidential power. As will be evidenced, President Carter chose to sidestep the 

War Powers Act, although not initially. Early in Carter’s Presidency, he appeared to rollback 

 
84 John Robert Greene, “Gerald R. Ford: Campaigns and Elections,” U.S. Presidents, Gerald R. Ford, University of 
Virginia Miller Center, Available at: https://millercenter.org/president/ford/campaigns-and-elections. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Christopher S. Wren, “Sakharov Receives Carter Letter Affirming Commitment on Rights,” The New York Times, 
February 18, 1977. 
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forms of Presidential power by deferring to the War Powers Act’s boundaries. However, after 

the foreign policy challenges of 1979 onward, Carter preferred not to recognize the document’s 

applicability on foreign policy, as seen in numerous interventions spanning El Salvador, 

Afghanistan, and Iran. Conversely, President Reagan acknowledged its restraints but chose to 

interact with the law and pushed the boundaries of the War Powers Act in the cases of Latin 

America and Libya. 

During this late-Cold War period, the results from both administrations created conflict 

with the Legislative branch of government. In the case of President Carter, it would result in 

stunning foreign policy failures. In the case of President Reagan, the U.S. would become mired 

in yet another Central American crisis, which would force Congress to take both Legislative and 

eventual judicial action through the Supreme Court. 87 It would be the U.S.’s grand strategy of 

armed primacy during the Cold War which created one of the most notable debates between the 

Executive and Legislative branches over the War Powers Act of 1973. In this chapter, this is 

most clearly seen regarding military interventions during the Carter administration which 

highlight the expansion of Presidential war-making authority. This newly expanded authority 

also created conflict over foreign policy priorities between the Executive and Legislative 

branches of government, while the Carter administration paid token attention to Congressional 

boundaries in the defense of Executive authority. 

 
 

The Importance of the Shift in U.S. Foreign Policy 
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The common historiography in Cold War history between Presidents Carter and Reagan 

commonly points to a drastic change in foreign policy. Superficially, the two Presidents could 

not seem more different. President Carter holds a place in American memories as a human 

rights-affirming dove who strived for world peace, and the extension of détente at the height of 

the Cold War. Carter is often given credit for recasting the battle between the Soviet Union and 

the U.S. as a fight for human rights. Alternatively, President Reagan is caricatured as an 

overzealous, almost religious fanatic of anti-communism, whose trigger-happy cowboy mentality 

pictured him as a leader willing to risk nuclear war with the Soviet Union. Historians point to a 

difference in political parties, approaches to constructing foreign policy, the purpose of US 

foreign policy, and their foreign policy commitments just to name a few. 

However, both assessments are misinterpretations and should be carefully corrected to 

not only understand the legacy of both Presidential administrations but their impact on 

Presidential power and their interaction with Congressional oversight. Perhaps one of the most 

important case studies for understanding this era of shifting foreign policies is the example of 

U.S. policy toward El Salvador during the late 1970s through 1980s. 

As Jeane Kirkpatrick, Reagan’s Ambassador to the United Nations, claimed, “Central 

America is the most important place in the world for the United States.” 88 Specifically, El 

Salvador’s importance was manufactured out of Cold War necessity. “Within Central America, 

El Salvador seemed the next most likely candidate to succumb to a left-wing takeover,” with 
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numerous other neighboring Latin American countries under authoritarian regimes. 89 It is the 

Salvadoran crisis that initially saw different approaches to foreign policy, but would eventually 

bear witness to the convergence of foreign policy perspectives by both Presidents Carter and 

Reagan, exhibiting conflict over the War Powers Act, and its limitations. It would also provide 

new evidence of the pervasive threat of Soviet power projection in the Western Hemisphere. 

By revisiting this period of Cold War history, we can reframe our understanding of U.S. 

foreign policy in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This chapter argues that Carter and the early 

Reagan administration era must be re-evaluated based upon a mischaracterization of this period, 

and will provide four new contributions to the historical literature of this era. First, this research 

will show that while it appeared that President Carter and his administration would limit 

Presidential power in foreign policy within the confines of the War Powers Act, this was largely 

rhetorical in nature and created political tensions between the Executive and Legislative 

branches. 

Next, it is this conflict which highlights the details and causes in the convergence of 

Carter and Reagan foreign policies. After the Iranian hostage crisis and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan, Carter's Presidential actions and his attempt to bypass Congressional oversight 

mark not only a new direction in his foreign policy but a point of continuity with the later 

Reagan administration’s policies. This convergence was driven by foreign policy exigencies, 

which provide new insight into Carter's options including covert operations, legal constraints of 

 
 
 

 
89 Andrea Oñate-Madrazo, "The Most Important Place in the World," Texas National Security Review, (Policy 
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the War Powers Act, and an attempt to maintain the U.S.’s strategy of armed primacy to limit 

Soviet power projection in the Western Hemisphere. 

Third, this period of foreign policy should be reexamined to understand the attempt to 

limit Executive power and military intervention. Fourthly, this research will provide new 

evidence of the pervasive threat of Soviet influence, especially in the Western Hemisphere which 

in part drove executive action. Lastly, this research will contribute to the body of historical 

knowledge of this era by extending Elizabeth N. Saunders' theory of Presidential decision- 

making for military interventions. Focusing just on Presidents Carter and Reagan, Saunders' 

theory provides a better historical context of why both Presidents attempted to enact aggressive 

foreign policy stances towards the Soviet threat within the Cold War context. 

Aside from the Salvadoran crises in this period, there are a number of examples which 

also support the claim that there was not only convergence of U.S. foreign policy between 

Presidents Carter and Reagan, but the resulting impacts of Soviet behavior caused Carter policies 

to expand beyond the boundaries of the War Powers Act. Such examples include the U.S. 

military actions during the Iran hostage rescue (1980) and covert support to Afghan insurgents 

(1980) during the Carter administration. In addition, the example of the Gulf of Sidra incident 

on Libya’s coast (1981) will also provide continuity for this claim when analyzing the Reagan 

administration and its contentions with Congress. 

These examples span five years of U.S. foreign policy. This era began with an initial 

Carter foreign policy which indicated a hesitancy to use Executive power, but eventually joined 

Reagan-era initiatives. This evolution of U.S. foreign policy will show a through-line of 
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contention over Congressional oversight in the expansion of Presidential power. Each 

administration pursued this strategy of armed primacy differently. 

As President, Carter pursued the Cold War grand strategy of armed primacy in 

competition with Soviet power through an expansion of moralistic values in US foreign policy. 

To be sure, Carter had many successes before the foreign policy failures in the last 18 months of 

his tenure. Carter could claim the Panama Canal Treaty (1977), the Camp David Accords (1978), 

and for a while even continued détente with the Russians through the SALT II Agreements. 

Even on the eve of some of Carter's most important failures, the President “remained faithful to 

the main lines of his policy,” and it appeared that Carter was winning in several areas of U.S. 

foreign policy. 90 

However, President Carter came into office with an illusion of compliance to 

Congressional restrictions on military interventions. In the summer of 1977, President Carter 

famously declared that his administration would faithfully abide by the War Powers Act of 1973. 

Carter had hoped to create an era of continuity and stability for the American public after the 

Ford administration. During the Nixon administration, the U.S. had witnessed an active, even 

imperial Presidency at times throughout the war in Vietnam. 91 President Carter professed that he 

did not seek to expand Executive authority, which assumed that the cause of Presidential power 

expansion had come from personality, and not Cold War necessities. 92 Yet, in the course of 

Carter’s tenure, Presidential power once again expanded. This time it would coincide with the 
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convergence of Presidential decisions and claims of war-making authority with his successor. 

This war-making authority was an extension of the grand strategy of armed primacy and like 

many times before during the Cold War, it would come into conflict with the Legislative branch 

of government over the baseline of Presidential war-making restrictions – the War Powers Act of 

1973. 

 
 

A Shared Case Study Crisis: El Salvador 
 

To recognize the evolution of Carter policy from one of a human rights platform to that 

of applying the wider strategy of armed primacy, which would continue during the Reagan 

administration, it is important to analyze a shared common crisis between both administrations. 

One important case study is the arming, equipping, and training of the Salvadoran government 

(1977-1988). This case study provides a shared Latin American crisis and a common historical 

point of continuity, and highlights Carter’s use of armed primacy and direct conflict with the 

Legislative Branch. 

Robert Pastor, a National Security Council staff member during the Carter administration 

acknowledged the supportive evidence for this historiography. Pastor’s work is useful because 

he recognized the shared problem of relations with the repressive Salvadoran government, 

threatened by guerilla movements led by Marxist-Leninists, as a part of a larger regional problem 

as well. 93 Yet, he also explains the reasons for each President's different approach through the 

identification of whether the country faced an internal problem (Carter) or an external problem 
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(Reagan). More broadly, the El Salvador example will distinguish two defining themes in the 

foreign policies of each President in the discussion of war-making authority and foreign policy 

conflicts between the Executive and Legislative branches. 

There is also contrast between Presidents Carter and Reagan in what they said than what 

they did specifically as it pertained to U.S. relations with El Salvador. Scholar Cora Bell 

affirmed the already overlapping policies of both administrations, noting “it is difficult to think 

of any major operational differences at all, save the sharper and more combative stance during 

the Reagan years in the Caribbean and Central America.” 94 For President Carter, much of the 

desire to scale back military involvement was window dressing, as he did not necessarily pursue 

a policy of military force, but of maintaining American military power, and achieving strategic 

leverage over the Soviet Union which would eventually come in conflict with Congress over the 

War Powers Act. Carter still desired to achieve an expansion of Presidential power just as every 

other American president had during the Cold War era, he would just do it by affirming 

American military power where it already existed. 

 
 

An Overview of Carter’s Presidential Decisions & Claims of War-Making Authority (1977- 

1981) 

Key to understanding Carter's views on not only armed primacy, but on El Salvador 

specifically is his viewpoint of assessing that the challenges within the country were internal and 

could thereby be solved by U.S. efforts in El Salvador alone. This approach was not singular in 

Central American policy concerning El Salvador. The Carter administration also shared this 
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approach to the ongoing crisis in Nicaragua as well, concerned with its government even prior to 

Somoza’s fall in 1979. Carter’s own staff claimed, “the Carter administration viewed the origin 

of the crisis as one of social injustice, political military stagnation, and repression.” 95 The 

resulting assessment was that the problem in El Salvador represented “a problem that was 

primarily local and regional in character.” 96 

Several questions are fundamental here in understanding Carter's administration policy: 

What was the result of Carter believing that El Salvador faced internal problems? Also, how 

would foreign policy look different based on an internal crisis assessment as opposed to an 

external crisis assessment? Understanding the variety of solutions the Carter administration 

proposed, or could have proposed, further illuminates the application of armed primacy, and why 

Carter was attempting to voice his adherence to the boundaries of Presidential power. 

Upon entering office in 1977, President Carter withheld military aid from the repressive 

Romero regime and encouraged human rights, while maintaining distance from the country’s 

ongoing crisis. This was ironic for the Carter administration considering it was one of several 

simmering crises nearest to U.S. borders involving human rights abuses. One of the 

contemporaneous bubbling crises was occurring in Nicaragua in which a guerilla warfare waged 

by the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN), and supported by covert Cuban 

military aid, displaced the authoritarian Somoza regime from office in July 1979. When an 

adjacent growing crisis in El Salvador began to spiral out of control in July 1979, the Carter 
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administration hoped that internal reforms would "prevent another Nicaragua;" 97 an ostensibly 

military state, which maintained functionality of its government limbs through brute force and 

repressive violence. 

However, the Carter administration would have to reassess its approach once again after 

October 1979, when the country’s president was ousted from office by a military junta. Carter 

eventually would choose a middle or “centrist” path, which he hoped would isolate the radical 

left in El Salvador and support the perceived moderate military-civilian government and its 

efforts in political and agrarian reform. The Carter administration clung to the concept of 

promoting internal reform as the solution to an ever-growing Salvadoran crisis, oscillating in its 

support each time human rights efforts within the country wavered. 

But, on Christmas Eve, 1979, Army Divisions of Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan to 

uphold the Brezhnev Doctrine. At the time, the former Soviet satellite was actively battling anti- 

Communist Muslim guerillas. The Carter administration, which just fifty-one days before 

watched in shock as Iranian revolutionaries captured over fifty American hostages at a U.S. 

Embassy in Tehran, now perceived that international order was crumbling as the Soviets drew 

nearer to controlling the Persian Gulf. Carter announced on January 23rd, 1980, during his State 

of the Union Address that the “United States will not yield to blackmail” 98 and that “an attempt 

by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on 
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the vital interests of the United States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any 

means necessary, including military force.” 99 The gloves had finally come off the Carter 

administration with the new Carter Doctrine and the signing of Presidential Directive-59. 100 The 

Carter administration took full aim at reaffirming armed primacy to the fullest extent, utilizing it 

as a strategy to position the U.S. as the arbiter of the international order. 

With the ongoing Iranian Hostage Crisis and Soviet invasion of Afghanistan underway, 

the problems in El Salvador appeared to exponentially accumulate. Worse for Carter, the 

Salvadoran and Central American problems were closer to home, at his southern border. The 

President realized that his options ranged from bad to worse. Carter could 1) withhold aid until 

human rights improved, which could persist indefinitely, 2) continue to walk a middle road 

between leftist and right-wing support, which might have caused even more confusion for 

domestic voters and foreign policy allies or 3) pick a side - build relationships and attempt to 

improve the best-perceived path for El Salvador. 

There was not a scenario in which Carter did not act. In short, further inaction would 

have created more issues for the administration, considering the growing repercussions of 

Carter’s Central American policy had already created an immigration crisis and generated daily 

reports of genocide just south of America’s border. It was no longer politically viable to stand 

aside and allow El Salvador to be torn apart by Soviet armed support and Marxist ideology on 

one side, and repressive and violent right-wing organizations on the other. 
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Carter's ultimate decision weighed heavily upon him as not just the leader of the free 

world but arguably the world's foremost advocate for human rights. In January 1981, during his 

last days of office, Carter would finally approve an additional $10 million in U.S. military aid for 

Salvadoran security forces, confirming his decision to support the military junta, and arguably 

pull further away from his original moralistic human rights initiatives in Central America. With 

this decision, another Central American quagmire had begun. 

By aiding the Salvadoran government and its security forces without Congressional 

approval, the Carter administration once again reasserted the Cold War strategy of armed 

primacy which continued throughout the postwar U.S foreign policy era. The United States was 

once again affirming its place as master over not just its hemisphere but encountering the threat 

of Soviet influence globally. 

However, this Executive action would conflict with Legislative priorities. The historian 

John Soares captures the frustration within Carter's party as members voiced their criticism, such 

as Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) who condemned Carter's support of the Salvadoran junta and 

argued that they had “not changed the pattern of government-supported human rights abuses.” 101 

President Carter appeared exceptionally optimistic that the flow of economic and military aid 

would influence the military junta in El Salvador to reduce human rights violations. However, at 

the time of Carter's last distribution of military aid, Salvadoran government documents recorded 

689 political assassinations within a span of 90 days. 102 
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The Carter administration was witnessing a slow-motion coup in a country spiraling out 

of control. The scholar Kenneth Sharpe noted that “the violence was not simply the work of a 

small, uncontrollable bands of ultra-rightists death squads, but was perpetrated, even actively 

condoned, by the very military hardliners in control of the government that Carter supported and 

still called reformist.” 103 Carter desperately sought to maintain his human rights initiative in 

Central America and believed in good conscience that he could not distribute aid without 

improving human rights, however, the problem was the administration had few good options for 

local leaders holding moderate views. 

Predictably, even leaders outside of the Democratic party were exceptionally frustrated 

with Carter’s economic and military support at the sacrifice of human rights, as the topic became 

a shared bi-partisan interest. During the Senate confirmation vote for Robert E. White, the future 

Ambassador to El Salvador, even Senator Jesse Helms (R-NC) scolded White for carrying out 
104 

the administration's current policies in his previous post in Paraguay, 103F and asking him to start 
 

recognizing human rights in his future posting in San Salvador. This perhaps could have been 

political posturing, but the public nature of human rights, even from a conservative voice like 

Helms, indicates the importance of the issue and the perception of domestic politics on the U.S.’s 

Cold War policies in combating Soviet influence in the Western Hemisphere. For Senators 

Helms, Harkin, and others who disagreed with the Carter administration's approach, the majority 

of Congressional leaders who opposed Carter’s Central American policy were concerned that the 

administration was not doing enough. 
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Additionally, concern over Carter administration policy in El Salvador was not limited to 

elected officials. Some of the most stinging criticism came from Salvadorans as well. 

Archbishop of El Salvador Oscar Romero was deeply skeptical of the Carter administration's 

economic and military aid, voicing his dissent in a personal letter to Carter on February 17th, 

1980, claiming that additional US involvement in El Salvador would lead to a "major bloodbath 

in this long-suffering country.” Romero was concerned over the growing violence within the 

country and pointed to part of the fault stemming from the seven million dollars in aid and 

military equipment which would, “instead of favoring greater justice and peace in El Salvador, 

undoubtedly will sharpen the repression.” 105 

What personally stung Carter the most was that this exhortation came from a staunch 

human rights advocate, a fellow Christian, and someone who shared Carter's stance on values- 

based policies. However, the somewhat halfhearted military and economic approach the Carter 

administration supported in 1980 - 1981 was not working. Unfortunately, somewhat 

prophetically, Archbishop Oscar Romero would be assassinated less than five weeks later 

presiding over Mass to his faithful congregation. Dissent only grew by the end of the year 

especially from the voices of U.S. Catholic Church leaders with the deaths of three Maryknoll 

nuns and one Catholic Church lay person on December 2nd, 1980. 

President Carter would recognize the failures of his US foreign policy in El Salvador, but 

it would not be the violence in El Salvador that would change his approach to containing the 

crisis in Central America. The Carter administration ultimately altered foreign policy priorities 

and approaches and expanded Presidential powers and Executive war-making authority because 
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of two other globally shifting events in Iran and Afghanistan. The result would create additional 

conflict with the Legislative branch over the War Powers Act as the Carter administration 

desired to limit Soviet power projection into the Western Hemisphere. 

 
 

The Framework of the New Carter Policies (1979-1980): Turning Points in Iran & 

Afghanistan 

So where did the evolution of Carter's policy occur? What were the factors President 

Carter considered when he finally decided to boost security and military aid to El Salvador? 

Most importantly, what is the evidence that a reversal in Carter administration policy had 

occurred, and that this could be possibly linked to a larger grand strategy of armed primacy and 

the attempt to limit Soviet projection into the Western Hemisphere? 

The context for each of these questions can be identified and further support the argument 

that Carter largely adhered to the existing boundaries of Presidential power in rhetoric alone. 

Additionally, it was this change in policy which exhibited a continuation of the U.S. practices of 

armed primacy which would eventually align themselves with Carter’s successor in the White 

House. 

Historians and scholars such as David Skidmore have long debated the origin of altering 

Carter policies, arguing, “Virtually all observers agree that the Carter administration’s foreign 

policies changed over time, though disagreement exists over the degree and nature of the 

shift.” 106 For the purposes of this research, in order to understand the shifts in U.S. foreign 
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policy in El Salvador, it is important to understand the most important inflection points, or shifts, 

in the reversal of Carter policy which came on November 4th, 1979, not in Central America, but 

in the Middle East, during the Iran Hostage Crisis. This evidence not only provides how and 

when Carter shifted to a more traditional Cold War armed primacy approach to U.S. foreign 

relations, but also indicates how and when Presidential power accompanied this evolution. 

During the Iran Hostage Crisis, 66 members of the American embassy staff in Tehran 

were seized by a group of Iranian students for 444 days in the wake of a successful revolution of 

Islamic fundamentalists. 107 On November 17th, 13 African-Americans and female hostages 

would be released, bringing the total to 54 captives. Carter and his entire National Security team 

were in disbelief at the ongoing crisis in Iran. For many Americans, the environment was that of 

shock and horror that the sacred diplomatic ground of the U.S. Embassy could be attacked so 

easily. Many other Americans asked if this was the end of American dominance globally, if the 

U.S. could not even defend its American diplomats abroad. 
 

Despite the extreme turmoil surrounding Carter in his administration, the historian Kai 

Bird notes that his approach to the Iranian Hostage Crisis initially was marked by patience and a 

belief that negotiations between the United States and Iran could produce a peaceful end. Bird 

emphasized Carter’s belief in diplomacy, which was his motivation for the release of hostages 

based on human rights and decency. Carter received ridicule and pressure from his staff and 

even family. 108 He was uncertain of how to move forward because he feared that political 
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pressure might push the Iranians into the arms of the Soviets. As a result, inaction was partly 

due to hesitancy rather than an internal stalwart fortitude. 

Up until this point, Carter actually maintained a deep reluctance to use military force. 
 

However, feeling a deep sense of urgency, primarily based on moral grounds in the aftermath of 

the Iranian Embassy Crisis, Carter initiated a form of military deterrence in two separate and key 

responses. These responses opened the door once again to the use of armed primacy to 

accomplish U.S. foreign policy objectives. 

First, Carter mobilized the USS Kitty Hawk aircraft carrier to the Persian Gulf, sending a 

message of military force without the aggressiveness of an occupying ground force. 109 Carter 

also signed a Presidential finding authorizing a CIA covert program to maintain contact with 

anti-Khomeini dissidents in Iran. 110 Carter’s Presidential finding was a further continuation of 

Cold War Presidencies which relied upon paramilitary capabilities and covert operations to 

secure U.S. interests. In the Carter administration, it would be no different. Carter’s post-Iranian 

Hostage Crisis Presidential finding was a precursor to future larger covert action and/or military 

actions in not just be in the Middle East, but in the broader South Asian region. For Carter 

especially, this Presidential finding would be a harbinger of things to come. These actions taken 

by Carter, for the next four weeks, would be his administration's version of armed primacy. 

However, after December 25th, 1979, the full reversal of Carter's foreign policy based on 

a moralistic human rights platform would be complete after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

These two crises in the span of less than two months, “revived a Cold War sentiment in the 
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United States that the administration…was unable to ignore.” 111 While the Carter administration 

seethed with slow-burning anger over Tehran, it also grappled with the meaning and implications 

of the Soviet Union airlifting troops into Kabul to install a Communist, and former Deputy Prime 

Minister Babrak Karmal. 112 On December 31st, 1979, in an ABC interview with Frank 

Reynolds, President Carter clearly stated his current political position with respect to the Soviets. 

“My opinion of the Russians has changed most [more] drastically in the last week than even the 

previous two and one-half years before that.” 113 The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan personally 

affected President Carter, who felt betrayed and duped by General Secretary Brezhnev. 

All thoughts of a SALT II treaty were gone by this point, as Carter withdrew the 

agreement from the U.S. Senate for consideration. Soviet actions in Afghanistan had been an 

inflection point for the Carter administration. This was made clear on January 4th, 1980, in his 

Address to the Nation, President Carter briefed the American people on U.S. policy towards 

Soviet actions in Afghanistan. Carter claimed that Soviet actions were seen as a violation of 

international law and a threat to stability and peace. 114 U.S. and Allied responses to threats to 

Iran's oil supplies and Pakistan’s strategic location in South Asia as a bridge to the Middle East 

brought the Soviet Union closer to the Persian Gulf were met with a series of reactions. These 

included: condemnation from the United Nations Security Council, SALT II withdrawal, 

stopping of grain exportations, a U.S. withdrawal from the Olympic games, a recall of the U.S. 
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Ambassador to the Soviet Union, and the formal announcement of the equipping of weapons to 

Pakistan. 115 Carter had not just reversed U.S. foreign policy positions, he further fanned the 

flames of a full-blown Cold War with the Soviets. 

It is at this point which highlights Carter’s intent to leverage the strategy of armed 

primacy to expand Presidential power, in the face of restrictions by the War Powers Act of 1973. 

In "President Jimmy Carter's State of the Union Address before a Joint Session of Congress on 

January 23, 1980," 116 nineteen days after his first update on the Soviet Union’s invasion of 

Afghanistan to the American people, the President used the State of the Union Address in 1980 

to announce the acts in Iran and Afghanistan were “one of international terrorism and one of 

military aggression.” The President committed the U.S. to use its “national will, diplomatic and 

political wisdom, economic sacrifice, and of course, military capability.” 117 Historian John 

Lewis Gaddis records this address as signaling the deterioration of the geopolitical situation at 

the height of the Cold War. Gaddis noted the failure of détente and Carter’s claim that the 

invasion of Afghanistan was the most “serious threat to the peace since the Second World 

War.” 118 However, this document also indicates a major shift in foreign policy approach and 
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execution by the Carter administration after the Iranian Hostage Crisis and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan. The policy change laid the groundwork to expand Presidential power for both the 

eventual unilateral combat mission into Iran just three months later to rescue American hostages 

and the administration's willingness to expand another covert war in Afghanistan with the Soviet 

Union. 119 

 
 

Changing Courses of Action: The Carter Administration’s New Foreign Policy Look (1980- 

1981) 

Carter’s new policy shift to immediately limit Soviet power was not just a Middle Eastern 

and South Asian policy, but also a Salvadoran policy as well. The Carter administration began to 

seek the militarization of foreign policy initiatives, directed by Dr. Zbigneiw Brzezinski, Carter’s 

National Security Advisor, as early as January 29th, 1980. In a "Summary of Conclusions of a 

Special Coordination Committee Meeting," the NSC Staff, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, 

Director of Central Intelligence Stansfield Turner, and Dr. Brzezinski drafted two future courses 

of action for military responses in El Salvador: a conventional military approach and the other 

using Counterinsurgency (COIN) military techniques. 120 The decision to draft both options 

came after a newly drafted CIA assessment which stated that the Communist threat had grown 

substantially in the region to over 60,000 supporters in El Salvador. 121 The sheer number 
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shocked most of the NSC staff and further convinced Brzezinski that immediate and purposeful 

action in the country had to be taken to limit the Soviet threat. 

In one of the more interesting turns in late Cold War foreign policy, Brzezinski, in the 

same meeting, noted the opposition of Archbishop Oscar Romero, a polarizing but seminal 

figure for human rights in the country. Carter’s national security advisor stated that the devout 

clergy member had continued to rebuke the administration for its involvement in providing 

economic and military aid to the country. Brzezinski summarized Romero’s actions as 

interference who blamed the administration in part for the country’s continued violence. 

Although Romero was a human rights advocate and Christian and shared many of the same 

values as President Carter and his administration, the Archbishop was viewed as a political threat 

to Brzezinski. 122 This was primarily due to Romero’s recent shift to supporting the political left 

in El Salvador. Brzezinski originally suggested having the new Pope, John Paul II, engage 

Romero, but as a secondary option, he asked CIA, DoD, and State to prepare military options if 

the situation continued to deteriorate. 123 

Just eight days later, the CIA drafted a paper to Brzezinski for Carter’s approval of a 

covert action program providing active support for the junta and to attract participants "who are 

now cooperating with the extremists because they believe there is no alternative way to bring 

about substantive reforms." 124 This paper, known as Tab A, would also be discussed during 

another NSC meeting on February 11th, 1980. The paper recommended a dramatic expansion 
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of CIA covert activities in El Salvador, both in the scope of mission, personnel, and budget. 

What happened next is the subject of much debate, but it appears that based upon currently 

declassified TOP SECRET and open-source reporting now available that Roberto D’Aubuisson, 

leader of the far-right Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA) and eventual Salvadoran 

Presidential candidate in 1984, would lead an effort to assassinate Archbishop Romero on March 

24th, 1980. 125 

Based on previously classified intelligence reporting, de-classified in 2017, the CIA 

reported D’Aubuisson’s involvement in the assassination, as early as October 27th, 1983. 126 This 

was possible for the CIA to identify because before becoming the ARENA leader, D’Aubuisson 

worked in the Salvadoran military for the National Security Agency of El Salvador (ANSESAL), 

maintained extensive ties with U.S. contacts, and even deployed in support of a U.S. Special 

Forces team (Operational Detachment Team-Alpha) to Panama, based on CIA reporting. 127 In 

the same 2017 de-classified document, the CIA reported that ARENA maintained subordinate 

death squads, which were connected and funded by the National Police – a recipient of 

significant U.S. military aid and equipment from the Carter administration. 

Based on further human intelligence derived and vetted by the CIA, the head of the 

National Police, which worked with the D'Aubuisson death squads was Lieutenant Colonel 

 
125 United Nations, “From Madness to Hope: the 12-year war in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the 
Truth for El Salvador.” United States Institute of Peace, 1993. For more information, see Jon Lee Anderson, 
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22, 2018. 
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1983), Approved for Release: 2017/11/06. This was also supported by additional intelligence from a previous Top 
Secret Intelligence Estimate: “National Intelligence Daily, Wednesday.” Central Intelligence Reading Room (2 
December 1987), Approved for Release: 2015/12/21. 
127 “El Salvador: Significant Political Actors and Their Interaction.” Central Intelligence Reading Room (9 April 
1984), Approved for Release: 2011/03/17, pg. 14. 
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(LTC) Aristedes Marquez, Chief of Detectives and Head of the Intelligence Department. 128 

LTC Marquez appeared to be D’Aubuisson’s main point of contact (possible case office or 

handler), who assigned the assassination of Archbishop Romero to Detective Sigifredo Perez 

Linares to carry out the operation on March 24th, 1980. 129 

It is important to note that the evidence offered does not prove without question that the 

assassination operation of Archbishop Romero had Presidential approval. However, intelligence 

reporting and additional primary sources do suggest that because the NSC and the CIA were 

used to organize covert operations in El Salvador with the participation and authorization of 

direct-action activities, at the very least, the administration acquiesced to CIA activities. Put 

another way, the U.S. intelligence services, and its surrogate Salvadoran forces would not have 

conducted a lethal action against Romero without authorization. 130 

Additionally, this example also indicates that at a minimum President Carter turned a 

blind eye to human rights violations in El Salvador, some of which were being created by, with, 

and through U.S. resources. Again, these actions provide further evidence of convergence of 

intelligence operations and covert action policies with the future Reagan administration. Either 

way, the Carter administration not only reasserted the expansion of Presidential power through 

military intervention but expanded its claims of war-making authority without Congressional 

consent. 

 

128 “El Salvador: Significant Political Actors and Their Interaction,” pg. 5. 
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Another abrupt change to Carter administration policy and military action came during 

the decision to authorize Operation Eagle Claw which occurred on April 24-25th, 1980. 

Organized by the Department of Defense, it used disparate and uncoordinated units of ground, 

maritime, and air elements of the U.S.'s Special Operations and the 75th Ranger Regiment to 

attempt a rescue mission for the remaining 53 hostages from the American Embassy in Tehran. 

President Carter decided to use military force, indicating a reversal of prior decision-making. 

Additionally, the President also decided not to notify Congress of his intentions for military 

intervention until after negotiations had repeatedly failed. 131 President Carter went forward with 

the rescue attempt without Congressional consent, and the end results were disastrous. The 

operation would fail horribly due to inter-military coordination problems, chain of command 

issues, and helicopter equipment malfunctions, which ultimately resulted in the death of eight 

servicemen. 

The day after the operation, President Carter presented a letter to the Speaker of the 

House and President Pro Tempore of the Senate reporting on the operation. The first line of the 

document indicates President Carter's certitude by which he declared his war-making claims 

were lawful. The President made the argument that his unilateral decision and military operation 

were "consistent with the reporting provisions of the War Powers Resolution of 1973 (Public 

Law 93-148).” 132 After providing a full report of the operation, President Carter concluded 

"This operation was ordered and conducted pursuant to the President's powers under the 

Constitution as Chief Executive and as Commander-in-Chief of the United States Armed Forces, 

 
131 Bird, 527. 
132 Jimmy Carter, “Rescue Attempt for American Hostages in Iran Letter to the Speaker of the House and President 
Pro Tempore of the Senate Reporting on the Operation.” April 26, 1980. 
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expressly recognized in Section 8(d) (1) of the War Powers Resolution.” 133 Based upon the 

Carter administration's interpretation of the War Powers Act, the administration believed it had 

the power to act unilaterally, and without Congressional approval. This audacious claim did not 

just recognize the President’s unilateral power over the military but disregarded the specific 

restrictions of the War Powers Act as unnecessary and irrelevant. 

However, immaterial, the President was still self-consciously aware of military 

restrictions held in the War Powers Act, and his desire to show an illusion of compliance. Carter 

felt he must provide a report documenting to Congress his authority and explanation. The Carter 

administration’s White House Legal Counsel, Lloyd Cutler 134 determined that “consultation with 

Congress was not required in advance of that mission because the War Powers Resolution by its 

terms merely provides consultation ‘in every instance.’” 135 

Further evidence that President Carter had completely shifted priorities to support a 

broader military action plan, during the Iran Hostage Crisis, was his use of the Justice 

Department. The Carter administration also used the Office of Legal Counsel in the Justice 

Department, John M. Harmon to draft a finding that "addressed a variety of questions respecting 

potential use of force in the Persian Gulf region and in general affirmed a wide scope of 

independent Presidential authority to undertake the sorts of military operations under 
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contemplation. 136 The Carter administration had not only planned for both successful and 

unsuccessful missions from a legal perspective but broadened the scope of the mission to 

accompany a wide array of military activities, providing the President as much latitude as 

possible. 

President Carter flatly rejected claims that additional reporting to Congress was 

mandatory or that his actions contradicted the War Powers Act. 137 Under legal precedent, Carter 

had successfully expanded Presidential power and war-making claims of authority over Congress 

and had not only shaped foreign policy surrounding Iranian-US relations but had executed 

military actions directed by the Chief Executive. For a former foreign policy dove, President 

Carter had proven to be an advocate of unilateral military action. 

Yet there were still problems over the War Powers Act, even if President Carter did not 

recognize their importance. The main problem stemmed from the Carter administration’s claim 

that the Iranian Hostage Rescue was not a combat mission. It was indeed a combat mission, not 

a “humanitarian mission.” Legal Scholar Taylor Reveley III notes that Jimmy Carter simply 

ignored the fact that the mission, while “humanitarian” in purpose, nonetheless “introduced” 

American armed forces into a situation “where imminent involvement in hostilities [was] clearly 

indicated by the circumstances.” 138 

Secondly, no Congressional leader was informed of the mission. In fact, both Senators 

Frank Church (D-ID) and Jacob Javits (R-NY) wrote to Secretary of State Vance on April 24th, 

 
136 See John M. Harmon, Assistant Attorney General, Office of the Legal Counsel, Presidential Power to Use the 
Armed Forces Abroad Without Statutory Authorization, 4A Op. Off. Legal Counsel 185 (1980). 
137 Taylor W. Reveley III. War Powers of the President and Congress: Who Holds the Arrows and Olive Branch. 
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that if the President were considering military action, that they insisted under Section 3 of the 

Act that the President must “consult Congress before using force against Iran.” 139 Their requests 

were ignored. 

Lastly, President Carter was wrong to conclude that he acted pursuant to Section 8(d) 

because this did not authorize the rescue attempt. Only Congressional approval could 

consummate that military operation. 140 The Carter administration had acted in a way that 

covered them legally but did not justify their actions according to Congressional restraint 

mandated in the War Powers Act. 

 
 

Foreign Policy Convergence: The Presidential Election of 1980 
 

The 1980 Presidential election highlighted a few serious foreign and domestic policy 

differences, but also similarities between the Presidential candidates, Carter and Reagan. As a 

former Hollywood actor and insider, 141 a former California Governor 142 and 1976 Republican 

Presidential Candidate, Governor Reagan used his charm, charisma, and communication skills to 

secure the Republican nomination, emphasizing his stance on increased military funding, 

opposition to SALT II, and promotion of economic reform. 

Most of all, Reagan wanted to end the Cold War and assert the U.S.’s belief in the 

momentum of democracy over Communism. Reagan’s deeply held opposition to Communism 
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and his belief that the Soviet Union planned on expanding into the Western Hemisphere began 

well before the election of 1980. Reagan connected the Soviet strategy to the events in 

Nicaragua and the Caribbean. During Reagan’s speech on August 18th, 1980, at a Presidential 

campaign stop in Chicago he stated that Soviet actions (in Central America and abroad) 

amounted to threatening world peace. 143 Reagan believed Latin America was important in the 

fight against Communism and that it was representative of a global pattern. 

Standing opposite of Reagan and asking Americans to support his bid for a second term 

was President Carter who stressed his commitment to oppose the Soviets. However, Carter 

labeled himself as a moderate in foreign policy, pitting himself opposite of Reagan who he 

claimed would pull the nation into another war. Additionally, Carter’s presentation of an active 

Presidency through his claims of a rebounding economy, support for abortion rights and 

Medicare, and environmental protections created a close race until the October 28th debate. 

During the debate, Governor Reagan appeared more confident and relaxed and ended with a 

series of rhetorical questions which struck at the heart of the Carter agenda. Reagan asked his 

audience, “"Are you better off than you were four years ago? Is it easier for you to go and buy 

things in the stores than it was four years ago? Is there more or less unemployment in the 

country than there was four years ago? Is America as respected throughout the world as it 

was?" 144 For many Americans, Carter’s administration represented a disappointing era in which 

many were interested in seeing change in Washington. 
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Foundations of Foreign Policy. Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 2022, pg. 27. 
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Carter continued to lean heavily toward hawkish foreign policy positions during the 

Presidential campaign, demonstrating a closely linked continuity to those of Governor Reagan’s 

which promoted the U.S.’s strategy of armed primacy, and its willingness to intervene militarily 

to limit Soviet power projection into the Western Hemisphere. However, the convergence claim 

is contrary to traditional Cold War historiography, and Cold War revisionism, that the Soviet 

threat was a real, identifiable, and provable threat. This existential threat which Soviet 

Communism represented, was the foundation for unilateral Presidential action during both 

administrations, especially when contested by Congressional leaders. Lastly, the convergence of 

policies between Presidents Carter and Reagan demonstrated the determined spirit of 

Congressional leaders to see and hope for change in democratic policies and the protection of 

human rights within El Salvador, while both Presidents sought military solutions. 

During the election of 1980, many of the foremost foreign policy issues came down to 

Cold War tensions with Soviets. This was certainly true on Middle Eastern and Central 

American issues. Governor Reagan campaigned as an advocate of the strategy of armed primacy 

by using his mantra of “peace through strength.” Reagan also initially criticized President 

Carter's policy and approach toward El Salvador, largely based upon two reasons: the first was 

based on Carter's handling of human rights in the country, and the second was based on Reagan's 

determination to limit Soviet power projection in the hemisphere. 145 Reagan would be given an 

opportunity to resolve both challenges when he was elected as U.S. President on November 4th, 

1980. However, before Reagan would take office, Carter would continue his complete foreign 

policy reversal on Iran, Afghanistan, and El Salvador, in the interim. 
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From Illusion to Full Reversal: Theory & Presidential Decision-making (January 1981) 
 

While Carter defended his reasoning for military intervention in Iran, the Carter 

administration also felt compelled to reverse course on foreign policy after the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan and respond accordingly. Although the Carter administration was eager for the U.S. 

to be seen as a human rights model which believed in the diplomatic exchange of sovereign 

states as the primary means to resolve international crises, it would not stand by and watch 

American power be challenged in a strategically important part of the world. As a result, the 

U.S. would formally declare its intent to use military force to deter Soviet aggression, beginning 

in the Persian Gulf. 

What emerged and was later codified would become known as the Carter Doctrine, 146 

which was the summation of the U.S.’s willingness to “use all measures, including military 

force, to deter outside aggression in the Persian Gulf.” 147 The Carter administration became 

increasingly focused on opposing Soviet power, which in turn manifested itself in an attempt to 

counter the Soviet Union globally. There was no doubt that the Soviet invasion reversed Carter's 

policy and the administration was certain that in the "aftermath of Afghanistan, Soviet 

capabilities [would] jeopardize vital American interests." 148 
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The most dominant voice on the Carter team, National Security Adviser Dr. Zbigniew 

Brzezinski, continued to advocate for stronger action against the Soviet Union in an effort to 

check Communist influence in South Asia. The product Brzezinski created was Presidential 

Directive-59 (PD-59), signed by Carter in April 1980, which epitomized not only the reversal of 

Carter's Policy but was the finest example of Carter-era armed primacy to date. PD-59 was a 

sweeping new nuclear strategy that embraced the notion to fight a "limited" nuclear war, 

targeting the Soviet Union's political leadership and military assets. 149 

Before further exploring the Carter administration's response to the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan, it is first important to consider how President Carter, even on a moralistic values- 

based platform, still expanded Presidential power in the post-War Powers Act era. This is 

important because the assumption of the historiography on Carter's approach to Presidential 

power has been that Carter remained faithful to a commitment to supporting Congressional 

claims of war-making authority throughout his Presidency. This claim however is not true. 

Two theories are of particular importance in explaining President Carter’s actions after 

1980. When specifically considering the Carter administration’s policies in the latter half of his 

Presidency, it is evident that the administration responded to the ongoing crisis as scholar Nigel 

Gould-Davies calls, the ideological state. 150 This is particularly appropriate because the 

ideological state (the U.S. in this case) sought to use human rights not just as a means to 

intervene militarily and economically but to reward a pliable nation through both forms of 
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intervention. Because President Carter diagnosed the ongoing crisis in El Salvador as an internal 

conflict he believed he would be able to influence the internal processes of El Salvador both 

systematically and directly. 

Elizabeth Saunders’ theory is also helpful, as she notes that when leaders are “internally 

focused” they associate a causal connection between threatening or aggressive foreign and 

security policies and the internal organization of states. In this case, leaders are more likely to 

promote domestic reform and long(er) term interests. 151 For the Carter administration, this 

manifested itself through a more human rights-focused agenda and rewarding the military junta 

with economic and military aid, based upon the improvement of domestic reform in the 

country. 152 While never publicly claiming the intent of expanding Presidential power, President 

Carter's early foreign policy actions, even before a convergence with Reagan's policies, indicated 

his willingness to intervene militarily without Congressional approval, even if for moralistic 

reasons. This research argues that throughout Carter’s Presidency, it is the approach to foreign 

policy which changed. However, what was not altered was the Cold War grand strategy of 

armed primacy during his administration. 

Nine months later, in January 1981, during his final days of office, Carter’s human rights 

policy would completely reverse in favor of military action 153 as he approved $10 million in 

additional military aid for the Salvadoran junta.153F

154 This amount of aid was more than any other 

 
151 Elizabeth N. Saunders, Leaders at War: How Presidents Shape Military Interventions. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2014, pg. 5. 
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sum to that point in the conflict, and yet, there was no proof of improvement of human rights 

which was the ultimate goal of the administration. The decision would be ultimately made based 

on the Communist threat, and the intent to limit Soviet power projection. The administration still 

desired to maintain a middle ground, especially to avoid a "bloodbath" of possibly 150,000 

people if the extreme right were to occupy government control in the country, based on another 

CIA assessment. 155 Yet, the Carter administration was confident of Soviet intentions in the 

country, based upon tactical intelligence intelligence assessments from CIA personnel on the 

ground of the rapid growth of guerilla groups, and the entrance of Soviet personnel and weapons 

entering the country at a remarkable rate. 156 

The Carter administration had reversed course, slowly converging with what would be 

later seen during the Reagan administration and its foreign policy priorities which sought to 

enforce a strategy of armed primacy and expand Presidential war-making authority. Yet, as 

historian and Carter defender, Douglas Brinkley wrote over a decade after Carter left the White 

House, his administration had evolved, noting “not since Woodrow Wilson had an American 

president actively tried to reform regimes that were internally repressive.” 157 In Carter's 

moralizing mission, he sought an internal change, exercising Nigel Gould-Davies' theory on 

intervention, and diagnosed the problems of El Salvador as an internal issue, which accounted 

for his policy actions and decision-making process. 
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The Carter administration's aid was also further implemented with the 33 military 

advisors the President had deployed to work with the current military junta leadership, without 

Congressional authorization. 158 Despite the administration's vocal support for human rights, aid 

and military advisors were provided to the Salvadoran junta without the requirement to 

demonstrate progress on existing human rights violations. Instead, the Carter administration 

worried about a projected "final offensive" by leftist guerillas, and the need for the military junta 

to withstand an assault to overthrow the government. 159 

President Carter did not want to imagine a scenario in which the last days of his office, 

already consumed with a spiraling economic and energy crisis, an ongoing Iranian Hostage 

Crisis, and accusations that America had lost its resolve to defend the Persian Gulf during the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, would now include another black eye with a Communist victory 

in the U.S.'s hemisphere. No – Carter, a President determined to transcend the Cold War to 

"better serve mankind," would eventually fall prey to his administration's worst fears – reacting 

to Soviet strength instead of promoting American democracy. 160 

In the final days of the Carter administration the President would go on the offensive. In 

addition to mobilizing American military power in the Persian Gulf, and developing plans to 

rescue American hostages in Tehran, the President would also approve of lethal arms sales to 
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Afghanistan, determined to turn the country into what historian Andrew J. Bacevich would call 

the Soviet Union's Vietnam. 161 

Finally, Carter’s new offensive would include limiting Soviet influence and power in the 

Western Hemisphere. In El Salvador, in what appears to be an episode of sad irony for the 

Carter administration, the U.S. government supported both sides of the conflict. The Carter 

administration acknowledged publicly to Congress that it gave millions of dollars in lethal 

military aid to the military junta, however it also covertly supported leftist-Marxist guerilla 

groups, based on CIA assessments that an outright military victory would cause an immense 

number of civilian casualties. 162 

Aid, both economic and military, would be dispensed to the country as the Carter 

administration hedged their bets on success. Concerned more about a Presidential legacy, and 

how the appearance of a Communist fire raging just south of the American border would appear 

to domestic constituents, the Carter administration chose instead to leave smoldering the embers 

of the crisis in Central America on the eve of the Presidential transition. The inherited crisis 

would be the Reagan administration’s first, and ever-present challenge throughout eight years in 

office. 

 
 

The Continuation of Armed Primacy: Convergence in Carter and Reagan Policies (January – 

March 1981) 
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The Reagan inauguration was a key moment in U.S. foreign policy, yet for Congressional 

leaders, such as Speaker Tip O'Neill (D-MA), patience on military interventions in Iran, 

Afghanistan and El Salvador were wearing thin by the time of Reagan’s inauguration. The 

evolution of Carter’s hawkish foreign policy had led Congress to question the efficacy of the 

War Powers Act and existing Legislative boundaries on the Presidency. Congress was beginning 

to weary of military interventions, and the Speaker, alongside many other Democratic party 

leaders, was determined to block all White House efforts to aid anti-Communist forces especially 

in El Salvador. 163 

After the convergence of Carter and Reagan foreign policy approaches occurred, 

specifically over the decision to provide military aid to the Salvadoran government, it is 

important to remember that the U.S. government, not just the Carter and Reagan administrations 

had returned to a traditional Cold War understanding of geopolitics. The Reagan administration 

reframed and revamped the Cold War context and used it as a basis of necessity to act decisively 

to limit Soviet influence in El Salvador. 

Yet, there is a key difference at this juncture. Unlike the Carter administration, the 

Reagan administration immediately diagnosed El Salvador's core problem as externally caused 

by Soviet power and influence, and Soviet-aligned actors. Arguably this had already been 

established once Carter’s foreign policy evolved into supporting the U.S.’s continued Cold War 

strategy of armed primacy. Yet, from the beginning, this was the Reagan administration’s 

position. This was motivated in part because of the presuppositions Reagan held coming into 
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office which were determined to limit the influence and role of Communism in the Western 

Hemisphere. 

President Reagan’s options upon entering office in January 1981 were similar to Carter's. 

The new President could wait and observe while thousands die, and Soviet influence grew.. He 

could also pursue a neutral path possibly even supporting both sides intermittently based upon 

domestic political support. Or President Reagan could pick a side in support, building 

relationships while encouraging peace. 

The Salvadoran crisis was truly an inherited crisis from the Carter administration and 

based upon major news media reporting and that of his own intelligence officials, Reagan 

believed he could no longer allow the situation to fester. It would be the combination of 

Reagan’s personal convictions concerning Communism and accurate intelligence reporting 

which convinced the new President of the need to act promptly and show resolve. The positive 

side was that CIA assessments had tracked the civil war for a year prior to Reagan entering 

office. The intelligence confirmed overwhelmingly that there was tremendous growth to Soviet- 

supported guerrilla groups through increased shipments of equipment, personnel, and increased 

military capabilities. 164 

Just after taking the oath of office, President Reagan’s team presented him with several 

classified briefs on El Salvador by intelligence professionals. One memorable brief provided by 

the head of the CIA's clandestine service, John McMahon, articulated in detail each of the 

Soviet-supported nations and actors which shipped arms to Communist guerrillas in El Salvador. 
 
 

 
164 Nathan L. Smith and Adam M. Howard, eds. 2016, Foreign Relations of the United States 1977–1980; Volume 
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The list included Cuba, Ethiopia, Libya, Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), and Vietnam. 

That evening in his diary, the President wrote, “We have absolute proof of Soviet and Cuban 

activity in delivering arms to rebels in El Salvador.” 165 All of Reagan's concerns as a 

Presidential candidate were suddenly realized upon taking the role of Chief Executive. 

President Reagan was also provided with a series of intelligence cables derived from 

Cuban sources as early as February 11th, 1981 – the same day as the John McMahon brief. The 

US intelligence community (IC) had assessed that the increased support for Communist 

insurgents, “in El Salvador will eventually spread to Guatemala and Honduras, confronting the 

US with a 'Vietnam-type situation' in Central America." 166 The historian William Inboden 

assessed this as why President Reagan saw El Salvador as the hinge to stopping Communism's 

advance and restoring American credibility in the region. 167 El Salvador appeared to be the 

battleground of the Communist advance, thereby becoming a focal point, an obsession, to the 

Reagan administration. 

Months before Reagan took office, the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front 

(FMLN), a Soviet-supported umbrella group of leftist organizations, attempted to overthrow the 

current president of the military junta, Jose Napoleon Duarte. In response, upon entering office, 

the Reagan administration assessed that Duarte needed support to thwart future coups and 

stabilize the region until democratic elections could take place. On February 27th, the Reagan 

administration sent an assistance package of $25 million dollars and twenty additional military 

 
 

165 “Ronald Reagan’s Daily Diary.” Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. Archives. 1981-1989, February 11, 1981. 
166 William Inboden, The Peacemaker: Ronald Reagan, the Cold War, and the World on the Brink, (New York, NY: 
Dutton, 2022), pg. 71. 
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advisers to support the current military service members Carter had already sent to assist in 

additional training capacity with strict rules of engagement. 168 After this initial support, the 

Reagan administration would spend $1 million a day to fund a lethal COIN campaign in El 

Salvador against leftist insurgents. 169 

At his core, Reagan believed that the Soviet-influenced problems facing El Salvador 

were not unique and were similar to the ones facing the free world. Reagan identified the core 

problem in El Salvador as external due to “the flow of arms to guerrillas from Nicaragua and 

Cuba as crucial to the viability of the insurgency.” 170 Again, Saunders' theory for Presidential 

decision-making is once again prescient. Saunders argues that when leaders are "externally 

focused" they perceive that threats emanate directly from the foreign and/or security policies of 

other states regardless of domestic institutions and are likely to focus primarily on the 

international dimensions of interstate or intrastate crises. Applied to President Reagan, the new 

Commander-in-Chief sought security policies as a solution and focused on short(er) term 

interests. 171 

In an interview with Walter Cronkite on CBS News, on March 3rd, 1981, President 

Reagan elaborated on his understanding of the importance of El Salvador in U.S. foreign policy. 

This interview was a historiographical marker for the current narrative of U.S. history which 

caricatures and critiques Reagan’s Presidency as one of starting conflicts globally to expand 

Reagan’s imperial vision for the United States. 172 However, instead of viewing Reagan as 

 
168 Ibid, 72. 
169 Oñate-Madrazo, 23. 
170 Pastor, 185. 
171 Saunders, 5. 
172 Odd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History, (New, NY: Basic Books), pg. 499. 



88  

172F 

 
proactive, he was actually reacting to Carter-era foreign policy crises. In this interview, Reagan 

openly presented his evidence of Soviet support in the Western Hemisphere to Cronkite claiming 

that his staff had "learned of the actual involvement of the Soviet Union, of Cuba of the PLO, of 

even Qadhafi in Libya, and others in the Communist bloc nations to bring about this terrorism 

down there." 173 

Reagan’s claim of Communist influence in El Salvador was a continuation of Carter 

administration rhetoric and policy making. This evidence showed a resolve to limit Soviet 

power projection and its satellites in nations that sought democratic governance. More 

importantly, it revealed the early policy of Reagan acting in reaction to Soviet influence in his 

first term. Carter-era foreign policy crises and policy making had collided with Reagan policy 

reacting to Soviet influence in Central America. The result was a continuity of foreign policy 

actions from a Democratic to Republican Presidential administration. However, the longer-term 

results of such continuity would produce something much more permanent – Presidential power. 

 
 
 

Early Examples of Reagan Presidential Power After El Salvador (August 1981) 

One contemporaneous example, in which Presidential power grew out of the ongoing 

Salvadoran crisis, particularly in the area of military action, occurred on August 18-19th, 1981. 

The Gulf of Sidra event in August 1981 was important because it highlights how the expansion 

of Presidential power in El Salvador was directly used to expand a larger fight against 
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Communism abroad. Seven months into ongoing military actions in Latin America, the 

administration advocated limiting Soviet and Soviet-aligned power globally, and Libya became a 

key example. Led by Muammar Qadhafi, the “world’s most prolific sponsor of terrorism,” 174 

Libya routinely supplied weapons to the PLO, Irish Republican Army (IRA), Sandinistas, and 

the Marxist guerillas in El Salvador. Qadhafi also maintained close ties with Soviet leaders, 

invaded Chad in 1980, and was a world pariah representing all that was evil in the world in the 

eyes of the Reagan administration. 

Qadhafi had also declared that the Gulf of Sidra in the Mediterranean was exclusive 

territory to Libya, even though it resided in international waters. The U.S. Navy held routine 

exercises in the Gulf, and Reagan approved of a Pentagon’s recommendation to send two aircraft 

carrier battle groups to “assert freedom of navigation.” 175 President Reagan was eager to 

showcase America's armed primacy globally and display the U.S.'s willingness to limit Soviet- 

aligned influence, and the Gulf of Sidra naval exercise off the coast of Libya accomplished both. 

Military leaders briefed President Reagan on the expected hazards of the exercise and 

that the U.S. Navy believed it might aggressively encounter territorial Libyan military assets 

attempting to ward off foreign maritime vessels. Consequently, President Reagan gave advanced 

approval for self-defense if fired upon while conducting the exercises. On August 18-19th, 

1981, during the naval exercise two Libyan Su-22s fired upon two F-14 American Tomcats 

which in turn destroyed the Libyan Su-22s. This was the first time since Operation Eagle Claw 

(Desert One) that U.S. forces had been in combat. It reasserted American military strength and a 
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commitment to Allies that the U.S. maintained the resolve to limit Soviet-aligned influence 

abroad. This relatively minor act of self-defense also represented a large turn in U.S. foreign 

policy. First, the Reagan administration applied military force without Congressional action in 

response to a Soviet-aligned threat. Secondly, although hostile activities were conducted with 

U.S. military service members, Congress was not provided notification of possible enemy 

contact before the mission occurred. 

President Reagan had effectively once again, expanded and codified Presidential powers 

by using routine military exercises to deploy and execute national security objectives 

unilaterally. An otherwise simple military maneuver became an avenue for the chief Executive 

to exercise military intervention and engage in direct hostilities all without Congressional 

interaction. 

President Reagan never acknowledged the War Powers Act of 1973 during this event, the 

requirement to notify Congress, or to report on direct hostilities. The non-recognition of the 

document alone revealed an important fact – the War Powers Act had lost its effectual power, 

and U.S. military action demonstrated a recurring theme over the next eight years. Though 

Congress still maintained power over the Defense budget and the War Powers Act would remain 

law, the Gulf of Sidra incident in 1981 was a harbinger of Executive power to come. It would be 

indicative of the expansion of Presidential power the Reagan administration would attempt 

during the next two terms and the administration's war-making claims for the Executive branch. 

 
 

The Results of Carter and Early Reagan Policies: The Continued Expansion of Presidential 

Power 
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So how different were President Carter and Reagan’s foreign policies, and how did this 

expand Presidential power? When analyzing the final 18 months of the Carter administration's 

tenure, and just the first few months of the Reagan administration's policies in El Salvador, in 

practicality and application, there appear to be several overlapping commonalities. Broadly 

speaking, both pursued a strategy of armed primacy. Although the Carter administration would 

not convey their actions in these terms, President Carter still advocated for the use of military aid 

and military advisers in the country (deploying more troops to El Salvador than Reagan), based 

on the conviction of preventing Soviet power and influence in the Western Hemisphere to 

maintain a globally dominant position and exercise of American power. 

