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Review by James Walker Smith, Fordham University 

his volume records how leading officials in the Carter Administration shaped United States (U.S.) 
foreign policy regarding Panama as an intended first step toward revising overall U.S.-Latin 
American relations. In particular, these documents, collected primarily from the White House, 

State Department, Department of Defense and the Central Intelligence Agency, reveal how President 
Jimmy Carter negotiated the Panama Canal Treaties of 1977 and later procured their ratification and 
enabling legislation. In this way, the documents establish how the treaties were a product not only of 
Carter’s broad vision of U.S. national interest, but also of his accommodation of competing Panamanian 
and Congressional interests. Although this volume does not significantly alter the treatment of these 
events offered by memoirists and historians that were published before many of these documents became 
publicly accessible, they do elucidate in greater detail how prominent players reacted to unforeseen 
difficulties, formulated compromises, and ultimately sought to reap the diplomatic benefits of improved 
relations, albeit with mixed results. In doing so, the volume complicates critiques of Carter as a naive 
idealist leading a fractured administration who exalted human rights over national interest.1 

Modern presidential candidates create laundry lists of issues they claim their new administration will 
tackle on ‘Day One.’ In the 1976 presidential election, however, Jimmy Carter did not publicly proclaim 

                                                        
1 Important memoirs include: Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York: Bantam Books, 

1982) 152-185; Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Adviser, 1977-1981 (New 
York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1983) 134-139; George D. Moffett III, The Limits of Victory: The Ratification of the Panama 
Canal Treaties (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985); William J. Jorden, Panama Odyssey (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1984); Cyrus Vance, Hard Choices: Critical Years in America’s Foreign Policy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1983), 140-157. For historical treatments of the Panama Canal Treaties, see: Betty Glad, An Outsider in the White 
House: Jimmy Carter, His Advisors and the Making of American Foreign Policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009) 88-
106; J. Michael Hogan, The Panama Canal in American Politics: Domestic Advocacy and the Evolution of Policy 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1986); Walter LaFeber, The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical 
Perspective, Updated ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
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a new Panama Canal treaty as a priority. In fact, although Carter advocated continued negotiations 
during the campaign, he also vowed never to surrender effective control over the Canal as long as it made 
any contribution to U.S. security. Carter later offered the weak explanation for his turnaround that his 
only promise was not to relinquish practical control over the Canal: “sovereignty, etc [was] open to 
negotiation” (8). Indeed, it was on the first full day after his inauguration that Carter signed Presidential 
Review Memorandum 1 (PRM-1) requesting a review of U.S. interests and objectives in concluding a 
new Panama Canal Treaty (2). That same day, the State Department responded to PRM-1 by declaring 
that the United States’ “basic national interest is that the Canal remain efficient, secure, neutral and 
continuously open for all” and that the best way to attain those interests was through a new treaty (3). In 
what was in essence ‘Day One’ of his administration, Carter established a new Panama Canal treaty as a 
key foreign policy priority and set in motion the administrative and political process that would win 
ratification of a new agreement.  

The Carter Administration was united in its view that the Panama Canal was not a bilateral issue but, 
rather, a test case for how the United States would deal with smaller, less powerful states in Latin America 
and the world. The State Department memo of 21 January 1977 argued that “A breakdown of 
negotiations would gravely burden our policies throughout the hemisphere” while success “would 
strengthen the reputation of the U.S. as a force for creative world leadership” (3). Carter’s appointment as 
co-negotiators of Sol Linowitz, Chairman of the influential Linowitz Commission report asserting the 
importance of a new treaty to improvement of U.S.- Latin American relations, and Ellsworth Bunker, the 
chief U.S. negotiator under President Gerald Ford, further signaled that Carter had committed his 
administration to the resumption of negotiations without backsliding from the progress that had been 
achieved by prior administrations (5). A decade earlier, President Lyndon Johnson had agreed to 
negotiations toward a new treaty in response to student violence at the Canal Zone. Presidents Richard 
Nixon and Ford continued discussions, culminating in the Tack-Kissinger Principles of 1974 by which 
the United States offered concessions on long contentious issues, including the elimination of the “in 
perpetuity” treaty term, a fixed termination date, and the eventual turnover of the Zone to Panama. Talks 
thereafter stalled, in part because of the demand of the Department of Defense for a long-term lease for 
military bases. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, who had been involved in the Johnson negotiations with 
Panama, sought to establish Carter’s good faith by publicly affirming the Tack-Kissinger Principles in his 
first meeting with the Panamanian Foreign Minister (9). 

