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Introduction 

     My research question is “to what extent was President Ronald Reagan’s invasion of Grenada 

a justified action?” The world reaction to the invasion of Grenada was negative. The invasion 

was unpopular with our close ally Britain since Grenada was a Commonwealth nation. The 

United Nations Security Council felt the United States violated international law. Smaller 

Caribbean states felt this opened the door for the United States to invade smaller countries at 

will. The Soviet Union contended that Grenada was subject to long lasting threats from the 

United States. 

     The relevance of this topic is the strong condemnation from the United Nations Security 

Council and world leaders of the invasion of Grenada. This forced the United States to justify the 

invasion to the world. On the 30 year anniversary of the invasion of Grenada, the topic was still 

being debated. This is the first time a Marxist government was replaced with a democracy. Over 

the years it has allowed for better understanding of a regime change through military intervention 

and the long term effects it has on the people of that nation.  

      I want to use formal research to obtain an educated perspective on the legality of the 

invasion. With that being said, the thesis of this paper is, President Ronald Reagan was justified 

invading Grenada and the act was permissible by international law for the reasons of a threat of 

danger to US citizens, violation of human rights after a military coup, and the build up of a 

Cuban military on Grenada. These issues are the most important reasons for the invasion. 



 

The scope of the investigation includes a range of primary and secondary sources. My 

goal was to look at events leading to the invasion, such the articles of the United Nations which 

address intervention, protection of Nationals, and human rights, were explored its justification, 

and the international response of negativity toward the invasion. As well as direct quotes from 

international law as they relate to the invasion of Grenada. I then used secondary sources to 

reinforce my investigation of the primary sources.  The following exploration will seek to answer 

if President Ronald Reagan was within the perimeters of international law when the United 

States invaded Grenada. 

Opening Statement 

The President of the United States has many roles. As Chief Diplomat, the President 

orchestrates foreign policy and is the chief spokesperson to the rest of the world. The President 

also is Commander in Chief which gives him control of the nation’s armed forces. These two 

roles allow the President to examine and implement the need for invasion on foreign soil. A 

military invasion occurs when a country enters another by force to conquer, liberate, or control a 

government. In 1983, President Ronald Reagan ordered the military invasion of Grenada in 

Operation Urgent Fury in order to protect American students and establish law and order after 

the murder of Maurice Bishop, the Prime Minister and leader of the New Jewel Movement. The 

Reagan administration actions were condemned on many foreign fronts. The United Nations 

Security Council was resolute that the invasion of Grenada was a violation of international law, 

however, President Reagan was justified invading Grenada. 

Invasion of Grenada Overview 



 

     One of President Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy goals was to contain the Soviet Union. In 

doing so, he felt he could stop the spread of communism to vulnerable countries, especially those 

in Latin America. An excerpt from A Century of Media, A Century of War by Robin Andersen, 

teacher of Communication and Media Studies and director of Peace and Justice Studies at 

Fordham University, quotes President Reagan, 

Nowhere in its whole sordid history have the promises of Communism been redeemed. 

Everywhere it has exploited and aggravated temporary economic suffering to seize power 

and then to institutionalize economic deprivation and suppress human rights…. In the 

Caribbean we above all seek to protect those values and principles that shape the proud 

heritage of this hemisphere. Some, however, have turned from their American neighbors 

and their heritage. Let them return to the traditions and common values of the hemisphere 

and we all will welcome them. The choice is theirs. 

President Reagan saw Grenada as a Communist conduit influenced by Cuba and the Soviet 

Union. Reagan kept close watch on the activities in the Caribbean that were associated with 

Communism. 

On October 16,1983, Deputy Prime Minister Bernard Coard seized power of the 

Grenadian government by organizing a military coup. The prime minister, Maurice Bishop,the 

head of the leftist group who had ties to Cuba and the Soviet Union, was placed under house 

arrest. After an unsuccessful attempt to escape and retake control of the government, Bishop was 

executed. Merle Collins is a Professor at the University of Maryland who has a Masters degree in 

Latin American Studies and a Ph.D. in Government from the London School of Economics. 

Collins writes, “The Grenadian people were still reeling in horror from the unimaginable events 



 

of October 19, and were fearful of the members of the party and the new military government, 

now seen as murders.” (20) The people of Grenada responded by mass strikes and protests. The 

Grenadian military stepped in and formed a military council to rule the country. The military 

announced a shoot to kill curfew for all violators. Sir Paul Scoon, governor-general of Grenada, 

secretly asked the United States and other Caribbean states to intervene in order to save Grenada 

from further chaos. In an interview with BBC Caribbean, Scoon states, 

First of all it was not an invasion because Ronald Reagan came to Grenada on invitation; 

invitation by me and invitation by the OECS territories, he said. As Governor General, I 

owed no allegiance to the British government; I owed allegiance to the British crown. 