Secondly, the actions of both Presidents came in conflict with Congressional oversight. 

Efforts by both Presidents triggered Congressional pushback due to the baseline of Presidential 

restrictions outlined by the War Powers Act, and both Presidents were challenged in their foreign 

policy priorities and Executive actions. Thirdly, both Presidents expanded Presidential powers 

during their tenure in office. President Carter began a military intervention in El Salvador 

without a Congressional declaration of war directed at Communist insurgencies just south of the 

American border. Yet, President Carter was able to deploy both military aid and 

servicemembers to El Salvador for the purpose of military intervention. 

President Reagan was not only able to justify additional military aid and servicemembers 

to El Salvador but did so using the power of Executive foreign policy actions and NSDDs to 

direct and employ American power towards the limitation of Soviet influence. For these reasons, 

this research argues that there is actually a convergence in Carter and Reagan's foreign policy, 

correcting the historiography which claims the election of 1980 was a dramatic shift in different 
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considerations regarding foreign policy priorities. This shift both highlights the expansion of 

Presidential war-making authority and conflict over foreign policy priorities between the 

Executive and Legislative branches of government, and the convergence of policy and 

prescriptive actions between the Carter and Reagan administrations in their defense of Executive 

authority. 

With consideration to understanding the Carter administration's reversal in foreign policy 

priorities and approach after the Iranian Hostage Crisis and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, 

there also appears to be a wider convergence with Reagan administration policy initiatives. 

Again, it is worth revisiting the Carter administration decisions in El Salvador which provide 

continuity for this claim. Both administrations shared a similar problem. Both held relations 

with a government that maintained repressive methods of governance and threatened by guerilla 

movements, led by Marxist-Leninists, and supported by the Soviet Union. 176 

Both administrations' goals were also similar: the desire to support agrarian reform, free 

elections, and gain European support. 177 Lastly, both administrations both perceived and 

presented the conflicts of international politics in El Salvador in moral terms, adhering to the 

notion of American exceptionalism – and presenting U.S. society as the "shining city on a hill," 

providing a beacon for the world through the extension of its values. 178 Yet, after the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan on December 25th, 1979, Communism appeared more on the move than 
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ever before, and the Carter administration was not about to allow Communism to take root for 

good in America’s “Own Back Yard.” 179 

It would be soon after the inauguration of President Reagan on January 20th, 1981, the 

era of Congressional resurgence would give way to the era of Presidential power expansion. 

President Carter had successfully left office without further legislative remonstrations and had 

opened the floodgates of Executive actions for the Reagan administration. President Reagan 

successfully maneuvered against Congress in El Salvador, continuing the continuity of military 

aid in the country, but choosing to support the moderate, Duarte. This convergence in foreign 

policy between the Carter and Reagan administrations created unique situations which allowed 

the chief Executive to exercise additional expansions of Presidential power without major 

congressional conflict. 

 
 

Reassertion of Claims 
 

In the U.S.’s grand strategy of armed primacy during the Cold War, one of the most 

notable debates between the Executive and Legislative branches was over the War Powers Act of 

1973. This is most clearly seen regarding military interventions during the Carter administration 

which highlight the expansion of Presidential war-making authority and conflict over foreign 

policy priorities between the Executive and Legislative branches of government, while it paid 

token attention to Congressional boundaries in the defense of Executive authority. This debate 

 
179 William LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America, 1977-1992, (Chapel Hill: NC, 
University of North Carolina Press, 1998). Historian William LeoGrande argues that by the time Reagan was sworn 
into office, Carter had long established the foreign policy action in El Salvador – however, what was not accounted 
for was the “why” – Here again, Elizabeth N. Saunders’ theory on presidential decision making and understanding 
the root cause of a crisis is important. 
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both highlighted the expansion of Presidential war-making authority and conflict over foreign 

policy priorities between the executive and legislative branches of government, but also the 

convergence of policy and prescriptive actions between the Carter and Reagan administrations in 

their defense of executive authority. By analyzing the different foreign policy considerations 

between Presidents Carter and Reagan and their interaction with the Legislative branch over the 

WPA of 1973, this chapter has provided four new major contributions to the existing Cold War 

literature. 

First, this research demonstrated the convergence of Carter and Reagan policies and also 

the causes of this convergence. Secondly, the evidence in this chapter indicated a better 

understanding of the conflict over the War Powers Act which attempted to limit Executive power 

and military intervention at a time of Presidential power expansion. Next, this chapter provided 

new evidence of the pervasive threat of Soviet influence, especially in the Western Hemisphere, 

which necessitated Executive action. Lastly, this research extended the practicality of Elizabeth 

N. Saunders' theory of Presidential decision-making for military interventions and created a 

robust historical context with explanatory power for the reason presidents attempted to enact 

aggressive foreign policy stances towards the Soviet threat within the Cold War context. 

Finally, it should be noted that identifying the disputes of both administrations with the 

Legislative branch over the War Powers Act and foreign policy priorities not only highlighted 

the shift in war-making authority during the Carter and Reagan administrations but raises new 

possible questions which could extend this research. First, there is a reasonable argument to be 

made that Carter did not test the constraints of the War Powers Act before 1979 because the 

administration had not faced a substantial crisis. This claim prompts the question, "how do 
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foreign policy events affect internal and/or domestic U.S. legal precedents/legislation?" Also, 

"who are the authoritative voices to the President in recommending a change of policy, and are 

they the same in each?" This set of questions would possibly isolate the factors and basis of 

Presidential war-making authority claims – the National Security Council, individual advisors, or 

in the case of President Carter for most of his Presidency, the result of inaction from popular 

opinion and support of the American people. 

Lastly, the remainder of this book will explore the long-term effects of expanded 

Presidential power, specifically during the Reagan administration in the pursuit of armed 

primacy. In this chapter the effect was further aggressive military action and a retrenchment of 

Cold War ideology by both the U.S. and Soviet Union. Seeking to answer these difficult 

questions within the current historiography will synthesize a study of Presidential power and 

Congressional oversight regarding military intervention during the Carter and Reagan 

administrations. It will also show the growth of Presidential power since the creation of the War 

Powers Act – a now somewhat outdated and defunct document. Ultimately, the following 

chapters on the Reagan administration will begin to illuminate how the modern presidency and 

American democracy have transformed during this period, and how Presidential power and 

Presidential accountability slowly evolved at the end of the Cold War. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
“The Internal Struggle for Armed Primacy: Open Doors in Honduras & Guatemala, 1981- 

1983” 
 

Introduction: Why Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua? 
 

On a cloudy, but uncharacteristically warm day on January 20th, 1981, Ronald Reagan 

delivered his inaugural address on the West front of the Capitol, facing Arlington National 

Cemetery. Foreshadowing the policies of his new Presidential administration, Ronald Reagan, 

produced a sweeping and startling speech which reconnected the traditional Cold War narrative 

of U.S. foreign policy, where it once had been blurred during the Carter administration. Reagan 

boldly brought the U.S. back into the Cold War and harkened back to the era of President John F. 

Kennedy’s exhortation of “Let us begin.” And then, as if turning the page of Cold War rhetoric 

through the U.S.’s recommitment to its international allies, the President warned the “enemies of 

freedom,” that the U.S. was back, and that “we (the U.S.) will act.” 180 

It was shortly after this speech that the remaining 52 American hostages were released 

after 444 days of Iranian captivity. While many Americans celebrated this important event, it 

appeared to have signaled another distinct era in American history. One in which the U.S. had 

decidedly stepped back into the fray of the Cold War. Make no mistake, President Reagan was 

assuredly connecting the old with the new to ask Americans to once again retake the mantle of 

Cold War leadership. 

The old – a dogged and continued warfare with the U.S.’s superpower rival, the USSR, 

through a strategy of armed primary. Armed primacy claimed that U.S. power was required to 

 
180 Ronald Reagan, “Inaugural Address 1981.” January 20, 1981. Available at 
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underwrite a new, more democratic world order in the postwar era. 181 It was this grand Cold 

War interventionist strategy which focused on gaining, maintaining, and then applying the 

preponderance of global military power. It is a unifying theme throughout the Cold War in the 

approach and scale of the U.S.'s desire to combat Soviet power projection and maintain global 

hegemony. From this old and well-worth path, however, President Reagan, would create 

something new. Reagan used armed primacy to extend Presidential power, specifically through 

the use of Executive administrative practices and the implementation of intelligence and 

paramilitary operations in Latin America. 

A little over a month after President Reagan had taken office as the 40th President of the 

United States, William F. Buckley, the conservative political commentator, held a segment, on 

his show Firing Line, on February 25th, entitled, “The Scrutiny of Reagan Foreign Policy.” On 

the show, Buckley hosted William Bundy, Editor of Foreign Affairs, Hedrick Smith, a New York 

Times correspondent, and Stephen Solarz (D-NY), a Congressman on the House Committee on 

Foreign Affairs. Initially, Buckley's questions analyzed the Reagan administration’s rhetorical 

bluster on Soviet leaders and the influence of Communism abroad. Then, Buckley turned the 

conversation to El Salvador and then questioned the Reagan administration's views on Latin 

American policy. Buckley compared the new administration's views on Latin America to the 

same of those in Vietnam twenty years prior. Buckley asked, "Might we reach a point in which 

critics of our Salvadoran policy say, ‘We are so outraging Mexico, so confirming the 
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totalitarianism in Nicaragua, so tilting things against us in Guatemala and Honduras that it really 

isn’t worth it?’” 182 

In this one question, Buckley aptly summarized two things many Americans wanted to 

know concerning Latin American policy at the time: Is it worth it? It if isn’t, then why are we 

agitating our neighbors? If it is, then, “what is the solution?” Reagan had just taken office, so 

where did the social pressure arise to provide policy answers for these four fraught Latin 

American countries? It was true - Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala had all 

witnessed severe and violent turmoil, and the rise of authoritarian leadership during the previous 

Carter administration. Additionally, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, it was El Salvador 

which identified a convergence of Carter policy with those of Reagan’s. It was also El Salvador 

which provided a shared crisis in both administrations which established the continued strategy 

of armed primacy. 

However, did this merit comparison to the Vietnam War – America’s longest, largest, and 

most costly Cold War military campaign? In addition, why these four countries in particular – 

what tied them together? The answer: Reagan’s perspective and administration Cold War 

foreign policy strategy in Latin America. The Reagan administration, specifically the Chief 

Executive, came to see these four countries, not just El Salvador, as all interwoven, connected, 

and important to the wider Cold War – to limit the influence and spread of Communism. Most 

important of all, the President had decided to do so through a strategy of armed primacy. It 

would be the election of President Ronald Reagan in November 1980, in which the Executive 
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Branch continued the strategy of armed primacy and pushing of Congressional boundaries 

through military interventions in Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. 

As previously mentioned in Chapter Two, on February 11th, 1981, two weeks before 

Buckley’s aforementioned episode was taped, Reagan confided in his diary that he had absolute 

proof of Soviet and Cuban activity of arms deliveries to the rebels in El Salvador. 183 Reagan 

had just been provided a SECRET intelligence cable, based on Cuban sources which described 

Havana’s hope that increased support for Communist insurgents “in El Salvador will eventually 

spread to Guatemala and Honduras, confronting the US with a ‘Vietnam-type situation’ in 

Central America.” 184 Reagan believed Latin American policy had to change, and that these 

countries needed to act as a potentially unifying force against Communism and against Kremlin- 

held designs to gain a foothold in the Western Hemisphere. 

Yet, however accurate, or possibly inaccurate the Reagan administration's claims were, it 

ultimately would be these four countries that not only saw direct and continued American 

intervention but would also form the core plan of a regional peace plan, Esquipulas II, or 

“Procedure for the Establishment of a Firm and Lasting Peace in Central America.” Esquipulas 

II would be signed by Costa Rica (organizer), El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua, 

on August 7th, 1987, and would largely result from the U.S. claims of armed primacy in Central 

America during the Cold War. 185 

 

 
183 Ronald Reagan Diary (will be shortened to RRD hereafter), Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. Archives. 
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What began in El Salvador under the Carter administration as evidence of continued 

pursuance of the strategy of armed primacy, was further developed under the Reagan 

administration. Though President’s Carter and Reagan shared an overlapping crisis in El 

Salvador, additional festering political problems which could be exploited by Soviet influence in 

Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua became a focal point to the new Reagan administration 

eager to show American power abroad. As a result, within the first months in office President 

Reagan expanded the Central America focus to eliminate Soviet influence in not just El 

Salvador, but in Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua using unique strategies of Executive 

power. 

 
 

Defining the Terms: Empire and Armed Primacy 
 

To understand the direct American intervention during Reagan’s two terms in office, it is 

important to first provide an analytical framework for studying American intervention in these 

four important countries. An essential analytic to highlight is that of empire in the presentation 

of the term used by Paul Kramer in, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United 

States in the World.” Kramer explains that “the imperial refers to a dimension of power in which 

asymmetries in the scale of political action, regimes of spatial ordering, and modes of 

exceptionalizing difference enable and produce relations of hierarchy, discipline, dispossession, 

extraction, and exploitation.” 186 
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101  

186F 

 
The term empire has often been a category of critique of modern warfare, economic 

sanctions, or human rights violations, just to name a few. Therefore, it is important to clarify the 

term. In this chapter, empire will be used to examine the foreign policy actions of the Reagan 

administration, namely military intervention, within its overall strategy of armed primacy. This 

term coined by Stephen Wertheim animates the militarization of foreign policy which claimed 

that U.S. power was required to underwrite a new international order, based on democratic rules 

and principles, during the Cold War period. 187 

It is not new to argue that the U.S. implemented imperial methods to consolidate and 

maintain a hegemonic position during the Cold War. Not only did the USSR apply these same 

methods, but many empires have done the same to achieve territorial expansion and acquire 

resources. In the U.S., these practices, especially during the Cold War, were recognized by 

Congress and received immense pushback through legislation. This legislation, in turn, limited 

the effectiveness and reach of these practices. 

However, what is different about this research is that it provides evidence of individual 

and collective protest and disapproval of Reagan administration policies in Honduras, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, through U.S. and Latin American experiences as it 

consciously pursued a strategy of armed primacy. Oftentimes, there is a gross oversight by 

historians to exclude how these imperial practices played out in the individual and collective 

experiences during the Cold War. However, these protests and remonstrations ultimately 
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coalesced into formal public rebuke and Congressional reprimands as the Reagan administration 

pressed the boundaries of Executive power and its tools of imperial practice. 

The next two chapters are bound together as they argue the Reagan Administration 

sought to pursue an interventionist policy in Latin America from 1981-1983, but its use of 

Executive power to conduct this policy produced Congressional backlash and significant 

resistance from public opinion in the U.S. and in Latin America which ultimately restricted its 

overall Cold War strategy of armed primacy. Chapter Three will specifically look at Honduras 

and Guatemala, two countries in which the Reagan administration’s military objectives received 

an open door much of the time, despite Congressional disapproval. This chapter, like the one 

after it, will provide new research and contributions in the following areas: 1) Highlighting the 

source of Executive power created through Congressional resistance to Latin American countries 

where the foreign policy was implemented, 2) Providing the often-overlooked views of Latin 

American perspectives in contestation with U.S. foreign policy objectives, 3) Reasserting the 

importance of Latin American battlefields during the Cold War, 4) Emphasizing that the Cold 

War consensus did not exist on Latin American policies, which was codified through the 

Democratic Party, 5) Executive Office of the President (EOP) as an institution often perpetuated 

the Cold War through interventionism in Latin America. 

The structure of this chapter advances these research aims by using a baseline set of 

questions and research methodologies for each Latin American case study in Honduras and 

Guatemala. Before evaluating each case study, this chapter will introduce the past legacies of 

the post-colonial world in Central America. It will then provide further context to the more 

recent 20th-century past of U.S. foreign intervention in Central America using the current 
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historiography of the literature supporting this research. Next, this research will provide 

background for the Reagan administration's intervention in the region by focusing on the Carter 

administration era before setting the stage for actions taken by the U.S. from 1981-1983. 

Once each regional context has been established, this chapter will consider the following 

questions for each Latin American case study in Honduras and Guatemala. First, how did each 

country respond to American intervention, and what was its relationship with the U.S.? 

Secondly, switching to the U.S., what were U.S. Congressional leaders and domestic views on 

Latin American policy at the time, and how did this dialogue play out in contested spaces in the 

U.S.? Lastly, what was the response by the Reagan administration in terms of policy and 

actions, and how did these actions expand Executive authority during the Cold War? 

 
 

Post-Colonial Legacies: The Effect of the American Century 
 

The turning point for Latin American policy and American interventionism in the region 

was the Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War of 1898. There is a connection between this war 

and the U.S. becoming a great power in which President McKinley popularized expansionist 

doctrines of duty, dollar, and destiny – all conveniently interlocking supportive purposes of the 

U.S. civilizing mission in Latin America. 188 Under President Theodore Roosevelt, Congress 

voted to award Colombia an annual stipend and $10 million for the Panama Canal, an agreement 

that was not offered to the U.S. However, once the U.S. supported the uprising by Bunau-Varilla 

on the isthmus for independence, the U.S. signed a treaty and was granted ownership of the 
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territory 10 miles on both sides of the canal with sovereignty in perpetuity. 189 Yet, the canal did 

not represent imperialism in the minds of most Americans. The canal instead became a symbol 

of national pride and American ingenuity which was bettering the world with its superior 

technology and efficiency. 

The same argument was made in Venezuela when it defaulted on its loans in 1902, and 

the country was only rescued from European military action through U.S. arbitration. 

Additionally, two years later when the Dominican Republic defaulted on its debt, European 

creditors expected compensation, and the U.S. once again intervened by stationing two warships 

off the island, took control of the customs house, and placed a U.S. diplomat and naval officer in 

charge of the country, or what Herring called, a “neo-colonial substitute.” 190 This trend 

continued under even liberal U.S. leadership throughout the early 20th century. Under President 

Wilson, a proponent of state self-determination and outspoken critic of colonial claims for 

territory and resources, still believed in active intervention in Latin American and Caribbean 

states. Wilson sent troops to Cuba, Panama twice, Honduras five times, placed Haiti under 

military occupation, and sent Marines to Mexico, eventually raising the U.S. flag over Veracruz. 

The eminent historian William Appleman Williams also further refines the trajectory of 

American intervention during this era by his use of the term “informal empire” through “free- 

trade imperialism,” and its tether to political reform. 191 This was not a new concept for prior 

empires such as the British model, as it relied upon "industrial and general economic power to 
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structure and control weaker or less developed nations." However, this was a new horizon for 

the U.S. which now sought to consolidate its economic empire through Wilson's liberal 

democratic reforms and the imprints of international regulation. It was Wilson's actions which 

were in keeping with the principles of a moralistic and paternalistic open-door imperialism and 

enabled the U.S. to maintain control over its newly created empire under the guise of liberal 

reform. 192 Williams most notably concludes during this era it was through the very ideological 

attractiveness of reform that the Open Door Policy and the Monroe Doctrine were able to employ 

economic power on behalf of the U.S. 193 

 
 

Post-Colonial Legacies: Empire by Invitation? 
 

Additionally, critical to understanding the historiography of post-colonial legacies of 

Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua in connection to the U.S. is Geir Lundestad’s 

empire by invitation and coercion conceptions. 20th-century foreign relations are replete with 

examples explaining how the international order centered on U.S. power and leadership. 

Examples include how President Wilson acted in the role of arbiter for Germany’s peace 

initiative before the end of World War I, U.S. investment in the interwar years, the injection of 

Marshall Plan aid after World War II, U.S. assistance in Greece and Turkey, and geopolitical 

issues formally requesting U.S. help by South Korea and Taiwan. 194 These are key examples of 

empire by invitation. 
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106  

194F 

 
Yet, Lundestad notes, overall, these invitations extended in large part only to the world 

outside of Latin America. Contrary to most U.S. foreign policy, in Latin America since 1823 

and the proclamation of the Monroe Doctrine, diplomatic engagement has been more akin to an 

empire by coercion with foreign policy initiatives such as the Roosevelt Corollary, the Taft 

administration's Dollar Diplomacy, Wilson's heavy-handed political reforms (and invasion of 

Mexico), FDR’s Good Neighbor Policy (1933-1939), and Kennedy's policies of active 

intervention. 195 

Empire by coercion closely resembled active American interventionism, which was the 

result of policy actions countering constant fears of revolution and disruptive governments that 

could harm the prestige, economic interests, and expansive territorial ambitions of the U.S. 

These reactions included a U.S.-led coup in Guatemala (1954), an attempted CIA regime change 

in Cuba (1961), active U.S. political interference in Chile (1970, 1973), covert military activity 

in Nicaragua (1980-1986) and eventually military actions in Grenada (1983) and Panama (1989) 

– all just in 50 years. 

So is Latin America the exception, or are there examples of empires by invitation from 

Latin America to the U.S.? Was the Dominican Republic in 1965 an invitation, and could the 

U.S. claim an invitation from outside Grenada by the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States 

an invitation since it did not originate from the government in need of aid and assistance? 

Lundestad argues it was not until after the Reagan administration that examples such as Haiti’s 

request in 1994, that empire by invitation took its current form. These more recent invitations 

only came after the failure of military dictatorships, the thinning of the radical left in Latin 
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America, supported by the emergence of wider democracy, free-market economics, and 

American mass culture which have only recently become increasingly popular. 

Recent occurrences in the past in the 20th century and their connection to a Cold War 

framework are of primary concern for the historiography of this era and the purposes of this 

chapter. There was a rupture in diplomacy between the U.S. and Latin America due to the 

process of decolonization during the Cold War. This idea of the Third World 196 became the 

principal battlefield of the Cold War, as an “all-encompassing struggle for global power and 

influence between the United States, the Soviet Union, and their respective allies.” 197 Latin 

America, like many others such as Vietnam, Angola, and Afghanistan were caught up in a 

contest for influence, and from the U.S.'s perspective, the southern border and the Caribbean 

were permeable and subject to Soviet propaganda and sway. Only by interventionist policy, 

whether by foreign military sales, assistance, diplomatic initiatives, or just overt military 

invasion could the U.S. prevent Latin America from becoming a threat to the Western 

Hemisphere and the rest of the free world. 

In addition, the historiography of American intervention in Latin America constructed by 

Britta and Russell Crandall, two academically trained historians, and former State Department 

Foreign Service Officers is no less critical. The authors provide a persuasive retelling of active 

American foreign policy in the region which was largely self-serving, "monolithic, 

hegemonic…using its political, economic, and military muscle to force Latin American countries 

 
196 Third World, or Third Way, between the US/West and the Soviet Union, came originally from a French term 
meaning the Third Estate. The First (Clergy) and the Second (Nobles), were set apart from the peasants and 
bourgeoise (Third Estate). 
197 Robert McMahon, The Cold War: A Very Short Introduction, 3rd. ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 
pg. 106. 
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to do its bidding.” 198 What began as FDR’s Good Neighbor Policy, and a refusal to interfere in 

Central American affairs, but a reliance upon U.S. surrogates to exercise influence turned into 

equipping and training Latin American militaries to check Communism subversion. Latin 

America was not just an important region to remain safe from Communism, but it also became a 

launching point to eliminate threats within the Western Hemisphere. 

There are numerous examples of the U.S. using military force in Central America to 

eliminate Communism close to the U.S. border beginning in the early Cold War. For example, 

the U.S. military used Nicaraguan airfields to take off and safely land U.S. aircraft during the 

Arbenz coup in 1954 and used Guatemala as a staging area for men, weapons, and equipment 

before the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961. However, it was Kennedy's Alliance of Progress, the 

10-year economic program that promoted land reform, democracy, and capitalism exchange 

which became one of the U.S.'s longest-lasting legacies in Latin America. 

The historian Greg Grandin analyzed the effectiveness of Kennedy’s Alliance for 

Progress. Grandin credits Kennedy with the resulting military coups of El Salvador (1961), 

Honduras, Guyana, Bolivia, Guatemala (1963), and Haiti and Brazil (1964), because they were 

largely the result of a large influx of military aid and training by the U.S. under the Alliance for 

Progress. 199 To promote democratic change in Latin America, Kennedy committed Washington 

to "completing the revolution of the Americas," exchanging billions of dollars for an 

interventionist plan that enacted land, tax, judicial, and electoral reform. 

 

 
198 Britta H. Crandall and Russell C Crandall. “Our Hemisphere”? The United States in Latin America, from 1776 
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The irony is that Kennedy’s program for many Latin American countries such as 

Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua actually worked. Latin American countries 

did see revolutionary change, and initial reforms were enacted. However, after these same 

countries experienced incredibly dramatic social change, reform in each country hit a ceiling. 

Reform which pulled power away from the elite Latin American families was then 

supported by the majority of leaders that the U.S. endorsed – the military. Authoritarian military 

leaders were only willing to negotiate so much power away. Military leaders were normally 

conservative and only interested in doing enough to maintain annual flows of U.S. aid. In 

addition, U.S. leaders were often unwilling to insist on major reforms, as long as minor reforms 

were in progress. The result was a net gain of military leaders and juntas across the region in 

which authoritarian leaders held the purse strings, and keys to social change captive – the result 

was more revolution. This tortured cycle continued throughout the Cold War and into the Carter 

administration which saw four military dictatorships (Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and 

Nicaragua) arise during that same time period. 

Arguably, not only had the liberal reform agenda collapsed under the weight of 

unfulfilled promises in Central America, but in the U.S. as well. The Carter administration had 

been characterized by the political turmoil of the post-civil rights era, living with the after-effects 

of Vietnam and Watergate (and the War Powers Act), the failed experiments of fiscal 

Keynesianism, the burdens of an energy crisis, and episodic outbursts from blue-collar unions. It 

was also the era of a failed Cold War foreign policy consensus and taken together with the 
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domestic issues of the late 1970s, the Reagan campaign was well positioned to blame liberal 

government itself as a source of the nation’s growing problems. 200 

Riding the wave of new conservatism in the U.S., the Reagan administration, and allies, 

displaced the remaining remnants of the liberal factions with a renewed sense of self, echoing the 

FDR, and later Kennedy administrations, and its sense of duty as a model for the rest of the 

world. This carried with it of course, the task of verbalizing and restarting Cold War rhetoric 

which Carter intended to transcend. For the Reagan administration, it had several Cold War(s) to 

choose from and Latin America would provide the platform. Having witnessed the creation of 

four revolutions (and subsequent dictatorships) during the Carter era in Honduras, Guatemala, El 

Salvador, and Nicaragua, the Reagan administration committed to regaining the initiative in the 

region by limiting Soviet influence, using a four-country regional approach. What was the 

solution to limiting Soviet influence in these Latin American countries? For the Reagan 

administration – armed primacy and the militarization of foreign policy. 

 
 

A New Era: Reagan and Neoliberalism 

Armed primacy expressed itself through new codified forms of Presidential power, 

lessened oversight and accountability of the Chief Executive, altered domestic U.S. foreign 

policy and domestic institutions, which pushed against attempts of Congressional restraint and 

limitations, and focused on military action. However, what extended the life of armed primacy 

during the Reagan administration and into future U.S. Presidential administrations of the 21st 
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Century resulted from the era of neoliberalism. Specifically stated, neoliberalism was the 

continuity during which armed primacy evolved from a Cold War concept to that of a 21st 

Century strategy which promoted U.S. power globally. This is important because the era of 

neoliberalism became the carrier of evolution of armed primacy during both terms of the Reagan 

administration. 

The historian Gary Gerstle calls Ronald Reagan, the “ideological architect” of the 

neoliberal order, and defines neoliberalism as, a creed that prizes free trade and the free 

movement of capital, goods, and people, it celebrates deregulation, valorizes cosmopolitanism as 

a cultural achievement, hails globalization as a win-win position, hoping to infuse political 

economy with the principles of classical liberalism. 201 Taken together, this order placed its 

hopes in a freer, less encumbered society, based upon modern liberalism and a social democratic 

polity. 

This new order was established primarily through reform. Neoliberalism created three 

strategies of reform – First, free markets would be encased in rules governing property and the 

circulation of money through strong government interventions in economic life. Second, market 

principles had to be applied to all areas of the life of human endeavor, such as morality and 

family, as behavior was best understood in economic terms of inputs and outputs. Lastly, this 

order would recuperate the utopian promise of personal freedom embedded in classical 

liberalism. 202 Neoliberalism was built on a paradox that government intervention was necessary 

to free individuals from the intrusions of that same government. This is what Reagan meant in 
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his inaugural speech as President, that “government is not the solution to our problem; 

government is the problem.” Yet, in the same speech Reagan stated that he vowed to get 

Americans back to work, to create a “new beginning” and create a strong and prosperous 

America by Executive intervention to “curb the size and influence of the Federal 

establishment.” 203 

As would be seen throughout his Presidency, Reagan represented this paradox most 

vividly in the way his administration fashioned a neoliberal system to the fullest extent. As 

President, he deregulated the economy, stripped [controlling economic] power from the 

government, established new rules to "free" political conversation, presented a new image of the 

President through media influence, and reshaped the courts and their jurisprudence. As a result, 

Reagan's new terms reshaped the American political landscape through the implementation of 

this neoliberal order. 204 

The Reagan administration also used its new found power in creating the neoliberal era to 

extend the grand strategy of armed primacy which had been carried out, or attempted, by all 

postwar presidents from Truman to Carter. However, in the beginning of Reagan’s first term, he 

was doing it through neoliberal means. Armed primacy was a common thread which has 

persuaded all postwar presidents to act similarly than the current historiography contends and/or 

understands. As this chapter will also argue, when understanding Cold War Presidencies and 
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analyzing the study of the institutional basis for Presidential power, the President’s formal power 

for attempting to take unilateral action distinctly defines this era. 205 

The desire to use armed primacy has a distinct Presidential flavor and is the driving factor 

shaping foreign policy in the U.S. during the Reagan administration. President Reagan would 

not just expand Presidential power because he believed in a unitary Executive, but rather because 

of his belief in the importance of applying military power to ensure American armed primacy. 

Ultimately, we must grapple with the reality that the Reagan administration, albeit with due 

caution, utilized military power over again in Latin America specifically because the strategy of 

armed primacy was the most direct route to limit Soviet influence abroad and win the Cold War. 

 
 

Reagan Central American Policy: An Introduction (1981-1983) 
 

Upon entering the White House in January 1981, the Reagan administration blamed 

Central America's destabilization on two specific problems: Soviet influence and feckless 

leadership by the Carter administration. Suspicions of Soviet influence as a candidate were 

confirmed after Reagan became President by Carter-era intelligence reporting. In response, 

Reagan attributed responsibility to Carter for not taking more of an active role in what he saw 

were the external causes of multiple Latin American revolutions. This was especially true in 

cases in which the Soviet and Cuban footprint was noticeable such as Nicaragua and El Salvador 

whose revolutions garnered much U.S. public scrutiny and attention. 206 
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However, it was not until the Reagan administration in which U.S. policy 

comprehensively connected Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua all together in a 

larger strategy that revolved around U.S. intervention, most notably military action. U.S. policy 

actions from 1981-1983 were active, interventionist, continual, and pervasive to limit Soviet and 

Cuban influence, and further promoted the Cold War strategy of armed primacy. The Reagan 

administration assumed its policy goals in the region would be more successful in the long term 

if it began in countries that were receptive to an American presence, so the administration began 

in Honduras. 

 
 

Honduras: The Aircraft Carrier of the United States 
 

On a scale of U.S. receptiveness in Latin America, Honduras was by far the warmest to 

American policies of limiting a Soviet presence in the Western Hemisphere. As early as July 

1982, regular U.S. news coverage began documenting the movement of Honduran troops to the 

Nicaraguan border. This was to prevent Cuban-backed rebels from robbing banks and 

committing violence which were sponsored by the Communist Nicaraguan government. To 

assist Honduran efforts, the U.S. Air Force began conducting routine movements of troops and 

re-supply operations to Honduran camps to enable their operations and provide for their border 

security. 207 U.S. Forces deployed to Honduras were not just providing the logistical assistance 

to Honduran forces, but also advising Honduran troops, sharing COIN tactics, and issuing 

equipment to troops fighting on the Honduran-Nicaraguan border. The Reagan administration 
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had effectively committed U.S. forces to assist in a proxy war against Nicaragua, Cuba, and 

Soviet-bloc supported elements. 

Just weeks before the U.S. news outlets began reporting on U.S.-supported Honduran 

operations, President Roberto Suazo Córdova met with President Reagan in the White House on 

July 14, 1982. President Cordova offered remarks of mutual goodwill between the two countries 

and praised the U.S.-Honduras relationship. President Cordova announced that he desired peace 

and a "pluralistic democracy" recommitting to the democratic alliance and liberal democratic 

freedoms for Hondurans. The Honduran leader then tied his commitment to democracy to his 

friendship with the Reagan administration, stating, "It is for this reason that we hope for the 

friendship; that the friendship offered to us be frank, realistic, and effective, as is the content of 

our own friendship towards you.” 208 

For many Americans, even outside of the Reagan administration, the election of Cordova 

in December 1981 came as a welcomed rejection of the National Party leader Ricardo Zuniga 

and his commitment to military rule and pervasive corruption. 209 Honduras had recently 

suffered a military coup in 1978 and after three years of junta rule, the country seemed to be 

back on a democratic path. For the Reagan administration, Honduras appeared as a gift – a 

democratic bright spot in a region of authoritarian military juntas exhibiting repressive rule. The 

Honduran president gladly received U.S. support and aid, to not just offset the problems 

associated with the economic downturn in the country, but to also secure its borders. 
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One of the biggest shows of Honduran public support for U.S. military assistance was 

President Cordova's endorsement of Big Pine II, a large U.S.-Honduran military exercise in July 

1983. The operation, involving Honduran forces, and U.S. Army, Marine, and Navy forces 

totaling 4,000 ground personnel was "intended to deter Nicaragua from aggression, and to 

persuade the Sandinista Government there to desist from fomenting insurrections." 210 President 

Cordova made several public appearances with U.S. soldiers during the training event, even 

eating with soldiers from the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) in the “chow line” (Figure 1). 

Sporting his typical cowboy hat, President Cordova appeared relaxed and welcomed the soldiers, 

Naval officers, and Marines to his country in an effort to enhance the mutually beneficial 

relationship between Honduras and the U.S. 211 
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One of the most important aspects to President Cordova in the Honduran-U.S. 

relationship was the ability to request additional security and economic aid in return for the 

stationing of U.S. troops in the country. The following year alone, Honduras requested $41 

million in security assistance and a combined $78.5 million in supplemental funds. 212 

Additionally, National Security planning documents indicate that the trade embargo with 

Nicaragua was viewed by Honduras as positive, enhanced the credibility of the U.S. as a 

"reliable protector," and would send a "new signal to the Cubans and Soviets of our [U.S.] 

determination to resist their expansionism."212F

213 In that same year, the U.S. provided Honduras 
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with $255 million in economic assistance alone – completely separate from the security 

assistance provided for military operations. 

For Hondurans, the military relationship with the U.S. was the first step in receiving 

additional aid. The security agreements in place with the U.S. seemed to both benefit and exploit 

Honduras. While the country needed economic assistance, it could not receive any without 

agreeing to host U.S. soldiers, airmen, and marines. Yet the only reason the U.S. cared to 

promote the military relationship and provide aid was to deter Soviet influence in the region. 

Honduras became a launching point for U.S. operations because of its vital significance in 

countering a Cuban and Soviet proxy threat. However, it would fall to the U.S. Congress, not 

Hondurans, to critique the militarization of U.S. foreign policy objectives in Latin America. 

 
 

U.S. Congressional Positions on Honduras 
 

What was the Congressional response to Honduran acceptance, and even welcomed 

reception, to U.S. intervention during the Reagan administration? For several reasons, Honduras 

was not a focal point nor controversial topic as were other Latin American countries in U.S. 

foreign policy. This was primarily because Honduras being an openly democratic country and 

was not in constant direct conflict with Soviet and Cuban proxies. Due to its relative stability, 

the debate over Honduras was less critical of the administration, because military action was not 

directly leading to civilian loss of life or infrastructure. Instead, internal Congressional 

documents at the time, especially in the Senate, revolved around disagreement over the extent to 

which U.S. troops should be in Honduras, not whether U.S. troops should be there at all. 
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For example, a letter from Senator Pete Wilson (R-CA) advocated for the sustained 

military presence in Honduras, “in the form of the present exercises by the carrier battle groups, 

joint exercises such as AHAUS TARA II (Big Pine), and the Regional Military Training 

Center.” 214 Senator Wilson advocated and encouraged support for collective security 

agreements in Latin America and desired to promote U.S. presence without the perception of 

invasion. Using Big Pine II as a primary example, Senator Wilson wanted to signal that 

Honduras remained an important partner in the region to avoid accusations of interference into 

Honduran sovereignty. 

However, Senators and Representatives such as Chris Dodd (D-CT), Tom Harkin (D-IA), 

Stephen Solarz (D-NY), and Michael Barnes (D-MD), openly opposed Big Pine II because, from 

their perspective, it violated the War Powers Act of 1973. President Reagan even sent Secretary 

of State George Shultz to Capitol Hill to apologize to Congressional leaders for the 

administration's failure to notify Congress. 215 Speaker Tip O’Neill accused the President of 

thinking of himself as “John Wayne. He thinks he can go down there and clean the place out.” 216 

Shultz held his ground in turn, charging that the House cuts on Contra funding directly resulted 

in the need for the Department of Defense (DoD) to conduct large military exercises such as Big 

Pine II. 217 Big Pine II would be one of a series of military exercises approved by the President 

 
 

214 Pete Wilson, United States Senate, “Dear Colleague,” Memoranda for the President – 1983, September 20, 1983, 
pg. 18. 
215 Kyle Longley, “An Obsession: The Central American Policy of the Reagan Administration,” Bradley Lynn 
Coleman, ed. Reagan and the World: Leadership and National Security, 1981—1989, (Lexington, KY: University 
Press of Kentucky, 2017), pg. 219. 
216 William LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America, 1977-1992, (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1998), pg. 318. 
217 Edward C. Keefer, “Casper Weinberger and the U.S. Military Buildup, 1981-1985,” Secretaries of Defense 
Historical Series, Volume X, Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense, Washington, DC, 2023, pg. 490. 



120  

217F 

 
as a part of ensuring stronger relations with Central American partners, sending even the 

Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger to observe exercises, and meet with Honduran officials 

and military officers (as seen below on September 7, 1983). 218 (Figure 2) 

 

 
Shultz's comments did assuage some Congressional resentment toward the widening 

military footprint in Central America. The Reagan administration was openly deploying troops 

in support of limiting Communist advances in Latin America, and although U.S. troops were not 

in Nicaragua, the administration was using Honduras as a launching point for countering Soviet 
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influence in the region. The U.S. used Honduras as a training ground to support Honduran 

operations into Nicaragua, trained Honduran troops with U.S. military equipment, and moved 

Honduran troops into assault positions to conduct these operations. A majority of Congress 

dissented generally on American intervention of any kind in Central America, not just 

specifically in Honduras. However, it was the hesitation to exploit Honduras as an aircraft 

carrier, or staging base, due to its proximity to Nicaragua that provided limits to the Reagan 

administration's attempts to expand its strategy of armed primacy in Latin America. 

 
 

Reagan Administration Policy in Honduras 
 

The Reagan administration's Latin American policy toward its goal of limiting Soviet 

influence was nothing short of conscious and purposeful. The same day that President Cordova 

was elected to office, Bill Casey, the Director of Central Intelligence, presented President 

Reagan with a plan to train guerilla fighters in Honduras, asking for $19 million in a plan that 

involved Argentina (prior to the Falkland Islands War) with U.S. paramilitary and intelligence 

officers in leadership. 219 Casey, as did many other Reagan administration officials, saw an 

opening to exploit the new relationship between the U.S. and Honduras. Eager to establish new 

relationships and new sources of aid for the struggling Central American country, President 

Cordova agreed to the plan. Three years later, the U.S. military footprint would continue to grow 

from this agreement to the point that it maintained 1,200 soldiers and 2,100 sailors under a naval 

task force in the Caribbean Sea, anchored in Honduras. 220 
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Expanding the U.S. footprint ever further into the Honduran interior, only forty miles 

from the capital of Tegucigalpa, was the U.S. Army-built airstrip at Palmerola Air Base. This 

airbase was home to the Honduran Air Force training center and headquarters for the American 

Joint Task Force in Honduras – which accounted for 75% of the U.S. servicemembers inside of 

the country. It is because of Palmerola Air Base that Honduras received the name, the 

"unsinkable aircraft carrier" for the Nicaraguan contras who relied on an air base for needed 

supplies and military equipment deliveries. 221 

Honduras was central to Reagan's policy in Latin America because of its geographical 

location. It was centrally located between El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, and 

maintained borders with each. As a result, it became a focal point of U.S. pressure and activity 

and sustained a secure sanctuary for Contra fighters. It also acted as the basing site with its 

numerous training areas, military bases, and staging areas for military troops and equipment 

deliveries throughout Central America and maintained the cooperation of the local military who 

secured major increases in economic and military aid. 222 

However, Honduran officials did seek a balance to Reagan-era foreign policy in the 

region. In a TOP SECRET memorandum from Jerry O'Leary, the special assistant to the Deputy 

Secretary of State William P. Clark Jr., written after a 16-day fact-finding trip in Central 

America, O'Leary recorded Carlos Flores, a high-ranking Honduran minister's objections to 

becoming a "launching area for invasion." Yet, the minister stressed that he was "exceedingly 
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nervous about Nicaraguan intentions, and also wants joint international air, sea and ground 

patrols of the border." 223 Honduras was willing to become a partner in the effort to eliminate 

violence on its borders due to destabilizing Soviet activity, but not to the extent of becoming a 

puppet for the U.S. This conversation revealed the limits of local acceptance and at times 

resistance, to interventionist Reagan foreign policy objectives. 

Another example in which Honduran officials welcomed the increased and primarily 

military presence from the U.S., within limitations, was the example of the Regional Military 

Training Center (RMTC), near Trujillo, created in June 1983. For the Reagan administration, the 

RMTC became the military foothold for strategy of armed primacy in the region. The RMTC 

was the primary training site for U.S.-trained (and operationally controlled) Honduran and 

Salvadoran soldiers. U.S. advisors provided the Honduran and Salvadoran troops with military 

tactics, small arms training, and equipment and sent them out as what U.S. military officers 

called “force multipliers,” during COIN operations, against Soviet-backed forces. These pliable 

Central American troops were manifesting the co-opting of American military power while 

reducing the U.S. military commitment. 

The strategy epitomized armed primacy, through its exploitation of Honduras as an 

exportation of military force in Central America. The soldiers trained at the RMTC would be on 

the frontline of implementing the strategy of fighting Sandinista forces in Nicaragua and Marxist 

rebels in El Salvador. Initially approved by General Gustavo Alvarez Martinez, the chief of the 

Honduran armed forces, the center became a source of controversy when the U.S. started training 
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more Salvadorans at the center than Honduran soldiers. 224 However, President Reagan still 

maintained its importance so much that the Executive specifically identified the maintenance of 

the RMTC as a goal in NSDD 124. 225 In retrospect, the center became vital centerpiece for the 

Reagan administration for achieving national security objectives in Latin America as it used the 

center to unite anti-Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) forces, gave Honduras 

hundreds of millions of dollars in military aid in exchange for hosting the guerillas, and used the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to arm the rebels and train them in the country without 

Nicaraguan reprisal. 

However, Carlos Lopez Contreras, the adviser to the Honduran Foreign Minister 

complained to U.S. officials in the country, including Ambassador John D. Negroponte, that the 

six pockets of territory along the border, and issues arising with sea rights in the Gulf of Fonseca 

would take precedence over training Salvadoran soldiers. Honduras’ domestic priority of 

securing its own borders would have to be primary to the U.S. training Salvadoran troops on 

Honduran soil. Again, Honduran officials were willing to make concessions for aid, but only to 

certain limits, thereby restricting Reagan's foreign policy objectives in Central America. 

Hondurans might have welcomed aid and a warm relationship with the Reagan 

administration, but it was not willing to overlook the importance of borders, and its own state 

identity which it fought against El Salvador in the 1969 Soccer War. The RMTC would 

eventually close its doors on June 28, 1985, the day it graduated its last class of U.S.-trained 
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soldiers. 226 The U.S. mission would continue in Honduras, revolving around the Joint Task 

Force-Bravo headquarters, but Honduran officials had successfully limited the reach of U.S. 

military expansion near Trujillo. 

 
 

Guatemala: Latin American Voices & Perspectives 
 

Guatemala also suffered tremendous political turmoil during the Cold War through the 

late 1970s, set in motion by events caused by the U.S. government. During the Eisenhower 

administration, the U.S. used covert and overt means to bring about regime change during 

Operation PBSuccess which forced Jacobo Árbenz out of the presidency and installed Carlos 

Castillo Armas in 1954. Since 1954, Guatemala had suffered numerous setbacks in terms of 

civil governance. Armas would be assassinated in 1957, replaced by a series of interim military 

junta leaders, and then the country would erupt into civil war in 1960. For the next thirty years, 

Guatemalan leadership would be largely controlled by the military, while it maintained a 

consistent effort to hold semi-democratic elections. However, with the advent of the Carter 

administration and its human rights-based initiatives, the U.S. suspended military aid in 1977, 

because of continued reports of widespread human rights violations in the country initiated by 

government security forces. 

President Kjell Eugenio Laugerud García, a graduate of U.S. military training courses at 

Fort Moore, Georgia, and the Command and General Staff College in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 

would be forced out of office in 1978 and replaced by General Fernando Romeo Lucas García in 
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Guatemala’s fraud-ridden elections. General García, however, was no democratic leader, as 

Amnesty International documented and charged the chief military and civilian officer of the 

country with at least 5,000 political assassinations under his authoritarian rule. 227 After four 

years of harsh and repressive regime, General García would be replaced in a military coup in 

1982 placing Efraín Ríos Montt in the seat of the presidency to oversee one of the deadliest 

COIN periods in Guatemalan history. Moreover, International human rights organizations 

accused the Guatemalan armed forces of abuses, including massacres of peasants, in combating 

the Marxist insurgency in the country. 228 It would appear that additional pressure from the 

United States to pursue a human rights based political agenda was largely ineffective, and 

communication between the two countries was largely incentivized through security aid. 

Civilians in Guatemala were devastated by the counterinsurgent forces of their own 

country. Guatemalans witnessed brutality on a phenomenal scale, as victims of a brutal genocide 

and thousands of human rights violations. Personal stories from Guatemalan citizens such as 

Ricardo Falla from San Franciso, Nentón, Huehuetenango recalled the butchering of 352 people 

from his village on July 17, 1982, and countless acts of physical and sexual violence committed 

by Guatemalan troops. 229 In light of these human rights violations during the Reagan 

administration, many in Guatemala wondered, “how could additional U.S. military aid be the 

answer?” At a basic human level, the counterinsurgent and military operations in Guatemala 
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were a tale of wholesale slaughter and genocide by the new death squads under Montt, but 

without legal constraints to limit the government’s campaign. 

Tactically, the Guatemalan military adopted a COIN campaign with scorched earth 

policies in the highlands, which it believed to be the staging base of the uncontrolled Marxist 

insurgent groups from 1981-1983. The statistics from the time are staggering, as there were an 

estimated 440 villages predominantly destroyed or completely burnt to the ground. Over 

100,000 civilians were estimated killed, and another one million displaced persons during those 

same three years. 230 The Montt government was acting out of retribution for Marxist violence in 

the country, but in all actuality, it led to worsening human conditions on the ground for the 

average, impoverished, and defenseless Guatemalan family who happened to live in remote parts 

of Guatemala, accused of harboring Marxists in their village. 

The strategy, even for the military-centered government of Guatemala, was not working. 
 

On August 8, 1983, the junta-controlled government replaced Montt with General Óscar 

Humberto Mejía Víctores. Ten days later Guatemala formally requested the continuation of 

military aid for Guatemala’s military as it had before during the Carter administration. Within 

U.S. domestic political circles, the news was shocking that President Reagan would even 

consider the request. National news stations, such as CBS, documented the formal request from 

Guatemala, always including the ubiquitous counter-balancing narrative of Guatemala's human 

rights violations and the ongoing civil war since 1960. 231 
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Politically, however, this was a turning point in Guatemalan history towards democracy. 

 
In the coup to replace Montt, under General Víctores, democratic elections would return to 

Guatemala and would pave the way for the country's first civilian president in 16 years, all while 

repressive government death squad activity continued. 232 Vinicio Cerezo, a Christian Democrat, 

would eventually be elected president in late 1985, with almost 70% of the popular vote. 233 

Democracy had once again been established in Guatemala, but was the U.S. Congress 

convinced? 

 
 

Congressional Positions on U.S.-Guatemalan Policy 
 

Prevailing domestic skepticism on the efficacy of U.S. aid to Guatemala would also 

extend to Congress. Ultimately, Congressional pushback for Reagan-era Latin American policy 

spending would once again come to the forefront of political discussion as a way of placing 

limitations on Executive power. Many Congressional leaders were frustrated by the fact that the 

U.S. had trained many Guatemalan military leaders in the U.S., such as Guatemalan President. 
 

Furthermore, it was difficult for U.S. leaders to support Reagan’s Latin American policies by 

enabling repressive Guatemalan regimes. 

 
232 The National Security Archive, “Remains of Two Guatemalan’s Death Squad Diary Victims Found in Mass 
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raids on rebel-held territories. In many cases, the aid was thought to benefit Guatemala domestically, for 
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In December 1982, almost two years into his Presidency, Reagan visited Latin America 

on a five-day tour. Due to the politically sensitive nature of the ongoing violence in Guatemala, 

Reagan met with President Rios Montt in San Pedro Sula, Honduras. During the trip, Reagan 

called Montt a “man of great personal integrity” and supported his efforts to combat guerillas 

inside of Guatemala. 234 However, Congress was unimpressed with Guatemala's military actions 

to combat the threatening guerilla insurgency. The next time Congress would consider funding 

Guatemala's fledgling government would be two months later after recess in which Congress 

appropriated a paltry $10.2 million in military assistance, another $13 million in general aid, and 

$53 in economic assistance for FY ’84 – another eight months later. 235 
 

Congress was skeptical of the positive effects aid and foreign military sales could have in 

Guatemala. On March 9, 1983, the House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs convened to further examine the Reagan 

administration’s request for aid and assistance for Guatemala. Congress considered testimony 

from Russell Karp, a member of the Executive Board on America’s Watch Committee who 

highlighted the deteriorating medical and health needs of the country, the destruction of 

Indigenous lands conducted by Guatemalan troops, and the directed killings by President Rios 

Montt. 236 Representative Michael D. Barnes (D-MD) submitted for record recent documented 

cases of human rights abuses, involving the executions by secret tribunals, directed by President 
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Montt. 237 For Congress, the human rights abuses were not the sole reason for limiting 

Congressional funding for Guatemala - a country clearly in need. Democratic party leaders 

believed the country needed assistance, but were unconvinced that U.S. dollars, and especially 

those provided for military purposes were the solutions which Guatemala required. 

 
 

Reagan Administration Policy Towards Guatemala 
 

However, for the Reagan administration, the solution seemed the very thing that 

Congress wished to repudiate. President Reagan believed that the security issues that Guatemala 

faced were the same as the U.S., and therefore sought to re-create the U.S.-Guatemalan 

relationship into a training ground to defeat Communist influence in the Western Hemisphere. 

Together, the U.S. and Guatemala would tackle ongoing and existential security issues through 

unified military action using U.S. training and foreign military sales despite Congressional 

backlash and significant resistance from public opinion in the U.S. 

A little after a month following Reagan’s Latin American trip, ending on December 4th, 

1982, the President and the State Department claimed to have reviewed Guatemala’s human 

rights records and said they were “good enough” to resume military sales. 238 In an effort to 

bolster the enduring relationship with Guatemala and the U.S. against Soviet Communism, 

President Reagan was willing to exaggerate the virtues of U.S. partners. The President was more 

focused on stopping Communism than enforcing democratic norms at every turn. In turn, 
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Congress would disagree vehemently when analyzing the same human rights records, but the 

Reagan administration unilaterally overrode the objections without Congressional approval. 

Additionally, the agreement between the Reagan administration and the Montt 

government to reinitiate arms sales to Guatemala without specific dates for promised federal 

elections demonstrated the importance of reliable partners in the region to the Reagan 

administration. 239 Because Reagan was convinced external threats created instability in 

Guatemala, the solution was not domestic reform, it was security. Security issues arising from 

the threat of Communism, and the intent to enable a local government to do the fighting on 

behalf of the U.S., were more important to Reagan than using aid or military sales to ensure 

human rights for Guatemalan citizens and transparent democratic elections. 240 

However, the actions taken by Guatemalan government security forces after receiving an 

additional influx of arms sales from the U.S. would further inflame Congressional attitudes 

toward Latin American interventionism in even greater measure. Guatemalan forces increased 

the scorched tactics to counter guerilla forces after the Óscar Humberto Mejía Víctores coup in 

August 1983. In addition, Guatemalan military forces began the creation of Civilian Defense 

Patrols or Patrullas de Auto-Defensa Civil (PACs) a year later. 

The COIN tactics and the use of PACs largely enabled the separation of the insurgency 

from local villages but at tremendous cost to local civilians, especially in poorer populations. 

The PACs were a way of outsourcing local security to civilians by defending their newly created 
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homes in which the army relocated civilians to “model villages.” In turn, the United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) then provided food, electricity, and sponsored 

projects to build roads, schools, and wells. The intent was to prevent the Unidad Revolucionaria 

Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG – Socialist Revolutionaries) from seeking a foothold in the 

country. 241 The Reagan administration attempted to stop the spread of revolution associated 

with Communism, but in reality, it instead legitimized state violence and placed a humanitarian 

band-aid on the awful consequences of internally displaced people groups who could not return 

to their homes without fearing government reprisal. The unfortunate result was that human 

rights were caught up in the tide of U.S. strategy focused on armed primacy. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
“The Frontlines of Fighting Communism in Latin American: Militarizing El Salvador & 

Nicaragua, 1981-1983” 
 
 

The Next Phase of Reagan Foreign Policy: El Salvador & Nicaragua 
 

Just as the previous chapter argued the Reagan Administration sought to pursue an 

interventionist policy in Latin America from 1981-1983, by using its Executive power to conduct 

this policy which produced Congressional backlash, this chapter will also provide evidence of 

resistance from public opinion in the U.S. and in Latin America which ultimately restricted its 

overall Cold War strategy of armed primacy. Chapter Four will pivot to case studies in El 

Salvador and Nicaragua. Both countries were venues where the Reagan administration chose to 

fight its war against Soviet Communism despite Congressional disapproval. This chapter, like 

the one before it, will provide new research and contributions which highlight the source of 

Executive power, provide the often-overlooked views of Latin American perspectives in 

contestation with U.S. foreign policy objectives, reassert the importance of Latin American 

battlefields, and emphasize that the Cold War consensus did not exist on Latin American 

policies. 

Chapter Four also advances these research aims by using a baseline set of questions and 

research methodologies for each Latin American case study in El Salvador and Nicaragua, and 

will introduce the past legacies of the post-colonial world in Central America before providing 

context to 20th-century U.S. foreign intervention in Central America. It will also consider similar 

questions from Chapter Three which integrate themes of empire by invitation for El Salvador and 

Nicaragua, and how each country responded to American (or potential) intervention. Lastly, it 
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will explain how Executive power attempted to grow despite Congressional restraint by using a 

regional policy of military and paramilitary actions to fight Soviet Communism. It would be this 

policy which explained Honduras and Guatemala as regions of stability and El Salvador and 

Nicragaua as battlefields where the Cold War in Latin America was being waged. 

 
 

Latin American Perspectives of U.S. Foreign Policy in El Salvador 
 

Even before the Salvador Civil War, beginning in 1979, the U.S. maintained a constant 

presence in the country. In the 1960s, during the Kennedy administration, the U.S. Government 

focused on investing in local militaries by training and equipping as the most practical way to 

help a Latin American country defend itself from the onslaught of Communist advances in the 

Third World. Nowhere was this military-to-military relationship more apparent than in El 

Salvador. 