In its Panama policy, Carter’s administration exhibited little of the internal divisions that were to mark 
his other foreign policy endeavors. The documents collected in this FRUS edition portray remarkable 
consensus throughout the negotiation, ratification, and legislative processes. While individuals may have 
differed on some aspects of tactics, the implications of a key provision of the treaty, and the best agency to 
implement the agreement, the documents demonstrate no internal divisions among Administration 
officials on the policy goal of a new agreement, which, they hoped, would wipe the slate clean of 
“anachronistic ‘colonial’ aspects of [U.S.] presence in Panama” (3). 

While this volume documents Carter’s broad vision, as the rationale for negotiations, it also reveals 
Carter’s tactical and political pragmatism, including the compromise with and subversion of other 
interests for the sake of securing a new agreement. Here it is important that the idea of non-intervention 
into the affairs of other sovereign states, particularly those in Latin America, became a theoretical 
foundation of Carter’s foreign policy as a whole. At the same time that the administration claimed to 
respect Panamanian sovereignty, though, his administration sought maximum flexibility to intervene in 
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Panama. Although the neutral operation of the Canal inured to the benefit of both the United States and 
Panama, Carter insisted that the new agreement also ensure that the United States was empowered to 
defend that neutrality, during and after the term of the new treaty. The State Department’s 21 January 
1977 memo observed that not only were the neutrality guarantees needed in the short term to assure 
ratification, they also served in the long-term as political justification for any future U.S. intervention, 
ever more so because any such intervention would likely contravene the charters of the United Nations 
and the Organization of American States (3). Thus, Carter’s team early on conceded the year 2000 as the 
terminal date of U.S. control of the Canal in return for Panamanian flexibility on post-treaty U.S. rights 
to protect the Canal’s neutrality. Panama signaled that it understood U.S. security and domestic concerns 
in this regard. But, according to “regional influentials” Venezuelan President Carlos Andres Perez and 
Columbian President Lopez Michelsen, Panama’s “Maximum Leader,” General Omar Torrijos, could not 
be seen publicly to assent to any U.S. right to intervention (31). Carter’s team successfully fashioned 
treaty language that both permitted the Administration to claim that it had not abandoned national 
security interests, and was acceptable to Panamanian and other Latin American calls for sovereignty.  
Once Carter and Torrijos signed the Treaties on 7 September 1977, individual Senators called for a more 
precise description of U.S. rights, while Panamanian officials disclaimed any right of U.S. post-treaty 
intervention (113). Although Carter himself called for greater clarification of this issue in multiple 
marginal notes, ultimately, the Administration, Panama, and Congress found that strategic ambiguity 
served their respective needs best (106, 107, 109). 

Carter’s team, Torrijos, and individual U.S. Senators thus relied on diverging interpretations of the 
neutrality guarantees and related amendments to sustain their interests. Prior to Carter’s election, the 
Defense Department had held out for explicit residual defense rights in perpetuity. However, newly 
appointed Secretary of Defense Harold Brown and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General George 
Brown agreed to language that would make the U.S. and Panama both guarantors of neutrality, also in 
perpetuity, but without specifying how this responsibility would be exercised (6). General Brown 
obtained the Joint Chiefs’ grudging assent to this approach (4). In his memoirs, Carter claimed that this 
‘Brown-Brown’ language preserved only the right of the U.S. to intervene to protect the Canal’s 
neutrality from external threats.2 In contrast, General Brown believed that the mutual guarantee of 
neutrality gave the U.S. the right to intervene when it felt it should (4) and National Security Adviser 
Zbigniew Brzezinski explained to political leaders at the White House that the Neutrality Treaty 
empowered the U.S. to “shut Panama down for repairs” if Panama shut down the Canal (4).3  

It fell to Sol Linowitz to smooth over these tensions without resolving the underlying issue. During the 
negotiations, Linowitz initially proposed, and the Panamanians rejected as a violation of sovereignty, 
inclusion of the U.S. interpretation of the neutrality provisions within the Neutrality Treaty (20). 
Linowitz refused to define the meaning of this provision for his Panamanian counterparts and suggested 
that the parties leave to the future interpretations of the right to intervene when internal threats 
jeopardized the neutrality of the Canal (27). The U.S. later withdrew this proposal for inclusion of the 
U.S interpretation in the treaties. However, Linowitz confirmed that the U.S. would interpret the 
neutrality language as providing a basis for U.S. to defend the Canal against any threat (36, 42).  Torrijos 