Scoon words reiterate that the United States was asked to intervene and the invasion of Grenada 

was a justified action. 

      On October 25,1983, the United States military invaded Grenada in what was called 

Operation Urgent Fury. The purpose of the mission was to rescue American medical students, 

forestall further chaos, and help in the restoration of democratic institutions in Grenada. The 

military met Cuban and Soviet resistance at the new island airport, they rescued American 

medical students who were in danger, and restored peace on the island. The entire operation 

ended on December 15, 1983.  

International Response to the Invasion 

     International response to the United States invasion of Grenada was less than positive. 

Countries felt that the United States violated international law through the use of force and 

intervening in another states government. Trevor N. Dupuy is a military historian who was a 

colonel in the US army. He is the founder of the Dupuy Institute which researches and analyzes 



 

the historical nature of armed conflict. Dupuy supported the idea of a violation in his writings, 

“On 28 October, by a vote of eleven "yes," one "no," and three "abstain," a UN resolution was 

passed that "deeply deplored the armed intervention in Grenada" as "a flagrant violation of 

international law and of the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of that state." An 

identical resolution was introduced in the General Assembly on 2 November and was passed 

without debate with over 100 states voting "yes." Even though there was overwhelming response 

to the UN and general assembly resolution, the United States was able to veto the resolution thus 

discarding the decision. President Reagan dismissed the opposition by calling it anti American 

sentiment.  

America’s ally, Britain, quietly opposed the invasion. Grenada was still a British 

commonwealth and had the support of the Queen. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of Britain 

privately disapproved of the invasion because Britain considered itself the only authority on the 

island because it was a Commonwealth.Thatcher tried to persuade President Reagan not to go 

through with the mission. Britain felt the invasion would be seen by the world as an act of 

intervening in the internal affairs of Grenada and the United States had no business being there. 

Stephen Castle is a graduate of Cambridge University in England and writes about Britain’s 

politics and relationship with Europe. In 2010 Castle won an investigative journalism award for 

an article on misuse of European Union subsidies. Castle writes about the conversation between 

President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher, 

The Americans, citing fears of Cuban and Soviet influence, invaded Grenada, a former 

British colony, after its prime minister, Maurice Bishop, was assassinated on Oct. 19, 

1983. When finally consulted, the British counseled against military action, arguing that 



 

it would be seen as intervening in the internal affairs of a small nation, ''however 

unattractive its regime,'' and pointed out that Mr. Bishop was ''himself, of course, a 

“Marxist.''  

Though President Reagan told her the invasion might happen, Thatcher found out about the 

invasion shortly before it happened. Nelson A. King has been a writer for Caribbean Life for 

over 20 years, has a Master of Arts in Political Science, an Executive Masters in Public 

Administration, and a Master of Law, and has won numerous awards. King journaled from 

Margaret Thatcher's memoirs, “In her memoirs, published by the Margaret Thatcher Foundation, 

Thatcher wrote on October 25, 1983 that she was “deeply disturbed” by the US plans.” President 

Reagan placed Prime Minister Thatcher in a tough spot with by invading the commonwealth. 

She publicly supported the American action but personally opposed it.  

The Soviet Union accused the United States of using force to intimidate smaller countries 

that did not go along with a Washington type government. Louise Branson taught at the 

University of Paris and was employed as a foreign correspondent covering foreign affairs and 

politics. According to an article written by Louise Branson, 

 The Soviet Union today accused the United States of seeking to intimidate 

'freedom-loving' people in Latin America and impose a government favorable to 

Washington with its 'criminal' invasion of Grenada.The Kremlin's latest reaction to the 

invasion by 1,900 U.S. Marines and Army troops Tuesday harshly denounced the United 

States but did not threaten retaliation. 

It also claimed small Latin American states would be in fear of criminal invasion by the United 

States.  UPI Archive is an international news agency that provides new materials to thousands of 



 

national media sources. According to an article written in UPI, “The Soviet news agency Tass 

said 'the peace-maker's mask the Reagan administration had been donning has been cast off,' 

adding that the invasion was a 'large-scale militarist action that has been planned and prepared by 

Washington against the independent Grenadian state in advance.'” This shows the Soviet Union's 

idea that the United States invaded not for peacekeeping but to put American influence within 

the Grenadian government to manipulate it to be more North American. Ironically, Cuban as 

well as Soviet militants were present on Grenada at the time of invasion supporting his claim of 

these nations communist influence on the island of Grenada. 