The U.S. interventionist approach in El Salvador was multi-faceted, using the State 

Department, Operational Detachment – Alpha Teams (ODAs), CIA, and USAID to create the 

backbone of El Salvador’s oppressive national security system organizations: Agencia Nacional 

de Servicios Especiales (ANSESAL) and Organizacion Democratica Nacionalists (ORDEN). 242 

Both of these organizations would leave lasting imprints on El Salvador and would remain the 

center of rebuke for Latin Americans and U.S. Congressional leaders alike. Julio Adalberto 

Rivera, the President of El Salvador during the creation of both organizations and his Vice 

President Francisco Roberto Lima maintained close ties with the Kennedy and Johnson 

 
 
 

242 Grandin, pg. 109. 



135  

242F 

243F 

 
administrations. Both ANSESAL and ORDEN were established in 1965 and played key roles in 

the primarily military-led Salvadoran government from 1962-1977. 

However, in June 1977, General Carlos Humberto Romero was elected President of 

Salvador, three months after the U.S. had once again suspended its military aid program due to 

emerging human rights priorities by the Carter Administration. The U.S.-Salvadoran 

relationship had changed dramatically since the Kennedy administration. General Romero 

pursued a double strategy, continuing to support human rights vocally, but then renewed his 

repression on November 24th, 1977, through the Legislative Assembly by legalizing state 

violence by the army and police when directed at political and social movements that criticized 

the Romero government. 243 As a result, the Salvadoran Army and National Guard began 

conducting sweeps through rural villages to silence government dissent, death squad activities 

increased, and strikes and public protests were violently suppressed. 

Less than two years later on October 15th, 1979, a new coup supported by a large number 

of army officers forced Romero out of office, and the president resigned immediately. The 

resulting power structure was led by a younger corps of officers from the coup which formed a 

five-man junta, proclaimed full civil and political liberties, and announced their intention to 

undertake agrarian and banking reform, rewrite tax laws, and oversee foreign trade 

transactions. 244 
 

El Salvador had officially reached a time of government and civil crisis. In November 

1980, a new wave of military brutality, state-sponsored death squads, overtook the civil 
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governance of El Salvador whose atrocities were by this point, in the U.S. and international 

public view. 245 The Salvadoran military attempted to combat the establishment and offensive 

military gains of the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN). The 

FMLN was a Marxist insurgency that was publicly supported by the Castro regime through 

military equipment, revolutionary support, and training. 246 The FMLN was also the primary 

effort to gain a Communist foothold in El Salvador by the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua. 

The FMLN’s connection to the Communist governments of Cuba and the Soviet Union 

were well known and documented by multiple entities in the U.S. Government. 247 The 

Salvadoran Communist Party leader, Shafik Handal (Figure 3), openly advertised his relationship 

with Daniel Ortega and the Soviet Union. Handal and many others from the Partido Comunista 

de El Salvador (PCS) had traveled to Cuba, the East Bloc, Vietnam, and the Soviet Union to 

secure resources and arms for the ongoing Salvadoran civil war. 248 

Travel logs by PCS members indicate routine travel to Latin American countries as early 

as May 1980. As a result of these trips, PCS members were able to gain Soviet Union resources 

funneled through Honduras, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Cuba and Nicaragua. 249 The trips 

themselves also confirmed what the Reagan administration would later claim as a regional 
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approach by the Soviet Union to spread Communism in Central America and the Caribbean. Not 

only were these trips well documented but so were the recaptured rifles by Salvadoran soldiers 

(and later Americans during the Reagan administration) which formerly belonged to American 

soldiers during the Vietnam War. Arms shipments from the American-Vietnam War were 

repurposed by the Tôn Đức Thắng government and sent to El Salvador – a legacy of Communist 

advances in the former colonial and Western world. 250 
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[Courtesy of the Ronald Reagan Library] 251 
 

The external support from the Communist bloc was invasive, interventionist, and 

proactive in seeking the spread of Communism, as evidenced by equipment listings seized by the 

U.S. State Department from across Communist member states. 252 This pervasive threat was 

indeed a destabilizing force to the Salvadoran people, but the reaction by the Salvadoran security 

elements was just as brutal. In 1980 alone, El Salvador suffered more than 9000 documented 

killings by government violence as the military regime teetered near collapse. Renewed public 

attention and U.S. scrutiny increased dramatically on the events unfolding in the Salvadoran civil 

war after December 2nd, 1980, when three U.S. nuns and a Catholic layperson were beaten, 

raped, executed, and buried in a shallow roadside grave near the El Salvador International 

Airport. In reaction to the killings, the Carter administration once again suspended all assistance 

to the country, which was still providing $50 million in economic aid to El Salvador. It would be 

only six weeks later when the Carter administration would turn military aid back on with the 

looming “final offensive” threat by Salvadoran Marxist rebels. 253 

Over the next three years, state violence would continue as the military junta attempted to 

eliminate the Marxist insurgency fueled by the Sandinistas. The Reagan administration would 
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walk a thin line between outward support and what it perceived as an obligation, and sometimes, 

necessity to enable the military junta just to maintain control of civil governance. Many U.S. 

public and Congressional questions would be assuaged to some degree after March 25th, 1984, 

when University of Notre Dame graduate, José Napoleón Duarte was elected. With an 

overwhelming 78% of the popular vote, Salvadoran citizens went to the polls and elected Duarte, 

who benefited from the more than $2 million in covert CIA funding the Reagan administration 

had authorized in support of Duarte’s candidacy. Seen as a savior to many Salvadorans, 

President Duarte was the obvious choice over the rival candidate, Roberto D’Aubuisson the 

rightest Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) leader, a former death squad leader, and 

outspoken critic of U.S. involvement. 254 Although El Salvador would remain a democratic 

government throughout Duarte’s presidency, the country would remain the center of controversy 

within the U.S. 

 
 

Public and Congressional Dissent of U.S. Actions in El Salvador 
 

To be sure, most Americans opposed U.S. military involvement in the ongoing 

Salvadoran civil war. In America, the Anti-War movement for El Salvador maintained broad 

appeal and incorporated activists from across the human rights spectrum who desired racial 

justice and equality for all minorities, equal rights for homosexual persons, and labor activists 

who supported the idea of redirecting defense appropriations to create more jobs for Americans 

(Figure 3). 
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[Poster Supporting the Anti-War Movement March on May 3, 1981] 
 
 
 

Collective support for the Anti-War movement in El Salvador was represented through 

protest demonstrations throughout the 1980s. One important example is the “El Salvador is All 

of US” rally and march on May 3, 1981 (Figure 4). Demonstrators on site claimed that there 

were more than 100,000 demonstrators assembled during the march. However, most estimates 

conducted by U.S. Park Police estimated the numbers to be closer to 25,000 demonstrators who 

advocated for the removal of all U.S. military personnel from El Salvador (Figure 5). 255 The 

demonstration was organized by the People's Anti-War Mobilization and reinforced the idea that 

the movement was not just a select few individuals who were anti-military, but that the 
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movement penetrated many cultures and ideologies of Americans who argued that the U.S.'s 

involvement in El Salvador was morally wrong. 

[Demonstrators at the Anti-War Movement March on May 3, 1981] 
 
 
 

Another important element of the Anti-War movement for El Salvador was the constant 

comparison of U.S. military intervention in El Salvador to that of Vietnam (Figure 6). In 

addition to mass demonstrations, the pervasive idea throughout the U.S. was that the Salvadoran 

civil war would be another quagmire for the U.S. if it escalated the war effort. To many 

Americans who lived through the U.S.-Vietnam War less than a decade before 1981, the nightly 

news updates on their televisions of palm trees, helicopters, and COIN tactics served as an awful 

reminder of a time of great shame and grief in the country. No one wanted to return to that era 

again, and as a result, the Anti-War Movement effectively used the Vietnam comparisons to 

draw attention to public dissent to U.S. military actions in El Salvador, with such popular slogans 
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as "El Salvador is Spanish for Vietnam." 256 In total, mobilizing public dissent towards U.S. 

intervention in El Salvador was an effective way to resist and restrict the Reagan administration's 

claims of armed primacy throughout Latin America. 
 

 
[Poster Supporting the Anti-War Movement in El Salvador] 

 
 
 

Another effective example of public resistance to Reagan-era interventionism in Latin 

America was the "Roll Back Reaganism" campaign. The week-long protest from April 24th – 

May 2nd, 1982, openly opposed Reagan Policies. The protest campaign was organized by the All 

People’s Congress, which although smaller in size than the 1981 rally, broadened in appeal from 
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those who supported the movement. 257 The "Roll Back Reaganism" campaign opposed 

Reagan's policies involving the U.S. military in Latin America and promoted equal rights for 

racial minorities, women, and gays. It also advocated nuclear disarmament, and abortion rights, 

and voiced opposition to sterilization abuse, unemployment, cuts in Federal social programs, and 

treatment of refugees and undocumented aliens. In fact, because the protests were so strong 

against Reagan’s policies within these demonstrators, many of the issues specific to El Salvador 

lost their voice. What was clear was that there was public opposition beginning to coalesce 

against Reagan's policies. The hardening against the Reagan administration continued as 

hundreds of community-based organizations from across the country continued to grow more 

openly hostile to the Reagan administration's economic, social, and military policies. 

Another important movement that openly disagreed with Reagan-era interventionism in 

Latin America which produced public critique and ultimately limited the President's overall 

armed primacy strategy was the Sanctuary Movement. The movement originally began in 

Tucson, Arizona when Jim Corbett, a Quaker, and John Fife, a Presbyterian minister began 

escorting undocumented Salvadoran refugees across the U.S.-Mexico border. The two men 

provided the refugees, fleeing from state violence and from civil war, with shelter in local 

churches and homes in the local Southern Arizona region. Ultimately, the movement gained 

attention throughout the U.S. Southwest and Southern California areas and would become a 

strong and empathetic response by religious groups, students, teachers, and activists to U.S. 

actions in El Salvador. 
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The Sanctuary Movement also became a platform to advocate for the rights of refugees 

which U.S. citizens infringed upon due to U.S. policies in El Salvador beginning in 1982. 258 

The Sanctuary Movement would spark smaller movements across the U.S. through local 

activism which were determined to support the rights of Central American immigrants and 

protest the destabilizing nature of Reagan-era interventionism in El Salvador. The movement 

would act as a counter-balance of U.S. government intervention by providing a safety for those 

fleeing political violence and war and enabling activists and faith communities to highlight the 

negative effects of the Salvadoran war, such as forced migration, and human rights abuse at the 

local level. 259 

Prior to the Reagan administration, Congress had already expressed deep grief over the 

assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero while conducting Mass on March 24th, 1980, 260 and 

the death of three Maryknoll nuns and a Catholic Church layperson on December 2nd, 1980. 261 

As a result, most requests for funding to El Salvador were met with resistance. 

Democratic Congressional leaders also portrayed the war in El Salvador as a war against 

religious freedom. Although the Reagan administration saw supporting the Duarte government 

as a part of the wider ongoing war efforts to combat Soviet influence, for many Democratic 

leaders, such as Speaker Tip O’Neill (D-MA), the Salvadoran policies were personal and deeply 

 
258Norma Stoltz Chinchilla, “The Sanctuary Movement and Central America Activism in Los Angeles,” Latin 
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emotional. Speaker O’Neill’s aunt, Annie Tolan, later known as Sister Eunice, was a Maryknoll 

nun, and the Democratic leader believed he had an obligation to protect the Catholic leaders still 

working to promote religious beliefs and freedom in El Salvador. Speaker O’Neill planned to do 

this by limiting Executive power and military intervention in a country that had undergone so 

many religious restrictions from both sides of the conflict. 262 

As a result, dissent between the Executive and Legislative branches of government was 

portrayed as a religious fight on both sides, adding to the heated discussions on questions of not 

just legality, but the moral basis of military intervention in El Salvador. The Reagan 

administration argued it had a moral obligation to prevent Communist influence in Central 

America, while Democratic leaders believed they held a moral requirement to limit all factors in 

which American actions could extend excessive violence or be seen as assisting Salvadoran state 

organized repression. 

Limited funding was turned back on in January 1981, but the Reagan administration 

would have a difficult time funding military and economic actions to support U.S. foreign policy 

objectives because of human rights violations. In December of 1981, a shocked White House 

and an angered Congress discovered that a Salvadoran militia, trained and equipped by the U.S., 

murdered hundreds of civilians, including women and children in the village of El Mozote. 263 

To make matters worse, the Reagan administration initially denied the reports of the massacre, 

 
 
 
 
 
 

262 Inboden, 212. 
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which, in the assessment of historian William Inboden, made the administration “appear even 

more complicit in the eyes of critics of its El Salvador policy.” 264 

Despite the Reagan administration’s efforts to engage through diplomatic and personal 

White House channels, human rights violations remained the primary axe to grind by Democratic 

Congressional leaders. In an assessment conducted by a human rights group affiliated with the 

Roman Catholic Archdiocese of San Salvador, over 38,000 murders of civilian noncombatants 

by government security forces and paramilitary groups had been recorded from 1979-1983 

alone. 265 
 

Congressional oversight and pushback attempted to limit Executive power and the 

application of military intervention in several ways. First, the limitation of Presidential power 

was bound by Constitutional authority invested in the Congress. Based on Section 2. (c). of the 

War Powers Act: “The constitutional powers of the President as Commander-in-Chief to 

introduce United States Armed Forces into hostilities, or into situations where imminent 

involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the circumstances, are exercised only pursuant 

to (1) a declaration of war, (2) specific statutory authorization, or (3) a national emergency 

created by attack upon the United States, its territories or possessions, or its armed forces.” The 

Reagan administration had no declaration of war from Congress, no statutory authorizations, and 

no related emergencies, therefore Congressional pressure would cap military advisors in El 

Salvador at 55, limiting them to strict non-combat duties. 
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Congress also limited Executive power through military intervention in El Salvador 

through the introduction of Congressional legislation. On March 4th, 1981, just five days after 

the Reagan administration's first salvo of military aid and deployment of military forces into El 

Salvador occurred, Representative Richard Ottinger (D-NY) introduced H.Con.Res.87 – "A 

concurrent Resolution declaring that the President's decision to commit United States military 

personnel to El Salvador requires that he comply with Section 4(a) of the War Powers 

Resolution.” 266 The proposed legislation argued that the President should be required to submit a 

report required by the War Powers Act “in order to preserve the integrity of such Resolution and 

to ensure the full and cooperative judgment of both Congress and the President with respect to 

the introduction of U.S. military personnel into El Salvador.” 267 Although the bill would not be 

ratified by both Houses of Congress, it demonstrated just one of the many instruments Congress 

maintained to limit the president’s ability to intervene militarily in El Salvador. 

Congress limited Presidential power for unilateral military action and the approval of 

additional military aid through mandatory requirements placed on the administration to 

demonstrate specific conditions in which human rights were being upheld in El Salvador. 

Congress provided aid to El Salvador with the understanding that strings would be attached. 

Those strings were the progress of the current Salvadoran military junta leadership enforcing 

human rights and demonstrating verifiable improvement. The first of the certifications occurred 

on July 28th, 1982, which provided a detailed accounting of the state of human rights in El 

Salvador. The report admitted “severe civil strife” and “strong challenges,” yet Secretary of 
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State George P. Shultz would determine that, “although serious problems remain, we conclude 

that the Government of El Salvador is making a concerted and significant effort to comply with 

internationally recognized human rights.” 268 Hardly an endorsement from the Reagan 

administration, the report would be rebuffed by Senator Chris Dodd (D-CT), a member of the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, who would call the certification a “sham.” 269 

Yet, the administration's consistent investigations in El Salvador on human rights, and a 

formal reporting mechanism were not only more than the preceding administration offered as 

accountability to the American people but was a platform for which Congressional leaders could 

offer criticism and dissent. The Reagan administration was required to submit reports to 

Congress on the progress of human rights within El Salvador every six months and withheld the 

President’s ability to deploy more military advisors to the country. Reporting on human rights 

became the valuable mechanism by which Congress used the restrictions of the War Powers Act 

to maintain legislative claims of war-making authority. 

The requirement for Executive reporting benefited Congress in numerous ways. First, it 

subordinated the Reagan administration's authority to execute a military intervention, allowing 

Congress to maintain a supervisory role over the Commander-in-Chief. Additionally, it provided 

political flexibility for Congressional leaders in both political parties if the Executive branch's 

policies failed in Central America. Conversely, if the policies were a success, Congress could 

instead claim victory. As a result, the Reagan administration remained consistent in its reporting 

to Congress, however, varying in reporting format. The Reagan administration would use a 
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combination of investigations, a constant stream of State Department cables from the Salvadoran 

Embassy, and public statements which attested to the partial success of El Salvador's 

advancement of human rights, and more to its growing democratic ideology. 270 

Congressional leaders further consolidated dissent on Reagan foreign policy through the 

use of media outlets which condemned the Reagan administration’s actions in El Salvador. 

Congressional rebellion hit an early fever pitch over Reagan’s perceived aggressive Central 

American policies, in March 1982, after The Washington Post journalist, Bob Woodward article 

detailed explosive specifics of the Reagan administration’s covert war in Nicaragua. 271 Just a 

year later, following yet another Reagan administration request to increase aid to El Salvador in 

1983, Congressional leaders met publicly with the President to express that the administration 

would "have trouble if any effort were made to circumvent Congress." This dissent was also 

captured in Representative Clarence D. Long's (D-MD) critique of the President's policies in El 
272 

Salvador stating, "a military solution is only part of the solution.” 271F 

Media outlets publicized and helped codify Congressional opposition through a multi- 

faceted effort, focusing primarily on the daily violence against Salvadoran citizens. 273 This 

enabled Congressional leaders to gain domestic traction and political support for those that 

agreed from a humanitarian viewpoint on Salvadoran policy. Media coverage also created a 

 
 

270 Associated Press, “Reagan Praises El Salvador on Human Rights,” The Los Angeles Times, May 16, 1985. 
271 Patrick E. Tyler and Bob Woodward, “U.S. Approves Covert Plan in Nicaragua,” The Washington Post, March 
10, 1982. 
272 John M. Goshko and Lou Cannon, “More Aid Urged for El Salvador: Situation Worsens Reagan Weighing,” The 
Washington Post, March 1, 1983. 
273 Christopher Dickey, “U.S. Tactics Fail to Prevent Salvadoran Civilian Deaths,” The Washington Post, June 9, 
1982. This article is one of many which were critical of U.S. involvement in El Salvador. U.S. military 
involvement seemed to not only fail to prevent civilian deaths in El Salvador, but it also seemed to condone violence 
and become complicit in the violence in a civil war. 

272F 



275 Woodward, pg. 229. 

152 

 

273F 

274F 

 
superficial mark for limiting further deepening of the war, and in a way, codified a line in the 

sand to bind executive power and latitude for military intervention actions. Early on in the 

Reagan administration, open dissent, and the use of television coverage, covering government 

and right-wing organization violence would support another important Congressional restraint. 

The most immediate and oft-repeated demonstrative form of Congress’s limitations to 

unilateral Execution action was open dissent against the Reagan administration's policies in El 

Salvador through the accusation that the Reagan administration was conducting an ever- 

broadening war in Central America, similar to U.S.’s previous conflict in Southeast Asia. At the 

same time as the Salvadoran crisis, the Reagan administration was also consumed with the 

growing Soviet and Marxist influence in the form of Sandinista soldiers in neighboring 

Nicaragua. With Congressional leaders lumping together all of President Reagan's Central 

American policies, the Legislative branch expressed deep suspicion with Executive actions 

condemning the administration for starting, “another Vietnam” and promoting right-wing 

autocrats. 274 

In early 1983, Senator Patrick Leahy (D-VT) visited Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 

and Panama (a CIA training site for the Contras) to better understand Reagan administration 

policies and objectives in the region. 275 Upon Senator Leahy’s return to Washington, his team 

compiled a TOP SECRET report that concluded the Nicaraguan program, which aimed to limit 

Communist expansion in Central America, was larger than previously described by Reagan 

officials. Leahy discovered that the program had grown to nearly 5,500 Contras, consisted of an 

 
 

274 Inboden, 185. 



276 Woodward, pg. 233. 

153 

 

275F 

 
intelligence-gathering program costing the U.S. millions of dollars, and that Guatemala, Costa 

Rica, Honduras, Panama, and most importantly, El Salvador were knit together into an anti- 

Nicaraguan alliance. 276 For Leahy, El Salvador, in particular, was of particular significance 

because the country served as the primary focal point of not only training the Salvadoran military 

but also using Salvadorans to train Contras to fight in Nicaragua. El Salvador was the critical 

point of training and execution of military operations in Reagan's larger strategy of armed 

primacy in Latin America, and Senator Leahy's rejection of ongoing policies highlights an 

important example of Congressional backlash. 

 
Ethical Applications of War-Making Authority in El Salvador 

The Congressional effort to limit the Reagan administration's power to intervene 

militarily in El Salvador and the ability to limit the effects of an overall strategy of armed 

primacy through the application of the War Powers Act of 1973 raised many questions on the 

nature of war. One of the main contentions between the Executive and Legislative views on El 

Salvador was the question of “what is war?” Why did the Reagan administration believe that El 

Salvador was not a war, and that Congress believed it was – which Congressional leaders 

believed gave them standing to question the Reagan administration’s policy approach within the 

country. 

Virtually every Presidential administration since the passage of the War Powers Act of 

1973 has not only asserted the supremacy of Article II of the Constitution, and its powers as 

Commander-in-Chief, over the Act but has sought to bypass it in some way to apply military 
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force in support of national security objectives. As a preface to the actions taken by the Reagan 

administration it is important to say up front that Reagan was no different concerning El 

Salvador, believing the necessity to assist a country fighting a Marxist guerilla insurgency that 

threatened the pro-U.S. government in that Central American country. 

During Reagan’s first Presidential term in office, future Chief Supreme Court Justice, 

John G. Roberts, a member of Reagan's Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) developed a legal 

opinion countering Congressional involvement in foreign affairs. 277 The central idea of the legal 

opinion was that over time Congress had drastically overestimated its ability to involve itself in 

foreign policy, specifically relating to the powers of the President. The first statute of 

Congressional overreach was the War Powers Act of 1973. 278 Roberts was one of many on 

Reagan’s staff that supported the President’s interpretation of constitutional Presidential power. 

Therefore in Reagan’s view with regards to Central America, the initial aid and military advisors 

were not intended to signal an act of war, but rather to create “breathing space” for the needed 

economic and social changes that El Salvador needed to undertake while the U.S. military 

trained Salvadoran forces to conduct COIN operations. 279 

While the FMLN, a Soviet-supported umbrella group of leftist organizations, attempted 

to overthrow the then-moderate President of the military junta, José Napoleon Duarte and to 

destabilize the country, ARENA leader Roberto D'Aubuission and his far-right organization and 
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death squads maintained a majority of representation of the Salvadoran constituent assembly. To 

make matters worse, in 1982, ARENA suspended many of the reforms it had proclaimed it 

would provide as a result of coming to power and improving the conditions of Salvadoran 

citizens. Violence on both sides increased and in the words of scholar Hal Brands, “the fact that 

U.S. support seemed only to be propping up a murderous regime led some observers to suggest 

that Washington should seek a negotiated settlement to the civil war.” 280 This thought 

encapsulated what many Democratic Congressional leaders believed about the future of El 

Salvador. American military intervention seemed to worsen the violence, not create “breathing 

space” for democracy. However, based upon the threat of Soviet influence within the country, 

the Reagan administration firmly believed it had a duty to restrict the spread of Communism in 

the Western Hemisphere. As a result, in what will be further analyzed, the Reagan 

administration deployed 20 military advisors into El Salvador with the intent to distribute 

military aid and train the Salvadoran security forces in the country – with no combat mission. 

So, the question still remained, “was this war?” Additionally, “how does the War Powers 

Act of 1973 apply to this military deployment of American forces?” It was clear to the Reagan 

administration from the very beginning that the deployment of troops to El Salvador did not 

violate the War Powers Act. As early as February 28th, 1981, the Executive Secretary to the 

President, L. Paul Bremer III compiled a review by the Counsel to the President of the 

relationship of the War Powers Act to the deployment of troops to El Salvador. The 

memorandum was sent to Reagan’s National Security Advisor, Richard Allen. The 
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156  

280F 

281F 

 
memorandum argued that not only were the deployments lawful, but a report to Congress was 

not required. 281 

These actions by the Reagan administration pose a second set of questions raised over the 

military intervention in El Salvador. If there is a spectrum (scale or gradient) of warfare, 

meaning there is a point in time in which "hostilities" can be determined, then at what point did 

El Salvador become a war, to affirm Legislative war-making claims of authority? There is no 

doubt of the utility of the War Powers Act of 1973. The law intends to accomplish two main 

tasks: Set the conditions for determining and making war and providing accountability for 

executive war-making actions. The WPA affirms this Legislative oversight and limitations of 

military intervention by the Commander-in-Chief in multiple ways. Under Section 2(a), the 

purpose of the law is to "insure that the collective judgment of both the Congress and the 

President will apply to the introduction of United States Armed Forces into hostilities, or in 

situations where imminent involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the circumstances, 

and to the continued use of such forces in hostilities or in such situations." 282 The War Powers 

Act does not define war, however, it is clear from this introductory text on equating hostilities 

with warfare, and in the case of El Salvador, military intervention. 

For Congressional oversight, and American law since the Nixon administration, 

"hostilities" has become the watermark for war. The purpose of this extremely low threshold is 

based on the purpose of the War Powers Act and its intent of limiting presidential Power and the 

application of military force abroad. Additionally, in Section 4 of the Act, when U.S. forces are 
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deployed in the absence of a declaration of war, as in the case of El Salvador on February 27th, 

1981, during the Reagan administration, 283 the President must report to Congress within 48 

hours of troop deployments and periodically thereafter during the following instances: (1) into 

hostilities or imminent hostilities; (2) into the territory, air space, or waters of a foreign nation, 

when equipped for combat (except when solely for the supply, replacement, repair, or training of 

forces); or (3) in numbers that substantially enlarge U.S. forces equipped for combat already 

located in a foreign country. 284 For American law, Congress equates war and war-making 

claims as “hostilities” or “imminent hostilities” as the basis for war and legislative war-making 

claims. This definition is purposefully broad because the transportation of combat troops into 

the "territory, air space, or waters of a foreign nation, when equipped for combat," could be seen 

as an act of war in most situations. 

Lastly, an important question for the Reagan administration’s military intervention into 

El Salvador is the question of appropriations for “hostilities” – meaning, is the U.S. funding a 

war the same as the U.S. actively participating in a war? In Section 8 (a) (1), the War Powers 

Act expressly states, “Authority to introduce United States Armed Forces into hostilities or into 

situations wherein involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by the circumstances shall not 

be inferred-- from any provision of law, including any provision contained in any appropriation 

Act, unless such provision specifically authorizes the introduction of United States Armed 

Forces into hostilities or into such situations and stating that it is intended to constitute specific 

 

283 The Carter administration also agreed to deploy troops to El Salvador to quell the crisis without Congressional 
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statutory authorization within the meaning of this joint resolution.” 285 Again, this is yet another 

example of the limitation of presidential power by Congress for military intervention. Even 

defense appropriations, already approved by Congress, cannot be used for funding a military 

intervention without Congressional approval through a joint resolution. 

Also, in the example used in Section 8, hostilities, a definition with a seemingly wide 

usage by Congress, is the standard for war-making claims by the Legislative branch. Not only is 

the term “hostilities” again equated to war, but based on this low threshold, before the President 

authorizes hostile acts by the military, he must consult "in every possible instance before 

introducing U.S. forces into hostilities or into situations where imminent involvement in 

hostilities is clearly indicated by the circumstances." 286 Finally, the President must withdraw 

forces based on Congressional approval – again, based on the definition/term of “hostilities”. In 

Section 5(c) the Act states that when U.S. forces are “engaged in hostilities outside the territory 

of the United States, its possessions and territories without a declaration of war or specific 

statutory authorization, such forces shall be removed by the President if Congress so directs by 

concurrent resolution.” 287 Taken together, the prohibitions of the War Powers Act of 1973 are 

extensive and provide for substantial Congressional oversight – yet, they are only effective if 

practically (and publicly) implemented. 

 
An Introduction to Armed Primacy in El Salvador (1981-1983) 
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From 1981-1983, Congress attempted to limit President Reagan's power to intervene 

militarily because the administration supported the moderate Salvadoran José Napoleon Duarte 

government, which was reinforced by right-wing organizations. Congress's attempt to eliminate 

unilateral Executive action in El Salvador brought about a struggle between the Executive and 

Legislative branches over the War Powers Act of 1973. The results of this conflict brought about 

the passage of Congressional limits on Presidential power in terms of military intervention, 

specifically in terms of funding and military support. 

To properly historicize this intra-government conflict, it is first important to again 

highlight the importance of the strategy of armed primacy which held the U.S. needed to 

underwrite a new, democratic, and inherently anti-Communist world order, 288 and because it 

entails a unifying theme throughout the Cold War in the approach and scale of the U.S.'s desire 

to combat Soviet power projection in order to maintain global hegemony. Additional 

contextualization within the Cold War framework, the War Powers Act raises several important 

questions which should be examined, particularly in consideration of the Reagan 

administration’s military intervention into El Salvador. 289 First, “what is the American way of 
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war within the grand strategy of armed primacy, and can it be justified according to the laws of 

war/ethical application of war?” Secondly, “when does war occur during the Reagan 

administration’s policy in El Salvador?” Thirdly, “if there is not a declaration of war, can it be 

war, and therefore can there be a conflict over the War Powers Act?” Lastly, “is the 

militarization of the Salvadoran government to fight an internal war legal and/or ethical? Or did 

the Reagan administration conduct its military intervention in this way because it was most 

expedient?” 

In a speech on March 8th, 1983, two years into his Presidency, President Reagan 

addressed the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, 

Florida. President Reagan encouraged his audience to "never stop searching for a lasting 
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by the circumstances which authority he would not have had in the absence of this joint resolution. 
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peace." 290 His solution to the lasting peace was different from the preceding administration's 

attempt of détente and a nuclear freeze, which was just an "illusion of peace." President Reagan 

sought an active lasting peace and end the Cold War by seeking a strategy of "peace through 

strength" – the Reagan administration's continuation of armed primacy which would seek to limit 

Soviet power projection, especially in the places closest to home. 

What actions would the Reagan Administration take to see this strategy through? Prior to 

this annual convention address, the Reagan administration crafted and distributed National 

Security Decision Directives (NSDD) 32 (U.S. National Security Strategy), 71 (U.S. Policy 

Toward Latin America in the Wake of the Falklands Crisis), and 75 (U.S. Relations with the 

USSR), which would be instrumental Executive tools to carry out the administration’s goals for 

limiting Soviet power, beginning in the Western Hemisphere. The results of these Executive 

tools would be a further assertion in the belief in the use of armed primacy to re-establish the 

U.S.’s role in the postwar international order, and further contention with Congress over the War 

Powers Act of 1973. 

 
Reagan Administration Policy in El Salvador: The Focal Point of COIN Measures 

 
Congressional rebuke for Reagan policies, such as those from Senator Leahy were correct 

– El Salvador had become the epicenter of U.S. attempts to reverse the tide of Communism in 

Central America. In fact, the perspective was also shared by the Reagan administration. 

President Reagan viewed the problems of El Salvador as originating from Nicaragua and 
 
 

 
290 Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, FL. (March 8, 1983). 
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Archives, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-annual- 
convention-national-association-evangelicals-orlando-fl. 
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Sandinista influence. 291 Reagan believed that if the Communist rebels in El Salvador (trained 

and equipped by Nicaraguan Sandinistas) could be eliminated, and if the U.S. could properly 

train and equip Salvadoran troops (and Contras) to fight and win in Nicaragua then the U.S.’s 

militarized foreign policy strategy would prevent the spread of Communism. From the Reagan 

administration’s perspective, El Salvador was the hinge to stop Communism’s advance and 

restore America’s credibility in the region. 292 

Where did this conviction originate? More importantly, as Walter LaFeber summarized, 

how could a state the size of Massachusetts, one of the world’s five worst-fed populations, and a 

state whose population experienced extreme displacement in the late 1970s, be the most critical 

to President Reagan's four-country Latin American plan to prevent the spread of Communism? 

In short, because El Salvador, as early as 1979, became the backbone of the Communism support 

network in Central America. After weapons and equipment were shipped from the Soviet Union 

or Eastern Bloc to Cuba, they were moved to Nicaragua, the base of Communist activity in the 

region, and then shipped again to Marxist insurgents in El Salvador. 293 As previously 

mentioned, President Reagan confided in his diary on February 11th, 1981, less than three weeks 

after taking the Presidency, that the U.S. had absolute proof of Soviet and Cuban activity in 

delivering arms to rebels in El Salvador. 294 

What the Reagan administration confirmed, and what the Carter administration had also 

received from U.S. intelligence officials, through Human Intelligence from Cuban sources and 

 
 

291 H.W. Brands, Reagan: The Life. (New York: Anchor Books, 2016), pg. 358. 
292 Inboden, pg. 70. 
293 Crandall, pg. 244. 
294 RRD, February 11, 1981. 
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Geospatial Intelligence collected from satellite imagery, was Havana's intent to build a 

Communist support zone in the country through routine weapons and equipment shipments. In a 

SECRET intelligence cable briefed to Reagan in early February, the U.S. intelligence community 

assessed that it was Havana's ambition that increased support from Communist insurgents "in El 

Salvador will eventually spread to Guatemala and Honduras, confronting the U.S. with a 

'Vietnam-type situation' in Central America." 295 

After the Reagan administration’s request for Daniel Ortega, the leader of the Junta for 

National Reconstruction in Nicaragua, to cease the exportation of arms to El Salvador was 

ignored, President Reagan quickly assumed that El Salvador was being taken advantage of by its 

neighbor – a victim of external causes in the region. As the arbiter of justice in the Western 

Hemisphere, Reagan believed the U.S. had an obligation to intervene to see reform enacted and 

take the Communist threat seriously. 296 

It was time to act, but first Reagan had to be sure he held firm legal footing. In his first 

weeks in office, the President asked John Bolton, Counsel to the President, to provide his 

administration with a legal understanding of possible courses of action in El Salvador with 

respect to the War Powers Act. Bolton reached out to the Carter administration’s Deputy Legal 

Counsel, James H. Michel who provided a summary analysis of President Carter’s interpretation 

of the War Powers Act and examples of Executive authority directing U.S. military forces 

without Congressional authorization. 297 

 
295 Inboden, pg. 71. 
296 Crandall, pg. 244. 
297 James H. Michel, “Memorandum for: John W. Bolton, Esquire, Counsel to the President, Subject: War Powers 
Resolution,” February 20, 1981; Appendix A: “Instances where U.S. Armed Forces Have Been Directed to Protect 
U.S. Citizens Without Congressional Authorization,” Ronald Reagan Library, Counsel to the President, Box 12. 



164  

297F 

298F 

299F 

 
Michel also included a review of Lloyd Cutler’s memorandum by John Harmon (January 

22, 1980), regarding Presidential power which argued for the use of Presidential power without 

Congressional authorization in three scenarios, all supporting the attempted American hostage 

rescue in Iran on April 24th, 1980. Harmon confirmed that the use of Presidential power was 

appropriate if the President desired to deploy troops abroad with some risk of engagement, a 

military expedition to free American hostages, or repel a Soviet attack against vital U.S. 

interests. 298 

The following day, February 21st, 1981, John Bolton consolidated all of this information 

and sent a memorandum through Fred F. Fielding to James A. Baker III, the White House Chief 

of Staff. Fielding argued that all three courses of action being considered by the President were 

lawful under the War Powers Act. 299 The argument was supported by Carter era legal 

precedents using existing documents from Michel, Harmon, and Cutler, when considering the 

Iran Hostage Crisis. The result was that the Reagan administration used the implementation of 

previous Presidential power legal documentation to conduct its own military actions in El 

Salvador. 

On February 27th, 1981, President Reagan sent a small assistance package of $25 million 

with 20 additional military advisors to El Salvador, supplementing the 35 already in the country 

and sent by the Carter administration. 300 The original amount of aid from Congress (and 

 
298 John Harmon, “Memorandum for the Attorney General, Re: Presidential Power to Use the Armed Forces Abroad 
without Statutory Authorization,” January 22, 1980, Ronald Reagan Library, Counsel to the President, Box 12. 
299 Roger Yurchuck and John Bolton, “Memorandum For James A. Baker III, Subject: War Powers Resolution,” 
February 21st, 1981, Ronald Reagan Library, Counsel to the President, Box 12. 
300 Summary of Conclusions from February 27, 1981, NSC Meeting, February 28, 1981, folder: “NSC 00004 27 
Feb 1981 [Poland, Caribbean Basin, F-15, El Salvador] (3/4),” box 91282, Executive Secretariat: NSC, NSC 
Meeting Files, RPL. 
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subsequently thereafter) would continue to grow based on a flood of intelligence assessments 

and personal testimony provided to Congress from members of the Reagan administration which 

articulated the Soviet threat in El Salvador, beginning as early as February 17, 1981. 301 The 

military advisors were given a strict training capacity and authorities with strict prohibitions on 

combat roles while in El Salvador. 302 This aid would mark the beginning of the Reagan 

administration's military intervention into El Salvador. 

It’s also important to place the initial Reagan era military intervention in El Salvador in 

the broader context of the U.S.'s Cold War grand strategy of armed primacy within the 

restrictions in the War Powers Act. The Reagan administration defined U.S. forces sent into El 

Salvador as “military advisors,” and not as Section 4 states of the War Powers Act, soldiers 

“equipped for combat” – which implied that the troops were seeking hostile engagement with an 

enemy. This raises another significant question of combat troops v. military advisors, their 

purpose, as an extension of military power, but also their utility for Executive power of carrying 

American power (funding, equipping, and training capability), without the accountability of 

conventional military forces. It also raises important questions on the threshold of war, and 

poses the following question, "what is the American definition of war?" 

 

301 Kristin Ahlberg and Kathleen Rasmussen, eds. 2022. Review of Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981– 
1988, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, pg. 122. On February 17, Haig testified before the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee that the Soviet Union, Cuba, Ethiopia, and Vietnam had supplied arms to the insurgents 
in El Salvador. (Bernard Gwertzman, “More Salvador Aid Backed in Congress: Key Legislators 
Voice Support for Increase After Haig Briefings,” New York Times, February 18, 1981, pp. A1, A3) The 
Department of State, on February 19, provided select foreign embassies with a memorandum outlining collaboration 
between the insurgents and the various members of the Soviet bloc. (Juan deOnis, “U.S. Says Salvador 
is ‘Textbook Case’ of Communist Plot,” New York Times, February 20, 1981, pp. A1, A5) The Department later 
released a public version in the form of a memorandum entitled “Communist Interference in El Salvador,” on 
February 23. (Juan deOnis, “State Dept. Says Salvador Rebels Get Fewer Arms,” New York Times, February 24, 
1981, pp. A1, A9) The text of the report, also referenced as Special Report No. 80, is printed in Department of State 
Bulletin, March 1981, pp. 1–7. For Haig’s description of the report and its reception, see Caveat, pp. 139–140. 
302 Inboden, pg. 72. 
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The Reagan administration portrayed the military forces in El Salvador as trainers and 

peacekeepers. In reality, they provided a variety of purposes and options for the administration. 

The military advisors were a constant reminder of American resolve to Salvadoran leaders such 

as Duarte and its commitment to Central America. Secondly, the military presence also provided 

relationships with the Salvadoran military, a force at the time, which controlled the predominant 

amount of power over Salvadoran society. Third, and most importantly, the military advisors 

provided a national security purpose, a front-line defense against the spread of Communism in El 

Salvador and Soviet-aligned activities – what the Department of Defense calls a combat 

multiplier, or a trained individual or asset which grows military capability organically. 

Military advisors trained larger Salvadoran troop formations through their instruction and 

expertise making them capable to fight the guerilla insurgency as a form of civil security and 

defense. Operationalizing 55 military advisors, not to mention the countless number of covert 

CIA paramilitary forces in El Salvador provided a test basis for actionable proof to Congress that 

American military power could not only be extended beyond the U.S.'s borders but that 

indigenous forces could repel Soviet influence and power into the Western Hemisphere. The 

result was the protection of an ally on the relatively inexpensive end of warfare, but without the 

hangover of deployed American troops with broad commitments for an indefinite amount of 

time. Taken together, it is logical why the Reagan administration desired to place military 

advisors in the country, but also why Congressional leaders had a minimal basis to gather the 

strength to produce a joint resolution against the Reagan administration's military intervention 

into El Salvador. 
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Looking forward, in 1982, the Reagan administration received $226 million in aid to 

support the military junta against Marxist insurgents. 303 In 1983, the total would grow to more 

than $244 million in economic aid and $81.3 million in military aid. 304 Additionally, from a 

legal perspective, the Reagan administration’s decision to deploy troops to El Salvador would 

largely stand as permissible in a contemporary context. This was confirmed on September 14th, 

1983, when D. Edward Wilson, Special Assistant to the President for Administration and Deputy 

Director, Office of Administration for President Reagan concluded in a memorandum to Fred F. 

Fielding that for reasons listed in the administration’s research that the War Powers Act did not 

apply. Therefore, further legal action by the judiciary nor further legislative restraints by 

Congress could be applied. 305 This document largely shows how the Reagan administration 

viewed its own internal decision-making process for military actions in Central America – 

blameless. 

The Reagan administration firmly believed that aid was the solution to limit Soviet power 

projection into the Western Hemisphere, create a democratic environment for free and fair 

 
 

303 Kristin Ahlberg and Kathleen Rasmussen, eds. 2022. Review of Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981– 
1988, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, pg. 335. 
304 Peter Maas, “El Salvador,” The Washington Post, October 4, 1983. In 1984, Congress would approve $197 
million in total aid to El Salvador, after the election of Duarte as President. Duarte’s presidency would enjoy 
bipartisan support Duarte from Congress from that point on, with aid expanding to $128 million in military support 
and $326 million in economic funding in 1985. On the surface, figures for military and economic aid were 
deceptive. The congressional approval for funding that the Reagan administration received for the military 
intervention into El Salvador did not necessarily mean congressional endorsement. Although Democratic 
congressional leaders, possessed the same knowledge and intelligence on the crisis in El Salvador, they did not 
believe that the brutal and immoral military junta could ever reform and gain the support of its people. Democratic 
leaders believed that they were throwing their weight and resources behind the leadership of San Salvador which 
could never win. Many Congressional leaders were skeptical that the military intervention would work – especially 
because the Reagan administration's solution seemed to support the very leaders Congress opposed based on human 
rights violations. 
305 D. Edward Wilson Jr., “Memorandum for Fred F. Fielding, Subject: War Powers Resolution, Presidential 
Compliance,” September 14th, 1983, Ronald Reagan Library, Counsel to the President, Box 12. 
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elections, and enable the local economy to become self-sufficient. However, the result would 

create a firestorm of controversy in Congress and raise questions about Executive powers, 

Presidential war-making authority, and the efficacy of the War Powers Act of 1973. Yet, for 

many, especially in the U.S. Congress, and the public alike, this would be the first step in 

recognizing another interventionist pattern in U.S. foreign policy and would be the beginning of 

an 8-year conflict that enmeshed the U.S. in Central America's Cold War. 

 
 

Introducing an Executive Tool of Choice: National Security Decision Directives (NSDDs) 
 

In the same CBS News interview with Walter Cronkite mentioned in Chapter 2, on March 

3rd, 1981, President Reagan, only two months into office, announced the U.S.’s commitment to 

El Salvador based on its need of assistance to stymie the “involvement of the Soviet Union, of 

Cuba, of the PLO, or even Qadhafi in Libya, and others in the Communist bloc nations to bring 

about this terrorism.” 306 The Reagan administration perceived an immediate need for limiting 

Soviet influence in El Salvador, in order to promote an American version of democracy in the 

country through the use of force. 307 NSDDs provided broad authorities against Soviet actors, 

framed in Cold War terms, and specified a narrative of continuity with war against an aggressive 

Soviet threat. 

 
 

306 Kristin Ahlberg and Kathleen Rasmussen, eds. 2022. Review of Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981– 
1988, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy. (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office), pg. 
110. 
307 The Reagan administration also used the Reagan Doctrine as a foreign policy model to support the military junta 
and inject military and economic aid because it firmly believed that Salvadoran democracy was on the rise. On June 
8th, 1982, before the British Parliament, President Reagan noted that just a few months prior on March 28th, 
Salvadoran Constituent Assembly elections had taken place, with U.S. Members of Congress present. Again, before 
a Joint Session of Congress, President Reagan passionately insisted “democracy is beginning to take root in El 
Salvador.” 
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What made the situation more difficult was that by late 1981 the Democratic 

Revolutionary Front (FDR), and its known Communist connections, coalesced with the 

guerrillas of the FMLN and became the major political opposition in El Salvador. 308 This newly 

created political force not only consolidated Soviet influence into a legitimate political party in 

El Salvador, but because it was allied with the FMLN, Soviet power in the country became a 

militarized effort against the Duarte-led junta. 309 

However, as early as May 1st, 1981, the Reagan administration faced a Congressional 

assault on foreign policy actions in El Salvador. 11 members of Congress would challenge the 

President's actions in El Salvador by filing suit based on the argument that he had violated the 

Constitution in the War Powers Act of 1973 by sending advisers to El Salvador. 310 The number 

of dissenting members of Congress would eventually rise to 29 plaintiffs by June 18th, 1981, 

putting into jeopardy a number of legislative measures regarding economic and military aid to El 

Salvador, and threatening to end all military assistance if it desired. The suit would continue to 

escalate in Congress, over what seemed to be the administration’s support of human rights 

abuses by right-wing groups, associated with the Duarte-led junta, such as ARENA led by 

Roberto D’Aubuission. 

By October 4th, 1982, US District Court Judge Joyce Hens Green dismissed the suit, 

known as Crockett v. Reagan, ruling that the question over U.S. forces in El Salvador, and their 

 
 

 
308 Kenneth E. Sharpe and Martin Diskin, “Facing Facts in El Salvador: Reconciliation or War,” pg. 526. 
309 José Napoleón Duarte became President of the Third Junta of the Junta Revolucionaria de Gobierno or JRG, on 
December 13th, 1980. 
310 White House Counsel’s Office, (May 24, 1996), Kavanaugh, Brett – Subject Files. War Powers Issues. (George 
H. W. Bush Presidential Library, College Station, TX), pg. 19. 
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status, whether hostile or potentially hostile, was a Congressional issue. 311 Additionally, 

Legislative contention did not end with legal suits against the Reagan administration. A legal 

staffer in the White House Counsel's office, and later Supreme Court Justice, Brett Kavanaugh's 

notes reveal a larger number of Congressional attempts to limit the Reagan administration's 

actions in El Salvador relating to the War Powers Act. Numerous Congressional proposals 

required authorization before future military forces and compliance with section 4(a) of the War 

Powers Act, requiring the President to submit a report. 312 

Notwithstanding the Congressional assault to the Reagan administration’s policies of 

armed primacy which attempted to combat Soviet influence, Reagan used NSDDs to enable 

bureaucratic maneuver to force policy implementation. Specifically, NSDD-32, 71, and 75, 

provided President Reagan with expanded Presidential power for unilateral action based on 

internally derived foreign policy objectives. These Executive action documents were 

unprecedented in their scope during the post-War Powers Act era, which increased presidential 

war-making claims, and gave the President self-proclaimed military power. 

Signed on May 20, 1982, NSDD 32 (U.S. National Security Strategy), exemplified the 

Reagan administration’s preoccupation to limit Soviet power, listing its goals as the ability to 

“deter military attack by the USSR,” to “contain and reverse the expansion of Soviet control and 

military presence throughout the world” and to “neutralize the efforts of the USSR to increase its 

 
 
 

311 Crockett v. Reagan, 558 F. Supp. 893 (D.D.C. 182). 
312 On March 8, 1982, Senator Robert Byrd introduced the War Powers Resolution Amendment of 1982 (S. 2179) 
specifically providing that U.S. armed forces shall not be introduced into El Salvador for combat unless (1) the 
Congress has declared war or specifically authorized such use; or (2) such introduction was necessary to meet a 
clear and present danger of attack on the United States or to provide immediate evacuation of U.S. citizens. Similar 
bills were introduced in the House, e.g., H. R. 1619 and H. R. 1777 in the 98th Congress. 
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influence through its use of diplomacy, arms transfers, economic pressure, political action, 

propaganda, and disinformation.” 313 

The Reagan administration would also promote the support for military aid, intervention, 

and continuation of the grand strategy of armed primacy in El Salvador using the bureaucratic 

construction of NSDDs. One of the most important would be NSDD-71, “U.S. Policy Toward 

Latin America In the Wake of the Falklands Crisis,” which called for “the development of stable 

and democratic political systems and institutions which promote the respect for basic human 

rights.” 314 Before the release of NSDD-71, the Reagan administration maintained the position 

that it already had the intelligence needed to support Duarte against the Marxist influence in El 

Salvador. 

Despite the Reagan administration’s initial support and continuing Carter-era military aid 

to the country, the administration would not construct NSDD-71 (U.S. Policy Toward Latin 

America in the Wake of the Falklands Crisis) and its policies in El Salvador, until after the 

British invasion of the island chain off of Argentina’s coast. The Reagan administration 

reasserted Latin America’s importance in U.S. foreign policy and claimed that it sought, “a 

region free of Soviet-dominated…governments” and that it would seek the “development of 

stable and democratic political systems and institutions which promote respect for basic human 

 
 
 
 
 

313 “National Security Decision Directive Number 32. U.S. National Security Strategy (May 20, 1982),” Ronald 
Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Digitized Textual Material, Declassification Projects, National Security 
Decision Directives (NSDDs), Approved for Release: 8/27/09. 
314 “National Security Decision Directive Number 71. U.S. Policy Toward Latin America in the Wake of the 
Falklands Crisis (November 30, 1982),” Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Digitized Textual 
Material, Declassification Projects, National Security Decision Directives (NSDDs), Approved for Release: 1/11/99. 
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rights.” 315 The Reagan administration sought what historian William Inboden called “A 

Hemisphere of Democracy.” 316 This NSDD allowed President Reagan to not only deploy 

additional military advisors but military aid within the country in order to consistently support 

the anti-communist government – all without Congressional approval, or debriefing. While 

President Carter had focused his efforts on human rights, land reform, and multilateral 

cooperation, a concerned Reagan administration had chosen to focus primarily on a COIN effort 

to defeat the guerrillas, enable elections, and keep the economy solvent. 317 

Additionally, NSDD-75 (U.S. Relations with the USSR) highlights not only the intent to 

limit Soviet power but future actions which should be taken. The Reagan administration lists the 

three main elements towards the Soviet Union as external resistance to Soviet imperialism; 

internal pressure on the USSR to weaken the sources of Soviet imperialism; and negotiations to 

eliminate, on the basis of strict reciprocity, outstanding disagreements.” 318 For the Reagan 

administration, the most important priority was limiting Soviet power and destabilizing Soviet 

regimes. Nowhere else was this more important than in the Western Hemisphere. 

Yet, despite repeated confrontations with Congress over El Salvador funding during 

Reagan’s first term, the President appealed to broad Congressional sentiment in favor of 

restoring democratic norms in Central America – specifically in El Salvador. In a speech to the 

 
 

315 “National Security Decision Directive Number 71. U.S. Policy Toward Latin America in the Wake of the 
Falklands Crisis (November 30, 1982),” Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Digitized Textual 
Material, Declassification Projects, National Security Decision Directives (NSDDs), Approved for Release: 1/11/99. 
316 William Inboden, The Peacemaker: Ronald Reagan, the Cold War, and the World on the Brink, (New York, NY: 
Dutton, 2022), pg. 183. 
317 Pastor, 187. 
318 “National Security Decision Directive Number 75. U.S. Relations with the USSR (January 17, 1983),” Ronald 
Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Digitized Textual Material, Declassification Projects, National Security 
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joint session of Congress on April 27th, 1983, the President claimed, “the national security of all 

the Americas is at stake in Central America.” The President firmly believed that his 

administration’s approach was working and would ultimately triumph, stating in the same speech 

that “I can tell you tonight, democracy is beginning to take root in El Salvador, which until a 

short time ago, knew only dictatorship.” 319 

Reagan’s deeply held convictions were the foundation of insisting on continued support 

to the moderate Duarte. This was based upon the President’s perception of leadership by the 

Salvadoran (and Salvadoran officials) and the virtues he espoused to believe. However, the 

perception from Congress was much different and faced skepticism and would result in a 

passionate conflict over the President’s war-making claims which overlooked gross human rights 

violations in El Salvador. 

To be sure, President Reagan envisioned “peace through strength” in terms of armed 

primacy. Since the time of the Dutch jurist, Hugo Grotius, the father of international law, 

outside powers have claimed they were allowed to intervene in the matters of states in events 

which “shocked the conscience of mankind.” 320 For the Reagan administration, which believed 

the causes of strife originated externally from El Salvador due to the creeping influence of Soviet 

power in Central America; this information was not just shocking, it became an unacceptable 

risk. 

 
Nicaraguan Perspectives: Living the Sandinista Revolution 

 

 
319 Kristin Ahlberg, and Kathleen Rasmussen, eds. 2022, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981–1988, 
Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office), 604. 
320 Daniel Sargent, A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s, 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), pg. 94. 
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Just south of tumultuous events occurring in El Salvador, the Sandinista revolution of 

1979, a Marxist-Leninist movement supported largely by Cuba’s Castro regime through training 

and equipment, the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN), conducted a large 

offensive against Nicaraguan government forces beginning in April 1979. 321 In only three 

months, the Sandinistas could claim control of the government and also become recipients of 

economic aid from the Carter administration. 322 

From the outset, the Sandinista government attempted to fulfill its promises of social and 

political reforms. The revolution initially attempted to make improvements in health care, 

making it open to all. In education, the Sandinista regime aspired to increase literacy through its 

Literacy Crusade. 323 In terms of social security and attempting to create forms of welfare at the 

state level, the Sandinistas developed a national coordination of existing services while also 

creating new programs. Lastly, the Sandinista regime improved its national housing program by 

introducing rent control and restructured mortgages. 324 Nicaragua also showed signs of 

improvement in agrarian reform as well. In multiple portions of the country, agricultural 

production began to increase toward prewar levels. 325 Additionally, as scholar Harvey Williams 

argues, Sandinista reforms actually enhanced social policies in a small amount of time that 

reached a larger portion of the previously underserved poor in Nicaragua. As a result, these 

 
 

 
321 Brands, pg. 182 
322 Ibid., 186 – The Intelligence Community in 1979 also informed the Carter administration of Soviet support to 
Nicaragua as well – Carter also signed a CIA initiative to support non-Sandinista elements in the new government. 
323 Charles L. Stansifer, “The Nicaraguan National Literary Crusade,” American Universities Field Staff, Reports, 
1981/No. 6, South America. 
324 Thomas W. Walker, Reagan Versus the Sandinistas, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1987), pg. 248. 
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Sandinista policies and programs created broad and popular support politically for the regime 

initially. 326 

However, while the majority of the population, who were Mestizos, benefited initially 

from Sandinista reforms, the regime treated Indigenous peoples poorly. Indigenous tribes in 

Nicaragua were physically displaced, and forcibly relocated, while also imposing larger social 

and agrarian reforms onto the tribes. One of the most notable examples was the Sandinista's 

revolutionary engagement with the Miskito tribe, who were exploited and victimized in a 

brutally violent and mechanical way. From late 1981 and into early 1982, the Sandinista 

government forcibly transferred villagers along the Rio Coco. This allowed the Sandinista 

government to redistribute large amounts of land into new government-controlled parcels, 

expropriating the only land the tribe had lived on since its existence. 327 

Additionally, impounding sacred tribal lands were not the only violent repercussions of 

the Sandinista regime’s social reforms. Social reforms were also implemented through state- 

appropriated violence and indoctrination, which made civilian security service to the state 

compulsory. After the 1979 revolution, civilians were involuntarily enlisted to carry out 

vigilancia revolucionario as a task created by the Comités de Defensa Sandinista (CDS). In 

interviews documented by the U.S. Out of Central America (USOCA), civilians noted that 80% 

of women were forced to participate, and all children were over the age of 12. Many would 

eventually embrace the new reforms, mostly to avoid state imprisonment or physical punishment. 