                                                        
2 Carter, Keeping Faith, 157. 

3 Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 136. 
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ultimately agreed to the treaty language, if not the U.S. interpretation, in return for more U.S. flexibility 
on lands and waters issues (28). The Tack-Kissinger Principles called for the United States to retain 
control over land and water in the Canal Zone necessary for the proper operation of the Canal during the 
life of the new treaty. For economic and political purposes, Torrijos sought Panamanian control of the 
Canal Zone railroad, Ancon Hill overlooking Panama City as well as various ports.  Ultimately, the 
United States offered a land and waters package that tendered everything the Panamanians had been 
demanding for two years. In this way, the United States compromised on an ancillary concern to them in 
order to make progress on the critical neutrality issue (38). Despite this breakthrough, the neutrality 
guarantee continued to stir-up passions in the United States and Panama. On 14 October 1978, Carter 
responded to adverse Congressional reactions to Panamanian assertions that the treaties did not give the 
United States the right to intervene in Panama. Carter met with Torrijos and, after assuring him that the 
U.S. had no desire to repeat the “embarrassment of Vietnam” in Panama, obtained Torrijos’s consent to a 
joint statement explaining that the Treaties afforded both parties the right to act against any aggression or 
threat directed against the Canal (113). Senators Robert Bryd and Howard Baker’s “Leadership 
Amendments” incorporated the Carter-Torrrijos Joint Statement in to the Treaties.  Nevertheless, 
Senator Denis DeConcini proposed that the Treaties specify that the United States could take unilateral 
action, including military intervention, to defend the Canal from any threat. The “DeConcini 
Amendment” as redrafted by the Senate Leadership, the White House and representatives of Panama 
walked a rhetorical tightrope: it empowered the United States to take any action it deemed appropriate to 
defend the Canal yet prohibited the U.S. from interfering with Panamanian sovereignty (159, 160, 167).  

In line with the multilateral nature of the Panama’s sovereignty, the United States and Panama each 
sought the good offices of Latin American interlocutors in order to intensify negotiating leverage over the 
other. For instance, while Perez noted to Linowitz that he did not believe that the United States 
illegitimately took sovereignty over the Canal, he also pushed the United States for more favorable 
economic terms for Panama (55). Further, Perez challenged the necessity of the neutrality amendments 
since they added nothing of substance to the agreements nor did they annul the reality that the United 
States could take whatever action it deemed necessary to protect its interest no matter the legal basis in 
the agreements. He observed to Carter and Vance, “War is simply declared; it is not announced ahead of 
time” (163). These words proved prophetic when President George H.W. Bush invaded Panama and 
arrested General Manuel Noriega in 1989, ostensibly on the authority of the Panama Canal Treaties. 4 
Nevertheless, the ambiguities embodied in the neutrality guarantee and the amendments successfully 
provided a short-term bridge that permitted Panamanians to claim a restoration of full sovereignty, while 
potential Congressional opponents to the treaties were able to argue that they wrangled national security 
concessions from Carter in return for their votes on ratification. For his part, Carter utilized the 
ambiguity built into the treaties to sustain his claim that he secured U.S. national interests while also 
reestablishing U.S.- Latin American relations upon the principle of sovereign equality of states, large and 
small (168).  

In the same way that Carter demonstrated flexibility on the issue of intervention, so too he soft-peddled 
the application of his human rights initiative to Panama in order to improve relations with Torrijos and, 
at the same time, to refute domestic adversaries who used the General’s history of rights abuse as a 

                                                        
4 For an analysis of the Panama Canal Treaties as authority for the invasion of Panama see John Quigley, “The 

Legality of the United States Invasion of Panama” Yale Journal of International Law 15:2 (1990): 276-315. 
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political weapon (223). Torrijos democratized the Panamanian system somewhat for purposes of ensuring 
the legitimacy of the Panamanian national plebiscite to approve the treaties and Carter nudged him to 
extend this progress. Moreover, Panama eventually ratified the American Convention on Human Rights 
under pressure from the White House (102). Nevertheless, when the topic of human rights surfaces in the 
documents prior to ratification, it is most often connected to the concerns of influential senators (119, 
125, 130), or refuting allegations of abuse leveled by Treaty opponents (51). After ratification, while 
Carter gently pushed Torrijos toward democratic reforms (183) his administration also objected to the 
House’s suspension of military sales to Panama on the basis of human rights violations (213). Carter and 
his key advisers seemed ready to sacrifice advocacy of serious rights improvements and democracy 
promotion in Panama because of their personal confidence in the bona fides of Torrijos, as well as their 
pragmatic understanding that public hectoring in this manner would only play into the hands of 
opponents of the treaties. For his part, Torrijos did not miss a chance to extol Carter’s morality and he 
designated Carter aides Robert Pastor and Hamilton Jordon as the sons he wished he had. (85, 89, 116) 
These close relationships paid dividends in smoothing the rocky path towards ratification. However, this 
muted discourse on human rights was not a one-way street, as Torrijos chastised Carter’s double standard 
towards Nicaraguan and El Salvadorian rights abuse and sought to use his new regional credentials to 
mediate the cause of jailed Puerto Rican nationalists (102,190). 