Conversely, for some, the CDS became a way for Nicaraguans to take pride in the care of their 
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barrios, and defending themselves against, "Mr. Reagan," and any attack by the U.S. armed 

forces. The CDS would be used to supplement the overall Sandinista plan to defend what 

Sandinista supporters believed would be attacked by "Reagan's actions through his CIA – for 

example Corinto, Puerto Sandino, and the Sandino Airport." 328 

Additionally, the Sandinista revolution also enabled women, previously political 

minorities, to have a voice in civil discourse. One unique example occurred at a presentation at 

the Asociación de Mujeres Nicaragüenses "Luisa Amanda Espinoza" (AMNLAE) held in 

Managua in October 1983. The organization was originally called the Association of Women 

With Respect to the National Problematic (AMRPONAC) – a women's group closely associated 

with the FSLN – but it changed its name to AMNLAE after the first woman who died fighting 

the Somoza regime in 1977. 329 The AMNLAE used the presentation to promote the historical 

roots of the participation of women in Nicaragua at that time in defense of their country and 

other major tasks facing the Sandinista revolution. The rally used the presentation as a call to 

arms for Nicaraguan women to realize that Nicaragua was a victim of the destabilizing policies 

of U.S. imperialism. The organization highlighted the Somocistas as examples, accusing of them 

being trained, advised, and coordinated by the CIA, and protected by the U.S. warships off the 

Nicaraguan coast, who they believed were planning an attack with 5,000 Marines from 

Honduras. 

Concerning previous U.S. incursions, the AMNLAE rally emphasized Nicaraguan 

women who patriotically served in the eras of past U.S. imperialism of the 1850s and 1920s. 
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Additionally, it also combined efforts of the Revolution Student Front (FER), and organizations 

connected to the previous AMPRONAC to hold as its primary goal, and reminder, that it was 

committed “to political action to the overthrow of the dictatorship (Somoza), understanding that 

“Only the Popular Sandinista Revolution would abolish the hateful discrimination that women 

have suffered from men.” 330 Although the AMNLAE was only a minority representation of 

Nicaraguans in 1983, its actions highlight the political activity by women encouraged by the 

FSLN under Sandinista rule. 331 In many ways, women were able to be more vocal than ever, 

given the Marxist beliefs of egalitarianism which undergirded Sandinista governance. 

On the whole, after 1979, Nicaraguans were given more opportunities within social, 

economic, and political sectors than they ever had previously under the authoritarian rule of the 

Somoza government. The 1979 revolution had given Sandinista leadership who desired to 

federate equal rights under the law an opportunity to determine its form of government and start 

over. Yet, the Sandinistas were not democratic, they were not an elected government, and they 

were supported by an equally oppressive regime in Cuba that wished to export its form of 

Communist authoritarianism, censorship, political repression, religious persecution, and forced 

labor system into the heart of Latin America. As a result, international opinions were mixed, 

especially in the U.S. whose empathy towards revolution and self-determination were muffled by 

the tension and competition of ideologies in the Cold War. Consequently, Americans would 

 
 
 
 
 
 

330 Dixon, pg. 124. 
331 For more on women’s political activity in Nicaragua in the 1980s see: Hermione Harris, “Women in Struggle: 
Nicaragua,” Third World Quarterly, Vol 5. No. 4 (October 1983), pg. 899-908. 



178  

331F 

332F 

 
question repeating the interventionist mistakes of the past in favor of allowing Nicaraguans to 

work out the aftereffects of their civil war and revolution. 

 
Changing U.S. Foreign Policy in Nicaragua 

 
Confusion abounded in the U.S. regarding the appropriate response to the growing 

Communist influence in not only Nicaragua but throughout Latin America after the 1979 

revolution. At the Executive branch level, President Carter had originally offered aid, 

recognizing the Sandinista government diplomatically in July 1979, and also did not prohibit the 

Marxist government to fund, equip, and train the FMLN to destabilize neighboring El Salvador. 

After the coup of 1979, the Carter administration increased assistance to the Sandinistas to $118 

in recovery aid and even authorized the CIA to funnel money to democratic parties to pay for 

various expenses and propaganda to sell Nicaraguans on the idea of a democratic government. 

However, when Reagan entered office, he immediately cut aid to the Sandinistas and 

instead developed ways of providing lethal aid to the Contras. 332 The irony was hard to miss 

that President Carter, a self-proclaimed advocate of human rights, endorsed the Sandinista 

government, a regime with a documented track record of human rights atrocities. 333 Conversely, 

Reagan, the Cold Warrior who was caricatured to elevate the economy and the military over the 
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rights of individuals, was repulsed at the idea that the U.S. would support such an illegitimate 

and oppressive regime, and immediately cut the U.S. ties to the Marxist regime. 

 
 

Evidence of Soviet Influence in Nicaragua 
 

Previous Cold War historians have focused on the U.S. diplomatic and even covert 

intelligence operations in Nicaragua during the Reagan administration, but few have spent time 

analyzing why decisions were made, or what intelligence or information they were based upon. 

Based on personal testimony from Reagan officials, CIA, and National Security Agency (NSA) 

intelligence products, and national security documents and memorandums, it is clear the Reagan 

administration gained and maintained a thorough understanding of the Soviet and Cuban support 

to the Sandinista regime throughout the Reagan era. This understanding of Communist support 

subsequently prompted action to prevent the future spread of Marxist-Leninist regimes 

throughout Central America. 

The narrow rationale of President Reagan’s conviction in the belief of armed primacy 

was that the U.S. had a God-given responsibility to stop Communism and win the Cold War. 334 

For President Reagan, the Sandinistas would remain a target as long as they ruled in Nicaragua 

dictatorially, and continued to receive training and arms from Cuba. 335 From the Reagan 

administration’s viewpoint, it had tried everything within reason to bring the rebel Marxist group 

back into the Western sphere. By the time Reagan took office in 1981, the USSR and Cuba were 

already winning the war of influence in Nicaragua, as they had partnered with the Ortega 
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brothers, vowing to support the burgeoning socialist nation. By 1981, Cuba had already 

provided arms, economic aid, technological assistance, and the services of some 2500-3000 

military advisors. Additionally, the Soviet Union had directly sent nearly $1 billion in military 

equipment to Nicaragua while pushing Cuba to deepen its support to the FSLN. 336 

Reagan, like several of his Cold War predecessors, Eisenhower and Kennedy, expended 

considerable effort to have the latest intelligence collection assets engineered and fielded to 

monitor Soviet activities globally, and Nicaragua was no exception. One such example was 

Lacrosse, a satellite program which was managed out of the National Reconnaissance 

Organization (NRO), and one of the U.S. government’s leading technological achievements in 

overhead imagery collection during the 1980s. The satellite was designed with advanced 

synthetic aperture radar (SAR) which provided all weather and day-night capability and would 

eventually be able to provide imagery to U.S. government officials with the ability to see through 

buildings. 337 This capability, like many other geospatial low and high earth orbit (LEO/HEO) 

satellites, provided the Reagan administration a greater capacity to comprehend the 

expansiveness of Soviet operations in Central America. 

In fact, the Reagan administration felt so confident in its assessments that Soviet support 

was backing the Sandinista regime, on March 9th, 1982, Navy Admiral Bob Inman, Deputy 

Director at CIA provided a considerable lengthy presentation on recently declassified material to 

the press at a State Department auditorium. The presentation revealed U-2 and SR-71 photo 
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blow ups of 36x new military bases the Sandinistas had built in just the past two years, with an 

overall assessment that Nicaragua had become a “Soviet Bastion.” 338 

 
 

Reagan Administration Executive Tools for Nicaraguan Policy (1981-1983) 
 

For the Reagan administration, and many conservatives, Nicaragua was a problem of 

Soviet influence, one of several in Latin America that the U.S. was seen as losing, primarily due 

to a limited number of options. Congressional pushback for the limited number of personnel in 

Latin America had effectively ended all conversation between the Legislative and Executive on 

conventional military options. As William Clark, one of Reagan’s National Security Adviser’s 

noted, “We knew the arms were moving from the Soviet Union and its proxies to Cuba, Cuba 

through Belize into Nicaragua and beyond…we knew about, on the Soviet part, using Cuba to do 

the supply and re-supply.” 339 Just as the Carter administration had worried, the Reagan 

administration assessed that if the Sandinistas were successful in the long term, Soviet influence 

might spread to neighboring countries. 

Conventional military deployments could not be approved without Congressional assent, 

due to WPA restrictions, and the Sandinista regime was not interested in U.S. State Department 

requests to uphold the democratic commitments made to the Organization of American States 

(OAS) in 1979. Therefore, the President and his Cabinet believed that the Reagan administration 

was left with few options to regulate Soviet activity in Nicaragua. Director of Central 

Intelligence, William “Bill” Casey suggested an alternative – a middle ground for Latin 
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American policy, using the CIA to provide propaganda, political support, and financial backing 

for anti-Sandinista forces (or Contras, members of the guerilla force opposing the Sandinista 

regime) while also supporting moderate Christian Democrats in El Salvador working with Jose 

Duarte. 340 

Reagan authorized the CIA to support anti-Sandinista forces via an Argentine military 

training program in Honduras. However, once the U.S. supported the British recapture of the 

Falkland Islands from April to June 1982, the Argentina military forces closed their camps, and 

the CIA took over day-to-day training and operations. This would allow the U.S. to limit ongoing 

violence in El Salvador (and the larger four-country Central American region by proximity) by 

denying rebels safe haven in Nicaragua, while also checking Soviet aggression. 

The CIA-led covert operation campaign plan was not original to Casey. In fact, upon 

entering his tenure at CIA, Casey found a memorandum from the Carter team drafted two days 

before leaving office stating that the facts were “compelling and conclusive” that Nicaragua was 

supporting the rebels in El Salvador. Not only did Casey have the previous administration’s 

assessment, but he had multiple forms of intelligence from CIA analysts which stated the same – 

Nicaragua was not only supported by Soviet and Cuban personnel but was being used to act as a 

staging base for future Soviet influence and operations. 

Agreeing with Director of Central Intelligence Bill Casey’s idea of a “middle ground” 

concept to aid the anti-Sandinista factions in Nicaragua, but not wanting to push too hard on a 

closed funding door with Congress, Reagan made heavy use of an important Executive action – 

intelligence findings. Intelligence findings, or Presidential findings for the purposes of 
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intelligence collection activities, were created as a result of yet another Congressional reassertion 

of power in the 1970s – the Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974. The amendment was a response 

to alleged reports of the CIA-led effort to overthrow the Allende regime in Chile in 1973. The 

law stipulated that no funds would be appropriated or may be expended by or on the behalf of the 

CIA for operations in foreign countries other than activities intended solely for obtaining 

intelligence, “unless and until the President finds that each operation is important to national 

security of the United States and reports, in a timely fashion, a description and scope of such 

operations” to the appropriate committees of Congress. 341 

Intelligence findings were meant to limit Executive action, requiring oversight from 

Congressional leaders if the President desired to collect intelligence or conduct covert action on 

behalf of national security interests. Yet, the intelligence findings, in and of themselves, did not 

appropriate funds for collection activities. Intelligence findings could only direct collection 

activities which were lawful and already funded by Congress. However, the President 

maintained his own contingency fund, for the purpose of funding Presidential programs or needs 

during times of Congressional recess – commonly used to fund already approved, and ongoing, 

intelligence collection activities. 

Nevertheless, as the scholar Louis Fisher reminds us of Secretary of Defense Casper 

Weinberger’s claim that “in fact, the [Constitution] seems to assume that the expenditure of 

funds – as distinguished from the granting of authority to withdraw from the Treasury – is an 

executive function.” 342 Herein laid the friction between Congressional power to authorize and 
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approve funds and the Executive branch’s claim that Presidential authorization enables the 

disbursement of the Congressional budget. 

What intelligence findings became however, were an instrument in the grand strategy of 

armed primacy and an enabler of Executive power. This is because findings typically were a 

precursor to covert intelligence activities or military action during the Cold War. Additionally, 

because many Cold War Presidents acted similarly in an effort to maintain American hegemony, 

intelligence findings were not specific to one political party. President Carter for example signed 

an intelligence finding for collection activities by the CIA in Nicaragua shortly after the 

Sandinista military takeover. Once Carter signed the finding, the CIA was required to expend 

resources and U.S. intelligence capabilities to answer primary intelligence questions from the 

Executive branch and senior American officials in Washington, D.C. 

Reagan would continue this tradition by providing intelligence findings in written, and 

sometimes oral formats, to provide him with the latitude he needed to understand the Sandinista- 

Soviet relationship in Nicaragua. His first intelligence finding was signed on December 1st, 

1981, which was a broad intelligence finding authorizing political and paramilitary operations to 

limit the Sandinistas support to rebel movements in Central America, including El Salvador. 343 

This finding was the first of several Reagan signed to provide a legal basis of clandestine activity 

in Nicaragua, but also to gain additional funding of an expanding campaign to limit Soviet 

influence in Central America. That evening, in his diary, Reagan recorded, “An NSC Meeting re 
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Central Am. We’re proceeding with covert activity in Nicaragua to shut off supplies to the 

Guerillas in El Salvador.” 344 

The diary entry alluded to the plan outlined by Bill Casey, which provided $19 million to 

help Argentina develop a 500-man force to be the epicenter of the anti-Sandinista resistance and 

would operate out of Honduras - a permissive environment for CIA activities. The anti- 

Sandinista resistance faction would unify volunteer and paid resistance fighters throughout the 

country, creating the foundation of the contras. The Contras, from this point forward, would be 

the primary instrument used by the CIA for combatting Soviet influence and undermining 

Sandinista authority not only in Nicaragua, but in El Salvador as well. The intelligence finding 

went before the Senate and House Intelligence Committees, but because Reagan maintained a 

$50 million contingency reserve fund for intelligence operations, there was little the committee 

could do except lecture Casey into not getting the U.S. into “another Vietnam.” 

In concert with the intelligence findings that Reagan signed to enable CIA activities, 

Reagan officials again leveraged NSDDs, just as it had in El Salvador to provide a broad legal 

basis for a whole-of-government approach to foreign policy initiatives. On January 4th, 1982, 

Reagan signed NSDD-17, “National Security Decision Directive on Cuba and Central America,” 

which declared U.S. policy to “assist in defeating the insurgency in El Salvador, and to oppose 

actions by Cuba, Nicaragua, or others to introduce into Central America heavy weapons, troops 

from outside the region, trained subversives, or arms and military supplies for insurgents.” 345 
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Aside from then directing the NSC to allocate economic and military support to Central 

American countries, the president was able to “enhance U.S. and host country intelligence 

capabilities and sharing in the Caribbean basin area,” with the stroke of pen. 346 The NSDD did 

not require Congressional approval, nor authorization to allocate funds, resources, or personnel 

to enact these initiatives. The initiatives were unilateral in character and expanded the power of 

the Executive branch. 

By mid-March 1982 the CIA had created a network of partners to build the anti- 

Sandinista force which hinged on the leadership of Edén Pastora, often referred to as 

Comandante Cero. 347 Covert operations took a setback in April 1982 when the British invaded 

the Falkland Islands, essentially eliminating the Argentina support for the contras. However, this 

gave Casey and another senior CIA official running the ground operations in Central America, 

Dewey Clarridge, a freer hand to build the Contra army. 348 

Reagan signed another NSDD-59, on October 5th, 1982, “Cuba and Central America” 

essentially a military contingency planning document, providing lawful orders to plan future 

operations in Central America based on the introduction of Cuban forces and Soviet equipment 

in Nicaragua, Honduras, and Costa Rica. 349 The document made three important assumptions 

about Reagan administration planning. First, it assumed U.S. hegemony within the Western 
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Hemisphere and would not tolerate an escalation of Soviet influence as a basis of reprisal. 

Secondly, it assumed that all contingency planning included military force and a notification to 

Congress under the War Powers Act of 1973. Thirdly, and implicit to the order is that the U.S. 

have knowledge and understanding of Soviet and Cuban activities in Central America based 

upon implied collection capabilities. 

Without persistent collection from intelligence platforms (which required Congressional 

funding), how was the Reagan administration to know if the “Soviet Union [introduced] either 

MIGs or Cuban fighting troops…into Nicaragua”? 350 For the Reagan administration, the 

advantageous element of the NSDD was that it not only provided the legal basis, but the funding 

authority within the same document, which came from the signatory – the President. The 

Reagan administration had created something new – it used NSDDs to concentrate the powers of 

the purse and judicial review within the Executive branch. 

By early November 1982, CIA covert operations in Central America were an “open 

secret,” after Newsweek’s election cover story, “America’s Secret War, Target: Nicaragua.” 351 

In response, Congress approved the first Boland Amendment of the Intelligence Authorization 

Act on December 8, 1982. A few months later, by Spring 1983, the Democratic members of the 

Senate Intelligence Committee were in open hostility to the CIA operations in Nicaragua. By 

April 1983, the House Intelligence Committee voted to cut Nicaragua funding. The Democratic 

members of the Senate Intelligence Committee suggested a complete cessation of funds, but 

before the committee finalized the recommendation, Barry Goldwater (R-AZ), suggested a new 
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Presidential finding which forced the Sandinistas to negotiate with the U.S. The tentatively 

agreed upon Presidential finding gave CIA and the Reagan administration breathing room for a 

few months. 

In the Summer of 1983, Bill Casey and a group of CIA officers took a two-day trip to 

Honduras and El Salvador to interface with key members of the anti-Sandinista movement. It 

was after this trip, convinced of the foothold that the Soviets and Cubans had created, that 

Director Casey advocated for NSDD-100, “Enhanced U.S. Military Activity and Assistance for 

the Central American Region,” signed on July 28, 1983. This NSDD was a turning point in the 

Reagan Administration as the purpose of the directive was to promote a military first approach, 

“to ensure that Nicaragua ceases to be a Soviet/Cuban base.” 352 

Director Casey was convinced that a policy change was needed by the steady stream of 

intelligence and first-hand experience from his Director of Central Intelligence. The Reagan 

administration’s solution for Nicaragua was simple – a more expansive military footprint in 

Central America - limit the effects of Soviet influence. NSDD-100 included zero diplomatic 

measures, entirely focused on military exercises, primarily from the Navy and Air Force, and 

required the Secretary of Defense, Casper Weinberger, to coordinate military action through the 

Director of Central Intelligence. Additionally, the Director of Office and Management and 

Budget (OMB), David Stockman was directed in the NSDD to ensure that the DoD had 

sufficient funds to carry out the militarization of U.S. foreign policy. The policy indicated not 
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only its importance to Reagan, but that the President was willing to create space in the budget, 

even if there was none approved by Congress. 

In response to Senate Committee pressure earlier that Spring, President Reagan signed a 

new Presidential finding on September 19th, 1983, which identified the goal of inducing the 

Sandinista Government to enter negotiations, applied pressure on Sandinista leadership to cease 

the practice of providing weapons to leftist guerillas in El Salvador, and held an implied goal of 

democratization of Nicaragua. 353 Democrats such as Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-NY) felt as 

though the intelligence finding was still intended to overthrow the regime, yet the finding was 

still approved by the Senate Intelligence Committee with only Senators Patrick Leahy (D-VT) 

and Joe Biden (D-DE) dissenting. In some ways, Senator Moynihan was correct. Covert 

operations in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Honduras, and even Panama were expedited after the 

passage of the intelligence finding. The CIA’s man on the ground, Clarridge began hiring what 

he called unilateral controlled Latino assets (UCLAs) in October 1983, using them on speed boat 

teams to destroy oil storage tanks at the port of Corinto in a form of economic warfare. 354 

It was also after the most recent Presidential finding that in October 1983 Reagan 

approved the CIA mining operation of Nicaraguan harbors to limit oil imports from Mexico. 

The President found this form of economic warfare acceptable given the numbers the CIA 

analysts presented to Reagan in which the Soviets were spending on aid and manpower. The 

Reagan administration continued to see Soviet spending numbers steadily rise since June 
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1982. 355 More than a year later, the Soviets were spending $4 billion a year in the Caribbean 

and had 6,000-7,000 troops in Cuba, and between the Soviet Union and Cuba, had approximately 

12,000 men dispersed throughout Latin America. 356 

This period of time somewhat explains increased Congressional spending on Contra 

efforts despite the implementation of the Boland Amendment and Congress’ general displeasure 

at Reagan’s obsession on U.S. counter-Soviet activities in Central America. The heavy Soviet 

expenditures taken together with the Soviet downing of Korean Airline Flight of 007 (September 

1, 1983), the Beirut Marine Bombing (October 23, 1983), and the successful Grenada Invasion 

(October 25-29, 1983), the Reagan administration was able to strike a compromise with 

Congress on a spending cap of $24 million on the contras. 357 Reagan signed the authorization 

into law on December 9, 1983 essentially allowing his covert war with the Sandinistas to 

continue. Over the next two years, the CIA would continue covert activities protected by 

Presidential power under the provision of the December 1st, 1981, and September 19th, 1983, 

intelligence findings. 

Subsequently, the Reagan administration used these intelligence findings as opportunities 

to limit the Soviet advance in Nicaragua. The result was the devastating blunder of the 
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Nicaraguan Harbor Mining from October 1983 – April 1984. 358 Arguably, Reagan-era policy in 

Nicaragua was the most pervasive form of empire in the modern U.S. sense, because it 

consistently sought armed intervention to accomplish foreign policy objectives. Yet, during this 

same era, Reagan's foreign policy objectives in Nicaragua were condemned. Reagan’s first term 

in office would experience largely unsuccessful paramilitary and intelligence initiatives in 

Central America because they were carefully critiqued by a resistant Congress and a Communist 

government in Managua. That government maintained an authoritarian hold over its own people 

and a constant wariness of U.S. power and force based upon its colonial and modern past 

histories with the American military. 

 
 

Congressional Boundaries on Nicaraguan Policy (1981-1984) 
 

Reagan’s moral convictions seemed to expand past the limits of Congress, each time 

creatively bypassing Congressional restrictions. The U.S. Congress would have an answer for 

the Reagan administration, and many Americans who theoretically supported U.S. intervention 

in some form – legislation limiting unilateral Executive action in Nicaragua. In December 1982, 

Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) introduced an amendment to prevent entities of the CIA and DoD 

from furnishing military equipment to anti-Communist forces in Nicaragua. However, after Bill 

Casey appeared before Representative Edward Boland (D-MA) and his House Committee and 

testified that the 500-man Contra force had grown to 4,000 due to the hatred of the Sandinistas, 

the Congressmen became angered over the President and Langley’s bypass of Congressional 

approval. On December 8th, 1982, Boland dramatically read on the House floor the phrase 
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explicitly prohibiting the use of funds to overthrow the Nicaraguan government and was tagged 

the Boland Amendment. This amendment would eventually supersede Senator Harkin's bill and 

revise the Intelligence Authorization Act, passing unanimously 411-0. 359 

The restriction of funds became a useful strategy employed in the service of 

Congressional accountability to limit the power of the executive branch in terms of covert 

operations. At the same time as the enacting of the first Boland Amendment, Senator Tom 

Harkin (D-IA) introduced legislation to deny funds to the CIA and DoD to furnish any military 

assistance to groups and/or individuals in Nicaragua. 360 By the following Spring in 1983, the 

CIA’s contra program had run out of funds, and without Congressional support the program 

would have to suspend operations indefinitely. 

However, the CIA still maintained the support of Goldwater and the conservative hawk 

base in Congress. Yet, until the Republican majority Senate could provide additional funds, 

Director Casey, desperate for resources, reprogrammed leftover CIA funds. The prior 

September, CIA officers had been directed to protect and provide intelligence assistance to 

Lebanese President-elect Bashir Gemayel. When President Gemayel was killed in an 

assassination in Beirut on September 14th, 1982, the CIA’s idle resources were transferred for 

Contra use. 361 

Congressional accountability also came in the form of Congressional visits to Central 

America. These visits were routinely undertaken by U.S. officials for two reasons: first, to 

observe firsthand the conditions on the ground and effects of U.S. foreign policy initiatives. 
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Secondly, to create a space for public statements and draw attention to Nicaraguan operations in 

the media, oftentimes by Democratic or oppositional leaders. Nearly a year after Reagan entered 

office and began his campaign to limit Soviet influence in Central America, Senators Claiborne 

Pell (D-RI) and Patrick Leahy (D-VT) traveled to Central America, visiting Guatemala, El 

Salvador, Honduras, and Panama in February 1982. After their trip, the Senators recommended 

cutting ties with the Salvadoran junta and urged the Reagan administration to not destabilize 

Nicaragua through covert operations which carried significant weight having just travelled to the 

region. 362 

Senator Chris Dodd (D-CT) travelled to Nicaragua in April 1983 as did Senators William 

Cohen (R-ME) and Gary Hart (D-CO) on September 8th of the same year. Both visits revealed 

much more about the state of U.S.-Nicaraguan relations than both envoys expected. After 

Senator Dodd’s trip to Nicaragua, National Security Agency (NSA) intercepts revealed that the 

Sandinista government thought that the Senator was a “good guy” and sympathetic to their 

cause. 363 During the Cohen and Hart trip to Managua, prior to landing at the Augusto C. 

Sandino International Airport, their pilot was notified that the airport was closed due to the 

shootdown of (what was later identified as a CIA Cessna) aircraft equipped with two separate 

five-hundred-pound bombs by the Sandinista military, which then crashed into a control tower 

and terminal building at the airport. 364 The House and Senate Intelligence Committees would 

later find out that the plan had been for the CIA to conduct a small bombing raid to show the 
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Contras could strike a Sandinista target in the capital and that the Contras represented a national 

effort against the Sandinista regime. The operation backfired, and Congress was given a front 

row seat to the Reagan administration’s muddling of covert paramilitary operations and warfare. 

On April 5th, 1983, Senators Moynihan and Leahy took to the Senate floor to denounce 

the covert Nicaragua program, and though the program had the support of Goldwater, Congress 

still refused to support it openly with additional funding. On April 13th, 1983, the Democratic 

House voted to ban aid to the Nicaraguan war effort completely. 365 In response, President 

Reagan addressed a joint session of Congress on April 27th, 1983, requesting $600 million in 

overt aid to Central America, arguing that Nicaragua was an important hinge point in the effort 

to combat Soviet influence. 

By prohibiting aid to overthrow the Sandinista regime, the Boland Amendment set the 

stage for three years of battles between the White House and Congress over Latin American 

policy. 366 Representative Boland would also sponsor amendments to defense appropriations 

bills forbidding the CIA, the primary director of the covert Contra war, to spend government 

funds on operations, equipment, and the training of personnel to overthrow the Nicaraguan 

government. This would be further solidified on October 12th, 1984, when Congress passed the 

most stringent Boland Amendment. The Amendment was a direct reaction to the Nicaraguan 

Harbor Mining which caused deep frustrations within both political parties. Congress realized 

that it no longer had to contend with just the U.S. military, but also the CIA which was 

responsible for the harbor mining. The Second Boland Amendment expressly prohibited any 
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funding to “military or paramilitary operations” in Nicaragua. 367 Within Reagan’s first term as 

President, the Executive Branch had created the necessity for Congress to enact two separate 

amendments for equipping and training Contra activities, but would it be enough to limit the 

Reagan administration’s strategy of armed primacy? 

 
 

Conclusion: Effectiveness of U.S. Foreign Policy from the Latin American Perspective 
 

This chapter argued that after the election of President Ronald Reagan in November 

1980, the Executive Branch continued its strategy of armed primacy and pushing of 

Congressional boundaries through military interventions in Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, 

and Nicaragua. Because the Reagan administration pursued an interventionist policy in Latin 

America during the 1980s it expanded Executive power to conduct this policy which produced a 

consequential Congressional backlash and significant resistance from public opinion in the U.S. 

and in Latin America ultimately restricting its overall Cold War grand strategy of armed 

primacy. 

Further unpacking the term armed primacy, this chapter used the analytic of empire to 

examine the foreign policy actions of the Reagan administration within its overall strategy of 

armed primacy. This term personified the objective of militarizing U.S. foreign policy which 

claimed that U.S. power required to underwrite a new, international order, built on democratic 

principles. It also claimed that U.S. intervention (specifically in Latin America) was effective 

and beneficial to Latin Americans. 
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This research also provided evidence of individual and collective protest and disproval in 

the U.S. and Latin American experiences of Reagan administration policies in Honduras, 

Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, as it consciously pursued a strategy of armed primacy. 

The ultimate goal is to correctly align how these interventionist practices played out in the 

individual and collective experiences during imperial practices. However, as the evidence 

argues, these remonstrations ultimately coalesced into formal legislation and provided 

boundaries to Executive power and its tools of imperial practice. 

Congress's attempt to eliminate unilateral executive action in El Salvador brought about a 

struggle between the Executive and Legislative branches over the WPA of 1973. The results of 

this conflict brought about the passage of congressional limits on Presidential power in terms of 

military intervention, specifically in terms of funding and military support. However, while 

providing boundaries on Presidential power, the somewhat complicit association and funding 

efforts of Congress, also allowed the Executive branch to expand Presidential war-making 

authority. 

It was also the aim of this research to provide new research and contribute to exposing 

the ineffectiveness of U.S. foreign policy initiatives in Latin American countries with legacies of 

colonial histories. Secondly, this chapter highlighted the source of Executive power created 

despite Congressional resistance to Latin American policies where the foreign policy was 

implemented. Also, this research provided the often-overlooked views of Latin American 

perspectives in contestation with U.S. foreign policy objectives and reasserted the importance of 

Latin American battlefields during the Cold War. Finally, this chapter emphasized that the Cold 

War consensus did not exist in Latin America and that through overly active Executive 



197  

 
measures, the office of the President as an institution perpetuated the Cold War through 

interventionism in Latin America. 

Additionally, Congressional oversight and restrictions raise important future ethical 

questions which should be pursued in further research. For the Reagan administration, what else 

could have been done to limit the violent impacts of multiple Central American wars? Was a 

paramilitary and covert military solution the most effective long-term answer? Could the U.S. 

have considered additional combat measures, and acted decisively with international Western 

Hemisphere partners in Reagan's first term to produce better results? Lastly, should the Reagan 

administration have acted at all, and instead withdrew troops that the Carter administration had 

deployed to train military junta-supported federal security forces? 

Ultimately, Congress was successful in partially limiting the Reagan administration's 

military intervention in Central America, and arguably, if Congress had not voiced dissent, 

placed strict reporting requirements for Congressional funding, limited the Reagan 

administration to 55 military advisors in El Salvador, passed three specific restriction of funding 

bills on Nicaragua, and filed a Supreme Court suit, the administration would arguably have 

attempted to further expand military intervention into Central America. Congressional 

prohibitions over Executive actions during the Reagan administration were a critical reminder 

that the War Powers Act of 1973, though flexible and somewhat loose in constraints over 

Executive authority, nonetheless still provided an important foundation for Congress's right to 

declare and make war. 

In Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, Latin American citizens often 

became the recipients of American experiments in not only democracy but practices and 
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techniques of liberal reforms. Much like the years of the Woodrow Wilson administration which 

witnessed numerous interventions by the U.S. into Latin America, in the attempt to produce 

domestic reforms, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the U.S. attempted to reform countries using 

military actions. All of this had much to do with the belief that liberal democracy would have 

the same effects in every country in which it was imported. Walter LaFeber observed that 

President Carter's human rights policies were the "moral equivalent of the Alliance for Progress" 

during the Kennedy administration. 368 Both policy approaches grossly overestimated the 

capacity of American foreign policy to effectively reverse long-established systems of repressive 

social controls. 

It is here where this research returns to one of the original sub-arguments of the paper – 

the Kennedy administration's Alliance for Progress was ultimately successful, albeit, not in the 

way American leaders originally envisioned. It accomplished exactly what it sought to do. The 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations sought to contain Communism by producing a stable 

Western Hemisphere. What went awry? The solution was the problem – military training, 

economic aid, and foreign military sales. This recipe ultimately placed the extensions and 

benefits of U.S. power into the hands of a few American-trained military authoritarian Caudillos. 

In light of this relatively recent history, how is the U.S. to move forward and restore 

relationships with its Central American neighbors? In short, the U.S. must reevaluate its 

relationships with Central American countries such as Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and 

Nicaragua. In many ways, the U.S.’s regional approach to these four countries has not changed 

dramatically since the Good Neighbor Policy (1933-1939), nearly a century later. FDR believed 
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in linking the approaches of all four states together, just as President Reagan did, enabling 

systematic U.S. intervention. 369 However, instead of injecting force to establish U.S. national 

interests, it is important to consider the basis of instability to encourage democratic governance 

and economic permanence. 

For one, the U.S. must still seek to establish long-term trade negotiations and tackle 

economic inequality through forums such as the Americas Partnership for Economic Prosperity, 

to not only encourage the democratization of Latin America but incentivize Central Americans to 

invest in their nations. 370 As Walt LaFeber analyzed the policies of William Jennings Bryan, as 

Secretary of State, in his recommendations to the instability erupting in Nicaragua, private 

capital had to be replaced by government monies and funds. 371 Raising capital could be part of a 

workable solution – but with federal oversight. Additionally, the U.S. and Latin American 

countries must seek long-term military strategies that promote the security of each nation and 

encourage mutually beneficial military exchanges through the use training missions and joint 

deployments. Taken together, these are but a few small improvements that highlight a much- 

needed reevaluation of U.S.-Latin American relations but could be the fruit of public resistance 

and Congressional restraint from years of U.S. interventionism in the region. 
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CHAPTER 5 

“Executive Power and Armed Primacy: Grenada and the Limits of the War Powers Act, 
October 1983” 

Introduction: The War Powers Act in the Grenadian Context 

On the evening of October 25th, 1983, the Office of the Press Secretary released “Text of 

a Letter from the President to the Speaker of the House of Representatives and the President Pro 

Tempore of the Senate.” Within the press release, President Reagan provided the context of a 

U.S. invasion on the island of Grenada to be “consistent with the War Powers Resolution… 



201  

371F 

372F 

373F 

 
providing this report on this deployment of the United States Armed Forces.” 372 The press 

release went on to further note that troops had already been deployed at 5 pm EST, and 

approximately 1,900 United States Army and Marine Corps personnel had already landed in 

Grenada, as a "temporary presence." 373 

Was this military action lawful? This had been a recurring question since 1973. Yet 

troops had been deployed into combat without a Congressional declaration of war. Additionally, 

did it matter that the Reagan administration had deployed troops under Article II, Section 2 of 

the Constitution, yet provided a rationale for the notification as complying with the War Powers 

Act? 374 Did anyone else disagree with this Executive action? What is more, neither the U.S., 

nor its Allies, had been attacked as it had in Beirut days before, nor in the Gulf of Sidra in 

August 1981. This was a conscious pre-emptive attack to prevent violence against Americans – 

this seemed different. 

In a little-known part of the history surrounding the U.S.-led Grenada invasion in 1983, 

Arthur Goldberg, a former Supreme Court Justice, Secretary of Labor, and U.S. Ambassador to 

the United Nations, under Kennedy and Johnson, retroactively questioned the constitutionality of 

President Reagan’s deployment of U.S. troops to Grenada, just a few months after the military 

action. Since leaving public life, Justice Goldberg had become affiliated with the Historic 

Southern Tenant Farmers Union, and its co-founder H.L. Mitchell. Mr. Mitchell had supported 

 

372 Morton Blackwell, “Grenada,” Ronald Reagan Presidential Library Digital Library Collections, Accessed at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/digitallibrary/smof/publicliaison/blackwell/box- 
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373 Ibid., pg. 5. 
374 The War Powers Act of 1973 is also referred to as the War Powers Resolution. The name itself represents a 
difference in executive and legislative interpretation and meaningful authority within both branches. Every 
President since Nixon (including Carter) has questioned its constitutionality (See "Senators Seeking to Overhaul 
War Powers Resolution," New York Times, May 20, 1988). 
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an organized effort to impeach the President over the “unconstitutionality of the rescue mission 

in Grenada.” 375 In a respectful reply, the White House Counsel to the President, future Chief 

Justice John G. Roberts, wrote to Fred Fielding who worked in the Office of the White House 

Counsel, to reply to Justice Goldberg explaining the disagreement on views of the Constitution. 

Roberts specifically cited the President’s “inherent authority in the international arena to defend 

American lives and interests and, as Commander-in-Chief, to use military force in doing so.” 376 

Oddly enough, the position was not defended by using the War Powers Act, which 

provides “the constitutional powers of the President as Commander-in-Chief to introduce United 

States Armed Forces into hostilities, or into situations where imminent involvement in hostilities 

is clearly indicated by the circumstances, are exercised only pursuant to…a national emergency 

created by attack upon the United States, its territories or possessions, or its armed forces.” 377 

Instead, Roberts drafted the letter for Fielding to Justice Goldberg using the recent example of 

Dames & Moore v. Reagan, 453 U.S. 654, 662 (1981), and quoted from Youngstown Sheet & 

Tube Co. v. Sawyer, 343 U.S. 579, 634 (1952) in which Justice Goldberg, was active on the 

Court agreed with the concurring opinion of, “the poverty of really useful and unambiguous 

authority applicable to concrete problems of Executive power as they actually present 

themselves.” 378 
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377 The War Powers Act (50 U.S.C. Chapter 33), Section 2. 
378 Roberts, “Grenada,” pg. 4. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/digitallibrary/smof/counsel/roberts/box-027/40-485-6908381-027-008-


203  

378F 

 
What Roberts was implying was by this point in American history, the legal precedent 

had already been solidified for the unilateral application of Executive directed military action. By 

using Justice Goldberg’s own court decision, Roberts was reminding him of his prior legal 

precedent. As Roberts would claim in the same memorandum, “The President, however, also 

has inherent authority in the international area to defend American lives and interests and, as 

Commander-in-Chief, to use military force in doing so,” a pattern used since “President 

Jefferson sent the Marines to the shores of Tripoli.” 379 Less than a decade after the War Powers 

Act of 1973, the reassertion of Executive power was already underway, and it was the tendency 

of the courts to side with the Executive branch. 

 
 

Argument and Aims of Research 
 

The U.S. invasion of Grenada highlighted multiple questions on the efficacy of using the 

WPA to restrain Executive military action, the invasion’s lawfulness, and the lasting effects to 

Congress and the Executive branch. This chapter argues that the Reagan administration’s 

deployment of troops to the island of Grenada to overturn a pro-communist government in the 

Caribbean demonstrated the limits on the War Powers Act. It could not prevent the Executive 

branch’s use of military power, its encouragement of short duration military operations, and the 

expansion of executive power through the employment of the Cold War strategy of armed 

primacy. It was the invasion of Grenada which revealed the tipping point in the balance of 

powers between the Executive and Legislative branches of government. Additionally, it was this 
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tipping point which reveals that Executive power further expanded, primarily due to the strategy 

of armed primacy and its focus on limiting Soviet influence in the Western Hemisphere. 

The aims of this research have four conclusions. First, the Reagan administration 

deployed troops to halt Soviet expansion, which was the true motivation behind Reagan's foreign 

policy in the Western Hemisphere. The Reagan administration feared another foothold of Soviet 

influence and resolved to use all diplomatic and military means necessary to limit its effects. 

Secondly, the U.S.-led invasion of Grenada, Operation Urgent Fury, exemplified Congress’ 

inability to prevent unilateral Execution action. Thirdly, Urgent Fury personified the Cold War 

strategy of armed primacy (leadership, supremacy, dominance) which claimed that U.S. power 

was required to underwrite a world order by combatting Soviet power projection to maintain 

global hegemony. 380 Lastly, the outcome of pursuing this strategy was the expansion of 

Executive power and the Executive branch's control of military authority. 

The structure of this chapter is designed to highlight the critical events leading up to the 

invasion of Grenada on October 25th, 1983, and to analyze the research claims by offering 

evidence for each result of the invasion. This chapter will begin with an overview of events from 

1974 through the Grenadian elections in November 1983. Next, this research will discuss the 

Reagan administration's perception of a need for action in Grenada. This section will emphasize 

many of the underlying beliefs held by the Reagan administration regarding Latin America and 

the Caribbean more generally which played a role in deploying troops to the island. Then, this 

chapter will demonstrate Reagan's use of Executive power and the limits of Congressional 
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restraint when considering the War Powers Act of 1973. One of the largest effects the invasion 

of Grenada had on the American public and military was the desire and encouragement of short- 

duration warfare, which is the subject of the following section. 

Lastly, this chapter will conclude by underscoring the expansion of Executive power 

through the employment of armed primacy. This section further stresses how this strategy was 

motivated by an intent to limit Soviet influence in the Western Hemisphere. However, it also 

identifies the flexibility of the Executive branch, its rapid ability to act, and to further codify 

Executive power through unilateral administration actions such as NSDDs. 

 
 

Grenada Before the Invasion 
 

Grenada, originally named Concepcion by Christopher Columbus on his third voyage in 

1498, was settled by the French and officially renamed Grenada in 1650. By 1783, the French 

ceded control of Grenada to Britain by which time enslaved people had been imported and 

forced to work in its sugarcane plantations to supply the British Empire. It was not until 1974 

when Grenada was granted its independence and Eric Gairy became its first prime minister. 

However, in 1976 the island faced several social protest movements surrounding the general 

election in December which coalesced around Maurice Bishop and the New Jewel Movement 

(NJM). 381 

On March 13, 1979, while Prime Minister Eric Gairy was out of the country traveling to 

New York, a group of 70-NJM personnel raided a high school armory for guns and knives and 
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captured Gairy’s 200-man defense force. 382 The NJM declared a revolution, and its new head of 

government, Maurice Bishop was immediately befriended by Cuban revolutionary, Fidel Castro. 

Since Bishop was limited in international relationships, looking for support for his Marxist- 

Socialist movement, and skeptical of U.S. help and its Ambassador Frank Ortiz, the NJM slowly 

shifted politically left into the Soviet orbit. 

The U.S. government monitored Soviet and Cuban activity in Grenada. The last eighteen 

months of Carter's Presidency witnessed a more Communist-focused administration, as Bob 

Gates recalled, “Carter began numerous covert actions to counter Soviet advances in the Third 

World. Well before the invasion of Afghanistan, he approved intelligence findings aimed at 

countering the Soviets and/or Cubans in Grenada, Jamaica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Yemen, and 

even Afghanistan.” 383 The intelligence community began to dedicate resources for collection 

and possible covert activities beginning in January 1980, during the construction of a much- 

needed airport for the country, based on its tourist-reliant economy. The year prior, after Castro 

presented warm feelings towards the Bishop government, the dictator agreed to finance the $30 

million project. April 16th, 1979, the U.S. State Department relayed to Bishop’s office that it 

would view with concern the establishment of close ties to Cuba. The same day, Grenada 

announced that it established diplomatic relations with Cuba and the Castro regime. 384 

A year into his Presidency, after having already made Latin American security an 

important focus of his foreign policy initiatives in El Salvador and Nicaragua, Reagan began to 
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focus on regional Caribbean security. Reagan met with key leaders in the Caribbean – Barbados, 

St. Vincent, St. Kitts-Nevis, Dominica, and Antigua in April 1982. There, Reagan expressed 

concern that “Grenada had joined the Soviet Union, Nicaragua, and Cuba to ‘spread the virus’ of 

Marxism in the region.” 385 Reagan had hoped this meeting would not only solidify into a 

unified anti-Communist stance against Soviet and Cuban current operations in the Caribbean but 

also form a core of reliable partners that advocated U.S. leadership in the Western Hemisphere. 

 
 

In Grenada, however, despite Communist solidarity abroad, the NJM showed signs of 

internal rupturing starting in July 1982. The core of the internal conflict existed between 

Bernard Coard, the Deputy Prime Minister, and Bishop over the Prime Minister’s views on how 

to mobilize the political efforts of the newly formed organization. In Bishop’s view, workers, 

students, and farmers would be the center of power, and not the Central Committee (CC), which 

had been initially set up to guide the Marxist-Socialist movement. In contrast, the Deputy Prime 

Minister believed the governing power of the NJM should be maintained by the CC. As the 

public rift emerged between Coard and Bishop, the Prime Minister visited the USSR to secure 

additional support from Moscow. The Prime Minister was successful, signing economic and 

political agreements with the Soviet Union, and received guarantees to purchase 500 tons of 

steel, 400 tons of flour, and a 10-year $7.7 million credit. 386 For Bishop, this arguably gave him 

the leadership credentials he needed to lead effectively in Grenada, but it also made him a target 

and pariah to the Reagan administration. 
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In March 1983, Reagan announced in a televised speech that Grenada's democratic form 

of government was under attack and emphasized the construction of an international airport, 

financed by the Cuban government. 387 The President wanted to convey the seriousness of his 

tone to his American viewers. In the speech, the President claimed that the “Soviet-Cuban 

militarization of Grenada in short, can only be seen as a power projection into the region,” 388 

which would have seemed like an encroachment on the U.S. into a part of the world much closer 

to home than Vietnam or the Persian Gulf. However, as Reagan built up the Communist threat, 

Prime Minister Bishop was still attempting to handle the political opposition of Deputy Minister 

Coard and his desire to have the CC to retain the preponderance of power in governing Grenada. 

According to internal Grenadian records, Bishop and Coard’s disagreement over governance hit 

a fever pitch in September of 1983, after which time, Bishop made another international trip to 

Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, the Soviet Union, and later to Cuba on the return flight 

from September 28 – October 8, 1983. A few days after Bishop’s return to Grenada, the NJM 

held a meeting on October 13th, and after more disagreement on joint leadership issues the CC 

expelled Bishop from NJM and placed the Prime Minister under arrest. Bishop was killed along 

with five other NJM members and General Hudson Austin announced that the army had 

established a Revolutionary Military Council that would form the government of Grenada on 

October 19th, 1983. 
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From the perspective of the Reagan administration, what seemed to already be a radical 

Marxist regime falling apart placed Grenada into further anarchy by arresting the Prime Minister 

and his staff. American officials believed the latest revolution risked destabilizing adjacent 

Caribbean states and the lives of U.S. citizens at the St. George's University Medical School. 

Arguably it was at this moment that the Reagan administration saw a two-fold opportunity: 

Rescue at-risk American citizens in Grenada and liberate Grenada from a Marxist regime. This 

would break the Vietnam taboo against using military force. 389 

Reagan rerouted U.S. Marines from Lebanon to the Caribbean on October 20th, 1983, 

after which the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) met in Barbados on October 

21st and decided to ask the U.S. to lead an invasion of the island. The U.S.-Caribbean invasion, 

Operation Urgent Fury began on October 25th, 1983, and after 48 hours, the Cubans had run out 

of ammunition and 636 Cubans were taken captive by the U.S. military. 390 On October 27th, 

1983 the President defended his actions in Grenada on U.S. television, further explaining the 

events on the island, largely because the U.S. government did not allow journalists and reporters 

to come with U.S. troops on the invasion, so most Americans first heard about the details of the 

event from the President himself. An interim government in Grenada was established until 

elections were held on November 15, 1983, and less than a month and a half later, on December 

15th, the last US combat troops left Grenada, within the 60-day limit specified by the War 

Powers Act. 391 
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The Reagan Administration’s Perception: The Need for American Intervention 
 

Even before the Presidential election of 1980, then-former Governor of California 

Reagan was convinced of Soviet interference, especially in the Western Hemisphere. At a 

campaign stop in Chicago on August 18th, 1980, Reagan commented on the need for action, for 

American intervention. The candidate remarked, “Much closer to home is Soviet-inspired 

trouble in the Caribbean. Subversion and Cuban-trained guerilla bands are targeted on Jamaica, 

Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala. Leftist regimes have already taken over Nicaragua and 

Grenada.” 392 The implication was that the Soviets and Cubans already maintained a foothold 

not only in the wider Caribbean and Central America but specifically in Grenada, a relatively 

little-known island at the time. Reagan was asking his future constituency to treat the perceived 

threat to the U.S. from Nicaragua as the same for Grenada, to remove it before it spread to 

neighboring states. 

Shaping this perception for Reagan was the Domino Theory. If a country fell to 

Communists, it would affect its neighbors, leading to a domino effect. This theory, a powerful 

visualization, was made famous by President Eisenhower’s “United Action” policy, which 

considered a variety of policies and actions in Southeast Asia and its relative importance in the 

Cold War during the 1950s. The theory was built upon the origins of the postwar spheres of 

influence set out during the Yalta Conference in February 4-11, 1945. The sphere of influence 

could possibly grow in the early Cold War if the U.S. and its Allies were not vigilant in pushing 

against the Communist tide. Yet, it was founded on the faulty principle that countries were like 
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dominos and carried the same weight – and that each domino's weight was adjacent cause for 

concern because somehow, they were all connected. In the Caribbean, the Reagan 

administration believed Grenada was the domino which was next in line to fall to Communist 

influence. 

However, even if the Domino Theory was an accurate representation of Latin American 

and Caribbean states in 1983, what justification did the Reagan administration possess for using 

military action to limit Communist influence? It would seem there was rationale according to 

the Reagan administration, which was further supported by international concern. Even before 

Prime Minister Bishop's execution, United Nations Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar expressed 

his apprehension over Grenada’s security to Secretary of State George Shultz. On January 14th, 

1983, ten months before Bishop's death, the Secretary-General expressed to the Secretary of 

State Shultz that he felt that Grenada was threatened by Communist influence and 

"infiltration." 393 
 

International concern further supported the President’s belief that the Cubans and Soviets 

wanted to control the island as an "important passageway for international commerce and 

military lines of communication." Reagan assumed "the Soviet-Cuban militarization of Grenada, 
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reported on the meeting. (Department of State, Central Foreign Policy File, Electronic 
Telegrams, D830039–0832). 
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in short, can only be seen as power projection into the region.” 394 These concerns were made 

public in his March 23rd speech as he highlighted the Cuban-financed airport and 10,000 ft 

runway being built in Grenada. 

The President left no doubt that he believed the Grenadian airport was a part of a larger 

plan by the Soviets to use the Cubans and Grenadians as a proxy to seize yet another foothold in 

the Western Hemisphere. A month later, President Reagan addressed a Joint Session of 

Congress on April 27th, 1983, and again referred to nationally collected geospatial intelligence as 

evidence that the Soviets had completed the airfield (not airport – assuming military and not 

civilian use), and asked his American audience, if the "Soviets today could recognize the 

Caribbean and Central America [are] vital to our interests, should we, also?" 395 The President 

posed the question - what can be done to limit the further spread of Communism so close to 

home? 
 

That question would be soon answered, after October 19th, when Prime Minister Bishop 
 

was killed by NJM members, and the immediate focus became the 700 medical students on the 

island. The medical students became the main justification for military action by the Reagan 

administration. The images of November 4th, 1979, and the Iranian attack on the U.S. Embassy 

in Tehran were seared into many American memories, so the avoidance of any further 

embarrassment by the Reagan administration became of utmost importance. 

On October 21st, further justification was provided when the OECS requested a U.S.-led 

invasion to establish democratic governance on the island. Personal pleas from heads of state 

 
394 Ahlberg and Rasmussen, “Address by President Reagan to the Nation,” Document 145, Washington, March 23, 
1983. 
395 Ibid, Document 152. 
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such as Mary Eugenia Charles, the Prime Minister from Dominica, also played a role in the 

justification of a military action on the island. Based on interviews with Secretary of Defense 

Weinberger, PM Charles specifically believed that Communism would be exported to 

neighboring Caribbean states if it took root in Grenada. 396 Grenada became an opportunity for 

the Reagan administration to showcase its commitment to prevent Communism spreading. 

Lastly, the final reason for the justification for a U.S.-led invasion was the most prolific 

and well-known: to deny Grenada as a Soviet/Cuban military base. 397 Arguably, all other 

reasons for military action on the island were based upon the assumption that at in the near 

future, Grenada would become a logistics hub and staging area for launching new Soviet projects 

in the Caribbean and greater Latin America. The assumption on the part of the Reagan 

administration was that if the Soviet Union attempted to export Communism in Nicaragua, which 

is maintained intelligence to claim, it would also do so in Grenada. 

It was this belief that convinced the Reagan administration that the Caribbean would 

eventually become a "red lake" if the U.S. did not intervene. The Soviets had successfully 

infiltrated other Western Hemisphere states. Now, after Grenada, what was next? Reagan 

argued Grenada was important to prevent another Cuba, and a linchpin for preventing the spread 

of Communism in not just Latin America, but in the disparate islands of the Caribbean, where 

colonial histories were strong, and revolution was primed for a revolt against Western 

democracy. 
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Even before Reagan's election in November 1980, the President referred to the Caribbean 

as a "red lake," especially in campaign attacks against Carter. 398 This is important to note, 

because the scholar, Elizabeth N. Saunders' theory on Presidential decision-making possibly 

offers new threads of the historiography surrounding the decision to invade Grenada in 1983. 

Saunders argues three important points in her theory: First, she argues that most great power 

military interventions are "wars of choice," based upon a state's leader's assessment of a threat 

arising from another state's national security resources. 399 Secondly, she makes the distinction 

between a leader's threat perception being internal (the causal connection between threatening or 

aggressive foreign and security policies and the internal organization of states) or external 

(threats directly from the foreign and security policies of other states regardless of domestic 

institutions, and are likely to focus primarily on the international dimensions of interstate or 

intrastate crises) focused. 400 Lastly, Saunders argues that leaders' causal beliefs about the origins 

of threats, before a crisis, shape what the leader believes about the intervention, even before 

assuming that leadership position. 401 

In the case of Reagan’s decision, this theory is important for all three reasons. If the 

historiography of the U.S.-led invasion of Grenada was shaped by this re-shaping of Presidential 

decision-making, it could be assumed Reagan chose to invade Grenada because of his existing 

beliefs in the Communist threat to the island, even before taking office. In this case, there was a 
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likely chance the invasion would have occurred at some point in his Presidency – the only 

variable was time. 

After coming into office Reagan routinely called the Caribbean a "red lake." One such 

example occurred after a meeting with Prime Minister Edward Seaga of Jamaica and his family 

in January 1981, just after taking office. Reagan noted in his diary "I think we can help him (PM 

Seaga) & gradually take back the Caribbean which was becoming a ‘Red’ lake.” 402 Reagan had 

only held office for a week but was already convinced of the Soviet threat to the Caribbean and 

the perception that it was an immediate threat to U.S. hegemony in the Western Hemisphere. 

For the new Reagan administration, there was a persistent belief Communism in the Western 

Hemisphere limited the U.S.'s effectiveness in building liberal democracy abroad. How could 

the U.S. allow the Soviet Union and its Cuban allies to weaken the U.S.’s ability to project 

power to defend allies in Europe and Asia? The administration soon tested the actual limits of 

checking Soviet power unilaterally and through military action, most notably in limitations set by 

the WPA of 1973. 

 
 

Reagan’s Use of Executive Power and the Limits of Congressional Restraint 

The Reagan administration’s deployment of troops to the island of Grenada to overturn a 

pro-communist government in the Caribbean demonstrated an important aspect of the post-War 

Powers Act era: there are limits to preventing the Executive branch from using military force. 

This is specifically seen through Reagan's notification to Congress when following the law's 

requirements. 

 
402 RRD, January 28, 1981. 



216  

402F 

403F 

404F 

 
Additionally, an often overlooked and understudied part of the historiography of the 

U.S.-led invasion is the numerous intelligence agencies and civilian agencies involved in the 

President’s use of military action in Grenada. Most of the literature revolving around the War 

Powers Act questions the specific use of force but does not consider the supporting infrastructure 

and intelligence architecture needed for the American military to conduct warfare in a theater of 

conflict. When President Reagan deployed troops to Grenada on October 24th, 1983 he also 

marshaled the resources of the civilians and contractors that worked under the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA), U.S. Atlantic Command (USLANTCOM), Defense Intelligence 

Agency (DIA), Military Airlift Command (MAC), U.S. Readiness Command (USREDCOM), 

Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), the National Security Agency (NSA), the Defense 

Mapping Agency, and the Public Affairs Office. 403 Reagan was not just deploying the military 

to Grenada, but multiple extensions of the national security apparatus, under lawful conditions. 

On Monday, October 24th, 1983, Reagan issued orders for the invasion at 6 pm EST, and 

at approximately 8 pm convened a meeting with a bipartisan group of five Congressional leaders 

who were notified and briefed by the President on the invasion. 404 In response, Speaker of the 

House Tip O’Neil patted the President’s arm and said, “God bless you, Mr. President…and good 

luck.” 405 The Speaker later told reporters "It's no time for the press of America or we in public 

life to criticize our country when our Marines or Rangers are committed."405 F

406 Not only did the 
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Congressional reaction speak volumes about its leaders' support for the U.S. military, but the 

reaction was also telling about how much the Legislative branch was willing to concede to the 

President during a time of crisis. Not 24 hours before President Reagan's notification to 

Congress, the entangling crises in Lebanon reached a climax of agitation and frustration after the 

Beirut Barracks Bombing in which 220 Marines, 18 Sailors, and three Soldiers were killed. 

However, instead of resistance, Congress defaulted to Presidential leadership to insert U.S. 

service members into yet another combat zone. 

Yet, for the sake of clarifying the extent to which Executive power grew during the 

Grenada invasion, and the limits of Congressional restraint, it is important to analyze whether 

President Reagan followed the War Powers Act. If not, what were the conclusions about the 

actual efficacy of the law? First, Reagan did not "consult with Congress, in the strict meaning of 

the 1973 term “consultation.” 407 At the time, legislators agonized over the definition of the 

word, attempting to find a blend of restriction but maneuver in the term. What legislators finally 

settled on in 1973 was, that "consultation in this provision means that a decision is pending on a 

problem and that members of Congress are being asked by the President for their advice and 

opinions.” 408 

To be clear, Reagan did not ask for the advice and opinions of Congressional leadership. 

Reagan informed Congressional leaders about the invasion after he had already signed the 

"NSDD 110A: Response to Caribbean Governments' Request to Restore Democracy on 

Grenada." Specifically, although Reagan had issued the authorization to proceed with the 
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operation on October 24th, he had signed the NSDD and authorized the mission the day prior on 

October 23rd. Reagan had already made his decision 24 hours before he met with Congressional 

leaders at the White House. 

Additionally, an exception could be made in not taking time to consult with 

Congressional leaders, as prescribed in the War Powers Act, if Congress was not in session nor 

physically available. Yet, this was also not the case. The 98th Congress not only remained in 

session until November 18th, 1983, but it was already working intimately with the Executive 

Branch due to the ongoing Lebanon crises at the time. Even with the flexible nature of the WPA, 

Reagan did not abide by the spirit or the letter of the law. The President simply decided to 

authorize military force, well before meeting with Congressional leaders, which highlighted the 

limits and practical tools the Legislative Branch had at its disposal in dealing with unilateral 

Executive authority. 

Furthermore, what also obstructed Legislative authority to halt Executive power was that 

the Reagan administration had actual legal footing for the military action in Grenada. The U.S. 

government had been formally invited by the OECS to invade and restore law and order in 

Grenada on October 22nd, 1983. 409 At that moment, the U.S. responding to the Grenadian crises 

without Congressional authority made the OECS more powerful than U.S. elected leaders. 

President Reagan sided with OECS because if the military action was successful, the U.S. would 
 
 
 

409 On October 25th, 1983, at 1000 ET, the Reagan administration called a Cabinet meeting to distribute “talking 
points” to all Cabinet members regarding the purpose of invading Grenada. Although NSDD 110A specifically 
stated the purposes of the military operation as regime change and reducing the influence of Communism on the 
island, publicly the Reagan administration asked for its Cabinet members to tell the public and Congress that it was 
in response to the urgent OECS request for action; “Cabinet Meeting Agenda” October 25th, 1983 – 10:00 AM, 
“Briefing on Grenada,” The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Archives, Counsel to the President: Records 
CFOA 1175, Box 14, pg. 1-2. 
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be seen internationally as standing by its regional democratic allies. Not only was Grenada a test 

of wills between Democracy and Communism in the larger Cold War, but on a more basic level, 

the U.S. was the purveyor of global democracy, and to allow Communism to take its place 

provided larger implications of the Brezhnev Doctrine and its prophecy of the inevitability of 

history being on the Soviet Union’s side. 

Moreover, by invading Grenada, not only did the operation expand Executive power, 

but it had three other important impacts. First, through the Grenada invasion, the U.S. would be 

sending a message to the rest of the Western Hemisphere, especially Nicaragua, that it was all 

too willing to use military force to enforce its interests upon neighboring countries. Secondly, 

the invasion helped to rally domestic support and Congressional support to defeat the stigma of 

sending U.S. troops abroad. Most importantly, it showed a commitment by the Reagan 

administration that it would be tough on Communism. All of these impacts reinforced the 

interpretation of legality of the operation in their way. Reagan was following through on 

campaign promises, reinvigorating the U.S.'s belief in democracy abroad, and justifying the 

invasion in moral terms. 

Another reason the War Powers Act was ineffective in limiting Executive power in terms 

of military action was because there existed in the Reagan administration, what military planners 

often call, a bias for action. Simply put, Reagan arguably sympathized with the need for action, 

not just because of the "externally focused" system highlighted by Elizabeth N. Saunders, but 

because Reagan honestly believed in military intervention as a useful peacemaking solution (i.e., 

El Salvador, Gulf of Sidra, Lebanon – all before October 1983). Domestically, on the 

Presidential campaign trail, Governor Reagan pushed for not just a renewed sense of self for the 
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U.S., but specifically the military. 410 Reagan promised to act militarily, if just by the sheer 

accumulation of military power, to deter enemies and achieve, “peace through strength…and a 

defense capability that provides a margin of safety for America.” 411 However, the Democratic 

Party could not be more in disagreement. Speaker O'Neill noted "My honest opinion is that for 

the past two years, the administration has been looking for an opportunity to get into Grenada…I 

think it's just wrong." 412 Not only did Tip O'Neill oppose the invasion of another sovereign 

nation, but O'Neill himself witnessed the predictions of power by the hawkish Reagan 

administration. 

What is also telling about the Reagan administration’s bias for action were the 

interactions between military planners and the White House. Military planning, both before and 

after Operation Urgent Fury pre-dated the actual military portion of planning on the island. In 

the official military history of Operation Urgent Fury recorded by the Office of the Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), records of planning and execution of Joint operations in Grenada 

officially began on October 12th, 1983. Prime Minister Bishop was not even assassinated at this 

point – the main cause of civil protest and rioting creating a larger concern for the American 

medical students on St. George’s University campus. 

Military operational planning, which presumed an eventual military conflict, even before 

the operation began, was based on three other important factors – all of which indicate further 

support for the Reagan administration’s bias for action. First, based upon the conviction that the 

Soviet and Communist threat was a liability to not just the U.S., but to the OECS states, 
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President Reagan in early October 1983 directed the DoD to maintain military forces in the 

eastern Caribbean to “deter aggression.” He further directed that frequent exercises in the 

Caribbean should be planned and conducted, while “contingency” plans for the region should be 

updated. 413 The order was sent to the Joint Task Force Commander and Commander of the 

Second Fleet, Vice Admiral Joseph Metcalf III. In a sense, President Reagan, the Commander- 

in-Chief, was signaling to his subordinate commander in the Caribbean that he wanted the 

military on alert and at a high level of readiness. 

Secondly, on October 12th, 1983, the Regional Interagency Group (RIG) of the National 

Security Council (NSC), convened a meeting with Langhorne A. Motley, Assistant Secretary of 

State for Inter-American Affairs, and former Ambassador to Brazil, and spoke to JCS 

Representative COL James W. Connally, a United States Air Force Officer, and Chief of the 

Western Hemisphere Division, Plans, and Policy Directorate. There, Ambassador Motley 

advised COL Connally that it might become necessary to plan a short-notice military operation 

in support of the evacuation of U.S. citizens in Grenada. 

Third, after President Reagan ordered the Second Fleet's increased level of readiness and 

additional operational planning requirements outlined by AMB Motley, military planners went to 

work on October 19th, 1983. Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Richard L. Prillaman, the Operations 

Officer for the National Military Commander Center in Washington, DC issued a Warning Order 

(WARNO) – a precursor to formal Military Orders – to Admiral McDonald, under U.S. Atlantic 

Command (USLANTCOM), Commander of U.S. forces in the Caribbean. The WARNO was 

signed by General John William Vessey Jr., Chairman of the JCS. The official start date for 
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Operation Urgent Fury had begun – October 19th, 1983 – the day of PM Bishop's execution, and 

five days before Congressional notification. 

Effects of the Invasion: Encouragement of Short-Duration Warfare 
 

Not only did the Reagan administration’s deployment of troops to the island of Grenada 

to overturn a pro-communist government in the Caribbean demonstrate the limits on the War 

Powers Act’s legislative authority to prevent the Executive branch’s use of military power but it 

also encouraged U.S. military forces to plan, execute and even desire shorter duration military 

operations. Operation Urgent Fury’s Plan was simple and relied upon some of the most basic 

characteristics of what is now known as the American Way of War –a reliance upon firepower 

and technology, the Joint nature of U.S. military forces, and high sensitivity to casualties. 414 

Relatively speaking, for the seizure of an entire country, the plan was fairly simple – the 
 

U.S. troops would deploy to the island, clearing the territory of all enemy combatants, and then 

hold territory for a short period before transferring authority to civilian leadership. The Marines 

would secure the northern part of the island, known as Pearls Airport, while the Rangers would 

take the south, near the medical school campus at True Blue and Point Salines airport. The Navy 

SEALS deployed to Grenada would ensure the safety of Governor General Sir Paul Scoon, 

capture the radio station, and free political prisoners from Richmond Hill Prison. Once the initial 

objectives were seized and secured, two additional battalions of paratroopers would be flown 

onto the island to secure key intersections and terrain for the 350-man Caribbean peacekeeping 

force. 
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There were several operational setbacks. One notable impediment was the loss of 

operational navigation equipment in the C-130s carrying the Rangers from Hunter Army 

Airfield. This equipment malfunction placed the Ranger’s airdrop thirty-six minutes behind 

schedule for the simultaneous seizure of the island with the Marines. Additionally, there was 

almost a complete lack of interoperable communications equipment between U.S. and peace 

keeping forces. Lastly, U.S. troops were relegated to outdated maps and poor intelligence 

collection and dissemination concerning the size and disposition of the Cuban forces. However, 

despite several glaring mistakes by U.S. military forces, Operation Urgent Fury largely went as 

planned. 415 Most combat operations were completed by midday, October 27th, less than 48 

hours after the initial invasion. Operation Urgent Fury and the use of Executive power exhibited 

through the operation had significant effects – most notably the coming of age for the American 

Way of War, using overwhelming firepower and force, the jointness of U.S. military forces, and 

short duration warfare in both time and scale. 

First, as a result of the invasion of Grenada, the U.S.-led forces demonstrated the 

usefulness of firepower and force. Due to sheer numbers and capability, the relatively lightly 

armed Cuban combatants in Grenada were quickly overwhelmed by the American assault force. 

The American military package of four hundred American Marines with supporting helicopters, 

numerous small but lethal Special Operations Teams (newly created under the Joint Special 

Operations Command), and a battalion of Rangers supported by numerous sorties of gunships 

from the carrier USS Independence parked offshore of the island were able to suppress and then 
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destroy Cuban gun teams even in forfeited positions using anti-aircraft and armored personnel 

carriers. 

The outliers of the conflict were the Cuban forces that the Rangers encountered on Point 

Salines which provided stiff resistance due to the Cuban Battalion Commander and Senior leader 

COL Tortola Comas, an experienced field officer. Contrary to initial intelligence reporting, and 

what would be later recorded in press reports, the Rangers would ultimately seize more than 

1000 rifles, assorted equipment, and barracks for a full battalion of infantrymen – not 

construction workers. Within four hours of the successful initial assault, General Vessey (JCS) 

sent more than 1500 paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne Division, under the command of 

General Edward Trobaugh to Point Salines. The combined elements of Rangers, Paratroopers, 

and JSOC operators from that point would be renamed Task Force (TF) 121. Combined, TF 121 

captured 250 Cuban prisoners upon the initial assault, seized key terrain, and built momentum 

for the rest of the operation. 

Secondly, Operation Urgent Fury highlighted the importance of jointness in the American 

Way of War which became an integral part of the U.S.’s grand strategy of armed primacy. 

Before and during the mission, jointness played a key role through the international participation 

of Jamacia, Barbados, and OECS. The OECS and its function as a stabilizing force in the 

Caribbean was explicitly seen through the international participation of the Caribbean 

peacekeeping force (CPF), created and integrated into the mission by General Vessey. The 300- 

man CPF arrived at Point Salines in an Air Force C-130 aircraft after the Ranger airfield seizure. 
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The CPF played the critical role of securing the airfield and retaining detainees until local 

governance could be re-established. 416 

General Vessey also combined all DoD elements under a single command, assigning the 

Rangers and 82nd Airborne Division directly under Vice Admiral Joseph Metcalf, III, the Naval 

Commander of the Second Fleet and Joint Task Force Commander. Reinforcing the Army’s 

secondary command position within the mission, Major General H. Norman Schwarzkopf would 

be the ground advisor to Metcalf. 417 Both externally, leveraging the strengths and militaries of 

partnered nations, and internally, incorporating all elements of the ground, sea, and air elements 

of the U.S. military into the mission demonstrated the jointness of Operation Urgent Fury. 

Lastly, it would be the characteristic of short-duration operations which would also 

emphasize the American Way of War during Operation Urgent Fury, and its larger implications 

of military power in the U.S. Cold War strategy of armed primacy. Less than seventy-two hours 

after the mission had begun, combat operations had ceased in Grenada, and Rangers were 

redeployed to Hunter Army Airfield on October 28th, 1983. ADM McDonald (USLANTCOM) 

then ordered support packages of engineer teams, Psychological Operations teams, military 

police, Civil Affairs teams, communication soldiers, military intelligence personnel, medical 

personnel, a portion of the aviation battalion to Grenada to aid Motely and the CPF during civil 

support operations in the days after the fighting. 418 
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By October 29th, 1983 – after four days of operations, U.S. military and civilian 

personnel had evacuated 599 U.S. citizens and 121 foreign nationals, defeated Cuban and 

Grenadian armed forces, and accomplished all of its main objectives. The U.S. and partner 

nations' performance were truly remarkable in two main ways: the size and scale of the U.S. and 

CPF deployment to the island, and the limited objectives during the conflict. Both the size and 

magnitude of the military mission and the shortness in duration undergirded what is now 

considered an established and unique American Way of War. 

Another key component of the American Way of War which had its beginnings in 

Operation Urgent Fury and supports an active promotion of militarized U.S. foreign policy is the 

Weinberger Doctrine. Grenada was critical to the style of military warfare during the campaign, 

which was articulated by Secretary of Defense, Casper Weinberger on November 28, 1984, in a 

speech entitled, "The Uses of Military Power" delivered before the National Press Club in 

Washington, D.C. Secretary of Defense Weinberger concluded that U.S. forces should only be 

committed for six important purposes. First, for vital national interests, or the interests of our 

Allies. Second, the commitment of troops should be done wholeheartedly with the clear 

intention of winning. Third, U.S. troops should have clearly defined political and military 

objectives. Fourth, the relationship between our objectives and the forces we have committed -- 

their size, composition, and disposition -- must be continually reassessed and adjusted if 

necessary. Fifth, before the U.S. commits combat forces abroad, it should have the support of 
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the American people and their elected representatives in Congress. Finally, the commitment of 

 
U.S. forces to combat should be a last resort. 419 

 
In an interview almost twenty years after the Grenada invasion, Weinberger would credit 

the implementation of Weinberger Doctrine ideals for the military and civilian strategy to the 

operation, agreeing that “that’s essentially what we did on a much, much, smaller scale.” 420 The 

Weinberger Doctrine became the default standard for the U.S. of American military power. By 

clarifying these articles, the Reagan administration was able to show the exceptional use of 

American military power was planned, appropriate, and effective. Going forward, however, 

though these tenets would be largely aspirational, they are an artifact of the Cold War which 

points to the U.S.'s obsession with gaining and maintaining global hegemony. By 

exceptionalizing American military power, the U.S. implied it was forced to act, to deter the 

global imminent threat of Communism. What is more, the Weinberger Doctrine codifies "when" 

not "if" intervention by military action in another country is appropriate, even ethical, and 

morally obligatory – especially in the case of preventing the spread of Communism. 

Even more importantly, it should be noted that popular support did not exist before the 

military invasion. Having learned from the lessons of the Vietnam War, the Reagan 

administration not only did not announce the invasion more than 24 hours before the movement 

of troops but there were no civilian journalists onboard any of the military aircraft or naval 

vessels. The American people were in the dark about the specifics of the operation, its purpose, 
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and whether a diplomatic resolution was still possible. Military historians could hardly argue 

that the Reagan administration held popular support for Operation Urgent Fury without 

considerable debate both in public and Congressional arenas. In the years ahead, the Weinberger 

Doctrine may have appeared to provide boundaries to U.S. military power, but in reality, it 

organized a pathway by which armed primacy could continue into the late 20th Century. 

Short-duration warfare employed during the Grenadian invasion not only made a case for 

the American Way of War but also received favorable domestic and international reception. A 

poll taken on November 3, 1983, less than a week after the invasion reported that 91% of 

Grenadians agreed they were, "glad the United States troops came to Grenada." 421 Most 

civilians believed that Cubans were constructing an airway runway that would ultimately benefit 

future Cuban and Soviet military actions. In the U.S. public approval rating helped Reagan 

politically, moving him ahead in the Presidential polls of the democratic candidates of the 1984 

election and improving his numbers since his lowest approval rating in January 1983 due to the 

ongoing economic recession. 422 In all, 63% of Americans interviewed in the poll said they 

approve of Reagan’s handling of the Presidency, with 71% of Americans polled approving of his 

invasion of Grenada. 423 

Finally, the impact of short-duration warfare during the Grenada invasion also was seen 

in the effectiveness of limiting Soviet influence elsewhere in Latin America. Following the U.S. 

invasion, the Sandinistas demanded that the Salvadoran rebel command leave Nicaragua by 
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November 12th, 1983, dismantle the support structure, and find other sources of supplies. The 

guerilla leader and Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) leader, Schafik Jorge 

Handal said that “the Sandinos had decided to expel us and cut off all logistic support to us.” 424 

In November, Rubén Zamora, a leader in the political front of the Salvadoran rebels noted they 

were leaving Managua so that their presence would not “provide an excuse for Reagan to 

invade.” Both quotes are notable indications of the wariness of a U.S. invasion in Nicaragua or 

El Salvador after the Grenada invasion. 

Additionally, Daniel Ortega, the leader of Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional 

(FSLN) announced that 1000 Cuban advisers would leave Nicaragua immediately, he agreed to 

relax censorship of La Prensa and held conciliatory meetings with church, political, and business 

leaders. 425 On December 1, 1984, the Sandinistas submitted a draft treaty to the Contadora 

group calling for free and regular elections, the expulsion of all foreign military advisers, and a 

freeze on all arms. 426 A week later the Sandinistas announced that presidential elections would 

be held in 1985. 427 

In the short term, the Reagan administration's invasion of Grenada had the intended 

effect. The Reagan administration wanted to limit Communist advances in the Western 

Hemisphere, but also send a message that Communism had already taken root closer to home. 

Before Grenada, Daniel Ortega, nor any other leaders from the FSLN made concessions to U.S. 

 

424 Roy Gutman, Banana Diplomacy: The Making of American Policy in Nicaragua, 1981-1987, New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1988, pg. 171. 
425 William LeoGrande, “Rollback or Containment? The United States, Nicaragua, and the Search for Peace in 
Central America,” International Security, Vol.11, No.2 (Fall 1986), pg. 102. 
426 The Contadora group consists of Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela, and Panama. For further reading, see 
Esperanza Durán’s “The Contadora Approach to Peace in Central America,” The World Today, Volume 40, No. 8/9 
(347-354). 
427 Gutman, pg. 171. 



230  

 
requests to cease arming and training Salvadoran rebels or to hold free elections. After October 

1983, the Sandinistas assembled bi-lateral treaties for Honduras and El Salvador, but the U.S. 

rejected the drafts insisting that Nicaragua create a regional peace plan through the Contadora 

Process. 

The Reagan administration prioritized force as a way to get the Sandinistas to the 

negotiating table and would continue to use the threat of force to accomplish its national security 

objectives. It would be the Reagan administration's reliance upon the militarization of its foreign 

policy goals which would ultimately encourage short-duration warfare and make a case for the 

modern American Way of War, codify the Weinberger Doctrine into military strategy, and 

temporarily limit the Soviet influence throughout Latin America. 

 
 

Expansion of Executive Power Through the Employment of Armed Primacy 
 

Yet, there was another, arguably longer-lasting effect to the U.S. invasion of Grenada – 

the growth and expansion of Executive power, specifically through the use of military action. 

This effect of the conflict was seen through the initial decision to go to war. After Prime 

Minister Bishop was executed, the first and only firm reaction by the U.S. was pre-planned and 

decided military action. The State Department was not involved in negotiating the release of 

American civilians because the underlying concern was the Soviet threat. Additionally, because 

a military action was already prepared for, the military option appeared the most reliable and 

certain means of limiting Soviet influence on the island and pursuing long-term U.S. foreign 

policy goals. As a result, armed primacy, and the predisposition to use American military power 
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as a tool to accomplish foreign policy initiatives, based upon the imminent Communist threat, 

was the solution. 

It is important to note that the primary purpose in continuing the Cold War strategy of 

armed primacy was the belief by the Reagan administration that only military force could deter a 

growing Communist threat in Grenada. In President Reagan’s October 27th speech after the 

completion of combat operations on the island, he labeled Grenada as a “Soviet-Cuban colony.” 

The President also recognized the warehouses full of weapons and ammunition “stacked to the 

ceiling,” and that Grenada was a ready-made “major military bastion to export terror and 

undermine democracy.” 428 

As the wartime Commander-in-Chief of troops in Grenada, but also Lebanon as well, 

Reagan was making the moral imperative case of American military action. For Reagan, the 

need was great, and the time was now. There was immediacy to his convictions, and an appeal 

to the American people to understand the often-overlooked threat of Soviet influence in the 

Western Hemisphere. His conclusion, which he hoped the American people would also agree 

with, was that the U.S. military had to be called upon to resolve the ultimate foreign policy 

objective of no Communism in the U.S.'s hemisphere. 

One of the ways in which Executive power expanded through the pursuit of armed 

primacy was through the flexibility and speed of the Executive branch compared to 

Congressional action. President Reagan largely acted upon his convictions based upon 

Executive direction and orders to the military – because he could. The Presidency maintained 

 
428 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on Events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library, accessed at: https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-events-lebanon- 
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inherent advantages of power during a military invasion when given authority over the U.S. 

armed forces. Once authority is transferred, military decisions made thereafter become part and 

parcel of Presidential decisions, whether foreign or domestic. The precedent had been set since 

the FDR administration in the U.S. v. Curtiss Wright (1936) 429 and Belmont (1937) Supreme 

Court cases, which argued the President is the “sole organ” of American international affairs. 430 

The Reagan administration also created its own legal precedent within the Office of 

Legal Counsel (OLC) directly following the Grenada invasion, which built a stronger legal 

foundation for Executive power. On October 30th, 1984, Ted Olsen, the Assistant Attorney 

General in the OLC produced and distributed a substantive memorandum to Fred Fielding on the 

War Powers Act. In it, Olsen detailed the six separate times the War Powers Act had been 

invoked by Congress and provided legal arguments why all of them were unconstitutional. 

Moreover, Olsen provided legal backing for all of the Reagan administration’s foreign policy 

activities – a type of “catch all,” which seemed appropriate given the context of the recent 

invasion of Grenada. The end result of this document argued that not only were all of the 

Reagan administration’s military and intelligence operations legal, from Libya to Nicaragua to 

Grenada, but in fact, Congress had overstepped by using an unconstitutional War Powers Act to 

attempt to limit the President’s power to protect the nation. 

President Reagan was the recipient of lawful military and legal authority given to him, 

from all of his presidential predecessors since FDR, based upon these two court rulings, and 
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internal OLC legal findings. Additionally, however, Reagan also benefited from flexibility and 

speed in Presidential decision making which were major considerations in what the scholar 

William Howell argues in Power Without Persuasion, is unilateral action, whether domestic or 

military, thereby eliminating the need to rally majorities. 431 

The theory of unilateral action has two important characteristics. First, unilateral action 

accounts for the President's first-mover advantage, benefiting from the speed of a single person, 

decision-making schema. Secondly, when Presidents contemplate a unilateral action, they 

anticipate how Congress, and the Judiciary will respond. 432 Howell argues that when Presidents 

leverage the unilateral powers of the office they no longer rely upon the traditional “personal” 

qualities of the presidency as Neustadt suggests. Instead of gaining a majority of opinion on the 

side of the action by Congress or the American people, by “going public” as the scholar Samuel 

Kernell proposes, the President urges efficiency through speed to respond to foreign exigencies. 

The “direct presidential actions constitute a distinguishing mark of the modern presidency,” 

possibly fueled by the resource, capabilities, or sheer public expectation that the President be the 

single point of representation in matters of foreign policy. 433 

Applying Howell's research to the Grenada invasion, it is remarkable that because 

President Reagan was concerned with possible limits by the Judiciary and Congressional 

oversight, the President used the War Powers Act to enable his unilateral decision and to deploy 

troops to Grenada. Especially given Reagan's broader Latin American policies, Congress 
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already checked the President's ability to intervene militarily in other countries such as El 

Salvador and Nicaragua). However, by using his first mover advantage, working within the 

limits of the Judicial and Legislative codes for troop deployments and consolations with 

Congress, and his moral justifications for the military actions in Grenada, Reagan lawfully acted 

unilaterally. As a result, the President did not have to brief the American people before the 

military mission, because there was no requirement, and if the President had waited for Congress 

to declare war on Grenada (which it most likely would not have), it would have slowed the 

process, especially considering the concurrent military involvement in Lebanon. 

The theory of unilateral action offers multiple noteworthy lessons when applied 

historically to the Reagan administration’s decision to deploy troops to Grenada. First, the 

President maintained the speed and flexibility to act militarily due to his first-mover advantage, 

but when considering military action, the President benefited by considering Congressional and 

Judiciary (and even public) reactions to future unilateral Presidential decisions. Unilateral action 

allowed the President to act lawfully, and with a tremendous amount of autonomy within the 

War Powers boundaries. Lastly, the ultimate result of most unilateral action, as in the case of 

Grenada, was that the President's military authority continued to expand. Though this was not 

Reagan’s original intention or immediately sought to enable the broader strategy of armed 

primacy, having waited two years in the White House to invade Grenada, it nonetheless was the 

aftereffect of such power. 

Another important process that further enabled the growth and expansion of the 

Executive power through military action were the direct orders and involvement of the President 

in the invasion. In his post-invasion address to the nation, President Reagan presented the 
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decision to invade Grenada as one of immediacy and imminent danger. The President used 

phrases such as being "awakened in the early morning hours," "urgent request," and the OECS 

"needed our help," to assist with restoring democracy to Grenada. The President went on to say, 

“I believe our government has a responsibility to go to the aid of its (Grenada) citizens.” 434 

There was immediacy in his tone and rhetoric, which resonated with many Americans who saw 

the U.S.’s duty as the dominant global superpower, to assist countries in need. 

The President assumed the role of formal Commander-in-Chief as he stated, “I ordered a 

flotilla of ships, then on its way to Lebanon with Marines, part of our regular rotation program, 

to circle south on a course that would put them somewhere in the vicinity of Grenada in case 

there should be a need to evacuate our people.” 435 The President admitted to directing military 

action without Congress's permission, just a simple information brief before the decision to 

deploy troops into combat. The President had abided by the War Powers Act, even appeasing 

public sentiment by presenting himself as the mouthpiece of the U.S. Government and personally 

addressing his reasons for military action to indicate his transparency and accountability to the 

American people. Yet, the President's powers had not been curbed. The War Powers parameters 

in fact had assisted in reinforcing, but perhaps growing, the President's military authority. The 

Executive branch was in complete control of the military, as Reagan made decisions in the role 

of Commander-in-Chief before, during, and in the post-conflict activities in Grenada (while 

simultaneously controlling military actions in Lebanon). 
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Aside from the formal direct orders of the President which expanded Executive power, 

the Reagan administration once again codified authority through Executive administration action 

using NSDDs. NSDDs were the administration manifestation of armed primacy during the 

Reagan Presidency. The NSDDs used during the Grenada conflict were classified documents, 

normally SECRET or TOP SECRET, which were not revealed to Congress, and were internal 

decisions that lawfully covered the President to act militarily. Three NSDDs in particular were 

integral to the planning and execution of Operation Urgent Fury and provided the President with 

a legal basis for intervention. 

First, in NSDD 110 – “Grenada: Contingency Planning,” October 21st, 1983, President 

Reagan directed that “The United States should also be prepared to participate in a multilateral 

effort to restore order on Grenada and prevent further Cuban/Soviet intervention/ involvement on 

the island.” 436 The order came only two days after Prime Minister Bishop was assassinated, and 

was still three days before informing Congress and ordering U.S. armed forces to deploy to the 

island. Yet, Reagan ordered DoD elements to move off the coast, prepare for a Noncombatant 

Evacuation Operation (NEO), and directed the State Department and CIA to support as 

necessary. 

Two days later on October 23rd, 1983, Reagan signed NSDD 110A – “Response to 

Caribbean Governments’ Request to Restore Democracy on Grenada.” The purpose of the 

NSDD was to support the request from the OECS States to remove the “outlaw regime on 
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Grenada, and restore democracy by any means, including the force of arms.” 437 By this point, 

the mission and intent of the operation was clear to both the Reagan administration and armed 

forces personnel – regime change. President Reagan authorized and ordered the DoD, with State 

Department and CIA resources and support to "land U.S. and allied Caribbean military forces to 

take control of Grenada, no later than dawn Tuesday, October 25, 1983" to ensure the safety of 

American citizens, restore the democratic government of Grenada, and eliminate and prevent 

further Cuban intervention in Grenada. 438 

Just over two weeks after the invasion of Grenada, Reagan signed NSDD 112 – 

“Processing and Disposition of Documents Acquired by US Forces in Grenada” on November 

15th, 1983. The NSDD was important for three reasons. First, the sheer fact that the President 

needed to sign an NSDD to provide a structured plan for intelligence analysis, exploitation, and 

dissemination of Cuban and Soviet documents testifies to the immense amount of information 

collected. The documents were a treasure trove for the U.S. IC. The State Department’s 

Intelligence and Research division discovered not only Soviet and Cuban involvement, but North 

Korean as well, providing over $25.8 million in weapons, ammunition, uniforms, trucks, and 

logistical equipment. 439 Secondly, the NSDD speaks volumes about the importance of showing 

evidence of a Communist threat on the island of Grenada, and “why” a U.S. invasion was 

necessary and justifiable. 

 

437 “National Security Decision Directive Number 110A. Response to Caribbean Governments’ Request to Restore 
Democracy on Grenada (October 23, 1983),” Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Digitized Textual 
Material, Declassification Projects, National Security Decision Directives (NSDDs), Approved for Release: 2/6/96, 
pg. 1. 
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439 U.S. State Department, “Grenada: What Captured Documents Prove,” Bureau of Intelligence and Research – 
Analysis, November 1, 1983, SECRET/NOFORN, Approved for Release 2010/06/03, Available at: 
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The NSDD also provided explicit details in understanding Grenada as a Soviet/Cuban 

proxy in a larger strategy of Communist control of the Caribbean. Captured documents, such as 

a TOP SECRET labeled agreement between the USSR and Grenadian Army Commander 

Hudson Austin in October 1980, signed in Havana, document the ongoing military relationship 

with the Soviet Union. 440 The NSDD explained Soviet and Cuban policies which are already 

being enforced on the island. It also explained methods and organizational practices used by 

Soviet bloc countries to “obtain influence in Grenada.” The NSDD exposed Soviet and Cuban 

modus operandi in developing Grenada as a potential political and military base. Lastly, and 

arguably most importantly, exposed the degree of Soviet, Cuban, and bloc involvement in the 

internal affairs of a sovereign state. 

The U.S. used the collected documents to establish methods and practices used by the 

Soviets and Cubans to create a Communist client state. The Reagan administration was 

determined to acknowledge these actions if only with internal government classified documents, 

should such incursions occur elsewhere in Latin America or the Caribbean. For President 

Reagan, these Cuban and Soviet internal documents were the smoking gun of Communist 

intentions and activities in the Caribbean. From the perspective of the White House, it was only 

due to the timely actions of the U.S. Government and U.S. and Caribbean military forces by 

which Grenada was spared from Communist oppression. Moving forward, Grenada would be 

treated as a baseline, otherwise known as a threat model in the Intelligence and Defense 

communities, for the wider U.S. Interagency to forewarn Reagan officials of Communist 
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subversion elsewhere in the world, not just in Latin America. Additionally, in time, Reagan 

administration officials hoped Grenada’s example would establish a historical pattern for the 

White House to gain support from policymakers for future action against Communist aggression 

when needed. 

Lastly, the timing of the U.S. invasion in Grenada was also important when considering 

the expansion of Executive power through the employment of armed primacy. The October 

military actions by Reagan allowed the President additional latitude for associated foreign policy 

objectives, such as Nicaragua. Public resentment towards the Soviet Union was high after the 

shootdown of Korean airline Flight 007 on September 1st, 1983. The Beirut Marine Barracks 

Bombing occurred only six weeks later on October 23rd, 1983, and then the Grenada invasion 

was initiated on October 24th. 

The Grenadian invasion assisted Bill Casey, Director of Central Intelligence to gain 

momentum and move forward with $24 million for the Nicaraguan operation. Just days before 

the Grenada authorization, a new National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) circulated throughout the 

U.S. intelligence community which estimated that the Contras could not overthrow the 

Sandinistas. The estimate concluded that the Nicaraguan operation was less ambitious than 

critics maintained in Congress. Therefore, Congressional leaders were willing to lend some 

support to Reagan, but not enough for regime change in Nicaragua. 

On December 9th, 1983, President Reagan signed the authorization into law, funding the 

CIA for future operations in Nicaragua – specifically to mine Nicaraguan harbors. 441 The timing 

of foreign policy actions taken by the Reagan administration is important. During a time of 
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confusion and foreign policy crises, President Reagan took advantage of multiple exigencies to 

consolidate support. This is not to insinuate if the Reagan administration had only considered 

the Grenadian invasion, without surrounding crises that Congress would have been powerful 

enough to prevent further Executive action. Yet, it is important to consider how the invasion 

might have looked different, and how the Presidency might have remained different, without the 

further expansion of Executive power – without crises in Lebanon and Nicaragua. Arguably, 

simultaneous foreign crises allowed the Reagan administration to expand the powers of the Cold 

War Presidency. 

 
 

Conclusion: The Growth of Executive Power through Armed Primacy 
 

The decision to deploy U.S. armed forces to Grenada to prevent the spread of 

Communism in the Caribbean demonstrated the limits on the War Powers Act's Legislative 

authority to prevent the Executive branch's use of military power. The invasion also encouraged 

the use of short-duration military operations, and the expansion of Executive power through the 

employment of the Cold War strategy of armed primacy. In addition, this chapter provided 

insight into why the Reagan administration’s deployed troops to halt Soviet aggression. 

The Reagan administration feared a foothold of Soviet influence and resolved to use all 

diplomatic and military means necessary to limit its effects. As a result, the U.S. invasion, 

Operation Urgent Fury, exemplified Congress' inability to prevent unilateral Execution action. 

This was primarily due to President Reagan following the structure, but not the letter, of the War 

Powers Act. The Reagan administration was able to argue publicly it followed the law. In fact, 

Fred Fielding, the Counsel to the President directed William Howard Taft IV, another counsel at 
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the Department of Defense, to draft a memorandum with evidence which acknowledged the 

deployment “clock” from section 4(a)(1) of the War Powers Act. The memorandum indicated 

awareness of the limitations imposed by Congress but allowed it to maintain troops on the island 

indefinitely because Americans were not in an environment where “imminent involvement in 

hostilities.” 442 

However, based on a closer legal and historiographic understanding of this research, the 

Reagan administration was at fault for not consulting Congress. Yet, similar to foreign policy 

crises in the past, when the U.S. President staked its claim to unilateral military power based on 

prior historical precedent, Congress abdicated its role from the war-making process, which 

placed the Executive on an uneasy legal footing. 

Urgent Fury personified the Cold War strategy of armed primacy, which claimed that 
 

U.S. power was required to underwrite a world order by combatting Soviet power projection to 

maintain global hegemony. This was done through the militarization of foreign policy 

objectives. Diplomacy to avoid conflict, from the U.S.-Grenadian perspective, was never 

considered and was in large measure an afterthought of the administration. Lastly, the longest- 

lasting effect of pursuing armed primacy was the expansion of Executive power and the 

Executive branch's control of military authority. A triumphant Reagan would welcome the 

successful preemptive deployment of U.S. troops into combat willingly before any actual crises 

occurred. This was most notably due to campaign promises made as a Presidential candidate in 
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1980. The actual military invasion was part and parcel of the new American Way of War which 

preferred short-duration conflict with orders emanating directly from the President. 

It is worth noting that this was the first time U.S. troops had been deployed specifically 

for the sake of regime change. Operation Urgent Fury would act in the future as a prototype for 

not only the conduct of American warfare but also its purpose of warfare. Never before had a 

U.S. President believed they could use American strategy, and apply the Western laws of 

warfare, to the removal of a specific leader and type of governance. This type of warfare had 

been relegated to the world of covert action during the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Nixon 

administrations. Yet the same President who proposed in his Inaugural Address in January 1981, 

that the U.S would “again be the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope for those who do not 

now have freedom,” and for allies or neighboring countries, the U.S. “will not use our friendship 

to impose on their sovereignty, for our sovereignty is not for sale,” applied military force to 

remove an acting government only two and half years later. 443 

This template for the application of military force to accomplish foreign policy objectives 

would be used again during the George W. Bush administration (2001-2009). The first time 

President Bush sent U.S. troops to remove a regime would be in Afghanistan on October 7th, 

2001, during Operation Enduring Freedom. U.S. and NATO forces would unite factions of the 

Northern Alliance to topple the Taliban Government led by Mullah Muhammed Omar. Next, 

U.S. forces searched for the director and financier of the September 11th terrorist attacks, and 

Emir of the terrorist network Al-Qaeda (AQ), Usama Bin Laden (UBL). UBL was responsible 
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for the death of almost 3,000 Americans, and the U.S. intended to dismantle the terrorist network 

which held close ties with the Taliban. However, the war to defeat AQ and the Taliban would 

only be beginning and extend over the course of twenty more years. 

The second time U.S. military forces were launched for regime change occurred during 

the same Bush administration during the Third Gulf War which began on March 20th, 2003, 

during Operation Iraqi Freedom. The ultimate objective of U.S. troops was to remove President 

Saddam Hussein, the autocratic leader of Iraq who celebrated the September 11th attacks and 

establish a democratic system of government in the country. However, unlike in Grenada, the 

establishment of autonomous democratic governance in both Afghanistan and Iraq were elusive 

dreams. 

Because both of these invasions bolstered the perception of threat abroad, one from a 

terrorist network that provided haven by an Anti-Western Islamic government, another from an 

antagonistic developing weapons of mass destruction, there was underlying public American 

support for both military operations due to the sense of national crises. The incredible aspect of 

the Grenada invasion though was that there was no imminent danger. As a result, this made the 

growth of the Presidency all the more unbelievable. The President was able to marshal and 

deploy U.S. military forces due to a non-direct "threat," accomplish limited military objectives 

and regime change and redeploy U.S. forces without Congressional checks and balances. If 

nothing else, the U.S. invasion of Grenada highlighted the ineffectiveness of the War Powers 

Act, and Congress's ability to limit Executive power, especially when applied to the military 

during short-duration conflicts. The legacy of Operation Urgent Fury is a seminal moment in the 

growth of the Presidency and should be historically examined as the foundation of the unilateral 
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Presidency which would continue to guide U.S. foreign policy during the 21st century in the 

Global War on Terror (2001-Present). 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
“The Presidential Struggle to Resist the Congressional Resurgence and Democratic 

Accountability, 1984-1986” 
 

Introduction: “We’ll all be hanging by our thumbs” 
 

On June 25th, 1984, a few months after news broke that the CIA had mined Nicaraguan 

harbors, the Reagan administration convened a National Security Planning Group (NSPG) 

meeting at the White House. In attendance were the most senior members of the Reagan 

administration, including the President, Vice President Bush, Secretary of State Shultz, Secretary 

of Defense Weinberger, Director of Central Intelligence Casey, U.S. Ambassador to the United 

Nations Kirkpatrick, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Vessey, Attorney General Meese, 

and the entire cross-functional Interagency team on Central America: Langhorne Motley (State), 

Duane Clarridge (CIA), and Constantine Menges (NSC). The room held the entire team 

responsible for reshaping U.S.-Central American policy during the 1980s. 

Despite the disastrous news of yet another unauthorized, shambolic covert action during 

the Nicaraguan harbor mining crisis, the conversation was not about how to regain the American 

public’s trust. Rather, it focused on U.S. national security objectives in Central America, 

specifically, the desire to see the Contadora Process 444 work and ensure a peaceful transition 

process to democracy in Nicaragua. Diplomacy, however, offered little promise. The Reagan 

administration questioned the suitability of free elections in the country, and worried that a 
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Marxist government would not keep its promise of democratic reform. The worries were 

founded as the Sandinistas had come to power five years prior through a bloody revolution that 

claimed the lives of over 30,000 Nicaraguans. Cold War concerns also came into play. Reagan 

refused to meet with representatives of the Sandinista regime, believing such a meeting would 

confer legitimacy on the government and signal respect for Soviet influence in the region. 

Rather, President Reagan and his staff favored a continued strategy of armed primacy, 

implementing military and covert intelligence operations that harassed Sandinista interests with 

the hope that it might lead to open revolt. But such a strategy required funding, and that, 

Director Casey noted in his briefing, was a problem. The CIA had only $250,000 left in its 

account to supply the Fuerza Democrática Nicaragüense (FDN), or Contras. However, the FDN 

required approximately $3 million for another three months to conduct operations against the 

Sandinista army, which commanded an additional 7,000-8,000 Cuban troops and more than 

ample supplies from the Soviet Union. 445 

There were numerous suggestions from Reagan’s staff on how to proceed. This resulted 

in open dissent and discussion about prioritizing the U.S.’s interests and security in the region 

during the Contadora process. Weinberger opposed State Department action to take a lead in the 

Central-American led negotiations, and any suggestions which initiated a self-imposed cap on 

U.S. soldiers into the region in order to encourage the Sandinista regime to agree to a ceasefire 

and begin democratic elections. 
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At the time, the DoD maintained 700 U.S. soldiers in Central America, but the Pentagon 

argued a further reduction in troop numbers would limit the Reagan’s administration’s 

operational flexibility. Reducing the troop totals voluntarily was not agreeable to a cabinet 

comfortable with military or paramilitary solutions to foreign policy initiatives. Rather, 

Weinberger argued the administration should wait it out, and use the Contadora process as a 

political instrument by asking the Democrats in Congress if they “want a second Cuba.” 446 

Deploying any additional U.S. troops or removing any from theater would be politically 

risky by drawing attention to a highly controversial ongoing foreign policy topic. Instead, in 

order to pressure Nicaragua, the cabinet agreed the solution was not diplomatic, nor could they 

use conventional military tactics. The Reagan administration sought instead additional aid and 

support to further accelerate covert operations using the Contras. The President then asked his 

Cabinet, "How can we get that support in the Congress?" To Reagan, the Contras seemed the 

only viable option as the administration waited for the tide to turn in its favor in Nicaragua. 

No one believed the Contras had the ability to achieve military parity and force the 

Sandinistas out of office without more support. At that point, the participants began 

brainstorming alternate funding sources. Shultz recalled Jim Baker’s previous statements on 

seeking third-country help but then sparred with Casey over whether that constituted an 

impeachable offense. 447 

Bush asked the room of Cabinet members, "How can anyone object to the U.S. 

encouraging third parties to provide help to the anti-Sandinistas under the finding?" 448 Bush 

 
446 NSPG, June 25, 1984, pg. 6. 
447 Ibid, pg. 9. 
448 NSPG, pg. 14. 
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seemed to immediately recognize a set of circumstances that could tip the action into 

impeachment territory. Bush continued, "The only problem might come up is if the United States 

were to promise to give these third parties something in return so that some people could 

interpret this as some kind of exchange." 449 

There was no indication of a pause at this moment in the meeting, but one cannot help but 

ask, how long did Bush consider this last point? Tellingly, MacFarlane calmly stated that 

secrecy on this matter was critical. Then Reagan teased, in only the way the President could at 

moments of tension, “if such a story gets out, we’ll all be hanging by our thumbs in front of the 

White House until we find out who did it.” 450 

The first check deposited by Prince Bandar on behalf of the Saudi government in support 

of the Contras in return for U.S. Stinger sales would occur 42 days later. 451 This would not be 

the only “exchange” between third parties and the U.S. over Contra aid, but it was the beginning 

of the administration’s plot to violate the Congressional restrictions of the First Boland 

Amendment. This conversation, like many during President Reagan's second term in office, 

highlighted the conscious and deliberate decision-making process to expand the power of the 

President and avoid Congressional restraint. 452 

 
449 NSPG, pg. 14. 
450 Ibid. 
451 RRD, pg. 301 (February 12, 1985). In his diary, Reagan admits he negotiated the deal to keep the Contra 
program going using Saudi government funds. This is one of many examples which provides evidence that the Iran- 
Contra Affair was not just an NSC operation, but consciously directed and organized by the President which 
attempted to avoid regulation on the limitations of funding the Contras by both Boland Amendments and the Pell 
Amendment. 
452 This story, like many during the Reagan administration, indicated a continued focus on military options to bring 
about an end to the Cold War, primarily through Defense. This policy focus of the administration was also true 
prior to Reagan’s second term in office. For example, at the Annual Convention of the National Association of 
Evangelicals in Orlando, FL March 8th, 1983, President Reagan framed the mantra which not only his 
administration, but his personal diplomacy would be characterized by when discussing the illusion of peace through 
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Until now, Cold War research has overlooked the militarization of U.S. foreign policy as 

a continued narrative for presidential policy actions. Armed primacy aims to link Cold War 

rhetoric, like that of President Reagan, and the underlying intentions of his policy actions, with 

the execution of those actions. This is important, because many modern historians have re- 

periodized this era, focusing on imperialism and spanning the long(er) Cold War, or have broken 

up the Cold War into miniature sections, highlighting the impacts of globalization and multiple 

global economic (also energy) crises. 

However, this chapter will show that armed primacy was the defining characteristic of 
 

U.S. decision making and was fed by competition with Soviet influence rather than the factors of 

interdependence, or the fading of U.S. power abroad. Additionally, it was ultimately the U.S.’s 

pursuit of the strategy of armed primacy from 1984-1986 which led President Reagan and his 

administration to expand Presidential power, prompting a Legislative backlash toward foreign 

policy on Central American policies which ultimately led to the Iran-Contra Scandal. 

Ultimately, this research maintains four pronounced objectives, supporting a central 

argument. The first goal of this research is to argue that the Reagan administration continued the 

strategy of armed primacy throughout the Reagan Presidency. Additionally, it emphasizes the 

expansion of Executive power as a result of this strategy. Thirdly, this research highlights the 

importance of domestic politics playing a role in U.S. foreign policy, specifically the conflict of 

the Executive and Legislative interactions, and the debate over the War Powers Act. These 

 
 

a nuclear freeze option. Reagan remarked, “The truth is that a freeze now would be a very dangerous fraud, for that 
is merely the illusion of peace. The reality is that we must find peace through strength.” This oft-repeated refrain 
would ring through Reagan's foreign policy, advocating for the U.S.'s position as a global leader of the free world 
and the purpose behind a military buildup even before this speech. It would carry on throughout this Presidency 
whose goal was to win the Cold War. 
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interactions would ultimately lead to increased accountability of the Executive branch, especially 

over discussions involving Presidentially directed covert operations, while enshrining Executive 

power. Lastly, this research aims to re-center the importance of armed primacy in the U.S. 

foreign policy debate during the traditional Cold War periodization, 1945-1991. This argument 

will ultimately claim the changes during the Reagan administration not only affected U.S. 

democracy, but its institutions and political norms as well. 

 
 

Historiography & the Temporal Limits of Historical Periodization 
 

First, how do historians understand the Cold War/postwar era, and does that analysis 

differ from political scientists who also study this era? This is important because the differences 

in scholarship highlight the validity of arguing that after 1984, during the second Reagan term, 

Presidential power increased, especially after the invasion of Grenada. Traditionally, historians 

view the period after Nixon and through the early part of the Reagan administration as the era of 

Congressional resurgence. 453 Historically, this was a time of lost confidence in the Executive 

after Vietnam and Watergate when Congress reasserted its place to reign in the excesses of 

Executive unilateral decision making. As President, Reagan often spoke of the “over 100 

separate prohibitions and restrictions on Executive Branch authority to formulate and implement 

 
 
 
 
 

 
453 The cumulative effect of the Church and Pike Committees, Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974, and Boland 
Amendments removed much of the President’s unilateral power in foreign policy. This would ultimately lead to 
Reagan’s ignoring of the War Powers Act, and instead use popular opinion as a source of legitimacy for his actions. 
LaFeber’s insights warn of diminishing authority of the constitution and Congressional authority to declare war and 
in its stead is replace with a “plebiscitary presidency” acting unilaterally in foreign policy. 
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foreign policy.” 454 If anyone assumed the pre-Reagan era was one of unfettered Executive 

power and unilateral authority, it did not appear that way to the President. 

Since the Nixon era of Vietnam and Watergate, Congress had restricted the EOP in the 

following active measures: The War Powers Act of 1973, which was passed over President 

Nixon’s veto in November 1973, prohibitions on U.S. military actions in Southeast Asia from 

1970-1975 and U.S. covert programs which opposed Cuban-Soviet military intervention in 

Angola. Congress also passed a series of oversight and control measures restricting intelligence 

activities and added Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) amendments which also removed the 

Executive branch’s exclusive power to determine what information can be kept classified based 

on active national security concerns. 

Lastly, Congress passed limits on the President’s power to deploy personnel abroad 455 

imposed economic sanctions for foreign policy purposes, while Reagan was in office, added 

expansive new procedures of Congressional oversight involving arms transfers, coupled with the 

practice of earmarking aid funds, and most of all, as previously discussed in Chapter Three – 

passed the First Boland Amendments in 1982. 456 All of the examples exclude Congress’s 

historic restrictions on US-Nicaragua relations during the Reagan administration, which will be 

discussed in further detail in this chapter. 

Furthermore, what makes this era interesting is that while historians generally argue that 

Congressional tightening of the Executive branch did exist, this view is contentious for political 

 
 

454 Peter W. Rodman, Presidential Command: Power, Leadership, and the Making of Foreign Policy from Richard 
Nixon to George W. Bush. (New York: Random House, 2009), pg. 113. 
455 During the Reagan era – specifically to Lebanon and El Salvador. 
456 Ibid., 114. 
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scientists who view this era as one of unprecedented Executive expansion of powers. A time in 

which Presidents, though Congressional attempts were made, often found ways to circumvent 

Legislative actions, and therefore generally saw a gradual expansion of Presidential power from 

1973-1983. John Dearborn, for example, when considering the idea of Presidential 

representation, spends considerable time explaining that Congress was in fact the curator and 

creator of the institutional Presidency. However, it should be mentioned, there are exceptions. 

Dearborn also notes that during the 1970s and early 80s, Congress would reconsider its choices 

in a series of statutes addressing the same policy areas, including the War Powers Act, 

Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974, Trade Act of 1974, 

Reorganization Act of 1977, and Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act of 1978. 457 It was 

during this era that Congress now saw the Executive-led government as a threat to the overall 

balance of power and attempted to wrest control back towards Capitol Hill. 

Arguably, the 1980s inherited some of the most severe Presidential restrictions, and an 

era in which the New Imperial Presidency was being attempted to be reined in. Prior to the 

decade, in 1978, President Carter signed the “Restrictions on Intelligence Activities” requiring 

all domestic investigations to move through the attorney general. Another important example for 

the purposes of intelligence and military operations during the Reagan period was the Foreign 

Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA), also signed by Carter in 1978 to provide oversight of what 

virtually all Presidents claimed was an inherent authority to collect intelligence concerning all 

foreign and domestic “threats” over the past four decades. 

 
 

457 John Dearborn, Power Shifts: Congress and Presidential Representation, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2021), pg. 244. 
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It was also during the Carter administration that Congress began writing more “legislative 

vetoes” into law to provide additional means to intervene in the governing process. By the time 

Reagan took office, as the political scientist Andrew Rudalevige notes, it appeared as though 

Congress had won and “there could be no more secret wars, no more covert operations, and no 

more secret scandals.” 458 However, both historians and political scientists know this to be 

untrue, and the Reagan administration would be at the core of this change. 

For the sake of contingency, it is critical to note the efforts of political scientists to 

characterize 1973-1983 as an era of continuing a process of enlarging Executive power. Political 

scientists see this period as one in which Reagan’s initiatives in foreign policy were initially 

stunted, but after implementing a series of bureaucratic maneuverings and avoiding 

Congressional oversight, albeit unlawfully, he was still able to expand Presidential power. This 

argument is much in line with the traditional Cold War outlook of Presidential power, but it 

underestimates the authority and power of Congress. 

It is important to consider Arthur Schlesinger’s theory of The Imperial Presidency as a 

useful analytic. Reagan fits the constant trajectory of Cold War Presidents who sought and 

ultimately claimed expanded executive power, but Schlesinger claims it was part because 

Congress had become “the chief aggrandizer of the Executive.” 459 Lastly, and somewhat 

alternatively, this research considers Stephen Skowronek’s argument that Presidents are skeptical 

of invoking powers and expanding Executive control, when considering alternatives.45 9F

460 While 

 
 

458 Andrew Rudalevige, The New Imperial Presidency: Renewing Presidential Power After Watergate, (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 2008), pg. 116. 
459 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., The Imperial Presidency, (Boston: Mariner Books, 2004), pg. 393. 
460 Skowronek, 154. 
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both provide a fuller picture and contingent arguments, they both present the Executive as a 

passive figure. These need to be considered to highlight that expanded Presidential power was 

not guaranteed and it was only because of Reagan era policies that Executive power continued to 

expand into the late Cold War period. 

In order to provide the fullest context of the Reagan administration and Congress over its 

strategy of armed primacy, especially in US-Central American relations, it is important to also 

analyze how periodization plays a role in understanding this era. The current historiography 

maintains four different historical discontinuities. 461 This chapter, however, will interact with 

those discontinuities, and tensions within the current historiography, and will provide one 

continuity, arguing that the strategy of armed primacy, which created conflict with Congress led 

to further accountability of the Executive branch. 

The first, and most influential of the historiographies is O. Arne Westad’s new 

imperialism argument of the long(er) Cold War. Westad’s core argument is that the throughline 

of the Cold War as a product of prior American imperialism beginning in the Spanish-American- 

Cuban-Filipino War of 1898 which reverberated long after 1991, similar to that of Herring as 

discussed in Chapter One. This argument contributes to the historical literature on the Reagan 

administration by accusing the President of searching and pre-empting a fight in Latin America, 

and thus providing a reason for intervention in Nicaragua through El Salvador to defend his ever- 

expanding foreign policy goals. 462 However, Westad goes so far as to mis-characterize the 

Sandinistas as a thoughtful group of reformers who could withstand the “US bullying” of 

 
461 The term discontinuities in the historical sense is used to frame historical periodization and has no relation to 
political science’s regression discontinuity design. 
462 Odd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History, (New York: Basic Books, 2017), pg. 499. 
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interventionism and imperialism, as opposed to portraying them as a Soviet-proxy in a Marxist- 

Leninist war which sought to uphold the Brezhnev Doctrine. 

More broadly, historians can now be certain of Sandinista mischaracterization based off 

of the current understanding of the regime as a gross violator of human rights and oppressive 

authoritarian rule, as recently documented by the United Nations on March 2nd, 2023. 463 

Further, Westad accuses the Reagan administration of economic warfare as the primary reason 

behind the Sandinistas rationale for falling into the arms of the Soviets. Yet, Westad eliminates 

from the equation the regime’s failed revolutionary policies and outward expression of 

acceptance to Marxist-Leninist ideologies which predated the Reagan administration’s attempt to 

clamp down on the spread of Soviet Influence in Latin America. 464 Westad indeed creates a 

powerful narrative of American imperialism, tying in the Reagan-era interventions in Latin 

America, however, these subtle but important inaccuracies betray Westad’s throughline and 

should be more closely examined. 

A second discontinuity in the historiography in appropriately framing this era is John 

Lewis Gaddis’ argument of the ideological contestation of national wills. Gaddis, like many 

Cold War historians, framed not just the Cold War, but specifically the Reagan administration, as 

a revival of the ongoing superpower war between the U.S. and USSR. The main idea is that the 

Cold War was a war of ideas and a human struggle, to endure longer, and win the Cold War 

through breaking the stalemate, “by exploiting Soviet weakness and asserting western 

 
 

 
463 Consejo de Derechos Humanos, “Informe del Grupo de Expertos en Derechos Humanos sobre Nicaragua,” 
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strengths.” 465 To his core, Reagan embodied this belief, however this explanation as a holistic 

understanding of US-Central American relations in the 1980s lacks the recent understanding of 

the actual Soviet threat to the Western Hemisphere which was known to Reagan and intelligence 

officials. 