The documents here also reveal that Carter’s negotiating flexibility had limits. Although the negotiators 
reached agreement on the main contours of a new agreement by 28 May 1977, economic issues 
unexpectedly impeded progress until they reached an agreement on 11 August, 1977 (80, 81, 82). Just as 
the documents in this volume challenge the general impression of Carter’s foreign policy as confused, the 
documents relating to economic issues also controvert descriptions of Carter as feckless or naive. From 
the beginning, Carter exhorted his negotiators “to be tough” and reminded Vance that Panamanian 
Foreign Minister Juan Tack had gotten the best of Kissinger in negotiations in 1974 (7). In particular, 
Carter declared throughout the negotiations that he would break off negotiations rather than pay Panama 
any money beyond that derived from Canal revenues (61,71). Despite Panama’s opening bid of a $1 
billion lump sum payment in addition to a $300 million annual payment over the life of the treaty and its 
refusal to move significantly off of these figures until August, Carter never reversed course. In the end, the 
parties agreed that the United States would grant Panama an annual payment from toll revenues, a fixed 
sum of $10 million per year, plus an additional $10 million if Canal revenues permitted. Additionally, 
the United States undertook to arrange for an economic assistance program involving loans and 
guarantees amounting to $295 million (79).  

Finally, this FRUS volume challenges the claim of some historians that Carter intended his human rights 
policy as a replacement for Cold War containment.5 Rather, these documents show that Carter attempted 
to take advantage of better regional relations to diminish Cuban influence in Central America. In this 

                                                        
5 See Jerel A. Rosati, “Jimmy Carter, Man Before His Time?: The Emergence and Collapse of the First Cold 

War Presidency,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 23:3 (1993). Other scholars argue that Carter’s foreign policy represented 
a “third way” that was pragmatic and consistent with its internal guidelines. See David Schmitz and Vanessa Walker, 
“Jimmy Carter and the Foreign Policy of Human Rights: The Development of a Post-Cold War Foreign Policy,” 
Diplomatic History 28:1 (2004): 113-143; Vanessa Walker, “At the End of Influence: The Letelier Assassination, Human 
Rights and Rethinking Intervention in US-Latin American Relations,” Journal of Contemporary History 46:1 (2011): 
109-135. 
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way, Carter sought to harness Torrijos’s ambition to play a larger political role by urging him to become a 
counterweight to Cuba in the Non-Aligned Movement (179, 224).  Moreover, despite Pastor’s 
misgivings that it was “hypocritical and paternalistic to do so,” the United States actively discouraged 
Torrijos from establishing closer relations with the U.S.S.R. and Eastern European countries (179, 200). 
Additionally, Carter sought to pressure Torrijos not to work with Cuba in Belize, Nicaragua and El 
Salvador (240). Torrijos, however, sought to balance left and right in the region just as he did at home. In 
Nicaragua, for example, Torrijos decided, as he might have put it, to buy and hold the rising stock of the 
Sandinistas. Although he heeded U.S. warnings against unilateral military action there (195) he 
continued to provide arms from Cuba, despite his contrary assurances to Carter (203, 227-230, 267). 
Moreover, while ostensibly working with the United States to stabilize the junta in El Salvador (259, 
272), Torrijos also funneled arms to leftist fighters in a plane piloted by the personal pilot of his G-2, 
Manuel Noriega (260, 262, 267). Moreover, Torrijos sought to influence U.S. foreign policies as well by 
advocating that Carter communicate with leftist groups in Latin America and criticizing U.S. military 
activities in the region (183, 190, 198). Thus, Carter deployed human rights policy, democracy 
promotion, and the new Panama Canal Treaties not only for the intrinsic values they reflected but also to 
enhance the ability of the United States to contain Cuban influence in the region. For his part, Torrijos 
welcomed the better relationship but jealously guarded Panama’s hard-won independence. In this way, 
the new U.S.-Panamanian relationship reflected the era’s movement away from a bipolar world.  

This FRUS volume, then, evinces a view of Carter’s policy towards Panama that is often at odds with the 
common wisdom about this president’s foreign policy. While Carter’s foreign policy has been 
characterized as being “in disarray,”6 and naive, his policy toward Panama displayed marked consistency 
and pragmatism. Carter’s execution of this policy was not perfect, especially as it pertained to the 
domestic politics required to ratify the treaties. What is more, his pragmatic willingness to assign human 
rights a subordinate policy position to the new treaties contributes to a sense that human rights had 
become more a political weapon rather than a moral imperative. Additionally, the debate over the 
Panama Canal Treaties exacted a high political cost. For instance, the new conservative movement took 
advantage of the moment to build strength, as illustrated by the many pro-treaty Senators who lost their 
seats in their next elections. Nevertheless, given a record of political violence at the Canal, together with 
fears of sabotage and guerrilla warfare, one need not indulge too heavily in alternative history to gauge the 
scope of what, on balance and in the long-term, Carter and Torrijos accomplished in Panama.  
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6 John Dumbrell, H-Diplo FRUS Review 29 of Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume VI: 

Soviet Union. April 1, 2015. 