Alternatively, Gaddis chooses to focus primarily on the on-going struggle between the 

two superpowers, and as a result, devotes much time discussing the Soviet position and the 

potential nuclear crises during the 1980s as the main setting of the Cold War. Gaddis also uses 

Reagan’s May 17th, 1981, speech at Notre Dame, coming just a month and a half after the 

assassination attempt by John W. Hinckley, which highlighted the President’s prediction that the 

West would “transcend communism.” However, Gaddis deserves correction here. Reagan was 

concerned about the war of wills, but he did not just see it occurring between the U.S., the West, 

and the Soviet Union – the fight was everywhere, and none more important to him than the 

U.S.’s “front door.” Arguably, Reagan focused much of his public attention on the Soviet crises 

because it enabled him to fight Soviet aggression closest to home, a region more sensitive in the 

minds of Americans and first generation Latin American families in the U.S. 

Gaddis’ assessment downplays the active Soviet role and influence in the broader Central 

America and Caribbean regions. Instead of focusing on the military build-up of the Cubans, and 

the deployed advisers and economic support from the Soviets, Gaddis falls prey to the traditional 

Euro-centric Cold War narrative of the U.S. v. USSR. To be sure, the primary focus of the 

Reagan administration was on Soviet threats, but it was not occurring in Soviet bloc countries. 

Reagan believed the Cold War was also being fought in the jungles, hearts, and minds of Latin 
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Americans, and his administration’s expanded military budget and high church Cold War 

rhetoric provided the intensity to which the war would be waged. 

A third historical discontinuity on historicizing this period is Daniel Sargent’s focus on 

the promulgation of economic factors, globalization, and transnational rights agenda. Sargent 

argues that by the 1970s, elected leaders and government officials, East and West alike, believed 

that the Cold War was over. As a result, the Cold War divide was found to be obsolete due to 

the impacts of globalization, and the influence of human rights which had superseded and 

transcended the Cold War. 466 But how do we judge U.S.-Central American relations during this 

period in light of Sargent’s argument of globalization? First, because Sargent pushes against the 

traditional periodization of the Cold War, arguing that the Cold War in fact ended in the early 

1970s, the reverberations of the Cold War’s impact should not be seen through the conventional 

East-West contestations of national will. 

Instead, a new era of economic factors and monetary strain upon U.S. hegemony caused 

American foreign policy to exhibit chaotic patterns of commitments abroad, especially in Central 

America in which the loosening of obligations found countries shifting to Soviet influence. As a 

result, the reaction from the U.S. was one of heavy-handedness and an oscillating carrot-and- 

stick method throughout the Carter administration policies in Central America, especially in 

Nicaragua and El Salvador. 467 

While Sargent’s economic-based argument is plausible in a myopic sense, it fails to 

consider the wider foreign policy aperture throughout the Nixon, Ford, and Carter 

 
466 Daniel Sargent, A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s, 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), pg. 5. 
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administrations. Sargent focuses heavily upon the impact of the energy crisis and the U.S. focus 

on the Middle East, accepting a permanent military role in the Persian Gulf. 468 However, 

although the U.S.’s Twin Pillar strategy, relying on Iran and Saudi Arabia as a means to 

outsource U.S. security and stabilize oil prices, 469 Sargent overestimates the central importance 

of economic factors and a fixation on the Middle East, and omits the significance of 

contemporaneous events which shaped U.S. foreign policy understanding such as the strategic 

opening to China, peace talks in Vietnam, and the SALT I agreement, all occurring in 1972. 

As a result, Sargent claims that the focus of U.S. foreign policy was never in attempting 

to encourage democracy in Central America, but instead viewed the region as a platform for 

human rights, thereby discounting its strategic importance during the Cold War. Consequently, 

Sargent maintains that until the election of Reagan in 1980, who restored the traditional Cold 

War/East v. West paradigm, U.S. foreign policy held incoherent approaches which were 

nonsensical and did not align with national security policies. While Sargent’s argument more 

closely articulates Reagan’s attempted revival of the Cold War, it undercuts Carter’s 

contributions as a Cold Warrior himself from 1979-1981 during the foreign policy conflicts of El 

Salvador, Nicaragua, Afghanistan, and Iran. Carter may have attempted to transcend the Cold 

War, but he ultimately continued the strategy of militarizing foreign policy objectives. 

Lastly, an important discontinuity which further expands on Sargent’s critiques of 

traditional Cold War periodization is Simon Reid-Henry’s argument that this era is not a part of 

the Cold War history at all, but that of the postwar era and the era of globalization. Further 
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supportive of Sargent’s claim that globalization irreparably shifted global politics and 

economics, Reid-Henry attempts to transcend this era by submitting for examination the idea that 

the Cold War in fact ended between 1968-1974 – or the postwar era. Reid-Henry categorizes the 

years after this period as the era of globalization, or “our present age” – almost ignoring the 

cataclysmic and seismic shifts that perforated the Reagan era and the end of the Cold War. 470 

Although Simon Reid-Henry offers us something new to consider, such as the era of the floating 

exchange rates, the social impacts of Watergate and Vietnam, and the Thatcher-Reagan era’s use 

of their respective national economies to expand the role of the state, for Reid-Henry, we live in 

a “post” everything age – “post-democratic,” “post-organized labor,” and “post-colonial” era. 

However, analyzing U.S.-Central American relations during the 1980s through Reid- 

Henry’s lens by claiming the 1980s were an era of globalization helps us understand Reagan 

foreign policy more fully. Reagan might have revived the Cold War tone, but Reagan’s (and 

Thatcher’s) great achievement was understanding the overlooked undercurrents of the “postwar 

era,” and placing the individual at the center of the new vision of democracy. 

Reagan’s new vision of democracy buttressed his domestic platform agenda and allowed 

Reagan to transcend the Cold War ideologies and to expand Executive power abroad. For the 

Reagan administration, this meant gaining enough ground domestically to wage wars Reagan 

believed the U.S. had to fight in foreign policy. Yet, it is important to note that Reid-Henry’s 

periodization still misses the overarching theme of militarizing U.S. foreign policy, which 

weaves multiple eras of U.S. military actions and national security objectives. By discarding 
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Reid-Henry’s new periodization and recommitting to the traditional Cold War periodization of 

1945-1991, however, the underlying motivations of Reagan foreign policy decisions can be 

contextually understood. 

Outside of the discontinuities of Cold War periodization, it is also important to note 

recent research on Reagan and his administration which specifically recasts him as a 

peacemaker. William Inboden’s recent work, Peacemaker: Ronald Reagan, the Cold War, and 

the World on the Brink furthers the myth of Reagan as a Cold War hero. Furthermore, it 

moralizes Reagan, proposing that Reagan was motivated to act in domestic and foreign policy 

spheres of government out of moral obligation. Moreover, Inboden separates Reagan’s political 

and moral positions on nuclear weapons from those of the Reagan Doctrine. 

This chapter will not dispute that Reagan did not want a nuclear crisis – most Presidents 

would have similar aspirations – but the Reagan Doctrine will be further analyzed to show how 

Reagan actively promoted insurgency and conflict, globally. This chapter will focus on how 

and why Reagan chose conflict, not peace - specifically the military, and paramilitary tools of the 

government, often in clandestine operations, as the preeminent tool of foreign policy. This 

foreign policy was better known as the strategy of armed primacy, and Reagan’s pursuit of this 

strategy ultimately led the President to expand existing Presidential powers, ending the era from 

1973-1983, which was an internal struggle for armed primacy. As this chapter will demonstrate, 

President Reagan won that struggle against Congressional restraint, and the fruit of his labor, the 

Iran-Contra Scandal, reshaped American politics well into the 21st Century. 

 
 

The Central American Crisis in El Salvador 
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Just after the U.S. invasion into Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury), but prior to the heady 

Presidential campaign season in 1984, Reagan sought to review his administration’s policies of 

military training and equipping of Salvadoran troops in the ongoing Salvadoran crisis. The 

review was announced due to exceptional Congressional and public resentment of Reagan's 

policies of interventionism in Central America, and the American involvement in what appeared 

to be another Latin American civil war. Reagan turned to a respectable ally and statesman, 

Henry Kissinger. Reagan commissioned the former National Security Advisor and Secretary of 

State, and a group of eleven additional members from both political parties to examine Reagan's 

policies in Central America, concentrating on El Salvador, and to return with recommendations 

on long-term policy and strategy. 

The group spent the month of October 1983 traveling to six Central American countries 

and then returned to Washington with initial notes and briefing updates for the President. After 

Kissinger met with Reagan, the President wrote privately that he felt confirmed: "Nicaragua is 

the real villain." 471 The Communist threat originating from Nicaragua appeared to be 

destabilizing the entire region and would ruin all ambitions of democracy in the years to come if 

left unattended. 

 
The Commission would publish the full text, Report of the National Bipartisan 

Commission on Central America, three months later which advocated an “immediate increase in 

bilateral economic assistance,” and the “United States should expand economic assistance for 

democratic institutions and leadership training,” and seek to “eliminate the climate of violence 
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and civil strife,” and develop “democratic institutions and processes.” 472 The Report's reception 

was mixed. A few Congressional leaders, such as Ted Kennedy (D-MA), were disappointed with 

the Commission's findings, which seemed to reinforce Reagan's presuppositions and policies of 

empire, and simply issued a report that was "classically interventionist in its basic 

assumptions." 473 The U.S.'s tendency to intervene, whether militarily, economically, or 

diplomatically was the primary point of contention among dissenters. The method was of less 

concern. The fact that the U.S. was involved at all, and that U.S. resources and power were the 

solution for Central America's tortured past, was the basis of skepticism for Congressional 

leaders and public protests alike. 

The Reagan administration believed that they could only match Soviet influence in the 

region by matching them dollar for dollar. The Soviet Union provided more than $4 billion in 

aid to Cuba and Nicaragua in order to “foment revolution” in the Caribbean and Central 

America. 474 Because Reagan believed the core of the crisis in El Salvador lay in external 

factors, such as the Soviet bloc, Communist-aligned countries, and actors, Reagan saw these two 

crises, in separate countries, as linked. However, most in Congress did not. 

When Reagan asked Congress for additional funding for El Salvador, Congressional 

Democrats such as Tip O’Neill Jr. (D-MA) and Michael Barnes (D-MD) recoiled at the 

suggestion, denouncing Reagan policies in Central America, and claiming, “that the Salvadoran 

regime has done little, if anything, to stem ultra-right repression and death-squad killings." If 
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https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-united-states-policy-central-america. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-united-states-policy-central-america


263  

474F 

475F 

476F 

 
anything, Congressional moderates believed that cuts in funding should be made to El Salvador 

until its leaders had demonstrated meaningful progress toward human rights. 475 Yet, for all their 

bluster, after Duarte was democratically elected as president, the Republican-controlled Senate 

and the Democratically controlled House passed another $117 million spending measure for 

military aid to El Salvador on August 3rd, 1984. 

However, the combination of the credibility of the Kissinger Report and the successful 

democratic election of José Napoleón Duarte on May 6th, 1984, just four months after the 

Commission's report was released, appeared to satisfy U.S. Congressional concerns about U.S. 

intervention in the country. 476 Led by House Democratic Majority Leader Jim Wright (D-TX), 

the Democrats shifted to supporting increased economic and military aid to the Salvadoran 

government and largely agreeing with the findings of the Kissinger Report, contributing more 

than $600 million dollars in economic and $300 million dollars in military aid by 1984. 

President Reagan would enjoy the win of his favored Presidential candidate three days 

later with an address to the nation from the Oval Office arguing for not just more economic aid 

to Central America, but specifically to the Contras. 477 The aid to the Contras, would remain a 

fixation of the Reagan Presidency for the rest of his tenure. It further exemplified the U.S.'s 

strategy of armed primacy, and the primary means to militarize foreign policy and expand 

Presidential power. 

 
The Central American Crisis Focused on Nicaragua 
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Five months later, on Tuesday, November 6th, 1984, incumbent President Ronald Reagan 

won the Presidential election in a landslide, defeating Walter Mondale with 525 electoral votes 

and carrying 49 States. Reagan benefited from a recovering economy and popular war in 

Grenada which the Reagan administration had identified as a key battleground for limiting the 

advance of Communism in the Western Hemisphere. It would be from 1984 onward that the 

President would obsess over the need to limit Soviet advances in Central America as well. 

Central to the regional approach to limiting Communism close to home after 1984 was 

Nicaragua. 

As previously discussed, during the Carter administration, Nicaragua was led by the 

authoritarian leader Anastasio Somoza Debayle, which ultimately witnessed his failing policy of 

somocismo (a dictatorial/authoritarian system in Nicaragua fed by populist elements), move the 

country into further crisis. Between 1977-1979, the FSLN, the namesake of Augusto Cesár 

Sandino, gained support based largely upon the decline of the working class, the popularity of 

liberation theology, and sought after Marxist-Leninist solutions for the country. The FSLN was 

actually made up of three separate organizations (The Prolonged Popular War (GPP), The 

Proletarian tendency, and the tercerista, or “Third Way”) which would eventually coalesce as it 

became an attractive alternative to the authoritarian leadership of Somoza. 478 In 1979, the three 

groups consolidated their organizations at a summit in Havana openly supported by Fidel Castro. 

Castro provided the Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries training by his intelligence services while 

the U.S. continued to observe from the sidelines. Cuba donated large amounts of arms, anti- 
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aircraft guns, heavy mortars, and recoilless rifles all shipped to Nicaragua under the surveillance 

of the U.S. intelligence community. 479 

In April 1979, the FSLN launched a coordinated, five-front offensive while hundreds of 

thousands of protesters took to the streets. Somoza fled to Miami in July 1979, then the 

Bahamas, and then Paraguay where he was murdered in exile in 1980. The Sandinistas declared 

themselves winners of the revolution, and out of diplomatic desperation, the Carter 

administration sent $75 million in construction aid to the Sandinistas – as if to hope the U.S. 

could have a successful relationship with a Marxist-Leninist regime, directly supported by 

Castro. 480 

However, by Reagan’s second term in 1985, CIA analysts were producing routine 

National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) and Special National Intelligence Estimates (SNIEs) to 

develop holistic written and visual intelligence products which accurately captured the extent of 

Soviet and Cuban support to the Sandinista regime. However, these assessments had become so 

pervasive, and the knowledge of Soviet and Cuban support so well known by this point, 

intelligence analysts in the State Department and Department of Defense were creating their own 

intelligence documents to establish a working timeline of Soviet influence in the country. In The 

Sandinista Military Build-Up, State Department and Department of Defense analysts concluded 

that “the Sandinista military buildup would have been impossible without massive assistance 

from Cuba and the Soviet Union.” Additionally, the analysts had documented the Soviet and 
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Cuban military activities at El Buff port, arms shipments in transit up the Rio Escondido, and 

arms deliveries at Rama and Corinto through geospatial intelligence (See Figure 1-4). 481 

 
 
 

 

  

  

 
On February 1, 1985, the CIA produced a National Intelligence Estimate, classified 

SECRET, entitled Nicaragua: Prospects for Sandinista Consolidation. CIA analysts, using 

months of multi-spectral collection, assessed with confidence that the Sandinistas were firmly 
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aligned with the Soviet Union, and that they were following a strategy of establishing a Marxist- 

Leninist regime patterned off of the Cuban model. 482 This detailed collection was helpful for the 

Reagan administration in two ways: U.S. intelligence collection was not only able to show the 

positive gains the Soviets and Cubans were making in Nicaragua, but the adverse effects U.S. 

supported contras were impacting the Sandinista regime as well. CIA analysts were able to 

confirm that the contras efforts were forcing the Sandinistas to increase defense expenditures and 

undermining public confidence and legitimacy in the eyes of the Nicaraguan population. 483 

Moreover, CIA analysts were able to confirm the continued Sandinista military build-up, 

annotating the disposition and composition of military locations and equipment such as T-55 

tanks, BMP-21s, MI-8 Helicopters, 152mm heavy artillery, PT-76 light amphibious tanks, and 

multiple rocket launchers. 484 

The assessment’s thoroughness and the explicit nature of analyst’s comments caught the 

eyes of Reagan officials, and prompted a Memorandum from Bud McFarlane, Reagan’s National 

Security Adviser at the time, to Director Bill Casey. The memorandum, dated February 13, 1985 

references NIE 83.3-85 and its importance of making “clear that the Sandinistas are receiving 

considerable assistance from the Soviet Union,” and the “Sandinistas unabated support for the 

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) in El Salvador.” 485 McFarlane then 

directed Bill Casey to create a SNIE (to be made available by March 1, 1985) on regional 
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subversion and a “snapshot” of support which is currently being furnished to the Sandinistas 

from the “USSR, Cuba, and other bloc/radical states and organizations,” and “bi-weekly reports 

in an established format so that trend lines are readily visible.” 486 

The correspondence from the National Security Adviser to the Director of Central 

Intelligence was indicative of the Reagan administration’s focus on Nicaragua as not only a hub 

of Soviet activity, but a disrupter or regional stability as well. McFarlane was tying the 

Nicaragua strategy to the wider Latin American strategy and the U.S.’s role as the regional 

arbiter. Additionally, McFarlane was fully directing the intelligence community’s assets and 

resources in the Reagan administration’s mission to confirm Soviet influence, and the providing 

evidence of the need to halt its spread. 

As directed, on March 1, 1985, Bill Casey’s analysts at CIA published SNIE 83.3-2.85 

Nicaragua: Support for Regional Insurgency and Subversion, the successor of NIE 83.3-85. 

This TOP SECRET classified document provided further evidence of Nicaragua’s capabilities to 

initiate future instability in Latin America, distilling complicated arms delivery shipments and 

487 
Soviet clandestine support into easy-to-read charts (Figure 5). 486F Additionally, this highly 

 
redacted document also captures the pervasive threat of the Sandinistas capability to infiltrate not 

only El Salvador, supplying rebels there with rifles, ammunition, grenade launchers, and 

explosives, but other multiple neighboring countries such as Honduras, Guatemala, Costa Rica, 

Colombia, Ecuador, and Chile. 488 
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The intelligence community continued producing estimates on the expanding support 

from the Soviet Union. The trend lines that McFarlane, and the rest of the Reagan administration 

continued to confirm, was that the Soviet Union was consistently investing in the Central 

American Communist regime, and movements, at an astonishing rate. Additionally, the Soviet 

Union’s support was actually growing throughout the Reagan era. 

In a CIA assessment, dated November 25th, 1986, the intelligence community produced a 

comprehensive document which not only outlined the economic and military support distributed 

by the Soviet Union and Cuba, but considered the short-and long-term goals of Communist 

influence. The report indicated that the Soviet Union’s support was expanding in the military 

sector, which provided expensive and Soviet-trained intensive equipment such as MI-8 and MI- 

24 helicopters, and 18, 350 tons of materiel that year alone. The Soviet Union was not backing 
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down, and in fact, it hoped to use Nicaragua as an “opening for the Soviet presence in the 

region,” and “extending Soviet influence…in Latin America.” 489 

 
 

Defining the Problems and the Solutions of the Nicaraguan Crisis 
 

The Reagan administration inherited a national security apparatus and intelligence 

community which understood the extent of Soviet influence in Nicaragua from the Carter 

administration. It also continued to receive iterative, comprehensive, and definitive intelligence 

that Soviet and Cuban actors provided the support for the Sandinista military buildup. 

Additionally, the Reagan administration had also witnessed in real time a Marxist-Leninist 

regime openly claiming to align itself with Cuban allies, while also oppressing its own people 

and denying them the right of a freely elected government. The Sandinista regime, with all of its 

Communist and authoritarian tendencies, seemed to be the “enemies of freedom” Reagan had 

warned in his inaugural speech. But more painful still, Nicaragua was the U.S.’s southern 

neighbor – a region sensitive and personal to many Americans and elected officials, but often 

disregarded in American foreign policy. 

Soviet and Communist bloc country aid to Nicaragua would become the basis of a 

Reagan obsession throughout most of his Presidency. Viewing the battle through Cold War 

terms, Reagan would maintain his fervor for eliminating Soviet influence, especially in the 

Western Hemisphere. His instruments of choice, however, were often paramilitary, covert, or 

clandestine – low-cost methods which allowed him to keep the U.S.’s eye on the big ball - 
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preventing nuclear war with the Soviets, and still able to maintain his commitments closer to 

home, or so he thought. 

What actually occurred was a retrenchment of Cold War foreign policy actions and the 

employment of armed primacy as a means to combat Soviet influence due to Reagan’s choice to 

fight Communism in Nicaragua. The results of Reagan’s armed primacy strategy however were 

unique and different from Presidents before. The diplomatic game had changed dramatically in 

domestic U.S. politics within the past decade, since Watergate and Vietnam, but the 

requirements abroad were now more important than ever the Reagan administration believed. 

How would Reagan exert executive power in the post War Powers Act era and what was the 

backlash in Congress? This chapter argues though the strategy of armed primacy was not new in 

the Cold War, the conflict over foreign policy toward Nicaragua, and the rest of Central 

America, resulted in expanded Executive authority while also creating new mechanisms for 

accountability within the Executive branch. 

 
 

Armed Primacy & Expansion of Presidential Power through Decision Making 

The Soviet and Cuban support to the Sandinista regime appeared to the Reagan 

administration as a well-established and acknowledged threat to not just the U.S. but also to 

regional allies in Central America. Reagan officials pointed to overt methods of support from 

Cuba to Managua. Examples included Castro’s support to the Sandinistas, as he stated in his 

congratulatory letter of July 9th, 1979, to the Junta de Gobierno de Reconstrucción Nacional, 

through media interviews, or by hosting summits for the Sandinistas in Havana. However, this 

did not mean that Castro was actively providing men, weapons, materiel, and equipment to 
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Daniel and Humberto Ortega. 490 Solidarity did not equate to rifles, and without access to the 

same intelligence Reagan officials were receiving daily from the intelligence community, most 

Americans questioned the actual connection between Cuba and Nicaragua. 

American elected representatives and many American citizens were not convinced 

American intervention (in any capacity) was required. In a Louis Harris & Associates Poll in 

November 1984, when asked even if they knew for certain that the Soviet Union was sending 

warplanes to Nicaragua, 74% opposed an American intervention. 491 This coming on the heels of 

an American victory in Grenada for similar reasons only a year before. 

Americans did not want intervention to limit Soviet influence just south of the nation’s 

border because most Americans wanted to avoid “another Vietnam,” an expensive and all- 

consuming intervention, which was destined to destroy American lives and resources. Most 

Americans were repulsed at the thought of interfering in what appeared to be another “civil war,” 

by propping up a Contra, or insurgent, force which represented a former repressive government. 

Yet, as in President Reagan’s inaugural speech, he attempted to reinvigorate American global 

leadership, and to take up the global commitments of the previous years. To “renew ourselves 

here in our own land, we will be seen as having greater strength throughout the world. We will 

again be the exemplar of freedom and the beacon of hope for those who do not now have 

freedom.” 492 

 
490 The United States State Department. Text of Telegram 80MANAGUA003254, Subject: Fidel Castro Sends Letter 
to GRN Junta. Declassified on February 9, 1989. Property of Brown University, pg. 1. 
491 Louis Harris & Associates Poll, “November 1984 [Roper #31104081],” Roper iPoll, Available at: 
https://ropercenter-cornell-edu.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/ipoll/study/31104081/questions#987518bd-c997-4a81- 
ba40-228b0c2ddc2a. 
492 Ronald Reagan, “Inaugural Address 1981.” January 20, 1981. Available at 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/inaugural-address-1981, pg. 3. 
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To the Reagan administration, this meant assisting not only Nicaragua but other Central 

American countries facing revolutions and Communist influence. However, to most Americans, 

they questioned the cost. “Another Vietnam” triggered memories of the unsavory past in the 

American conscience – an earlier time in the Cold War when the U.S. unashamedly supported 

governments in Central America and the Middle East, used CIA personnel as an extension of the 

Executive branch to conduct surveillance on U.S. citizens, and conducted foreign wars in 

Southeast Asia which seemed unaccountable and never-ending. The American public was 

skeptical that U.S. intervention was the solution to creating democracy abroad. 493 

For Reagan specifically, Nicaragua, and the growing issues of Central America were as a 

brush fire, appearing to grow daily. Intelligence reports confirmed his bias for action in the 

region each time he received another update showing the U.S. losing to Soviet influence in Latin 

America. As a result, the President felt as though something must be done immediately to halt 

the Soviet advance in the Western Hemisphere. As previously mentioned, Reagan felt 

compelled by the evidence, because in part, as Presidential scholar Elizabeth N. Saunders’ theory 

explains, in the role of Presidential decision, leaders’ casual beliefs about the origins of threats, 

even before a crisis, shape what they believe about the possibility and efficacy of intervention. 494 

When leaders, such as Reagan, are "externally focused" they perceive that threats 

emanate directly from the foreign and/or security policies of other states regardless of domestic 

institutions and are likely to focus primarily on the international dimensions of interstate or 
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intrastate crises. Saunders’s research claims that Reagan’s Cold Warrior forerunner and mentor, 

President Eisenhower was also “externally focused” when analyzing the threats to security 

policies in Central America. As a result, Eisenhower generally favored military interventions 

through covert operations because they were typically quicker, relatively cheaper, and largely 

overseen by the executive branch. 495 The thought by Eisenhower, just like many Cold War 

presidents to come, was that if a covert campaign could rid the country of the threat, the country 

was better off in the long run without the additional influence of a formal, large-scale U.S. 

combat intervention. 

Therefore, if we identify President Reagan as an “externally focused” leader two 

important observations become critical in the application of this theory: First, leaders, such as 

President Reagan, would be more likely seek security policies instead as a solution and focus on 

short(er) term interests, such as military action or intervention. 496 Secondly, this would also 

mean that Reagan would not be a leader interested in creating permanent internal domestic 

reforms based on the threats emanating from the internal institutions of a specific Central 

American country or adjacent state (i.e., land reform or restructuring of the national banking 

system). 497 Rather, due to the length of time this approach to foreign policy implementation 

would require to perceive a quality difference in national governance, security issues would gain 

priority attention. 

The majority of historical analysis would associate Reagan as an “externally focused” 

President, especially concerning Central America, for three reasons: Reagan’s continued claims 
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of Soviet influence in the Caribbean basin, the absence of Reagan’s insistence on formal internal 

governing reforms in both allied and adversarial nations, and his hesitancy to deploy troops into 

combat. 498 Although historians could advocate for Reagan’s record on the insistence of 

democracy abroad, his willingness to compromise diplomatically with leaders such as King Fahd 

of Saudi Arabia, Leopoldo Galtieri of Argentina, Menachem Begin of Israel, and later the Soviet 

premier, Mikhail Gorbachev would limit this argument. Ultimately, Reagan saw the cause of 

conflict in Central America emanating from the USSR, and he looked to his administration to 

provide him with the means and resources to accomplish his foreign policy goals in the era of 

Congressional strength. 

 
 

Reagan’s Presidential Decision Making In Action (1984-1986) 
 

As in his first administration, Reagan would rely upon the use of intelligence findings in 

his second term as President to increase funding to Contra and U.S. covert activities in 

Nicaragua. The CIA would expand operations, creating more than 18,000 contras by NSC 

estimations in 1984, primarily through Saudi funding. 499 Congress would again approve $27 

million earmarked for humanitarian aid until Reagan signed his final intelligence finding on 

January 9, 1986, which allocated more than $13 million for the contras. 500 
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The January 9th intelligence finding, like those before, expanded Presidential powers, 

providing Reagan’s office with the ability to fund covert operations without the consent of 

Congress. CIA actions, both paramilitary and collection oriented, may have blurred the lines of 

high and low intensity conflict, but they cemented the EOP’s ability to pursue the Cold War 

grand strategy of armed primacy through means of intelligence personnel, armed service 

members, and contracted local nationals. However, intelligence findings would not be the only 

bureaucratic maneuver the Reagan administration would utilize to conduct intelligence collection 

and covert activities in Nicaragua. 

The NSC also used NSDDs which were the primary instrument in expanding Executive 

power during the Reagan administration. NSDD’s were a type of Executive Order which had to 

follow U.S. law (not add to it), and conform to Presidential powers, according to Article II of the 

U.S. Constitution. However, NSDD’s utility were paramount to the President as they could be 

directly implemented by the National Security apparatus within the Executive branch. 

Reagan was not the first President to issue directives for national security (as previously 

discussed in Chapter 3). Presidents since Truman issued National Security Action 

Memorandums (Kennedy), National Security Decision Memorandum (Nixon), and Presidential 

Directives (Carter) – yet NSDDs were first unique to Reagan and personified unilateral 

Executive action. NSDD’s were always classified, normally at the TOP SECRET level, and 

were not generally available to members of Congress nor published officially outside of the 

NSC. 501 However, they carried the weight of direct orders from the Commander-in-chief and 
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provided the Executive branch the legal standing to shift funds, already approved by Congress, 

within national agencies, based upon Presidential command. 

The difference in the NSDDs Reagan’s administration produced is that of solidifying a 

new practice in national security policy, less than establishing a precedent. The President had 

largely achieved what he set out to do in pursuing his Latin American policy – armed primacy 

had become a staple of Reagan foreign policy, accomplishing policy actions by force. However, 

something interesting changed in how Presidential power was used in Latin American affairs 

during Reagan’s second term. Now that Presidential power had been expanded, NSDDs had 

become an integral codified part of unilateral Execution action. Congress could resist, but once 

the Reagan administration had secured an additional $24 million in contra funding at the end of 

1983, the Reagan administration slightly changed the implementation of NSDD policy. The next 

directive on Central America would solidify the ongoing policies in the region, and look forward 

to the next domestic political event, a Presidential election. 

On February 7, 1984, Reagan signed NSDD-124, “Central America: Promoting 

Democracy, Economic Improvement, and Peace.” The next Presidential election was less than 

nine months away and the Nicaraguan war against the Sandinistas was unpopular even with 

conservative Americans. In order to still maintain a tough line against Communist influence, but 

without upsetting his constituency, Reagan chose to create a more balanced approach to 

Nicaragua through the holistic lens of Latin America. 

Rather than creating an NSDD inherently offensive in nature, with military contingency 

plans, the NSDD’s intent was to terminate Nicaragua’s support to Marxist/Leninist subversion, 

to remove Soviet and Cuban personnel and cooperation with Communist countries, and the 
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reduction of the Sandinista military apparatus. 502 The NSDD still provided specific direction to 

the Director of Central Intelligence to intensify initiatives which supported anti-Sandinista 

forces, and to the Secretary of Defense for future military exercises, but the directive was a slight 

departure on the centrality of military forces as the critical element of American foreign policy. 

Over the next two years the Reagan administration benefited from its democratic message 

and support of back-to-back successful democratic elections in El Salvador, and covert funding 

from Saudi Arabia in hand. However, in the Summer of 1986, Contra funding was thinning, and 

President Reagan knew without a compromise with Congress over foreign policy direction to 

limit Soviet support to Central America for the next two years in office, no further funding 

would be approved. On May 20, 1986, Reagan signed NSDD-225 “Central America: U.S. 

Policy On the Search for a Negotiated Solution,” which renewed support for NSDD-124. This 

allowed Reagan to claim that he was not expanding the already wide net of covert activities in 

Nicaragua and maintained his committed stance to the “Implementation of the democratic 

commitments made by the Sandinistas to the OAS in 1979.” 503 

With NSDD-225 signed, Reagan could claim that he was still tough on Communism in 

Central America, while pushing for a diplomatic negotiation. That summer, the Congressional 

showdown over Contra funding was beginning, and on June 18, 1986, the President hosted 
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advocates of the Contra lobby to persuade Congress for the upcoming Contra aid package. 504 

Reagan again made personal calls to Democratic members of Congress advocating for Contra aid 

six days later prior to the Congressional budget vote, even delaying a trip to Rancho del Cielo to 

ensure it received the votes required. 505 The $100 million Contra aid package passed, and the 

new funds were designated for execution in FY ’87 (or beginning in October ’86). News of the 

funding boosted the morale of the war-weary Contras. 

In November 1986, the Contras would go on the offensive again, similar to the successful 

offensive campaigns in 1983 and 1984. Contras were provided with new FIM-43 Redeye 

surface-to-air missiles and were able to shoot down over half of the Sandinista aircraft the 

regime possessed. 506 Additionally, Contras would continue their success into the new year with 

once supplementary U.S. aid arrived with victories in Bonanza and Siuna, and inflicted heavy 

losses on the Sandinistas in Rosita. 507 It was clear that U.S. aid made a difference in favor of the 

Contras, and it appeared that frequency of aid also played a larger role in the tactical implications 

in the war on the ground. The Contras continued to make gains as long as they knew the U.S. 

aid was a steady stream. 

A month prior to the Contra offensive in October 1986, Reagan signed NSDD-248, 

“Central America,” one of the most important examples of Presidential authority and armed 

primacy during the Reagan administration. NSDD-248, unlike the preceding NSDD’s on Central 
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America, explicitly references aid already approved for the U.S.-Nicaragua policy objectives. 

The aid, under Public Law 99-500, is to be specifically used for economic support fund 

assistance, the funding of a bipartisan commission, and to “facilitate the participation of Costa 

Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras in regional meetings and negotiations of peace, 

stability, and security in Central America,” 508 through the Secretary of State. The Reagan 

administration acknowledges these priorities, however in the final paragraph of the NSDD (“III. 

Resource Authorizations and Transfers”) the president directed the Director of OMB to transfer 

all $100 million of the funds to the Secretary of State, and then under the Central Agency Act of 

1949 (50 U.S.C. 403f), to transfer $97 million of the $100 million from State to CIA. 509 

Although Congress had appropriated funds for the State Department to use for diplomatic 

initiatives, Reagan directed the funds to be instead used for covert operations. Public Law 99- 

500 unambiguously states in Section 9045, “None of the funds available to the Central 

Intelligence Agency, the Department of Defense, or any other agency or entity of the United 

States involved in intelligence activities may be obligated or expended during fiscal year 1987 to 

provide funds, materiel, or other assistance to the Nicaraguan democratic resistance.” 510 

However, the result allowed Reagan to expand presidential authority over Congressional 

authorization of funds for the purposes of military and intelligence collection activities in 

Nicaragua. 
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Just four months later, however, with a little under two years left in office, Reagan signed 

NSDD-264, “Central America,” on February 27th, 1987, which promoted concrete steps by his 

National Security Planning Group (NSPG) to advocate democracy in Nicaragua. The NSDD is a 

clear example of re-casting Reagan foreign policy in Central America from one of Soviet 

limitations to the legacy building tone of democratic reform. The NSDD shows full support for 

continuing to destabilize Sandinista forces, but the ultimate goal is “develop a political strategy 

for working with the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance towards the establishment of a 

democracy in Nicaragua.” 511 

The Reagan administration was able to expand the power of the Executive Office of the 

President through intelligence findings and NSDDs, avoiding Congressional oversight and 

restrictions over U.S.-Nicaraguan foreign policy actions which led to a conflict with the 

Legislative branch. Through both instruments of foreign policy, Reagan conducted unilateral 

Presidential action and pursued a strategy of armed primacy, primarily through covert 

intelligence operations. 

It is useful to consider Moe and Howell’s argument on the unilateral President at this 

juncture. Both intelligence findings and NSDDs are Executive documents and are not formal 

constitutional powers. As Moe and Howell write, the “president’s powers of unilateral action are 

a force in American politics precisely because they are not specified in the formal structure of the 

government.” 512 The Reagan administration expanded the use of its predecessors in the Carter 
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administration in the documentation and formalization of Executive orders. The result was a 

“slow but steady shift of the institutional balance of power over time in favor of presidents.” 513 

 
 

Armed Primacy & the Legislative Response – Accountability of the Executive Branch 
 

The pursuit of armed primacy through intelligence findings and NSDDs and the 

expansion of Executive power did not come without its problems. In fact, the result of Reagan’s 

claims of Executive power ultimately led to a Legislative backlash towards foreign policy on 

Central America from 1984-1986. The second effect of Executive and Legislative conflict over 

U.S.-Central American foreign policy actions was the development of increased accountability 

and oversight by Congress. Through the Legislative response to Reagan’s unilateral decision 

making, Congress attempted to restrict Presidential power, ultimately setting the stage for the 

Iran-Contra scandal. 

The scholar William Howell’s asks in his book, Power Without Persuasion, a reference 

to the eminent Richard Neustadt, “what are the institutional factors that affect the president’s 

ability to exercise their powers of unilateral action?” 514 Howell’s work is important here 

because he also asks if Congress can constrain a President who has incentive to press on the 

boundaries of his power? 515 For the purposes of this chapter, the institutional environment 

surrounding Congress attempted to limit President Reagan in eight separate methods: public 

criticism, Congressional requirements to brief House and Senate Intelligence Select Committee 
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514 William G. Howell, Power Without Persuasion: A Theory of Presidential Action. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2003, pg. 22. 
515 Howell, 23. 
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members, the Boland Amendments, restrictions on funding, Congressional delegations to Central 

America, Congressional hearings, and restrictions on unilateral military action and troop 

deployments using the War Powers Act of 1973. Ultimately, towards the end of the chapter, this 

research will briefly note the restrictions on intelligence collection operations as directed by the 

Tower Commission in the post-Iran-Contra period. 

Taken together, Congress was initially effective at limiting attempts at unilateral 

Presidential action during Reagan’s first term. However, in Reagan’s second term of office, 

post-Grenada, Congress’ attempts to restrict Presidential power were less effective, as the 

Reagan administration opted for new and creative techniques to advance foreign policy 

initiatives. In response, Congress’s reactions were present, but delayed and retroactive, largely 

constructing restrictions for future presidential administrations to adhere. 

At the beginning of his second term as President, Reagan established a legal precedent 

for his Executive actions through the use of NSDD-71. This Executive action supported not only 

incursions into El Salvador, but eventually Nicaragua as well. The former intervention would 

later serve to sow seeds of Congressional dissent for Nicaraguan policy, through the Boland 

Amendment, but for a time, Reagan held partial Congressional support. 

Congress had already provided millions of dollars in support, which the administration 

used to train, man, and equip anti-Communist forces in the country but also build stronger 

military and intelligence relationships for years to come. President Reagan had successfully 

expanded the power of the chief Executive through bureaucratic maneuvering, appeals to the 

American people, and the establishment of foreign policy legal justifications through Executive 
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action, but Congress was ready to take a stronger stand against the President as he continued his 

unending campaign against Communism in Central America. 

A primary form of Congressional accountability occurred in the form of additional 

reporting requirements on covert operations to the Senate and House Select Committee on 

Intelligence. In the past, as a part of the appeal of the Hughes-Ryan Amendment for example in 

1980, Congress enacted the Intelligence Oversight Act. This act scaled back the number of 

Committees which needed to be briefed on covert operations to two, but it also required the 

Director of Central Intelligence and heads of agencies to keep the Intelligence Committees fully 

informed. 516 

Then in March 1984, the Contra program again required additional aid from Congress in 

order to continue. With the prompting from Director Casey, Assistant Secretary of State Tony 

Motley approached Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK) to ask for $21 million on Nicaragua – a 

violation of the Congressional funding process. In response, on March 12th, 1984, both 

Goldwater and Moynihan wrote a letter to Reagan admonishing the administration for violating 

Senate protocol. 

Reporting procedures changed again a month later after the news of the CIA’s connection 

with the mining of Nicaraguan harbors in April 1984. Republicans and Democrats alike on the 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence felt betrayed by Casey. Although the committee had 

been briefed twice on the mining operation, public sentiment also condemned the actions and 

Congress held the CIA and President to blame. 517 The outrage post-Nicaragua harbor mining 
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517 Casey relayed to Reagan both times he briefed the Senate and House Committees. RRD, pg. 231 – April 10, 
1984 - “Barry G. started it off with a letter to Bill Casey which he made public. He’s raising h—l as chairman of the 
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incident reached unprecedented levels within Congress as Ted Kennedy introduced and passed a 

non-binding resolution which requested no money to be spent for the “planning, directing, or 

supporting the mining of ports or territorial water of Nicaragua. 518 

Then on June 6, 1984, the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, led by Goldwater 

and Moynihan signed an agreement with Casey requesting three items from the Director of 

Central Intelligence, if he ever wanted funding for covert operations in the future: Written 

material on new presidential findings, notification of new activities to the committees, provide 

regular (weekly – in Goldwater’s case) updates on covert actions, and reports on all CIA 

activities on items in which the committee had “special reservation.” 519 Casey signed the 

memorandum, and although it was not binding on President Reagan, it did add a layer of 

accountability to the director of U.S. covert operations. Restrictions had once again tightened on 

the president, by extension, and Congress had created a legal precedent which could not be 

crossed without repercussions. 

Another example of Congressional accountability were the prohibitions of the Legislative 

branch created to limit Presidential power by Congressional amendments. Historians have often 

asked of this era; what is the measure of impact from Congress simply refusing to work with the 

President based on partisan divide? It is important to note during this period that although 

Reagan and his primary Congressional adversary, Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill, did 

disagree on much: defense spending, Central American policy, and taxes and deficits, there was 

 

Intelligence comm. because of the harbor mining in Nicaragua – says he was never briefed. He was briefed on 
March 8 & 13. There is a rebellion which will probably lead to their shutting aid off to the Nicaraguan Contras – 
which will bring joy to the Soviets and Cubans.” 
518 Martin Tolchin, “Senate, 84-12, Acts to Oppose Mining Nicaraguan Ports; Rebuke to Reagan,” New York Times, 
April 11, 1984. 
519 Woodward, 359. 
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still much they agreed upon. The common ground of a strong national security policy, the need 

for government revenue (i.e. TEFRA), and even mutual respect gave Reagan and O’Neill much 

room to negotiate amicably. 520 Drawing the conclusion that the partisan divide was to blame for 

Congressional accountability through the use of amendments mischaracterizes the true nature of 

the President’s and Speaker’s relationship. It also does injustice to Congressional constraints 

based on the need to curb Executive military power. 

Yet, Congress still provided Legislative pushback in regards to Reagan’s foreign policy 

objectives in Central America – most notably the Second Boland Act on October 12th, 1984. 

After revelations of CIA activities mining Nicaraguan harbors, the Second Boland Amendment 

passed through Congress to remove all funds for the Contras, with language intended to become 

all embracing to prevent any future evasion by executive officials. 521 Additionally, this 

Legislative restriction was important because it specifically addressed the current intelligence 

collection methods and paramilitary operations which the Reagan administration was conducting 

at the time. The amendment was intended to limit all forms of intelligence and covert military 

operations occurring in Nicaragua. Any operations occurring after that time were in direct 

violation of Congressional restrictions. 

By the following year, there was little to no appetite for continuing the war effort in 

Nicaragua, as most Congressmen and women saw the most important battle in the Cold War with 

the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and its support to the Mujahideen. On April 24, 1985, the anti- 

contra Democrats in the House brought the funding issue to a vote with a watered-down proposal 
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for $14 million in non-military contra aid. The funding vote was defeated 215-213. Within the 

week, Daniel Ortega, the former Nicaraguan guerilla leader, and later President of Nicaragua, 

flew to Moscow to ask the Soviet Union for $200 million in support. 522 The irony for 

Congressional leaders was hard to miss. Congress was doing its part to contain Executive 

power, and Reagan’s strategy of unfettered armed primacy through covert means, but at the cost 

of losing a battle in the Cold War close to home. 

On May 22nd, 1985, Congress enacted the “Arms Control and Disarmament Amendments 

of 1985 – Pell Amendment,” which prohibited the use of any U.S. funds to provide “assistance 

of any kind, either directly or indirectly, to any person or group engaging in any insurgency or 

other act of rebellion against the government of Nicaragua.” 523 On two separate formal 

occasions during Reagan’s second term, Congress checked the limits of Presidential power 

through legislation. The language in the laws were emphatic and clear – no funds for Contras. 

Congress also leveraged the value of public Congressional hearings on Contra funding as 

a technique to create transparency of unilateral Executive actions on foreign policy. Two such 

examples were the Security and Development Assistance: Hearings Before the Senate 

Committee on Foreign Relations, and the Department of Defense Appropriations for 1986: 

Hearings Before the House Committee on Appropriations. 

Both hearings were held in March and April of 1985 respectively, requiring Reagan 

officials such as Ambassador Tony Motley to give assurances that the administration would not 
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attempt to solicit funds from outside sources to assist the Contras. 524 The effectiveness of the 

technique could be argued, but it gave Congressional leaders an attempt to have Reagan officials 

on record agreeing to their demands prior to authorizing a release of funds for FY ’86. 

Congressional hearings emphasized the desire for Congress to counteract Executive power with 

its ability to restrict access to funding for foreign policy initiatives. 

Another method of Congressional accountability were the restrictions of conventional 

unilateral military operations and troop deployments. It is important to note that while in office, 

for all of the Congressional ire and backlash from Nicaraguan foreign policy, Reagan never 

deployed troops to the country. The reason was twofold. First, Reagan implemented his strategy 

for armed primacy in Central America in the form of minimal troop deployments for countries he 

wanted to support (i.e., El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, and Panama). But Reagan used 

destabilizing activities in countries which the Soviet Union maintained control (i.e., Nicaragua). 

In countries such as Nicaragua, he chose to implement the “Reagan Doctrine,” which will be 

later analyzed to show how American support for the anti-communist revolution, and which 

relied upon indigenous revolutionaries to challenge the Soviet Union "at its periphery." 525 

The second reason troops were never deployed to Nicaragua was due in part to 

Congress’s steadfast position on preventing “another Vietnam.” Congress made this clear 

through the passage of two Boland Amendments, the Pell Amendment, and a month later, the 

 
 
 
 

524 Security and Development Assistance: Hearings Before the Senate Comm. on Foreign Relations, 99th Cong., 1st 
Sess. 908 (1985). See also, Department of Defense Appropriations for 1986 (Part 2): Hearings Before the House 
Comm. on Appropriations, 99th Cong., 1st Sess. 1092 (1985). 
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House voted on a troop ban 312 to 111 as an amendment to the passage of the defense 

authorization bill for FY ’86, on June 28th, 1985. 526 

The June 1985 troop ban came on the heels of Daniel Ortega’s most recent visit to 

Moscow to meet Gorbachev. The U.S. troop bans to Nicaragua were a clear and emphatic 

disagreement on the diagnosis of the problems concerning Nicaragua. Congress disagreed with 

the Reagan administration’s use of military and paramilitary force in the country and did not 

believe the problem suffered from Soviet influence. Instead, Congress would seek to bolster 

humanitarian aid to the country and supporting the existing regime. The perception from Reagan 

officials such as National Security Adviser Will Clark to that of Democrats, such as Speaker of 

the House Tip O’Neil, was that the disagreement was philosophical with Reagan’s approach 

more than anything. 527 The Democrats wanted nothing to do with a Central American war 

involving American lives. It was just that simple. 

However, although Congress did disagree on funding the contras and unilateral 

deployments of U.S. troops, the Democrat controlled Congress also sought to work with the 

Reagan administration while also attempting to retain power. On July 29th, 1985, the U.S. 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence agreed to work directly with Secretary of Defense 

Casper Weinberger in establishing policy which required proactive deployments of U.S. special 

operations forces in cases of hostage rescue or counter terrorism operations. 528 The signed 

bipartisan memorandum by Senators David Durenberger (R-MN) and Patrick Leahy (D-VT) 
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agreed to also consider policy on the deployment of CIA officers to support covert activities in 

an attempt to prevent them from becoming overt. 529 The memorandum referenced both the 

National Security Act and War Powers Act as established documents for accountability, while 

admitting the need to reconcile both Legislative and Executive powers. Congress had once again 

signaled its desire to remain as the oversight of military and paramilitary operations. 

 
 

The Reagan Doctrine and the Expansion of Presidential Power 
 

Nearly four years into the Reagan administration, on February 6th, 1985, before a joint 

session of Congress, Reagan articulated what columnist Charles Krauthammer would call the 

Reagan Doctrine, which “proclaims an unashamed American support for the anti-Communist 

revolution," and “heavily relied on indigenous revolutionaries to challenge the Soviet Union "at 

its periphery." 530 The Reagan Doctrine would come to embody what the Reagan administration 

believed most fervently in winning the war against Communism in the Western Hemisphere and 

set the stage for future elections, enforcement of human rights, and a functional economy that 

was integrated with the U.S.'s financial system and structures. Yet, it is also important to note 

that only a portion of the Reagan Doctrine was used during implementation of foreign policy in 

El Salvador – the importance of supporting anti-Communist regimes. 

The Reagan Doctrine, whose ultimate aim was winning the Cold War, attempted to 

weigh all other considerations with perspective of anti-Communist influence, assuming that local 

governments (and the U.S) would be able to live in a society of states with more freedom without 
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Communist oppression. The Reagan Doctrine was the other side of the armed primacy coin. It 

included conventional troop deployments and offensive military action. The Reagan 

administration focused more on clandestine activities to support its efforts in Central America. 

These efforts became even more pronounced during Reagan’s second term in office. 

After the first successful democratic presidential elections in El Salvador in March 1984, 

Reagan welcomed President Duarte to the Oval Office on May 16, 1985. There, the President 

announced the Salvadorans are, “striving to build a society that guarantees free exercise of 

religion and speech, that does not tolerate human rights abuses, that offers its people the benefits 

of a growing economy. And those who question our efforts in Central America should take note 

of the heartwarming progress that President Duarte has made. The people of El Salvador had 

another free election in March; economic reforms are continuing; and Communist guerrillas are 

losing ground. And none of this would have been possible without the economic assistance and 

military training and equipment that we provided, and yet that assistance passed in the House by 

a very slim margin.” 531 Reagan was drawing a direct line from U.S. funding and support to the 

establishment of democratic governance in El Salvador. 

Toward the end of the speech, President Reagan provided President Duarte a moment to 

share his thoughts. The Salvadoran President's words were prescient and telling, "We have come 

far in El Salvador but have yet a long, difficult road to travel. The March election reaffirmed the 

commitment of my people to a peaceful, democratic solution of our problems. I fully share that 

commitment. But the need to curb foreign intervention is paramount in our purposes…. I have 
 

 
531 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks Following Discussions with President José Napoleon Duarte of El Salvador (May 16, 
1985),” The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Archives, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks- 
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assured President Reagan of our support of his purpose to stop the spread of foreign ideologies 

and thank him for his continuing and stimulating knowledge of our efforts.” 532 

Twice, President Duarte mentions "foreign" in conjunction with Soviet and Soviet- 

aligned activities, not the U.S. military, economic, or diplomatic actions. It was just the 

opposite. The Reagan administration had successfully planted armed primacy by the Reagan 

Doctrine firmly in Salvadoran politics and society. El Salvador had become the base of logistics 

and operations for U.S. military planners who were training and equipping Contras to fight in the 

jungles of Nicaragua. The net result was a continued legacy of armed primacy through the 

application of an effective Reagan Doctrine, which was motivated by a determined American 

spirit to eliminate the “violent and antidemocratic minorities, tied ideologically and militarily to 

the Soviet Union and Cuba.” 533 

Yet, the limitation of Executive action for military intervention was almost an 

afterthought by the end of the Reagan Presidency. It was practically a foregone conclusion that 

the grand strategy of armed primacy, through the application of American military power, was 

paramount to successfully rolling back Communism gains in the Western Hemisphere. The 

strategy acted as a counterpoint to the Brezhnev Doctrine, and further expanded the President’s 

ability to continue the Cold War. 

 
 

Public Confusion over Nicaragua and Larger U.S.-Central American Foreign Policy 
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Moreover, Americans were confused over whether to support a revolutionary regime but 

also found it difficult to understand and accept President Reagan's assessment that Central 

America was an active Soviet base of operations. Even more, that Soviet influence was so 

effective in the region that it could threaten democracy in the U.S. A poignant example that 

captures the pervasive confusion within the U.S. is yet another segment on William F. Buckley's 

public affairs television show, Firing Line. 

On September 3, 1985, Buckley produced a segment entitled, “Where Are We Headed in 

Nicaragua?” During the segment, Buckley interviewed Manuel Alzugaray, an American medical 

doctor based out of Miami, FL who traveled frequently to Honduras to offer medical support to 

wounded Contras fighting Communism in Nicaragua. 534 Buckley also interviewed Otto Reich, 

the Coordinator for Public Diplomacy in Latin America and the Caribbean because of his 

ongoing experience in Latin America and his connection to the Reagan administration. 

This television show segment is important because it not only highlights many of the 

current questions Americans were asking at the time, but it also presented ideas and perspectives 

from both the conservative (Alzugaray & Reich), but also liberal points of view, advocated by 

the moderator of the show, Michael Kinsley, the editor of the New Republic. Fourteen minutes 

into the segment, Buckley asked for proof of Nicaraguan influence in El Salvador. The question 

struck at the foundation of Reagan's argument that El Salvador was important and that the 

Sandinistas were a destabilizing regime in the region. Both Alzugaray and Reich provided their 
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own assessments based on their personal experiences in the region – one from a medical 

perspective and another from the State Department. 

Later in the show, Michael Kinsley explained the source of America's cynicism towards 

Nicaraguan policy. The moderator cited that the U.S. once supported the Somoza regime, 

sending his children to American schools, and the U.S. provided funds going primarily to the 

Somoza regime after the earthquake of 1972. In response, Reich asked viewers to rethink U.S. 

relations with Nicaragua, because it had not always been an actual working relationship. Reich 

asked if so, is the blame on the Carter administration as well? Reich further punctuated his 

comments by asking, “If the U.S. was so helpful to Somoza, then why did he fall from 

power?” 535 Buckley had effectively encapsulated both perspectives on American intervention in 

Nicaragua on show. The interesting aspect to the arguments were that they were both made for 

humanitarian reasons. One argued for active participation and the other for withdrawal, but both 

wanted the same thing – a stable Nicaragua. 

Kinsley raised additional issues for which the Contras were seemingly at fault in 

executing civilians, as noted by a recent New York Times article. Kinsley then posed the 

question, that if the intent was to ask if the U.S. was in a war in Nicaragua, then “Did the 

Sandinistas have the same right to come onto American soil and kill Americans?” 536 The 

question immediately triggered frustration and concern from both Reich and Alzugaray who 

commented about the partisan nature of policy action from the Democratic and Republican 

perspectives. However, it was an incredibly important question because it exposed the difficulty 
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that many Americans had in understanding what was going on in Nicaragua, and was the U.S. 

really at war? 

Americans wanted to know if the Nicaraguan War was a war of revolution for freedom or 

a war caused by external aggression by Soviet actors. If the public’s perception was that 

Nicaragua (and El Salvador by extension) were wars of revolution, why should the U.S. stand in 

the way? Americans had their revolution and were proud of its radical and revolutionary history. 

This perception predisposed Americans to assume that Nicaragua would sort out its problems 

through internal measures and the process of self-determination. However, to Americans who 

believed the policy rhetoric from the Reagan administration, which cast the Nicaraguan War as 

being fueled by aggression through Soviet actors, then at best, the U.S. still looked no better than 

the Soviet Union or Cuba (even if there were undeniable proof of interference), because the U.S. 

would also be an aggressor through active intervention in Nicaragua. The average U.S. citizen 

was left asking, "What good can come of any intervention – U.S. or otherwise?” 537 

 
 

Legislative Backlash Towards Iran-Contra 

As Presidential power grew throughout the second Reagan administration, the President 

and his Cabinet also received notable methods of Congressional accountability and public outcry 

over the discovery of the Iran-Contra Affair. Due to the breadth of the administration’s secrecy 
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and illegal measures taken to provide a strategic opening to Iran, while funding an unlawful war 

in Central America, it deserves its own category of analysis when it comes to Presidential power. 

On October 5th, 1986, a plane loaded with supplies for Contras in Nicaragua, was shot 

down. The lone survivor was Eugene Hasenfus, who claimed, while in Sandinista custody, that 

he worked for the CIA. 538 Although the Reagan administration denied any prior knowledge of 

resupply missions to the contras, the story did not go away. Just before Election Day, November 

4th, 1986, the Hasenfus story became the smoking gun when the Lebanese magazine, Ash Shirra, 

broke the story of US-Iranian arms-for-hostages deal having learned the background of the 

initiative from a Syrian Government contact. The CIA would later assess the contact in the 

Syrian Government was the chargé in Tehran, Iyad Mahmud, a Syrian intelligence officer who 

most likely wanted the story known to undermine US prestige in the Middle East, expose the 

diversion of funds to the Nicaraguan contras, and create a controversy in U.S. politics. 539 

A firestorm of fierce public criticism descended on the Reagan administration. 540 Within 

three weeks the President appointed Senator John Tower (R-TX) and former Secretary of State 

and Senator Edmund Muskie (D-ME), thereafter known as the Tower Commission, a bi-partisan 
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investigation. 541 The Commission attempted to lay bare many of his administration’s mistakes 

stemming from the Iran-Contra Affair. The Commission found that Reagan and his 

administration were casual, skirting important diplomatic procedures and norms, and covert 

operations oversight were not held to the proper standard. Reagan’s cabinet was also critiqued in 

the inadequate handling of interagency considerations and lacked the intelligence analysis 

required to make diplomatic decisions for U.S. foreign policy. 

Additionally, Reagan’s NSC staff provided “insufficient attention” to the 

“implications…of having operational control of the initiative (of the Iranian diplomatic opening), 

rather than the CIA.” A result from what the scholar Matthew J. Dickinson calls the bitter 

harvest of the “presidential branch,” or an oversized White House Staff, replete with 

specialization which made it difficult for Reagan to understand if his staff had the expertise to 

anticipate the consequences of the Iranian opening. 542 

Lastly, the Tower Commission’s report blamed Reagan for not forcing his policy to 

“undergo the most critical review,” attributed wrongdoing to Robert “Bud” McFarlane for failing 

to see that an “orderly process was observed,” criticized Donald Regan for not ensuring that the 

initiative’s plans were made for “public disclosure” and condemned Director Casey for not 

 
 

 
541 As will be further discussed in Chapter 6, Reagan believed he had no other option than to appoint a committee 
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telling Reagan that LTC North was “running the operation” and should have “transferred 

authority to the CIA. 543 

Congressional reactions from both parties ranged from indifference to stinging criticism. 
 

On March 1, 1987, the New York Times published Congressional reactions to the recently 

released Tower Commission Findings, named after the Senator from Texas charged with 

conducting an independent presidential commission to investigate the facts surrounding the Iran- 

Contra Affair. 544 Senator William Cohen (R-ME) called Reagan an “absentee landlord,” 

surprised by the President’s lack of leadership and accusing White House Officials (LTC North) 

of acting as a sub-Secretary of State. 545 

Democrat reaction teetered on rage, as Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA) called the evidence 

“very damning” while Senator Ted Kennedy (D-MA) called the president a “commander in chief 

who has been AWOL (Absent Without Leave). 546 Democrats Dennis Eckart (D-OH) and David 

Boren (D-OK) claimed the president was “out of touch…out of control.” 547 Republican and 

Democratic leaders alike shared their views and criticism of the Reagan administration’s foreign 

policy initiatives. Senator Bob Dole (R-KS), called the Iran-Contra Affair a “colossal blunder.” 

John Glenn (D-OH) noted “a number of mistakes were made, and the President of the United 

 
543 John Tower and Edmund Muskie, “The Tower Commission Report,” A New York Times Special, NY: Bantam 
Books, 1987, pgs. Xvii-xix. 
544 It was not until three days later that President Reagan addressed the nation from the Oval Office in response to 
the Tower Commission findings. The President endorsed the Tower Commission’s findings, admitted his mistakes 
in trading arms for hostages with the Khomeini government, citing a potential opening in U.S.-Iranian relations, and 
highlighted personnel replacements in his cabinet as a means of earning back the nation’s trust. Additionally, 
although Reagan ordered a “comprehensive review of all covert operations,” the President feigned ignorance in 
regard to Nicaraguan money transfers, mentioning the contras, the nucleus of concealed and covert operations, only 
twice in the speech. 
545 “Drawing Conclusions From the Tower Findings,” New York Times, March 1, 1987, pg. 1 
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States made a number of them,” and that an “arms for hostages deal was bad policy, but it was 

the President’s policy.” 

A critical member in Congress, Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA) was most disappointed in 

the fact that the Tower Commission could not determine if funds were diverted to the Contras 

due to a lack of evidence. 548 He believed the blame lay with LTC North and Admiral John 

Poindexter, but the Tower Commission’s inconclusive findings on Nicaragua prevented 

Congress from knowing the whole truth. Senator Specter and members of Congress would 

eventually get their way beginning May 5th, 1987, when Congress began its public hearings on 

the Iran-Contra Affair, interviewing both LTC North and Admiral Poindexter in which North 

admitted to diverting funds to the Contras with Poindexter’s knowledge. 

Although the Iran-Contra Affair contained layers of secrecy and dense bureaucratic 

involvement, creating a seemingly endless supply of political theater and confusion, what 

became clear as a result of Independent Counsel Lawrence Walsh’s Final Report, was “the sale 

of arms to Iran contravened United States Government policy,” and “the provision and 

coordination of support to the contras violated the Boland Amendment.” 549 Both were the 

results of an attempt to expand Executive power, and both were the products of a strategy of 

armed primacy. 

The Reagan administration sought its foreign policy initiatives over Congressional 

oversight and United States federal law. As will be further detailed in Chapter 6, in the short 

 

 
548 “Congressional Reaction to the Tower Commission Report, C-SPAN, February 26, 1987, available at: 
https://www.c-span.org/video/?424475-1/Congressional-reaction-tower-commision-report. 
549 Lawrence E. Walsh, “Final Report of Independent Counsel for Iran/Contra Matters,” United States Court of 
Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit, August 4, 1993. 

http://www.c-span.org/video/?424475-1/Congressional-reaction-tower-commision-report
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term, Reagan was able to pursue covert operations in Nicaragua, Congressional accountability 

created transparency to the Executive Branch’s unilateral actions while allowing Presidential 

power to expand. The Iran-Contra Scandal became the ultimate example of attempts to expand 

Presidential power despite the boundaries of the War Powers Act and the Boland Amendments. 

It would be this scandal that would draw another connection to attempts at Congressional rebuke 

using the War Powers Act and the Presidential use of armed primacy which would highlight 

future forms of Presidential power. 

 
 

Conclusion: The Legacy of Armed Primacy and Executive Power 
 

The U.S.’s pursuit of the strategy of armed primacy led President Reagan and his 

administration to expand Presidential power, prompted a Legislative backlash toward foreign 

policy on Central American policies which ultimately revealed the beginnings of the Iran-Contra 

Scandal. The Reagan administration attempted to expand power through the proliferation of 

covert operations and intelligence collection in support of the Nicaraguan contras to limit the 

spread of Soviet influence in Central America. The result were additional forms of 

Congressional accountability and the creation of hardened boundaries for the institutional 

Presidency in the post-Reagan era. 

By using the Reagan tenure, and the Nicaraguan case study as its central focus, this 

chapter argued that armed primacy was the defining characteristic of U.S. decision making and 

was fed by a competition of Soviet influence. Additionally, this research has argued that the 

Reagan administration was a continuation in the strategy of armed primacy throughout the Cold 

War, creating administrative tools which expanded Presidential power. 
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This research has also highlighted the importance of domestic politics playing a role in 

 
U.S. foreign policy, specifically the conflict of the Executive and Legislative interactions. These 

interactions ultimately led to increased accountability of the Executive branch, see through the 

previously discussed methods and Congressional techniques. Lastly, this research re-centered 

the importance of the U.S. foreign policy debate during the traditional Cold War periodization, 

1945-1991, and its importance in understanding the strategy of armed primacy as the foundation 

as to why Presidential administrations have not only acted similarly but have attempted the same 

initiatives when facing foreign policy crises. 

Key to understanding the legacy of armed primacy is also the Republican Party’s claim of 

“winning” the Cold War, and its tied legacies of Reagan, which carried over into the Presidential 

victory of George H.W. Bush in 1988. This narrative had been created in the aftermath of the 

dissolution of the USSR on December 26th, 1991. In the new unipolar world, the U.S. had 

achieved truly hegemonic status. Americans looked back at the crises and challenges of the Cold 

War as battles won – and its tools of containment, nuclear and technological superiority, and the 

abundant use and willingness to militarize foreign policy armed primacy as the ingredients of 

keeping the world safe for democracy. 

However, this is not the full picture. Cold War elected leaders and Presidents often 

neglected the impact of domestic politics, misunderstanding its reciprocal nature with foreign 

policy. All while there was unilateral Executive administrative action, escalating troop 

deployments in Vietnam, and Presidential orders intensifying a military and nuclear buildup, 

there were Congressional hearings questioning the orders of Presidential administrations, public 

protests at the Washington Mall and New York City Times Square, and Legislative amendments 
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which imposed restrictions on the Commander-in-Chief. This chapter has highlighted that for 

every Executive action, there was an opposite, and sometimes more permanent Legislative 

reaction. 

Executive power had been somewhat curbed, and accountability emphasized in terms of 

covert intelligence operations after the Iran-Contra Affair. What will be further analyzed in 

Chapter 6 are the terms of accountability by Congress which add to the already lengthy legacy of 

intelligence oversight such as the Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974, the Church and Pike 

Committees of 1975, the FISA Act of 1978, and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980. After 

the Iran-Contra Affair, Congress would also eventually pass was the creation of the Inspector 

General of the CIA and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1988. 550 

The new Intelligence Oversight Act placed additional restrictions on covert operations 

and additional reporting requirements by the President. 551 The legacy of armed primacy, 

primarily through covert means, would be limited slightly by Congress yet again. It was not the 

same as Vietnam, but after the Republicans won the White House after Iran-Contra in 1988, the 

public had not offered a referendum on conservative leadership in the Executive branch. As a 

result, armed primacy, though injured was not dead, and Chapter Seven will explain how 

although President Reagan, and his administration, were subject to public and Congressional 

critique, and Legislative action, Presidential power still expanded because armed primacy lived 

on. 

 
550 United States Congress, “The Intelligence Oversight Act of 1988,” Hearings and Markup Before the Committee 
on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, 100th Congress, Second Session, H.R. 3822, June 14, 16, and 22, 
1988, Available at: https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP91B00389R000400720002-7.pdf. 
551 Senate Bill 1721 — 100th Congress (1987-1988); Amends the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, available at: 
https://www.Congress.gov/bill/100th-Congress/senate-bill/1721. 

http://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP91B00389R000400720002-7.pdf
http://www.congress.gov/bill/100th-Congress/senate-bill/1721
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In order to tell the story of how four formal investigations into Iran-Contra actually 

produced, not restricted, Presidential power, it is important to start from the beginning of the 

scandal. A story replete with cover-ups, half-truths, and Executive strong-arming. A story 

woven into the fabric of the Cold War context. One that takes place across multiple countries in 

Central America, the U.S., Europe, and the Middle East, but is finally exposed because a 

Fairchild C-123 cargo plane is shot down over San Carlos, Nicaragua carrying aid to anti- 

Communist forces. This story seems to be just another chapter about the larger Cold War, but in 

fact it is the epicenter of the old – an Executive clash over the War Powers Act which has existed 

since 1973, and the new – the evolution of low intensity conflict not beholden to Congressional 

oversight, and unilaterally commanded by the President. It is the end of the Reagan 

administration that this chapter presents new claims about Presidential power and its 

development into the 21st Century. 
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Saudi King Fahd 
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CHAPTER 7 

 
“Attempts at Congressional Overhaul during the Tower Commission & Iran-Contra 

Hearings: Legacies of Presidential Power, 1986-1987” 
 

The Bleakest Moment for the Reagan Administration & the End of Congressional Restraint 
 

Since October 5th, 1986, when Eugene Hasenfus’ plane was shot down over Nicaragua by 

Sandinista militants, the Reagan administration was in crisis mode. Over the next several weeks, 

Congress and most of the American public would discover more details concerning the arms-for- 

hostages deal with Iran, acknowledged by the President on November 13th, 1986. But on 

November 23rd, the worst was yet to come. After an initial investigation into the background of 

the arms-for-hostages deal conducted by Attorney General (AG) Edwin Meese, the President 

was personally informed by his AG that the funds received from Iran were then sent to Contra 

fighters in Central America, violating the Boland Amendments and Congressional legislation on 

foreign assistance and aid. 

On November 25th, President Reagan accepted Vice Admiral Poindexter’s (National 

Security Advisor) resignation, and relieved LTC Oliver North of his duties on the NSC. At 

12:05, the President entered a crowded Briefing Room at the White House. With cameras 

flashing and microphones extended by journalists, Reagan walked up to the podium and in his 

customary rich baritone story-telling voice, told the American people – almost nothing. Instead 

of discussing what he knew, the President stated that he was not “fully informed” on the extent 

of the Iranian initiative and that he would appoint a “Special Review Board” to conduct another 

review of the findings. 552 

 
552 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks Announcing the Review of the National Security Council’s Role in the Iran Arms and 
Contra Aid Controversy,” November 25, 1986, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum, Archives, Available 
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Then the questions flooded in. The questions came pouring in so fast the President 

actually raised his hands twice to motion a silence to the reporters so that he could finish his 

statement. The President was noticeably frustrated and withdrew from the reporters in almost an 

escape-like fashion, literally throwing Meese to the wolves, to divulge what the administration 

knew at that moment. 553 

AG Meese then delivered the worst of the news. After providing a brief background on 

the investigation, the AG offered a tortured and complicated timeline on the transfer of funds 

from Iran to Israel which were then transferred to the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and 

later sent to the Department of Defense (DoD) for the purposes of buying weapons and supplies 

to the Contras. 554 After a brief pause, a reporter in the front row asked the question everyone 

wanted to know, “when did the President know?” AG Meese told the crowd of reporters that 

President Reagan did not know about the initiative to fund the Contras until two days prior – 

which seemed to create a wave of new questions. 

Intensity continued to build in the room, as journalists shifted anxiously in their seats and 

there was noticeable confusion and frustration between members of the press on what to make of 

these extraordinary claims by the administration. Was the administration really admitting to 

fraudulent procedures involving military weapons and personnel without the Chief Executive’s 

knowledge? The Attorney General would speak for another forty minutes, answering questions 

 
 
 

at: https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-announcing-review-national-security-councils-role-iran- 
arms-and-contra-aid. 
553 “Iran-Contra Investigation,” President Ronald Reagan briefed reporters on the status of ongoing investigation of 
the National Security Council. Attorney General Edwin Meese III briefed the reporters on the initial findings and 
answered their questions, C-SPAN, Available at: https://www.c-span.org/video/?150820-1/iran-contra-investigation. 
554 Ibid, Running Time 3:20-6:53 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-announcing-review-national-security-councils-role-iran-
http://www.c-span.org/video/?150820-1/iran-contra-investigation
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in rapid fire attempting to assuage the impassioned journalists, but it was no use – the damage 

was done, and reporters raced out of the room after the briefing. 

That day, November 25th, 1986, was the bleakest moment of the Reagan administration 

and it appeared that the aggressive foreign policies of its leader, which had pursued unilateral 

initiatives using predominantly militarized methods, had once again run afoul. Similar to the 

infamous NSPG meeting on June 25th, 1984, after the Nicaraguan harbors mining incident, like 

many before it in the first term of the Reagan administration, this moment signaled a turning 

point in U.S. foreign policy which would not become clear until after all the events and facts of 

Iran-Contra were completely known to the American public. These Executive-level initiatives 

indicated the larger argument that armed primacy was evolving into a new form – one that was 

not wedded to the idea of fighting Communism, but rather to the idea that the U.S. still needed to 

guide international politics and maintain the U.S.-led global order. 

Only after Iran-Contra and the ending of the Cold War would the events of this affair be 

untethered from the looming existential nuclear threat which seemed to be a purpose for every 

ailing U.S. foreign policy objective. Only after Iran-Contra and the evolution of the neoliberal 

era would this turning point be identified and acknowledged as an era of Executive dominance 

well into the 21st Century. It would be the closing chapter of the Reagan administration which 

would mark the long-term effects of an era filled with Executive and Congressional conflict. An 

era in which the Executive branch won, and limited accountability was applied. 

 
 

Recontextualizing Iran-Contra 
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Despite President Reagan's setbacks during the Iran-Contra Scandal, the relative 

dominance over foreign policy of the Executive branch through the pursuit of a strategy of armed 

primacy remained a lasting legacy of the Cold War and beyond. This might come as a surprise, 

given the usual arguments around Iran-Contra. This era is often thought of as restricting 

Presidential power due to public dissent and Congressional inquiry (i.e., Tower Commission, 

The Congressional Report, Lawrence Walsh’s Independent investigation, and even an internal 

White House review conducted by Howard Baker, and later scrutinized by Congressional 

leaders). However, as historians have more recently shown, Iran-Contra, like Watergate before 

it, set a new high watermark for Presidential power. 

Just as Congress attempted to restrain the Presidency after Watergate using the War 

Powers Act of 1973, it used the Boland Amendments to restrain the Reagan administration’s 

Nicaraguan policy. The Iran-Contra affair also highlights the growth and unilateral actions of 

the Executive Office of the President and NSC to achieve Cold War foreign policy objectives 

without Congressional oversight. Due to ineffective Congressional restraint, unilateral 

Presidential decision-making through Executive actions would continue well into the 21st century 

when the U.S. would again go to war. 555 

 
555 Robert Busby offers an astute comparison of Watergate and Iran-Contra, taking the historiography back to the 
Nixon administration and the restrictions of the War Powers Act of 1973. Busy examines the daily exposure of 
covert activity and Congressional exclusion from foreign policymaking. Additionally, both Reagan and Nixon 
confronted a hostile Congress and a disbelieving public,” and both administrations dealt with “self-inflicted 
credibility crisis.” The damage control in both administrations were case studies of how to rebuild the confidence of 
the American public – or how trust might never be repaired. Most importantly, Busby offers how the Reagan 
administration used different strategies to “stave off criticism” during the Iran-Contra Affair. Studying the crisis 
itself inside of the White House and post-crisis provides insight into how the Reagan administration attempted to 
assure the public of its competence, while Congressional oversight was provided using formal investigations to 
document facts and recommend future restraints to ensure transparency and accountability of the Executive Branch 
in the future. Also, this historiography examines the contributions of Walt LaFeber, whose research examines the 
previous acts of defying Congressional restraint in the Reagan term (i.e., mining of Nicaraguan harbors), which 
allowed him to achieve latitude to propose even greater acts of covert warfare during the second term. LaFeber adds 
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As a strategy, armed primacy is the belief in militarizing foreign policy objectives in an 

era of globalization. It was carried to its furthest extent in the late Cold War, with the Iran- 

Contra Affair. The Reagan administration’s belief in armed primacy fueled other contemporary 

foreign policy objectives: The U.S. had to fund both sides of the Iraq-Iran War and make every 

effort to pursue American hostage release from Hezbollah because of the prestige the U.S. was 

losing, while also defending democracy at home in the Western Hemisphere. All of these beliefs 

were held in balance with the strategy of armed primacy, and all revolved around this idea that 

the U.S. must at all times defend its image of the most powerful hegemonic state-force in the 

world. The U.S., in the eyes of President Reagan, had to accomplish all of these goals, because 

these goals would ultimately lead to the end of the Cold War, and the U.S. as its winner by 

pressure and force. 556 

 

that by the second term, Reagan looked for third parties to supply funding, such as Nelson-Bunker Hunt, Joseph 
Coors, and wealthy Cuban-Americans in Miami which contributed $10-20 million, in addition to the $32 million 
provided by the Saudi government. Another principal voice in the Iran-Contra historiography is the scholar Hal 
Brands who highlights Soviet counter-actions during this period. Brands argues that although Reagan requested and 
then sought multiple avenues to supply the Contras, these activities each saw a counterbalance by Soviet activity in 
Nicaragua and the larger Central American region. Brands examines the billions that the Soviet Union spent on 
weapons and equipment to Nicaragua. In addition, he accounts for the additional combat power through the 
employment of Soviet military advisers and Cuban Officers to fight what Andrei Gromyko, the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, “mercenaries and terrorists against Nicaragua,” coming from U.S. support. Brands also carefully annotates 
the helicopter gunships, specialized counterinsurgency units, and precision artillery army formations created by the 
Soviet Union to limit any modest Contra successes. While the Soviet Union was going through a "Vietnam" of its 
own in Afghanistan, ironically, at the cost of American involvement in supplying the Mujahedeen, James Baker 
called Nicaragua “our country’s Vietnam of the 1980s.” Brands’ work is useful in this historiography because not 
only does he provide a real “cost” to American national security objectives through servicemembers and Nicaraguan 
Contras lives lost and resources expended, but he forms the wider political perspective of the Reagan administration 
– and the meager efforts overall gained in attempting to limit Communism in the Nicaraguan conflict zone within 
the wider Cold War framework. Ultimately, we see Nicaragua for what it is through Brands' contributions to the 
literature – a multifaceted question that asks, "To what extent did U.S. efforts matter in Nicaragua" and "Was the 
effort to fund Contras significant in the grand scheme of the Cold War?" Lastly, how was this conflict different than 
Afghanistan, Congo, or Angola? Or was this simply just a part of the wider Cold War effort to limit Soviet 
influence abroad? 
556 In addition, Malcolm Byrne's historiographical contributions to this literature, through the examination of the 
Congressional investigation into Iran-Contra "raised important questions of governance, especially in foreign 
policy." Byrne notes that part of the issue of restraining President Reagan lay within the tension of investigating a 
sitting and very popular President. Hyper-partisanship was expected with upcoming elections held on November 
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Iran-Contra: A Brief Timeline and its Results (April 1986 – July 1987) 
 

What would become known as the Iran-Contra Affair began in that earlier June 25th, 1984 

NSPG meeting. As the funds for CIA and NSC covert operations dwindled, and Congress 

created further restraints after the passing of the 2nd Boland Amendment in October 1984, the 

Reagan administration established creative, illegal methods of funding to supply the Contra 

fighters in Nicaragua. 557 The same set of concerns and strategies that led to illegal Contra 

 

4th, 1986, and what was illegal and what was simply “political blended into a mélange of emotional electoral 
rhetoric. Democratic party rhetoric claimed that the GOP representatives were not “fact-finders but…unashamed 
defenders of the president.” Coming from Senator Rudman (R-NH), it was apparent to both sides of the political 
spectrum that partisanship made critiquing the President and his attempts at expanding power ineffective. 
Byrne concludes that "the committees had direct evidence – in the form of documents and testimony – Reagan had 
been prepared to sidestep the law to make sure he obtained the hostages' release." Yet, the results were very 
different as "[Congress] chose to gloss over his actions and disregard their constitutional implications." Byrne 
makes the larger claim that this oversight by Congress, would “undermine the impact of the congressional 
investigation and the majority’s goal of restoring public confidence in the political system” for future presidential 
administrations as well. The Congressional investigation set a precedent – Presidents would not be held accountable 
– every action was simply political – neither right nor wrong – legality was placed under the scrutiny of 
partisanship, nothing else. Lastly, this historiography also considers the journalistic contributions of Theodore 
Draper, whose A Very Thin Line highlights the rogue nature and subsequent advocation of re-shaping the NSC with 
oversight by Congress. The foundation of Draper's analysis begins with the growth and evolution of how the NSC 
became so powerful within U.S. foreign policy making – placing the blame of the genesis of Iran-Contra squarely on 
the shoulders of several unsupervised and unelected (and mostly unidentified to most of America) actors. Draper 
provides extraordinary details on AG Ed Meese’s interviews which highlight the delinquent and negligent actions of 
Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North, USMC – a misguided minion with a propensity to exaggerate and romanticize his 
efforts as pure and salvific. As a result, Draper places blame on a few culprits in the administration in which Reagan 
and senior officials such as Shultz, Casey, and even Chief of Staff Regan were responding to North's illegal efforts 
to tie together many foreign policy priorities, without appropriate oversight. Most importantly, it was North’s (and 
the rest of the NSC's) efforts to centralize them under the umbrella of the NSC, instead of the DoS, CIA, EOP, or 
Congress which Draper emphasizes as a central point of liability. This may seem to be a smaller contribution, and 
somewhat overly simplified, but it is one of the few more well-researched works on Iran-Contra which place the 
blame on North, the American patriot, rather than the Chief Executive. Draper's work reminds us that the Executive 
Branch's pursuit of armed primacy was pervasive and did not reside just with the President – it was pervasive. 
Historians who isolate Iran-Contra as an unfortunate mistake of the past and abandon a connection with Watergate 
and the expansion of the war in Vietnam or even Operation Eagle Claw in the attempted rescue of Americans in 
Iranian custody, do so at the peril and historical inaccuracy. Draper's work testifies that by Reagan's second term, he 
had solidified his foreign policy pursuits in an extra-judicial manner which expanded Presidential power and 
avoided Congressional restraint. 
557 Although it is important to gain an accurate understanding of an intricate and confusing time in U.S. foreign 
policy history, the goal of this chapter is not to regurgitate the basic facts of the scandal. For this chapter, this 
research will focus on the main events that prove that there was a focused and conscious decision by the Reagan 
administration to mobilize U.S. resources to militarize foreign policy objectives which ultimately expanded the 
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funding also shaped the administration’s approach to another problem that was, at the time, 

unrelated: hostage negotiations. Reagan deployed military force to rescue American citizens in 

Grenada and showed just as much desire to free the remaining seven American hostages taken by 

Hezbollah from Trans World Airlines Flight 847 on June 14, 1985. 558 

The Reagan administration sought to free the remaining hostages through negotiations 

with what the President believed were a moderate, more reasonable faction of the Iranian regime. 

Because the U.S. and Iran had not maintained formal diplomatic relations since the Carter 

administration, both countries looked to Israel as an intermediary — especially as talk turned to 

weapons. Iran had been in an ongoing war with Iraq since September 1980, and it required 

TOW Anti-tank missiles for Iraqi tanks and armored vehicles. The U.S. promised to replenish 

Israel’s TOW Anti-tank missiles, after the Israelis sold their current stockpile to Iran, and in 

return, Iran would pay Israeli intermediaries, which would be paid to the U.S., for the cost of its 

equipment and use their leverage with Hezbollah to potentially release the remaining hostages. In 

total, the U.S. sold weapons to Iran in exchange for potential hostage release from August 20th, 

1985, until October 28th, 1986. 559 

Central American policy and American hostage release initiatives intersected on 

December 6th, 1985, when LTC North told Israeli officials he planned to use the profits from the 

weapon sales to support the Contras.559 F

560 Reagan, who had agreed “in principle” to the missile 

 

power of the President. A complete and thorough timeline is provided in the Report of the Congressional 
Committees Investigation of the Iran-Contra Affair with Minority View. 
558 Bernard Weinraub, “39 American Hostages Free After 17 Days; Go From Lebanon to Syria and Head Home,” 
The New York Times, July 1, 1985. 
559 Joel Brinkley and Stephen Engelberg, eds.“Report of the Congressional Committees Investigating the Iran- 
Contra Affair: With Minority Views.” Abridged Edition, New York: Random House, 1988, pg. xviii-xxii. 
560 Ibid., pg. xix. 
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sales in July 1985, further incriminated himself and his Cabinet on January 17th, 1986 when he 

provided retroactive Executive approval authority to the NSC to begin open communication 

through Israel to Iran in a Presidential Finding. 561 The approval authorized NSC actions, 

including the already-completed sale of HAWK Missiles sent to Iran via Israel. Approval, 

however, did not equal lawfulness. It was illegal for the U.S. to sell military arms to Iran due to 

their support for terrorism, and the President had not provided "timely" notice of these covert 

operations to Congress. 562 

While Vice Admiral John Poindexter, Reagan’s National Security Advisor since 

December 1985, focused on the strategic opening to Iran through the hostage release, his deputy 

director for political-military affairs, LTC North worked on a diversion of funds from Israeli 

sales to the Contras. In a TOP SECRET Memorandum in April 1986, North outlined the entire 

Iran-Contra scheme. By this point, the plan was not only well underway, but had been codified 

into formal NSC policy through the functions of the staff. 563 The plan had support from Casey, 

Poindexter, and MacFarlane who simultaneously worked on establishing closer relations with 

Iranians in the regime after stepping down as National Security Advisor. 

By Spring of 1986, North and Poindexter had not shared many of the tedious funding 

details even with senior members of the Cabinet, such as Shultz, such as rerouting of funds to the 

Contras, and North's private funding mechanisms for mercenaries the U.S. supported in Central 

America. This is important because the NSC Staff wanted to keep pace with supplying the 

 
561 John Poindexter, “Memorandum for the President, Subject: Covert Action Finding Regarding Iran,” January 
17th, 1986. 
562 Woodward, Shadow, pg. 98. 
563 Oliver North, “Release of American Hostages in Beirut,” National Security Council, TOP SECRET, National 
Security Archive, George Washington University, Exhibit OLN-283A, pg. 14-18. 
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Contras while Shultz continued to work with the Contadora Group which met in Panama a 

month later in May 1986 to produce a treaty favorable to U.S. interests. 

On May 16th, 1986, Reagan and his senior foreign policy advisors held a White House 

discussion with the President on how to continue funding the Contras longer term. The President 

had reached a complicated position – he could no longer permit the Contadora process to 

continue, fearing it would result in a peace treaty that allowed Nicaragua’s Communist 

government to remain in place. Outwardly, Reagan constantly spoke of peace in Nicaragua, but 

he wanted it on his own terms. 

Only two months earlier, on March 16th, 1986, Reagan addressed the U.S. public on his 

administration’s peace efforts in Nicaragua in which he focused on why he disagreed with 

negotiating with Havana and their continued efforts to fund the Sandinistas. 564 But now it was 

May 1986 and the Contras needed funding immediately. However, if Reagan continued funding 

the Contras, it might disrupt the peace process and cause additional war in the region – which is 

why Congress wanted it stopped. 565 Yet, Reagan again wondered if private groups or countries 

could make separate donations – the same proposition from the NSPG Meeting in June 1984. It 

was at this point in the meeting with his senior advisors that it appeared Reagan indicated he 

knew about North’s diversion, which had been underway for almost six months. Reagan asked if 

someone could ask North’s contacts, in the Nicaragua operation, to see if they would make 

further donations. It was at this point that the conversation moved on to further topics. 

 

 
564 Ronald Reagan, “Address to Nation on the Situation in Nicaragua,” March 16th, 1986, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library, Archives, Available at: https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation- 
situation-nicaragua. 
565 Byrne, pg. 209-210. 
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Fortunately for President Reagan, his administration would only have to wait an 

additional month before Congress approved another $100 million in lethal and non-lethal aid to 

the Contras beginning October 1st, 1986. 566 A subtle shift against the Sandinistas occurred in 

Congress as several Contadora countries soured in their relationships with the Communist 

regime. On June 25th, 1986, the House voted 221 to 209 to approve a Senate endorsed bill giving 

the CIA the resources they needed to continue operations in Nicaragua. But just as the 

administration secured the new funding, its old funding scheme was about to be exposed. Four 

days after the aid began, Sandinista soldiers shot down a CIA supply plane carrying arms for the 

Contras, killing three crewmen and capturing a fourth, Eugene Hasenfus. 567 At a press 

conference held after his capture, he disclosed his work for the CIA, exposing the illicit contra 

aid. As the covert operation unraveled the NSC continued its arms-for-hostages trade, sending 

another 500 missiles to Iran in exchange for David Jacobsen. The day after the exchange, the 

Lebanese newspaper Al-Shiraa broke the story of the illicit arms sales. The outlines of Iran- 

Contra were exposed. 

On November 13th, the President, in an address to the nation, described the events 

involving weapons sales to Iran as a good-faith attempt to establish contacts with Iranian 

“moderates.” 568 He also described how the U.S. weapons to Iran would be used since the 

American government was currently funding the Iraq position in the Iran-Iraq conflict. To many 

viewing the address, it seemed as though the U.S. was funding both sides of the war – creating 

 
 

566 Brinkley, pg. xxi. 
567 Ibid, pg. xxii. 
568 Kristin Ahlberg and Kathleen Rasmussen. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981–1988, Volume I, 
Foundations of Foreign Policy. Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 2022, pg. 1229-1234. 
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additional chaos and casualties. What was worse, the American public had no idea it had been 

drawn further into the Middle Eastern conflict. Nor did people understand the relationship 

between the arms-for-hostages scheme and the discovery of the Contra aid. The Reagan 

administration seemed to be favoring multiple proxy wars using military forces based on U.S. 

interests, rather than ceasing arms shipments to Iraq (or Iran) altogether. 569 

A fuming Congress began investigations on the Iran arms program in a closed hearing by 

House and Senate Intelligence Committees on November 21st, 1986. The actual formal portion 

of the investigation would not begin until after recess in January 1987 with Senator Daniel 

Inouye (D-HI) at the helm, a lawmaker who gained extensive experience during the Watergate 

scandal in questioning another Republican administration. 570 Until then, Reagan’s Attorney 

General, Ed Meese continued to dig into what the President knew, somewhat from a self- 

interested position to protect the administration, and partly out of duty. A day later, AG Meese’s 

assistant, William Bradford Reynolds discovered the TOP SECRET document created in April 

which indicated North took $12 million from the arms sales to Iran to divert towards Contra 

funding. 571 What was worse, the memorandum outlined the entire plan, which used Israeli 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

569 Not all in the Reagan administration were on board with the ongoing scandal. As the Iran-Contra project 
reached a boiling point in the American public, Congress, and within the Reagan administration, Secretary of State 
Shultz discovered through his staff that Southern Air Transport, a contractor who had delivered weapons to Iran was 
also used in providing support to the Contras. Shultz then went to see Reagan and plead with him to relieve 
Poindexter and to see that weapons had been traded for hostages – and worse – this was a direct connection to 
illegally funding the Contras. 
570 Byrne, pg. 280. 
571 Oliver North, “Release of American Hostages in Beirut,” National Security Council, TOP SECRET, National 
Security Archive, George Washington University, Exhibit OLN-283A, pg. 5. 
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cutouts, Swiss bank accounts, and timelines for deliveries of weapons to Iran. It was Meese’s 

smoking gun. 572 

The following day, Meese relayed to Reagan that as much as $10-30 million dollars had 

been diverted for use by the Contras. That same afternoon, Reagan announced Poindexter’s 

resignation and North’s dismissal. Reagan then authorized the appointment of a bi-partisan fact- 

finding Commission for the following purposes: understanding what had taken place, who were 

the parties responsible, and how to prevent these types of events in the future. An even more 

frustrated Congress then broadened its ongoing investigation through the Joint Senate and House 

Committees. Congress wanted to know what Reagan knew and what he did not. What was the 

President conscious of, and how much of the intentional bureaucratic rogue behavior was 

available to the President, and was it authorized with his encouragement? 

On November 25th, 1986, while Congress raged concerning what the President did and 

did not know, AG Meese announced an investigation that would appoint an Independent 

Counsel. It was the Counsel's responsibility to understand the details on specifics regarding U.S. 

officials selling arms to Iran, and then using the profits to buy arms for Contras in defiance of 

Congressional laws. A week later, Reagan followed this with his address from the Oval Office 

announcing his support for the Independent Counsel and the appointment of Frank Carlucci to 

the position of Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, replacing John 

 
 
 
 

572 On November 24th, 1986, Meese informed Reagan at 4:30 pm about the document his team discovered. 
Poindexter and North both confirmed they knew and used the document for their NSC operations, but Reagan 
appeared to be visibly surprised when asked by Meese if he knew about the diversion. The President's reaction at 
the time was received by many to indicate he did not know about the diversion, yet most likely it was due to his 
understanding that individuals had connected two Executive-driven foreign policy initiatives outside of the NSC. 
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Poindexter. 573 Reagan was attempting to clean his administration's house and show the 

American public he was doing something now about the growing scandal. Would the responses 

from the Tower Commission, the Independent Counsel, and the Congressional investigations 

create long-term restraint against Presidential power? 

 
The Tower Commission (December 1st, 1986 – February 26th, 1987): Uncovering a “flawed 

process” 

The question of the efficacy of Congressional, and even bureaucratic restraint, on 

Presidential power would be answered relatively quickly in the results of two successive 

investigations. The first, the Tower Commission, was chaired by John Tower (R-TX), Edmund 

Muskie (D-ME), and retired U.S. Air Force General Brent Scowcroft. The Commission was 

given a 60-day deadline, enforced by Executive Order 12575, which provided an incredible 

amount of latitude. The investigation was not limited to a specific number of questions, but 

rather, broad and provoking questions on the NSC, its role and oversight, and to review its 

operational activities and intelligence missions. 574 In short, the Tower Commission was charged 

with conducting a full-scope audit on the NSC. 

The Commission was given access to computer files, paper copies of administrative 

actions and NSC meeting notes, emails, and the backup tapes of deleted emails, and conducted 

 
 
 

573 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on the Investigation of Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy,” 
December 2, 1986, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Archives, Available at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-investigation-iran-arms-and-contra-aid-controversy. 
574 Ronald Reagan, “Executive Order 12575 – President’s Special Review Board,” December 1, 1986, The 
American Presidency Project, UC Santa Barbara, Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-12575-presidents-special-review-board. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-investigation-iran-arms-and-contra-aid-controversy
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extensive interviews. 575 The Commission released its report on February 26th, 1987. The 

Commission uncovered a “flawed process” and a “failure of responsibility” starting with White 

House Chief of Staff, Don Regan. The Commission laid the brunt of the wrongdoing on his 

shoulders, blaming him for the chaos in the White House. 

The Commission then targeted Poindexter, who it stated “failed grievously” in his lack of 

oversight on the rest of the NSC, and not only allowed LTC North to proceed in the diversion of 

funds to the Contras but enabled him throughout the operation. The Commission found George 

Shultz and Casper Weinberger responsible as well in the way they "distanced themselves from 

the march of events," and "protected the record as to their positions on this issue." 576 Lastly, 

President Reagan would also incur liability as the Commission concluded that he “did not seem 

aware,” and “did not force his policy to undergo the most critical review.” 

 
 

Ineffective Restraint by the Tower Commission 
 

The next day, on February 27th, 1987, President Reagan asked for Don Regan’s 

immediate resignation. The resignation of the World War II veteran, Merrill Lynch CEO, and 

former Secretary of Treasury was the largest fallout from the immediate aftermath of the Tower 

findings. In the days following, however, the criticism was directed at Reagan's aloofness, as he 

was removed from the more tedious details of the Iran-Contra operation and the inner workings 

of the NSC. Much of the American public found it hard to believe that the President, who some 

 

 
575 It is noteworthy that VADM John Poindexter; General Richard Secord, USAF Ret.; LtCol Oliver North; LtCol 
Robert Earl; Mr. Albert Hakim; and Miss Fawn Hall all declined to appear before the Tower Commission. 
576 John Tower and Edmund Muskie. “The Tower Commission Report,” A New York Times Special, NY: Bantam 
Books, 1987, IV-II 
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believed was bent on confrontation with the Soviet Union, was unaware that a secret operation 

was being run out of his office. Yet the Tower Commission cast Reagan as a victim rather than 

the “mastermind” of an incredibly complicated dual-foreign policy initiative. 577 

Blame seemed to go in every direction except for the Commander-in-Chief, the only 

elected officeholder who was a subject in the investigation. The Tower Commission found not 

only Shultz and Weinberger liable, but also Casey, whom Scowcroft believed was the mover 

behind the scenes. It appeared to Scowcroft that Casey, with his Wall Street connections and 

years of Federal service during the Nixon administration had coordinated assets involving 

aircraft cargo deliveries full of weapons and cash that almost entirely originated from his 

organization. Additionally, Scowcroft knew that Reagan trusted Casey, liked him immensely, 

and was willing to go along with Casey's plans to release the hostages, which Reagan desired 

almost as much as any other foreign policy objective. Had Casey been the originator of the 

hostage exchange and Contra funding plan it would have been agreeable to the Chief Executive 

because the DCI was not only someone whom Reagan believed could be discreet and dependable 

in a sensitive foreign policy matter but had the experience to carry out the operation. 

 
 

Countering the President’s Own Accountability: Did the Tower Commission Matter? 

So, did the Tower Commission matter in the larger examination on the limits of 

Presidential power? The answer is no, because the strategy of armed primacy and the long-term 

dominance of the American Presidency continued in terms of creating and executing foreign 

 
 

577 “Mastermind,” Saturday Night Live, December 6, 1986, Season 12, Episode 6, #219, SNL Archives, Available 
at: http://snlarchives.net/Episodes/?19861206. 
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policy unilaterally. Also, it is worth understanding the limits of the Tower Commission to curb 

this power or its lasting legacy when Reagan himself would effectively counter its power through 

his own narrative of the events in the press. The President largely controlled the process, and 

also lessened the degree of severity through his televised apology a little over two weeks after 

the Commission’s Findings were released. The Tower Commission’s legacy would never be 

politically neutral, but rather, politically "balanced," relying upon both Democrat and Republican 

voices in the investigation which added a level of credibility, at least in the eyes of the American 

public. In this way, President Reagan would be able to legitimize his own Commission’s 

Findings and then largely dismiss them through an emotional appeal. 

On March 4th, 1987, President Reagan gave a nationally televised speech in which he 

took responsibility for the arms for hostages deal and updated the American public on the 

ongoing investigation into the diversion of funds for Contras in Nicaragua. 578 President Reagan 

also announced his new Director of Central Intelligence at CIA, William Webster, and declared 

he would conduct a comprehensive review of all covert operations. However, in the President’s 

attempt to speak directly to the American people in his role as the Great Communicator, he was 

often dismissive of the importance of these reforms, using phrases such as "there's plenty of 

recordkeeping now going on at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue." His folksy sayings and laid-back 

attitude charmed the American public and did much to reinstate the image of leadership that had 

resumed in the White House, and was leading the free world, and "go forward." Polls showed 

 
 

 
578 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy,” March 4, 1987, Ronald 
Reagan Presidential Library and Museum, Archives, Available at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-iran-arms-and-contra-aid-controversy-0. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-iran-arms-and-contra-aid-controversy-0
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Reagan’s approval ratings climbed from a low of 40% to more than 13 points higher by the end 

of Summer 1987. 579 

It appeared as though unelected, unaccountable, and sometimes even unofficial members 

of the Reagan administration defied Congressional restraints, without prosecution. The Chief 

Executive was still in office, and the actual "history" of the investigations to this point recorded 

errors largely on the part of lower-ranking aides and Cabinet members. Although the Tower 

Commission did not charge Reagan officials, or the President, with legal wrongdoing, it did 

much to stoke the fires for judicial action against the President. 

 
Threats of Impeachment (March 5th, 1987): First Attempt at Congressional Restraint Post- 

Iran-Contra 

Public rhetoric and debate remained exceptionally active after the Tower Commission 

findings and President Reagan’s Oval Office Address on March 4th. Throughout the political 

turmoil, one newspaper remained steadfast in its critique of the Reagan administration – The 

New York Times. A day after Meese announced the official discovery and verification of the 

diversion of funds by North, The New York Times released three potential ways Congress could 

respond to the Iran-Contra Affair: 1 – “Go for it now,” 2 – “Let the story tell itself,” or 3 – ‘let 

the White House hit rock bottom and then move in with our party’s solutions’ strategy.’” 580 

Many of the Democrats wanted option 1 – “Go for it now”. This was the opportunity the 

Democrats had wanted since the stinging White House loss in 1980. For most Democrats, the 

 
 

579 Lydia Saad, “Gallup Vault: Reagan’s Management Style in the Crosshairs,” Gallup Polling, February 28, 2017. 
580 “Risks for the Democrats,” The New York Times, November 27, 1986, pg. A1. 
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very name Reagan invoked rage and passion, so when the Iran-Contra Affair emerged, 

opposition leaders smelled blood in the water. Democrats were fed up with Reagan, they had 

tried to constrain him, and he broke multiple laws to evade their constitutionally created role. 

They had a variety of techniques they could turn to, and a number of Democrats believed 

impeachment was the only way to constrain the President. Several of these Congressional 

leaders sought the most immediate partisan legislative tool in their inventory – impeachment. 

But, as Congress would soon see, any attempt to impeach the President was yet another example 

of ineffective Congressional action. 

At the time Democrats were considering articles of impeachment for President Reagan. 

While the impeachment process was rare in American history, it however, was not unique for 

Reagan. The idea had been raised before, during Reagan’s military actions in Grenada in 

October 1983 (H. Resolution 370), as Democrats questioned Reagan’s use of military force 

without a formal declaration of war by Congress. 581 So when Iran-Contra raised its head, the 

scandal appeared to be the last straw for Congressional leaders who wanted to stop the further 

implementation of armed primacy by the President. 

Yet, the concept of lodging formal articles of impeachment appeared to be largely a 

political stunt, intended to build dissent, which had festered since the Watergate era. The last 

time Congress had formally filed articles of impeachment against the President was in April 

1974, after President Richard Nixon refused to hand over the subpoenaed tapes of conversations 

 
 

 
581 H.Res.370 - A resolution impeaching Ronald Reagan, President of the United States, of the high crime or 
misdemeanor of ordering the invasion of Grenada in violation of the Constitution of the United States, and other 
high crimes and misdemeanors ancillary thereto; Sponsor – Rep. Weiss, Ted (D-NY), introduced 11/10/1983. 
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in the Oval Office on Saturday, October 20, 1973. 582 Although the actions of Watergate would 

end in Nixon’s resignation, this appeared to be a continuation of Republican Presidential power. 

The day after Reagan’s Oval Office address, Democratic Congressional leaders, led by 

Representative Henry B. González (D-TX) introduced H. Resolution 111 which contained six 

articles of impeachment. Yet, from the very beginning of the effort, the attempt to remove 

President Reagan from office using Legislative muscle appeared meager in light of the growing 

power of the Executive Branch. 

There were multiple reasons why the effort to impeach Reagan failed: First, many 

Democrats were divided over the issue, and Congressional Counsel (Arthur Liman and John W. 

Nields Jr.) did not believe that proof existed for impeachment. Congressional Committees were 

not formed to create a precedent by which any President in the future could be easily 

impeached. 583 Democrats knew that Reagan was a second term President and would be out of 

the White House in two years. Also, Democrats considered that Reagan's state of mind was a 

factor, and as Seymour Hersh later recorded an anonymous Democratic Senator as saying, the 

"President did not have the mental ability to fully understand what happened." 584 Congressional 

leaders and political pundits had been calling Reagan’s cognitive abilities into question since the 

Presidential Debate against Walter Mondale in 1984, and for many in Congress, leaders believed 

 
 
 
 
 

582 U.S. Congress, “Art II.S4.4.7 President Richard Nixon and Impeachable Offenses,” Available at: 
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artII-S4-4-7/ALDE_00000695/. 
583 Byrne, pg. 283. 
584 Seymour M. Hersh, “The Iran-Contra Committees: Did They Protect Reagan?” The New York Times Magazine, 
April 29, 1990. 
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that Reagan was simply unaware of lower-level NSC activities. This did not excuse the 

President, but the explanation of cognitive impairment made his mistakes more believable. 

Lastly, Democrats considered the impact of impeachment could affect the thawing 

relationship between the U.S. and USSR and placed Cold War exigencies above domestic 

politics. Senator Inouye spoke of Soviet "adventurism" that could occur, citing other times in 

which the USSR took advantage of perceived U.S. weakness throughout the Cold War. Senator 

Inouye mentioned the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, gains in the Third World in the 1970s, and the 

invasion of Afghanistan as the Soviet Union moved to fill gaps previously occupied by American 

leadership. Democratic Senators were considering current Cold War politics such as the ongoing 

arms negotiations which would eventually emerge as the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 

(INF) Treaty. In a unique moment in American politics, statesmanship by leaders such as 

Speaker of the House, Jim Wright (D-TX), and Daniel Moynihan (D-NY), carried the day, over 

political reprisal. 

Ultimately, impeachment required both a significant majority of Congress to agree, and 

those conditions were not met. The failed impeachment attempts by Congressional Democrats 

revealed the limits of impeachment as a tool of accountability and Congressional check on 

Presidential power. Especially in the midst of a Cold War, U.S. Congressional leaders’ contempt 

for Reagan’s overreach of power and disregard for Constitutional boundaries was not greater 

than consensus over maintaining the U.S.’s hegemonic role in the world. In retrospect, it would 

seem that the very strategy which the Reagan administration pursued to limit Communism 

abroad would be the same which oppositional leaders in Congress were unwilling to fully 

critique, thereby allowing the expansion of Presidential power to continue. 
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Post-Iran-Contra: The Foreign Policy Fallout 
 

The exposure of Iran-Contra would have profound consequences both for U.S. foreign 

policy and for Presidential power. First, Central America receded as a battleground of the Cold 

War. Although Democrats bemoaned the relatively small military footprint in Central America, 

as compared to the Persian Gulf, Arabian Peninsula, or even Europe, for all of the failures of 

American foreign policy in Latin America, the U.S. had injected billions of dollars into the 

region in building its economic, civil infrastructure and military structures. Unfortunately, 

Central America once again fell to the second tier of foreign policy topics for two main reasons 

in the post-Iran-Contra period. 

First, in the immediate aftermath of the scandal, the Reagan administration remained 

largely unscathed, even after the Joint Congressional Hearings on the Iran-Contra Scandal. As a 

result, Congress did not reassess its policies in Central America, and many old hands in the 

House and Senate fell back on the recommendations of the Kissinger Report. Additionally, only 

five months after the Joint Hearings ended, a cease-fire agreement was reached between the 

Sandinista regime and Contra representatives and much of the political rebuke on Central 

American policy appeared moot. Secondly, a month after the Joint Congressional Hearings 

ended, President Reagan and General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev signed the Intermediate- 

Range and Shorter-Range Nuclear Forces Missiles (INF) Treaty between the U.S. and USSR. 585 

President Reagan’s approval ratings would steadily climb in 1988 as a vast majority of the 

 
585 “Treaty Between The United States Of America And The Union Of Soviet Socialist Republics On The 
Elimination Of Their Intermediate-Range And Shorter-Range Missiles (INF Treaty),” U.S. Department of State, 
Available at: https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/trty/102360.htm. 
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American population supported the Treaty with the USSR and a sign that the Cold War rivalry 

was finally ending. 586 

The scandal also diffused efforts to repair relations with Iran and end the ongoing war 

between Iraq and Iran. Although the Iraq-Iran war would end in August 1988, the U.S. 

continued to ostracize Iran as a pariah. Adding further to its adversarial status was the U.S.’s 

war against Iran directly in Operation Praying Mantis in April 1988 in retaliation for the mining 

of a U.S. warship. 587 The most recent attempt to open dialogue between the two nations (though 

questionable in legality) ended with scandal, and any burgeoning trust between intermediaries 

quickly dissipated in 1987. Lastly, the pivot away from the Middle East to a more focused 

inward-looking domestic political crisis eliminated any clarity with which the U.S. viewed the 

Middle East through a Cold War prism. 

During the Cold War, the U.S. explained its position in the world based on a postwar 

Western focus on liberal democracy. Any attempt to limit the spread of democracy and any 

attempt to expand Communism was met with force by the U.S. That changed after Iran-Contra, 

and American power still existed in the Middle East. The Cold War strategy of armed primacy, 

though, evolved into the promotion of American foreign policy objectives, no longer justified by 

Cold War objectives. Rather, as in cases of the Gulf of Sidra Incident Part II (March 23-24, 

1986) and Part III (January 4, 1989), American military power was used in the Middle East to 

simply maintain the U.S.'s hegemonic position in the world. It had nothing to do with Soviet 

 

 
586 Richard Morin, “Poll Shows Majority Backs INF Treaty,” The Washington Post, December 3, 1987. 
587 Captain J.B. Perkins III, US Navy, “The Surface View: Operation Praying Mantis,” The U.S. Naval Institute, 
Proceedings, May 1989, Volume 115/5/1, Available at: 
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1989/may/surface-view-operation-praying-mantis. 
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Communism. Although Moammar Qaddafi did support Eastern-Bloc-aligned countries, Qaddafi 

was a part of the larger urge for Third World nationalism and autonomy from the post-colonial 

world. The result was an expansion of Presidential power, unilaterally commanded through the 

military, and was a permanent output of sustained Executive actions during the Reagan 

administration. 

Lastly, the third focus of the U.S.’s attention shifted to concentrating just on the powers 

and position of the U.S. President as an entity unto its own. This was hardly the first time 

American politics focused on the person of the President – Theodore Roosevelt had christened 

that accomplishment, Wilson had relished in the feat, and FDR had used the attention to change 

the American Presidency in the most dramatic ways. Scholars have also studied the Presidency 

separately for decades through the scholarship of personality, quantitative approaches, and as an 

actor in a historical framework. Consequently, Iran-Contra reinforced the study of all three in 

unique modes which reinforced the public expectation that the President was ultimately 

responsible for his administration’s failures. Presidential power grew again, as in previous 20th 

century examples, and this time it was at the cost of competing Cold War priorities. 

What were the implications to U.S. foreign policy, turning from a largely outward focus 

on Central America and the Middle East? Within the same generation, the U.S. had witnessed 

another large withdrawal from Southeast Asia after the liberal ambitions of JFK which Johnson 

had abandoned. Now, the U.S. seemed postured once again to cloister itself from the world as it 

fixated on what appeared to be a bubbling domestic crisis at home. As Congressional leaders 

pressed the Reagan administration through Joint Congressional investigations, a large question 
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remained – was the President ultimately responsible, or was everything the President (and 

Congress) did inherently political, and therefore, did immunity exist, to a point? 

 
 

The Final Congressional Report (May 5, 1987 – November 18, 1987) 
 

Although initial House and Senate investigations began in earnest after the original 

discovery the Reagan administration had traded hostages for arms to Iran in December 1986, 

new Joint hearings were set up by Congress. Congress created the House Select Committee to 

Investigate Covert Arms Transactions with Iran and the Senate Select Committee on Secret 

Military Assistance to Iran and the Nicaraguan Opposition (soon to be known as the "Iran-Contra 

Hearings,") and began the proceedings on May 5th, 1987. The next day, Director of Central 

Intelligence, William Casey, a key member of Reagan's cabinet, and orchestrator in the events 

tethered to Iran-Contra, died in Glen Cove Community Hospital on Long Island. The Director's 

death would also foreshadow the obfuscation in understanding the intricacies of the scandal by 

Congressional leaders, and also presage Congress' lack of implicating the President, and those 

highest in office during the affair. However, by the end of the hearings, Congress had not 

implicated the President in any formal and legal wrongdoing in the diversion of funds to the 

Contras – arguably the whole point of the proceedings, which effectively ended the 

Congressional measures in November 1987. 

On August 12th, 1987, Reagan gave a speech to the nation that attempted to summarize 

the past nine months of investigations that spanned the Justice Department, the Tower Board, the 

ongoing Independent Counsel investigation by Lawrence Walsh, and Congress' ongoing Iran- 
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Contra Hearings. 588 During the address, Reagan admitted fault for being focused on the release 

of hostages from terrorist captivity. The President also admitted his administration diverted 

funds to the Contras to prevent a “Soviet beachhead,” and provided an update on the changes in 

the Reagan administration to regain the trust of the American people. Reagan ended the speech 

focused on the next seventeen months left in the administration, as the President went into 

political survival mode, attempting to divert the U.S.'s attention on the INF Treaty, a START 

Agreement, and bolstering the nation's defense against the common enemy – the Soviet 

Union. 589 The U.S.’s attention was no longer on its backyard, but its front yard once again. 
 

On November 18th, 1987, the Joint Congressional Committees ended their hearings and 

released their report and findings. The report maintained three key parts: The Principal 

Narrative, the Minority Report, and Supplemental Views (with hearing testimony, depositions, 

exhibits, chronologies, etc..). The report found that a "small group of senior officials" engaged 

in a pattern of "pervasive dishonesty" which undermined the checks and balances of the U.S. 

Constitution. In summary, the report noted, "When their goals and the law collided, the law gave 

way." 590 

The Majority (Democrats) submitted twenty-seven recommendations in their findings 

restricting the Executive Branch and its adherence to the Presidential findings. The Minority's 

view (Republicans) was in complete contrast to the Democrats, as they claimed that the mistakes 

 

588 This list excludes Howard Baker’s (New White House Chief of Staff’s) investigation led by counsel Arthur 
Culvahouse and William B. Lytton III. 
589 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on the Iran Arms and Contra Aid Controversy and Administration Goals, 
August 12, 1987. Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Archives, Available at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-nation-iran-arms-and-contra-aid-controversy-and- 
administration-goals. 
590 Joel Brinkley and Stephen Engelberg, eds. “Report of the Congressional Committees Investigating the Iran- 
Contra Affair: With Minority Views,” pg. II-22. 
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made were "mistakes in judgment and nothing more" and "there was no Constitutional crisis, no 

systematic disrespect for the 'rule of law,' no grand conspiracy, and no Administration-wide 

dishonesty or coverup." 591 The Minority’s view, much less scathing in its critique and fewer in 

formal recommendations, blamed Poindexter, Regan, and Shultz, but claimed that the NSC 

Staff’s activities were legal, with the possible exception of the diversion of funds. The 

Republicans largely shielded the President once again, as the Tower Commission’s findings had 

in their results. 592 The Minority’s Report also made a defense of the President’s powers in 

foreign policy, and all recommendations avoided attacking Presidential power. The Minority's 

Report instead proposed limits on the reach of Congress and criticized that the President had 

already ceded too much power to the Legislative Branch. 

The first name on the upper left-hand corner of the Minority Report was Richard "Dick" 

Cheney (R-WY), a critical author of the report. The future Secretary of Defense under George 

H.W. Bush, and Vice-President under President George W. Bush, called the report “very good in 

layout the robust view of the President’s prerogatives with respect to the conduct of especially 

foreign policy and national security matters.” 593 Cheney was specifically referring to the 

President’s ability to veto legislation which restricted Presidential powers regarding foreign 

policy. The report foreshadowed the commonly held viewpoint on Presidential power in the 

post-Reagan era – the power of the Executive was dominant, especially in terms of foreign 

policy. 

 
 

591 Ibid., pg. 437. 
592 Select Committees’ Report, Minority Report, pg. 444-445. 
593 Federal News Service, “Remarks by Vice-President Richard Cheney to the Traveling Press,” Released by the 
White House, December 20th, 2005. 
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Instead of taking back power, Congress reprimanded. However, punitive action remained 

in terms of political rhetoric alone. Especially in terms of the Minority Report, recommendations 

seemed to actually support Presidential power, not to limit it. In Cheney’s fifth recommendation 

on the Minority Report, “Restore Presidential Power to Withstand Foreign Policy by Continuing 

Resolution” the Congressman advocated splitting continuing resolutions into separate 

appropriation bills. Cheney referenced how the Boland Amendment, a matter of foreign policy, 

which restricted Presidential action, was tethered to funding bills for that fiscal year – a largely 

domestic issue. 594 

This recommendation was troubling for two reasons. In order for the country to pay its 

bills, it relied upon the President to sign a piece of legislation which required him to limit his 

own Presidential power, especially on Nicaraguan foreign policy. If Reagan had vetoed, he 

would have reinforced Presidential power, but at the expense of the U.S. government’s 

immediate fiscal requirements. Secondly, specific to Cheney’s perspective, as a current 

Congressional representative, argued in favor of Presidential power by allowing the Chief 

Executive to veto separate Congressional legislation relating to foreign policy, if merited – a 

divide and conquer technique. 

Cheney’s recommendations held future importance as well, as they supported the 

growing tendency by Congress to delegate authority in foreign policy crises to the President. In 

Cheney’s view, Congress should tackle foreign policy issues separate from those of domestic 

policy, sending them to the Chief Executive to sign or veto - which inevitably would end in a 

veto. In this concept, the President, not Congress, would have the ultimate say in foreign policy 

 
594 Select Committees’ Report, Minority Report, pg. 585. 
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legislation, and subsequently the appropriation of funding as well. That is unless Congress was 

able to override the veto with a two-thirds majority in the House and Senate – a difficult task for 

most legislation. 

The recommendation created the impression that the President was the mouthpiece of 

foreign policy for the U.S., not Congress. While Cheney’s Minority Report recommendations 

are not empirical proof of his or other Congressional leaderships’ belief on the need for growing 

Presidential power, this example does offer perhaps a foreshadowing into the influence of 

Cheney’s opinions when he would enter the White House as Vice President during the George 

W. Bush administration in 2000, and how the office of the President had become immune to 

Congressional oversight. 

 
 

The Effects of the Final Congressional Report 
 

Ultimately, the Congressional Iran-Contra hearings were a lost opportunity for the 

Democrats. Robert Busby highlights the internal division by Democratically-led Committees on 

how far they should question a service member, such as LTC Oliver North or Vice Admiral John 

Poindexter, with both of their sterling backgrounds and service records in the U.S. military. 

Democrats also fought about the decision to accuse the President of orchestrating the entire 

operation based on a lack of evidence. 595 The Democrats also slowly retreated from making the 

Iran-Contra hearings a campaign issue for the upcoming Congressional and Presidential 

 
 
 
 

 
595 Busby, pg. 169. 
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elections. 596 The result was a condemnation of the Reagan administration and Reagan himself, 

but without the means to declare a political win. 

However, LTC North, Vice Admiral Poindexter, and several aides were eventually found 

guilty of various felonies when they stood trial in March 1988. The charges against North would 

be eventually dropped in 1991 by Federal Judge Gerhard A. Gesell after the Independent 

Counsel Lawrence Walsh announced he would abandon prosecution for those found guilty of 

charges during the Iran-Contra Affair. 597 The result of the Democrats not pressing the issue of 

Iran-Contra originating from Reagan, and subsequent charges dropped by all involved in the 

scandal further implied that the whole investigation process was political. Although Democratic 

Congressional leaders did not intend for this investigation to become politically motivated, their 

efforts were lumped together with the original wrongdoings of the Reagan administration as a tit- 

for-tat move. No additional lasting transparency and accountability was created. No one was 

held criminally responsible for illegally selling weapons to a state which sponsored terrorism, 

moving federal funds without Congressional approval, and continuing an illegal proxy war. 

Reagan remained in office and the misfortunes of the scandal became another lesson learned in 

how to avoid Congressional restraint, rather than formal restraint itself. 

 
The Legacy of Armed Primacy 

New Codified Forms of Presidential Power 
 
 
 

 
596 Ibid, pg. 170. 
597 David Johnston, “Judge in Iran-Contra Trial Drops Case against North After Prosecution Gives Up,” The New 
York Times, September 17, 1991. 
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In understanding the longer legacy of armed primacy, it is an interesting point to note that 

the investigations by AG Meese, Congress, or Lawrence Walsh did nothing to stop the Reagan 

administration’s Contra operations in Nicaragua and the broader Central American region. The 

CIA accelerated its training plan for the Contras in late 1986, even after Hasenfus' plane was shot 

down by Sandinistas. In February 1987, the CIA simply changed the leadership of the United 

Nicaraguan Opposition, giving it new life even after Congress and the American public 

discovered Reagan's NSC was avoiding Congressional restrictions enacted by both Boland 

Amendments. 598 

So not only had the President, who oversaw the paramilitary war in Central America been 

allowed to stay in office, but the war effort itself, one-half of the original reason for the NSC's 

illegal activities, continued for the next three years. Moreover, Congress continued to appropriate 

funds to Nicaragua, but for non-lethal means. Additionally, even during the Iran-Contra 

Congressional Hearings, the Reagan administration continued to argue the legality of the broader 

Central American war through legal precedent set by the JFK administration. 

E.V. Rostow, older brother to Walt Rostow an advisor to JFK, argued that under the 

provisions approved by Congress in October 1962 in the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis, 

the Reagan administration's actions were legal. 599 Under S.J. Res.230, Pub. L. No 87-733, 76 

Stat. 697 (1962), which avowed to prevent “aggressive or subversive activities to any part of the 

hemisphere,” by the Marxist-Leninist regime in Cuba, the President was afforded the latitude to 

 

 
598 LaFeber, pg. 339. 
599 E.V. Rostow, “First Thoughts About the Line of Constitutional Attack Represented by Tribe and Lewis,” 27 
May 1987, The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Archives, Counsel to the President: Records CFOA 1175 
(Box 12), pg. 1. 
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use intelligence collection and respond militarily. 600 Even in the face of severe public criticism, 

the Reagan administration was arguing it still maintained a legal footing from Cold War 

precedents twenty-years prior, so Reagan kept pushing. After the big boost of $100 million in 

funding in the Summer of 1986, Congress appropriated $17.7 million (non-lethal) in 1988, even 

after the scandal, gave another $2 million to the National Endowment for Democracy, $27 

million (non-lethal) in 1989, and $49.75 million (non-lethal) in 1990. 601 

Congress was at odds with itself throughout Reagan’s second term. Most Congressional 

leaders had resigned themselves to not press for impeachment of Reagan, but they also 

recognized the needs just south of their border in economic terms. National security pressure 

was added to the equation in February 1989, when a non-classified report created by the DoD 

and IC which identified the current Soviet threat in Nicaragua was released to Congress. 602 The 

report did not vindicate Reagan’s actions, but it was an early recognition of the pervasive 

influence of the Soviet Union in Nicaragua, and the need to deter Soviet influence. 

 
 

Oversight and Accountability of the Chief Executive After Iran-Contra 

Armed primacy lived on after Iran-Contra despite oversight and accountability of the 

Chief Executive by Congress. Although the Tower Commission did hold Reagan responsible for 

"poor oversight," as the Chief Executive, neither its Commission, the Congressional Iran-Contra 

 

 
600 Memorandum from Rostow to Culvahouse, 27 May 1987, RRL, pg. 5. 
601 Richard Sobel, “Contra Aid Fundamentals: Exploring the Intricacies and the Issues, Political Science Quarterly, 
Vol. 110, No. 2 (Summer, 1995), pg. 281. 
602 United States Department of Defense (1989). “Soviet Bloc Military Equipment Supplied to Nicaragua (Jul 1979- 
Dec 1988),” 3. Non-classified report c. February 1989, Available at: 
https://www.brown.edu/Research/Understanding_the_Iran_Contra_Affair/documents/d-nic-4.pdf. 

http://www.brown.edu/Research/Understanding_the_Iran_Contra_Affair/documents/d-nic-4.pdf
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Hearings, nor eventually the Independent Counsel recommended criminal charges to the Justice 

Department for Reagan's connection to the scandal. Reagan's reputation suffered little as well 

while in office and skyrocketed years after this time in office. A poll taken as Reagan left office 

late in December 1988, a little more than a year after the Congressional investigation ended, 

indicated Reagan’s approval rating at 63%. 603 His legacy has largely been left untouched by the 

scandal as approval ratings indicate. The last recorded Gallup Poll for Reagan’s Approval 

Rating held strong at 73%, outmatched only by Kennedy’s 83%. 604 

What contemporaneous and legacy polls indicate is the disconnect between Reagan 

and the scandal itself. Americans agreed that Reagan should not be condemned for a range of 

reasons, from cognitive impairment to simple disbelief. Accordingly, polls suggested Reagan 

was not responsible for the crimes committed in his administration. What public opinion 

represented was a larger resistance to hold the President accountable, especially when relating to 

matters of U.S. foreign policy. The Cold War still transfixed most of the American public, and 

although an overpowering and dominating Executive Branch frustrated Congress, it was still 

preferable to Soviet aggression in a world full of nuclear weapons pointed at sparring 

superpowers. 

 
 

U.S. Foreign Policy Altering Domestic Institutions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

603 University of California, Santa Barbara. “Ronald Reagan Public Approval,” The American Presidency Project, 
Gallup Data. Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/data/ronald-reagan-public-approval. 
604 Frank Newport, “Ronald Reagan From the People’s Perspective: A Gallup Poll Review,” Gallup, June 7, 2004. 
Available at: https://news.gallup.com/poll/11887/ronald-reagan-from-peoples-perspective-gallup-poll-review.aspx. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/data/ronald-reagan-public-approval
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A third lasting legacy of armed primacy was its effect on American domestic institutions. 

 
Armed primacy resulted in expanded powers of the EOP through intelligence gathering 

requirements, management and use of federal dollars without Congressional consent, and an 

erosion of the remaining trust between the President and the American people. All three created 

an imbalance of power which favored unilateral Presidential action. 

First, the Iran-Contra Affair strengthened the Executive Branch. The Reagan 

administration’s aggressive policies during the Iran-Contra era changed the American 

Presidency. For one, it allowed the President to create legal precedents for foreign policy by 

executive action. Although all Presidents had pursued both domestic and foreign policy 

executive actions in the past, Reagan expanded the Presidential repertoire using Intelligence & 

Presidential Findings to commit resources. He used National Decision Directives to formulate 

unilateral Executive action which could originate from the EOP without Congressional consent. 

And he re-appropriated funds without Congressional Committee oversight – sometimes without 

his own Cabinet’s oversight. 

Secondly, Reagan’s pursuit of armed primacy changed the way funds approved by 

Congress were distributed and then expended. In Article. I, § 9, Clause 7 of the U.S. 

Constitution provides for Congress the responsibility to oversee the execution of public funds, 

however, throughout the Iran-Contra scandal, funds were not only expended at the discretion of 

the President, but profits from illegal arms sales to Iran were also appropriated to the Contras. 

This gave the President the ability to conduct official weapons sales outside the authority of 

Congress but also to fund a private war that Congress had also not sanctioned. Although all 
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three investigations publicly rebuked this behavior in some form, there were no formal 

disbursement restrictions installed as a result of the Iran-Contra. 

Also, the scandal changed the way Americans trusted their “Narrator-in-Chief” of the 

nation. 605 The U.S. had gone through one of its most domestically tumultuous eras during 

Watergate only a decade before, and many Americans had lost trust and hope in the American 

Presidency and American democracy. Reagan's Presidency appeared to breathe new life into the 

fight against Cold War communism and restore the country to its position as a global superpower 

under the direction of its optimistic leader. Reagan, like FDR before him, seemed to know how 

to tell a story and communicate to America the stories it wanted to hear about itself – stories that 

inspired and reinvigorated it. However, after Iran-Contra, Americans temporarily questioned if 

the U.S. had moved from that era at all, losing trust in their President. It would only be closer to 

the end of Reagan’s Presidency that the American public would gain more confidence in an 

administration (and democratic system) which appeared to abuse power, and faith in Congress, 

who appeared incapable of restraining Presidential abuses. 

 
 

Congressional Restraint and Its Limits 

If the Presidency’s powers grew during Iran-Contra, Congress’s power shrank — largely 

because Congress willingly ceded it. The fallout from the Iran-Contra presented itself as another 

“Watergate moment” – a time of Congressional reassertion of the forefront of foreign policy and 

leadership, and a balancing of powers between branches of government. Requiring additional 

 
605 Alice O’Connor, “Narrator-in-Chief: Presidents and the Politics of Economic Crisis from FDR to Obama,” from 
Recapturing the Oval Office: New Historical Approaches to the American Presidency, Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2015, pg. 51-68. 
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accountability would have reinforced Congress’ role as provider of the government’s powerful 

purse, and the need to have American public support, represented by elected representatives 

before acting on foreign policy initiatives. However, Executive power continually evaded 

Congressional limits. So why was Congress ineffective at restraining or providing punitive 

measures in restraining Executive power? 

One explanation is that Congress was unsuccessful because the Legislative body largely 

agreed with the Reagan administration on the need to aid Central American countries that had 

suffered from years of violence and civil war. Yet, while there was substantial disagreement in 

"how" funds were executed, funds were still appropriated, and to a disillusioned American 

public, funding for lethal and non-lethal aid all blended together. 

Democrats controlled the Senate and House in the 100th Congress beginning on January 

6th, 1987 – the beginning of the year of Reagan administration investigations. The arrival of the 

new Speaker of the House, Jim Wright (D-TX), created a renewed atmosphere of bipartisan 

politics, even in an environment of pending investigations and talk of Presidential impeachment. 

It would be later that year, on August 7th, 1987, while the Joint Congressional Iran-Contra 

Hearings were raging, that five Central American countries formed as a part of the Esquipulas II 

Agreement, and essentially signed off on what would be colloquially known as the Wright- 

Reagan Peace Plan – a plan to end Central American war and promote democracy and free 

elections in the region. 606 

 
606 United Nations General Assembly Security Council, “Procedure for the Establishment of a Firm and Lasting 
Peace in Central America (Esquipulas II),” Item 34 of the Provisional Agenda, A/42/521, 31 August 1987, Available 
at: 
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/CR%20HN%20GT%20NI%20SV_870807_EsquipulasII.pd  
f. 
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After eight years of non-stop violence in Nicaragua, it appeared that peace would 

eventually prevail. The Sandinistas took formal steps to implement the cease-fire called by the 

Agreement, and Ortega met with Fidel Castro to remove the Cuban military from the country. 607 

Reagan then met publicly with Contra leaders, Alfonso Robelo and Alfredo César, in Los 

Angeles on August 27th, 1987 partially as a way to show the Reagan administration’s 

commitment to resistance leaders, just as he had with the Afghan mujahedeen, but also to claim 

partial victory that the Reagan administration’s pursuit of armed primacy and proxy war would 

ultimately triumph in the face of Soviet communism. 608 

However, the attempt at a renewed bipartisan era, even amid Congressional and 

Executive turmoil, quickly dissipated after Speaker Wright held a meeting with President Ortega. 

Reagan expressed extreme disapproval of the meeting as the perception was that the White 

House had been cut out of a negotiated plan to hold Ortega to his word about not continuing 

military operations outside of Nicaraguan borders and his continuing relationship with Castro. 

As a result, the Reagan administration went on the offensive, having felt transformed and 

rehabilitated by the two major investigations that had left Presidential power in place. Reagan 

asked for additional Contra military aid in December 1987, and again in February 1988. 609 

 
 
 
 
 

 
607 Jim Wright, “Balance of Power: Presidents and Congress from the Era of McCarthy to the Age of Gingrich.” 
Atlanta, GA: Turner Publishing, 1996, pg. 465. 
608 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at a Meeting With Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance Leaders in Los Angeles, 
California,” August 27, 1987. Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Archives, Available at: 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-meeting-nicaraguan-democratic-resistance-leaders-los- 
angeles-california. 
609 Wright, pg. 471. 
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To the shock and dismay of many in the American public, Congress approved aid to 

Nicaragua – albeit humanitarian, but still to Contra forces. 610 The margins for passing the aid 

were not even close, 345-70 in the House, and 87-7 in the Senate – passing on March 30, 1988. 

Only four months after Congress completed its joint Iran-Contra Hearings, condemning 

unilateral Presidential action and staffing functions by the NSC, and unlawful practices of 

diversion of funds without Congressional authorization, it passed additional aid to the Contras – 

the very organization that embodied the practices of armed primacy by the Reagan 

administration. 

There are two short explanations for this behavior by Congress – either 1) Congress was 

convinced that bipartisan politics were the most effective way to move forward, appreciating the 

context of an upcoming Presidential election and the need to tout clarity and transparency to the 

American public, or 2) Congress did believe that Central America was hurting, partially created 

by the U.S., and it needed immediate help. 

Either way, Congress approved the humanitarian aid and lost all semblance of control of 

oversight guiding Reagan's foreign policy initiatives. It also lost the ability to critique Reagan’s 

reliance on paramilitary funding to provide solutions for Central American diplomatic 

challenges, once again. Instead, Congress defaulted to Presidential power and implemented the 

Reagan Doctrine's heavy use of proxy fighters against Communist regimes. However, the 

approved Congressional humanitarian aid would ultimately bring the Sandinistas to the peace 

 
610 A poll taken by NBC from Jan 20-22, 1988, asked, “Do you favor or oppose the U.S. government giving money 
for military aid to the rebels fighting the government of Nicaragua?” 70% of Americans opposed or were unsure. 
NBC News/Wall Street Journal, NBC News/Wall Street Journal Poll: January 1988, Question 11, 
USNBCWSJ.88JAN.R08, NBC News/Wall Street Journal, (Cornell University, Ithaca, NY: Roper Center for Public 
Opinion Research, 1988), Survey question, DOI: 10.25940/ROPER-31104930. 



343  

610F 

 
table. In the same month, with lethal aid dwindling to the Contras, but with Congressional 

support, resistance leaders met with Sandinistas leaders in Sapoa, Nicaragua, on the coast of 

Lago Cocibolca, and agreed to a 60-day cease-fire which eventually ended the war in 1988. 

Both parties agreed to internal democratic reform, the release of prisoners, and the expectations 

of future fair elections. 611 

After the cease-fire agreement between the Contras and Sandinistas, Reagan agreed to 

support the existing measures in the Wright-Reagan Peace Plan, with the condition of supporting 

the Contras with humanitarian aid. The idea remained palatable to Congress which agreed to 

support it in future appropriations. In retrospect, although Reagan did ask for additional military 

support in late 1987 and early 1988, Congress denied further military support to the Contras. 

After the Iran-Contra Hearings, Congress remained only partially successful in liming Reagan's 

Contra war because third-party donations and illegal weapons sales had ceased. From 1987- 

1988, the only path for Reagan to gain funding for the Contras until their cease-fire was through 

Congress, overtly. 

 
 

The Lasting Legacy of Armed Primacy Through Military Action 

A final lasting legacy of armed primacy through the dominance of the Executive branch 

over Congressional control was through military action. Arguably, this factor was the most 

impactful given its legacy after the Cold War, as it solidified the shifting power dynamic from 

Congress to the Executive in terms of foreign policy. This shift signaled the long-term effects of 

 
 
 

611 Julia Preston, “Sandinistas, Contras Agree to Cease-Fire,” The Washington Post, March 23, 1988. 
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a strong Executive in which power was transferred during the late Cold War period, and limited 

permanent accountability remained over how the President acted as Commander-in-Chief. 

A specific lasting example is Judge Abraham Sofaer’s Congressional Testimony to the 

Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, as State Department Legal Adviser during the Reagan 

administration on August 20th, 1988. Judge Sofaer argued that the War Powers Act should be 

repealed. 612 The Reagan administration believed the Act was unnecessary because the President 

did not maintain unilateral power, and that Congress still maintained the ability to curb the 

President’s power. Sofaer further argued that the War Powers Act had been used to divert blame 

from Congress to the President. The argument solidified that not only were the President’s 

actions legal as Commander-in-Chief, but that the solution was not legislation, it was action by 

Congress based upon their responsibilities. What this argument also revealed was that the 

Reagan administration was acknowledging its position as the leader in military action and that 

the War Powers Act was a needless artifact of the past. 

Armed primacy through military action changed significantly during the Reagan 

administration. The original strategy of armed primacy continued throughout the Cold War 

because it was a durable product of national security exigencies that U.S. elected leaders and 

policymakers rallied around to limit Soviet influence abroad. However, this changed as a result 

of Iran-Contra. Armed primacy during and after this period highlights that the militarization of 

U.S. foreign policy was no longer about limiting Soviet influence, but about the preoccupation of 
 

U.S. military power abroad to uphold the existing postwar international order. 
 

 
612 Abraham Sofaer, “Testimony of Abraham D. Sofaer, State Department Legal Adviser Before the Senate Foreign 
Affairs Committee on the War Powers Resolution,” August 20th, 1988, The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and 
Archives, Counsel to President: Records CFOA 1175, Box 13, pg.3. 
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Armed primacy after Reagan became about exerting American power to establish a New 

World Order. How did this happen? On September 11th, 1990, President George H.W. Bush 

addressed a Joint Session of Congress on the Persian Gulf Crisis. He called on Congress, and the 

larger international community, to rebirth the international order – one in which the U.S. was the 

purveyor of power and an eventual hopeful peace. 613 Bush saw this as an opportunity to 

consolidate the military and diplomatic gains the U.S. had made during the Cold War, and an 

opportunity to capitalize on the U.S.’s position while the Soviet Union struggled in the aftermath 

of its invasion of Afghanistan and the breaking up of its empire in Poland, Hungary, East 

Germany, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania – all in 1989. 

The George H.W. Bush administration recognized that seismic political and state changes 

were underway throughout the world. The Cold War was ending "not with a bang, but a 

whimper" and the U.S. maintained its forces abroad, its bases intact, and its form of government 

in place. 614 To Americans, especially of the postwar generation, the U.S. maintained a position 

similar to what it created after World War II. To their sons and daughters of the Baby Boomer 

generation, the Cold War had lost its relevance and usefulness as a prism to view the world. 615 

So how could the U.S. still claim victory? The most effective way would be to bolster the U.S. 

claims of leadership in the world through military power. President George H.W. Bush ordered 

Operation Just Cause on December 20th, 1989, to remove dictator Manuel Noriega from office. 

 
613 George H.W. Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the Persian Gulf Crisis and the Federal 
Budget Deficit,” September 11th, 1990, George H.W. Bush Presidential Library and Museum Archives, Available at: 
https://bush41library.tamu.edu/archives/public-papers/2217. 
614 T.S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men,” Faber & Faber, 1925. 
615 For more resources and additional information on the cultural legacy of the end of the Cold War, please see here: 
“The Story of the Wall Using Gale Primary Resources,” Available at: https://www.gale.com/intl/archives- 
explored/berlin-wall/cultural-legacy. 
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Less than seven months later President Bush would also order Operation Desert Shield and 

Desert Storm on August 2nd, 1990, to remove Iraq’s forces from Kuwait. 

George H.W. Bush's call for a New World Order was a call to enhance and embolden 

military power to maintain a more democratic peaceful world, with the U.S. at the center of its 

power. However, neither George H.W. Bush, nor his successor President Bill Clinton, would 

seek additional military interventions and regime changes of unpopular authoritarian dictators. 

George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton called for a more equitable world, with the U.S. as its leader, 

not a military kingpin using interventionist methods. By the end of the Cold War, and early 

1990s, the U.S.’s version of armed primacy had genuinely changed, but it had changed to a 

version of unrivaled and ubiquitous power – not interventionist. 

However, the strategy of armed primacy would change to become more interventionist in 

the Global War on Terror (GWOT) after September 11th, 2001, because there was a loss in many 

of the certainties that guided the U.S.'s strategy of armed primacy during the Cold War, namely 

the belief in containment and rollback. As these certainties were questioned, tools of Executive 

power, created during the Reagan administration, were refashioned and used unilaterally during a 

time of crisis, making room for Executive authority using Cold War precedents. As a result, as 

will be further developed in analyzing the later George W. Bush administration, armed primacy 

lived on and continued to be a viable strategy to protect U.S. interests and leadership abroad. 
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AFTERWORD 

 
“Future Implications of Research – The Longer Legacy of Armed Primacy” 

 
Presidential Power in the Neoliberal Era 

 
So how did the growth of the Presidency during the Iran-Contra era, through the pursuit 

of armed primacy, affect U.S. foreign policy into the late 20th and early 21st Century? 

Specifically, the effects are evidence in the succeeding presidencies of George H.W. Bush, 

Clinton, and George W. Bush who nurtured, facilitated, and maintained this order. The 

neoliberal order which Reagan created in economic terms related to the growth of Presidential 

power from actions which led to Iran-Contra, as a result of pursuing a strategy of armed primacy. 

Part of the answer lies with Gerstle’s connection of a direct relationship with the neoliberal order 

established by Reagan in the early 1980s with that of President George W. Bush. For Bush, after 

seeing the World Trade Center Towers fall on September 11th, 2001, and the quick defeat of 

Taliban forces in Afghanistan which harbored the Al-Qaeda leader, Usama Bin Laden (UBL), 

President Bush went after whom he saw as the true destabilizer of democracy in the Middle East, 

Saddam Hussein. 

For President Bush, Western-style democracy and free markets went hand in hand – so a 

democratic victory in Iraq would also be a victory for free-market capitalism. President Bush 

believed with certitude, just as Reagan had, "that America's enemies did not stand a chance when 

the nation flexed its democratic principles, military might, and market capitalism." 616 This idea 

not only underpinned the neoliberal order but also the existing strategy of armed primacy. This 

was the pro-U.S. belief that Western, particularly American intervention, could make the world 

 
616 Gerstle, pg. 195. 
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not only more liberally democratic but in turn transition to a broader world of free market 

capitalism. Herein lies the intersection of both legacies of the neoliberal order and the Cold War 

strategy of armed primacy. 

The most critical point of the latter half of this research is that President George W. Bush 

believed in the employment of armed primacy, using American military intervention, for the 

sake of extending a peaceful postwar international order. President Bush employed the foreign 

policy inheritance from Reagan to argue that U.S. military action was not only necessary to be 

engaged abroad offensively and violently at different periods, but that U.S. military force must 

be pervasive throughout the world to be properly employed. Additionally, the President himself 

was the chief executioner of such power, and his office should expand power over both domestic 

and foreign affairs. President Bush would use the Cold War strategy of armed primacy, now 

completely detached from its original intent of limiting Soviet advances throughout the world, in 

favor of creating a more democratic, free market-oriented, and peaceful world, normally 

involving regime change of authoritarian leaders. Bush would do this to enable the existence of 

the postwar international order, hoping to create a long-term impact that would most notably 

benefit the Middle East and South Asia. 

While it is important to highlight how Bush's new strategy of armed primacy was altered 

during the neoliberal era, it is also vital to underscore in this research how President George W. 

Bush's foreign policy strategies differed from those of former Presidents, Bush and Clinton. 

Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton were both presented opportunities to employ 

Reagan's Cold War strategy of armed primacy, thereby possibly also enlarging the powers of the 

President, but instead chose another path in examples such as Operation Desert Storm and 
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Shield, and Operation Allied Force. As will be demonstrated in this research, not only did 

President George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton choose alternate methods of upholding the postwar 

international order after the Cold War through multilateralism, but this research will argue those 

methods could be used today to limit Presidential powers and future U.S. military interventions 

using international relationships, limited military objectives during conflict, and heavy reliance 

upon diplomatic initiatives. 

 
 

President George H.W. Bush & The Gulf War (1991): A Different Path 
 

The link between armed primary and neoliberal policy was not a given. Bush, Reagan's Vice- 

President of eight years, and seasoned diplomat, who also bore witness to the colossal changes 

during his generation understood the importance of the Cold War ending, and what it would 

mean for the U.S. to not maintain the postwar international order. In short, it could involve 

chaos, a global economic downturn, and that U.S. interests abroad were no longer secure. This 

was the opportunity President George H.W. Bush sought to capitalize on, but not in a way to 

gloat or claim ultimate victory over the Cold War, but instead he used it as a platform to secure 

the U.S.’s place as the leader of the free world. 

President H.W. Bush’s administration was different in two ways – First, it identified that 

the post-Cold War order was a New World Order, and second, that it would involve 

multilateralism. With the dissolution of the USSR., Bush leaned upon a muted triumphalism that 

emphasized U.S. predominance. 617 As the remaining superpower, the U.S. had become the 

leader on the international stage, and with its newly unbalanced power sought to encourage new 

 
617 Odd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History, New York: Basic Books, 2017, CH. 23. 
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relationships with democratically led governments, resulting in a growth of democracies 

worldwide. 

However, Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait on August 2nd, 1990, would provide an 

opportunity to showcase Bush’s emphasis on multilateralism and become a proof of concept for 

the New World Order. Motivated primarily by U.S. leadership, the United Nations passed UN 

Resolution 660 which condemned the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 618 Again, on November 29th, 

1990, the UN Security Council adopted UN Resolution 678 which demanded full compliance 

with Resolution 660 before January 15th, 1991. 619 With a defiant Saddam refusing to remove 

Iraqi troops from Kuwaiti oil fields, President Bush developed an international coalition of 42 

countries and 700,000 troops in what would become known as Operation Desert Storm (August 

2nd, 1990 – January 17th, 1991) and Desert Shield (January 17th – February 28th, 1991). 

Operation Desert Storm was largely a success for three important reasons. One, the 

operation was based upon its reliance on international relationships, most notably even from 

neighboring Arab nations, such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Syria, but also from key partners 

such as Turkey and Pakistan. This held the U.S. accountable to not only its people but the 

resources and personnel of the Coalition States with which it was partnered as well. Had the 

U.S. invaded unilaterally into Kuwait and alone forced Saddam to remove his forces, the U.S. 

would have maintained much more flexibility and autonomy and could have preserved its forces 

 
 
 
 
 

618 United Nations, Resolution 660 (1990) / adopted by the Security Council at its 2932nd meeting, on 2 August 
1990, Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/94220?ln=en&v=pdf. 
619 United Nations, Resolution 678 (1990) / adopted by the Security Council at its 2963rd meeting, on 29 November 
1990, Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/102245?ln=en&v=pdf. 
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in the region longer, but more than likely at the cost of reinvigorating debate over the U.S. 

reinventing the new colonial look. 

It was also a success because President Bush did not desire regime change for Iraq and 

held limited military objectives. The operation was backed by two separate UN Resolutions 

which sought to restore Kuwaiti sovereignty and re-establish its borders. President H.W. Bush 

carefully documented Hussein’s brutal atrocities and violation of human rights, as well as further 

developing his chemical arsenal, however, these were not the targets of the military operation – 

only eliminating Saddam’s troops from Kuwaiti sovereign soil. 620 

Lastly, President Bush also led with diplomatic initiatives. Military force was only 

applied once Saddam refused to remove his forces which were occupying Kuwait unlawfully. 

President Bush sought to establish the importance of international arbitration, gaining the 

diplomatic support of Coalition states before assuming a military operation was the only viable 

solution. In President H.W. Bush’s Address to the Nation on January 16th, 1991, the President 

documented the numerous attempts at resolving Saddam’s invasion through diplomatic routes 

such as the “Arab Solution,” the Baghdad conferences with Saddam, a meeting in Geneva with 

international partners, and finally the Secretary-General of the UN’s mission to the Middle 

East. 621 Although none of these diplomatic initiatives made Saddam budge from his position, 

they were well documented and reveal a military operation was not foreordained. 

 
 
 

620 George H.W. Bush, “January 16, 1991: Address to the Nation on the Invasion of Iraq,” University of Virginia, 
Miller Center, Presidential Speeches, Voice Recording, Available at: https://millercenter.org/the- 
presidency/presidential-speeches/january-16-1991-address-nation-invasion-iraq. 
621 George H.W. Bush, “Address to the Nation Announcing Allied Military Action in Persian Gulf,” UC Santa 
Barbara, The American Presidency Project, Available at: https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-the- 
nation-announcing-allied-military-action-the-persian-gulf. 
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All three examples of President H.W. Bush's methodical procession of invading the 

Persian Gulf – multilateralism, limited military objectives not related to regime change, and a 

focus on diplomatic initiatives – are evidence that Reagan's neoliberal order enacted by a pursuit 

of armed primacy was not a foregone conclusion into the 21st Century. Although President Bush 

focused on U.S. predominance in the post-Cold War world, he chose an alternate path to Reagan. 

He chose to push for U.S. global leadership, but not through a military action first strategy which 

isolated international partners and sought regime change, and ultimately led to an expansion of 

his Presidential power. 

Further confirming this conscious decision and Bush’s hopes for the future of U.S. 

foreign policy is his Address to the United Nations General Assembly on September 23rd, 1991. 

The speech, given in a post-Operation Desert Storm environment in which Bush’s approval 

rating hovered at 74%, the President could have been more triumphal than ever. 622 The U.S. for 

the first time in world history unquestionably stood as the leader of the world. Yet, Bush used 

his stage to once again transcend the superpower competition to build democracy, create peace 

and prosperity, and even invite the Soviets into the democratic fold. Historians could argue that 

Bush’s application of military power was similar in many ways to Reagan's, but this speech 

would provide evidence to the contrary. While Bush recognized the impact the Cold War had 

made on history and U.S. foreign policy, he argued that U.S. military power in the post-Cold 

War era should not be concerned with interventions to promote peace, democracy, and "free 

markets," - though Bush would have agreed that a more liberal democratic peace would be better 

 
 
 

622 RJ Reinhart, “George H.W. Bush: Retrospective,” Gallup, December 1, 2018. 
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for U.S. interests. 623 Rather, President Bush consciously directed U.S. foreign policy to focus on 

diplomatic solutions, multilateralism, and when necessary, limited military objectives in this new 

era. 

 
 

President Bill Clinton & Kosovo (1998-1999): The Exercise of Restraint 
 

Despite extremely high approval ratings in the months following the Gulf War, President H.W. 

Bush's approval ratings would fall to abysmal numbers in the run-up to the Presidential election 

in November 1992. Unfortunately for Bush, his competitor was the charismatic and extremely 

likable Democratic Governor from Arkansas, who was a Rhodes Scholar and married to an 

equally gifted wife. Despite dodging the draft for Vietnam, and rumors of extra-marital affairs, 

Bill Clinton defeated all other Democratic competitors for the primary nomination. Clinton 

represented the current generation, one that wanted to move on from the auspices of the Cold 

War and wanted to focus on the economy. Opposite of Clinton, Bush eventually broke his 

promise to the American people on new taxes and coupled with competing for votes against the 

independent Ross Perot who drew disillusioned Republicans to its ranks, Clinton won the 1992 

Presidential election, ending years of Republican domination in the White House. 624 

During his Presidency, Clinton seemed to almost step back from the international 

obligations that the U.S. seemed to uphold as its duty for the previous fifty years. After early 

 
 

623 George H.W. Bush, “Address to the United Nations General Assembly by President George H.W. Bush,” 
September 23, 1991, U.S. State Department, Diplomacy in Action, Available at: https://2009- 
2017.state.gov/p/io/potusunga/207269.htm. 
624 George H.W. Bush, “Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the Republican National Convention in 
New Orleans,” August 18, 1988, UC Santa Barbara, The American Presidency Project, Available at: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-accepting-the-presidential-nomination-the-republican-national- 
convention-new. 
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diplomatic blunders and foreign policy lapses in Somalia (October 1993), Rwanda (April 1994), 

and Haiti (July 1994), Clinton would eventually learn the importance of prioritizing readiness for 

the U.S. military and relationships with the wider international community to resolve conflicts 

abroad. It is after this series of missteps in his first Presidential term that Clinton would 

ultimately embrace his formative foreign policy stances on the importance of proactive military 

restraint. 

The American intervention in Kosovo from 1998-199 demonstrated Clinton’s form of 

military restraint and became another notable exception to Reagan’s newly established neoliberal 

order. This is important because, despite the evolution of the Cold War strategy of armed 

primacy during the Iran-Contra events, which detached the employment of American military 

power to limit Communism, Clinton attempted to achieve U.S. foreign policy objectives just as 

Bush did, using diplomatic-focused efforts first to resolve conflict, multilateralism with allies, 

and when U.S. military effort was required, use limited war aims short of regime change. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Yugoslavia had begun to split into 

multiple countries. The most dominant power in the region, Serbia, led by the authoritarian 

leader Slobodan Milošević, had come to power in 1989 and rejected all claims of semi-autonomy 

Kosovo had been granted under Marshal Tito. Milošević intended to eliminate the cultural and 

educational traditions of the Muslim-majority enclave in hopes of removing all Albanian 

influence. The Albanian Kosovars in response began an initial non-violent campaign, which 

transitioned to the founding of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). Shortly thereafter, the KLA 

began attacking Serbian military and police targets, and Milošević responded in kind with a 
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brutal military campaign that displaced 800,000 ethnic Kosovar Albanians and killed thousands 

through genocidal military actions. 625 

President Clinton’s first impulse was to resolve the conflict through a diplomatic effort. 

On February 6th, 1999, NATO members brought together Serbians and Kosovar Albanians to 

Rambouillet Castle in France. The Rambouillet Accords called for a NATO peacekeeping force 

and allowed Kosovo to independently determine its form of government. 626 Milošević 

eventually rejected all diplomatic efforts, and as a result, President Clinton and NATO military 

representatives worked together to enable a military effort known as Operation Allied Force, 

which launched on March 24th, 1999. A little over a month later, the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) adopted UN Resolution 1239, on May 14th, 1999, which urged humanitarian 

relief for Kosovars in the conflict area and provided a legal foundation for NATO humanitarian 

and military peacekeepers to intervene in the ongoing conflict. 

President Clinton once again similarly pursued U.S. foreign policy objectives to that of 

President George H.W. Bush, focusing on limited military effort, with heavy reliance on an 

international support structure, instead of a primarily unilateral American effort which sought 

success in the form of military victory first, as seen during the Reagan administration. The 

downside to Operation Allied Force was that it was incredibly slow and ineffective at first. The 

operation was strictly a bombing campaign, as NATO members and the U.S. did not want to 

escalate the war by using soldiers who would occupy the conflict area. Consequently, NATO 

 

 
625 David Petraeus and Andrew Roberts, Conflict: The Evolution of Warfare from 1945 to Ukraine. Great Britain: 
William Collins, 2023, pg. 225. 
626 United Nations Security Council, Rambouillet Accords, S/1999/638, 07 June 1999, Available at: 
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/990123_RambouilletAccord.pdf. 
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bombing continued for 78 days, which targeted Serbian military infrastructure and objectives, 

limiting the targets to those which were being used to enact genocide on the Kosovar Albanians. 

Milošević eventually caved to NATO demands and accepted an international 

peacekeeping force while withdrawing Serbian forces from Kosovo. The Kumanovo Agreement 

was signed on June 9, 1999, which ended the Kosovo War, and the UNSC adopted resolution 

1244, which authorized the deployment of an international civilian and military presence to 

oversee the return of refugees and a withdrawal of Serbian forces from Kosovo. 627 The U.S. and 

international community began to immediately focus its attention on reconstruction and aid to 

the country, with the U.S. ultimately contributing $2 billion in aid and contributed a permanent 

rotation of troops to the NATO-led Kosovo Force (KFOR). 628 Ultimately, Operation Allied 

Force highlighted President Clinton’s determination to pursue U.S. foreign policy objectives in 

stark contrast to the environment created under President Reagan in the inauguration of the 

neoliberal era. President Clinton pursued a diplomatic initiative first in the Kosovo War, relying 

heavily upon his NSA Sandy Berger and Secretary of State Madeline Albright to urge peace 

through the Rambouillet Accords. When those failed, Clinton looked to a coalition of 19 NATO 

countries involved in Operation Allied Force and sought limited military objectives as a part of 

the NATO bombing mission. 629 

 
627 United Nations Security Council, “Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999) on the situation relating Kosovo,” 
S/RES/1999, 10 June 1999, Available at: 
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/990610_SCR1244%281999%29.pdf. 
628 The Department of State, U.S. Embassy in Kosovo, “History of the U.S. and Kosovo,” Available at: 
https://xk.usembassy.gov/our-relationship/policy-history/history/. 
629 The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, April 19, 1999, pg. 6/60, The Clinton Library, Available at: 
https://www.clintonlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/documents/kosovo-press-1999.pdf. 
Although it is the effort of this project to show the difference in the political behavior between President H.W. Bush 
and Clinton with those similarities between Presidents Reagan and George W. Bush, brevity should not be the 
reason to identity the terrible tragedies of a strict bombing campaign, such as Operation Allied Force. The U.S. was 
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Despite President Reagan’s continuation of the Cold War strategy of armed primacy, 

which evolved after the Iran-Contra Scandal, and eventually expanded the Executive branch, 

both Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton pursued U.S. foreign policies differently 

during the neoliberal era. President Bush had chosen the path of multilateralism and centering 

U.S. power within the international community and its supranational organizations. President 

Clinton had chosen to use military restraint in Kosovo, but neither sought to use American 

military intervention to militarize U.S. foreign policy and promote or achieve regime change. 

Both Presidents Bush and Clinton realized the benefit of promoting democratic governments and 

expanding free markets to also expand U.S. interests and promote peace abroad. Most 

importantly, neither President sought military campaigns to expand Presidential power, as had 

the Cold War strategy of armed primacy had done when limiting the influence of Soviet 

Communism. However, all of this would change after 9/11, an event in which the U.S. 

responded once again with military force, for regime change and expanded Presidential power, 

due to foreign policy exigencies, just as it had in the Cold War. 

 
 

President George W. Bush & the Global War on Terror (GWOT) (2001): A Renewed Armed 

Primacy 

The growth of the Presidency during the Iran-Contra era, through the pursuit of armed 

primacy, affected U.S. foreign policy into the 21st Century during President George W. Bush’s 

administration, brought on by Al-Qaeda’s (AQ) September 11th attacks on the World Trade 

 

 

responsible for accidentally bombing the PRC Embassy in Belgrade on June 17, 1999 – believing it to be a military 
target. https://1997-2001.state.gov/policy_remarks/1999/990617_pickering_emb.html. 
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Center, Pentagon, and attempted attack on the U.S. Capitol Building. 630 This project has 

identified that during the Reagan administration, the legacy of armed primacy expressed itself 

through new codified forms of Presidential power, lessened oversight and accountability of the 

Chief Executive, U.S. foreign policy altered domestic institutions, attempts of Congressional 

restraint and limits, and finally military action. To understand how these lasting changes made 

their way into the future U.S. Presidential administrations this project has highlighted the 

importance of the neoliberal era. This section argues that it was President George W. Bush who 

aligned himself with the revival of the Cold War strategy of armed primacy after the 9/11 attacks 

which created lasting imprints upon both U.S. domestic and foreign policy environments. 

The two most prominent features in the legacy of armed primacy are the expansion of 

Presidential power in U.S. domestic policy and regime change when focusing on U.S. foreign 

policy. To show evidence for both of these claims it is critical to express how Bush revived and 

revamped the priorities of the U.S. invasion of Grenada during Operation Urgent Fury in October 

1983, which most accurately depict these foreign policy objectives. To review, Reagan claimed 

that the four reasons for the U.S. invasion were to rescue American hostages at St. George's 

University, promote and protect democracy in Grenada, stop Soviet Communism on the island 

from spreading to the rest of the Caribbean, and regime change of the New Jewel Movement led 

by Bernard Coard. Reagan wanted to extend democracy to the island, and a military victory 

would show the rest of the world that the U.S. would go to any length to protect it within the 

Western Hemisphere. The idea of promoting democracy for peace even to the extent of war was 

 
 

630 David Stout, “Original Plan for 9/11 Attacks Involved 10 Planes, Panel Says,” The New York Times, June 16, 
2004. 
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not new, especially when coupled with the idea of Just War theory. This idea has been 

highlighted in Chapter Three when discussing Reagan’s convictions for sending American troops 

in El Salvador during his first term as President. Additionally, the liberal democratic peace 

theory had been a part of international relations since the Wilson administration, however, what 

Reagan desired was a sphere of influence that protected U.S. interests in the form of security and 

free market capitalism. 631 This Western style-U.S. dominated sphere of influence could only 

come at the protection of U.S. interests and a regime change for a U.S. aligned relationship in 

Grenada. 

 
 

The Wars in Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003) 
 

After the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration began the U.S. military intervention in 

Afghanistan on October 7th, 2001, to eliminate AQ and its leader UBL. The Bush 

administration's goal was to remove the Taliban regime which provided a haven for AQ and its 

terrorist network – the GWOT had begun. 632 Although in the autumn of 2001, the original 

deployment of troops to Afghanistan was a relatively light footprint, the combat operation there 

would grow each year over the course of twenty years of war, expanding to over 100,000 troops 

at its height. 

Only four months after the 9/11 attacks, on January 29th, 2002, President Bush grouped 

Saddam Hussein, the authoritarian leader of Iraq with Iran and North Korea in what he called the 

 

 
631 Shah M. Tarzai, “Democratic Peace, Illiberal Democracy, and Conflict Behavior,” International Journal on 
World Peace, Vol. 24, No. 4 (December 2007), pg. 54. 
632 U.S. Department of State, “The Global War on Terror: The First 100 Days,” Archive, Coalition Information 
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"Axis of Evil" in his State of the Union address. 633 President Bush was on the war path to 

vindicate the American people, his legacy, and in the short term, his political aspirations and 

administration. Combined with a sense of fear of the next attack, scarce intelligence of 

Saddam’s possession and capacity to develop and use Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs), 

and his associations with the AQ network, the U.S. mobilized its influence to assist in passing 

the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1441 on November 8th, 2002, which warned of 

consequences if Iraq did not submit to UN inspections and prove it did not possess WMD. 634 By 

February 5th, 2003, the Bush administration had grown weary of speculative UN reporting and 

selected Secretary of State Colin Powell to testify to the UN that the U.S. maintained proof, 

through intelligence sources, that not only did Iraq possess WMDs but also maintained 

operational terrorist training locations inside of its borders. 635 Instead of pressing for yet another 

UN Resolution to solidify international support, the U.S. and three additional countries (UK, 

Australia, Poland), invaded Iraq, in what was called Operation Iraqi Freedom, on March 19th, 

2003, for the express reason to overthrow Saddam Hussein and eliminate his WMD program. 636 

By December 13th, 2003, Saddam Hussein had been captured and the U.S. and Coalition 

members occupied another country in need of civil governance. 

 
 
 

633 George W. Bush, “The President’s State of the Union Address,” The United States Capitol, Washington, D.C., 
January 29, 2002, Available at: https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129- 
11.html. 
634 United Nations Security Council. “Resolution 1441 (2002), Adopted by the Security Council at its 4644th 
meeting, on 8 November 2002, Available at: https://www.un.org/depts/unmovic/documents/1441.pdf. 
635 Colin Powell, “Iraq Weapons of Mass Destruction Intelligence in Secretary Powell’s United Nation Speech,” 
George Washington University, NSA Archive, Available At: 
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636 Stephen A. Carney, Allied Participation in Operation Iraqi Freedom, Center of Military History, United States 
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The GWOT and Domestic and Foreign Policy Effects 

 
The neoliberal era that Reagan had created, a belief in liberal values, free market capitalism, and 

political diversification, all supported by government intervention, had convinced the Bush 

administration of the efficacy of U.S. military power as the instrument of its implementation. 637 

President Bush’s certainty in neoliberal policy would have two effects – First, expanded 

Presidential power in the domestic sphere, and second, the focus on regime change in the foreign 

policy arena. 

To identify how Presidential power was expanded in domestic policy, it is critical to 

emphasize how deferential Congress became to President Bush during the 9/11 crisis and shortly 

thereafter. 638 Scholars, William Howell, Saul P. Jackman, and Jon C. Rogowski present the idea 

that Presidents can exercise power in a period of war that they cannot in a time of peace. This 

concept is deeply rooted in our modern understanding of the Presidency and based on the idea 

that the American public rallies around the Executive as a wartime leader in a time of crisis. 

Howell, Jackman, and Rogowski use game theory-based models of Presidential bargaining to 

make their argument. In their research, they propose the "Policy Priority Model," which argues 

that wars shift the policy evaluations of members of Congress, creating unforeseen alliances on 

 
637 One example is Bush’s Speech at the American Enterprise Institute, in which the President declared, “The world 
has a clear interest in the spread of democratic values, because stable and free nations do not breed the ideologies of 
murder. They encourage the peaceful pursuit of a better life. And there are hopeful signs of a desire for freedom in 
the Middle East.” George W. Bush, “President Discusses the Future of Iraq,” The White House, Washington Hilton 
Hotel, February 26, 2003, Available at: https://georgewbush- 
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2003/02/20030226-11.html. 
638 S.J.Res.22 - A joint resolution expressing the sense of the Senate and House of Representatives regarding the 
terrorist attacks launched against the Unites States on September 11, 2001, received unanimous consent, and the 
Senate passed the resolution 100-0. 
The H.J.Res.114 - Authorization for Use of Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002 – ultimately the 
document upon which the GWOT was founded and is still continued today passed the House (296-133) and the 
Senate (77-23). 
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typically oppositional political platforms. The model also evaluates the President's proposed 

legislation along with local and national political lines and then tests their research using five 

different wars that are distinct from more common small-scale conflicts. The Policy Priority 

Model research indicates that wars, such as the Iraq War of 2003 and the Afghanistan War both 

inspired different reactions in the public, but that there was a need to sacrifice for the common 

good. This model grounds the conventional wisdom that Presidents can expand power and 

authority during a time of crisis and demonstrates how far a President can press an agenda and 

balance Presidential ambition. 639 

Secondly, Howell’s independent research also indicates how Presidential power 

expanded outside of the theoretical in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. After 9/11 President 

Bush created the Secretary for Homeland Security, charged with coordinating the efforts of 45 

separate Federal agencies to fight terrorism. In addition, Bush also lifted a ban on Executive 

Order 11905, which had previously denied the CIA to engage or conspire to engage in political 

assassination, signed an order to create a new court system that established a special military 

tribunal on non-citizens suspected of plotting or committing terrorist acts (November 13th, 2001), 

and expanded the EOPs formal powers creating federal mechanisms to freeze and seize financial 

assets for terrorist suspects captured abroad or on U.S. soil. 640 Howell acknowledges the 

foundational research that the eminent scholar Richard Neustadt recognized during the Cold 

War, was that Presidential power was the power to persuade. However, with additional 

 

639 William G. Howell and Saul P. Jackman, Jon C. Rogowski. The Wartime President: Executive Influence and the 
Nationalizing Politics of Threat. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013, pg. 18. 
640 William G. Howell, Power Without Persuasion: A Theory of Presidential Action. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2003, pg. 1; The White House, George W. Bush, “The Bush Record: Fact Sheet: Global War on 
Terror,” Archives, Available At: https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/infocus/bushrecord/factsheets/9- 
11.html. 
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unilateral authority, especially in times of crisis, Bush's power expanded, without the need to 

persuade, or even provide additional checks and balances. The expansion of Presidential power 

after 9/11 was similar to that of the era during the Iran-Contra Affair, using similar strategies of 

administrative and rhetorical tools, except that a crisis surrounding Nicaragua and Iran did not 

exist, it was created by the Reagan administration using existing Cold War anxieties. In the post- 

9/11 period, not only did the President not need to persuade members of his own party or the 

wider Congress, but because of the crisis, and possibilities of more to follow, Congress again did 

not retrieve power from President Bush, and his actions were not subject to extensive 

Congressional investigation and questioning. Rather, Presidential power was codified and 

institutionalized. 

Additionally, the establishment of the neoliberal era and its belief in military intervention, 

with the express purpose of regime change was an important transformation in U.S. foreign 

policy during the Bush administration. Andrew Bacevich provides a critical historiographical 

account of President Bush’s belief in the efficacy of American military power to settle Middle 

Eastern conflicts and the utility of regime change. Bacevich argues that the Bush administration 

invaded Iraq to validate three precedent-setting and mutually reinforcing propositions. First, the 

U.S. wanted to establish the efficacy of preventative war. Second, the U.S. wanted to assert the 

prerogative of removing regimes that Washington deemed reprehensible and did not belong in 

the international community. Lastly, the U.S. sought to reverse the practice of exempting the 
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Islamic world from neoliberal standards, demonstrating the "paradigm of progress" – democracy, 

limited government, market economies, and respect for human rights. 641 

Bacevich offers a powerful counternarrative for the reasons the Bush administration 

announced to the U.S. and the international community for its invasion of Iraq, however, it does 

align with the neoliberal structure the Reagan administration left in place at the end of the Cold 

War, nor is it entirely accurate. As this research argues, it was Bush's optimistic belief in the 

power of democracy and free market capitalism that regime change seemed to be the most 

preferred option. Historian Mel Leffler tediously documents Saddam's involvement in human 

rights atrocities and genocidal acts against his Kurdish population and the belief that Hussein 

would use his oil revenues to expand his WMD program. 642 The Bush administration was 

convinced that Saddam had to be removed from power and that he would be a future threat to the 

U.S. if he was allowed to stay in power. However, instead of first exhausting all diplomatic 

efforts as had Presidents H.W. Bush and Clinton before him, Bush believed instead in the 

efficacy of military power, based upon the Cold War strategy of armed primacy. 

President Bush implemented this strategy because it had been the primary instrument 

used by President Reagan who was also convinced that the original Containment strategy no 

longer applied to Communism, nor was it able to protect U.S. interests abroad. In Bush’s mind, 

Containment had already failed, in the first World Trade Center bombing in 1992, the Khobar 

Towers bombing in 1996, the Kenya and Tanzania Embassy bombings in 1998, the Cole 

 

 
641 Andrew Bacevich, America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History. New York, NY: Random 
House, 2016, pg. 240. 
642 Melvyn Leffler, Confronting Saddam Hussein: George W. Bush and the Invasion of Iraq. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2023, pg. 132. 
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bombing in 2000, and now the World Trade Center attacks in 2001. The GWOT had been 

created to limit the U.S.'s perceived weakness to terrorist networks and authoritarian regimes that 

harbored them. The new mechanism of choice was no longer Containment, but removal, and for 

a Presidential administration who believed that the world was improved by the number of 

growing democracies in the world, regime change was the obvious choice. 

Although never uttered by Bush, the strategy of armed primacy was effective in 

mobilizing his administration and the American people against a common enemy. President 

Bush benefited from the neoliberal inheritance provided by President Reagan twenty years 

before his tenure, but as evidenced in the administrations of H.W. Bush and Clinton, the path to 

expanding Presidential power and seeking regime change in the countries it was at war with was 

not a foregone conclusion. 

President Bush could have chosen diplomatic initiatives through Arab partners, expanded 

multilateralism through the UN, and also avoided calls for regime change which ultimately 

resulted in a quagmire for the U.S. military to which it remains fixed today. What is important to 

note is that the context for the neoliberal era was extended to President Bush through Reagan era 

policies and the events of Iran-Contra, in which Reagan pursued a strategy of armed primacy 

which created opportunities for expanded Presidential power, and ultimately left the office of the 

President immune from political harm. What remains to be seen is how long the strategy of 

armed primacy will be used to continue to codify new forms of Presidential power, lessen 

oversight and accountability of the Chief Executive, allow U.S. foreign policy to alter domestic 

institutions, disable Congressional restraint and limits, and default to military action to solve the 

diplomatic crisis. 
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