The US ally, Canada, was very displeased by the invasion. Canada had given Grenada a 

large amount of foreign aid to build its info structure. Stephen Zunes is a professor of politics 

and international studies at the University of San Francisco. He has written  several books on 

peace and conflict, Western Sahara, Tinderbox, and Nonviolent Social Movements. Zunes writes, 

“There was strong criticism from America's allies, particularly Canada, which had a sizable 

contingent of foreign aid advisers in Grenada.” Countries in Latin America feared the invasion 

would set a precedent for the United States to interfere with their government if the United States 

felt inclined to do so. Zunes reiterates feelings about the invasion by stating, “World's reaction to 

the invasion was overwhelmingly negative...President Ronald Reagan dismissed such criticisms 

again as simply reactive anti-American sentiment.” Though many states including our closest 

allies felt negatively about the invasion, the response in the United States was supportive. As 

President Reagan produced more evidence showing the medical students were in danger and the 

Soviet Union's influences on Grenada, the European states began accepting the justification for 

the invasion. In answering the research question this paper seeks to support the view that, despite 



 

the views of other nations mentioned above, the US was justified in invading Grenada because 

intervention was needed for humanitarian and protective purposes. 

 

Justification of the Invasion 

      After the world expressed negativity toward the United States for the invasion of Grenada, 

President Ronald Reagan justified the reasons for invasion. Considering the shoot to kill curfew 

and the closing of the Grenadian airstrip, President Reagan felt the lives of American students 

were in jeopardy. Grenada was in chaos without a government, its only authority was a military 

council. Soviet and Cuban military had already begun to make a presence on Grenada which 

threatened the spread of communism to the caribbean. Michael Rubner is a professor who taught 

in the international relations program at James Madison College, Michigan State University. He 

specializes in US foreign policy and international security. He has completed two publications on 

the Egypt Israeli peace keeping policies. Rubner wrote, “The President explained he had ordered 

the invasion for three reasons: to protect nearly 1000 American citizens-most of them medical 

students at St George’s University School of Medicine whose lives had been allegedly 

jeopardized by actions of a military junta that had gained control of the island after a bloody 

coup a few days earlier; to forestall further chaos; and to help in the restoration of democratic 

institutions in Grenada.” President Reagan felt the current militarist government was murderous, 

anti-American and supported by Cuba. The thought is supported by the shoot to kill curfew, 

closing of the airstrip on the island, and Grenada’s ties to Cuba and the Soviet Union. The 

invasion was justified by the purpose of both humanitarian intervention and the protection of 



 

nationals. These two reasons are supported by the UN Charter. Dupuy describes the success of 

the intervention, 

Documents captured by U.S. forces revealed that almost every communist satellite 

regime under Soviet influence had representatives and observers, at some stage, in 

Grenada. These individuals were helping to transform the island into a major military 

camp, as revealed by U.S. forces' discovery of artillery, anti aircraft weapons, 

ammunition, armored personnel carriers, and rocket launchers. Moreover, a 

democratically elected government was subsequently restored to Grenada, an island that 

for years had suffered under autocratic, corrupt, and ruthless regimes. For Cuba and the 

Soviet Union, the intervention was a serious blow. 

The invasion also curtailed the spread of communism and brought about the restoration of 

democracy to Grenada. This justifies Reagan’s action to invade Grenada. 

     Another lawful justification for the invasion of Grenada was that Governor General Sir Paul 

Scoon, using his acknowledged constitutional authority, invited the United States and Caribbean 

nations to intervene militarily. President Reagan argued that Scoon requested intervention in 

form of verbal request as well as in writing.  Robert J. Beck is a Professor of Political Science at 

the University of Wisconsin. He is a scholar in international law and relations. Beck has written 

several books and papers on international law including the first and second edition of 

International Law and the Use of Force. He currently has two websites, Learning Objectives  

(http://www4.uwm.edu/cie/learning_objects.cfm?gid=55) and Foreign Affairs Online  

( http://people.virginia.edu/~rjb3v/rjb.html). Beck supports the justification of the invasion, 

“Justification of the operation as an ‘intervention in response to lawful invitation’ was directly 

http://www4.uwm.edu/cie/learning_objects.cfm?gid=55


 

dependent, of course, on the Scoon invitation. For most international lawyers, justification as 

regional peacekeeping also relied upon, or was substantially strengthened by, Sir Paul’s request.” 

(282) As Britain's Queen's representative, Scoon had the authority to request intervention for the 

purpose of restoring law and order through the doctrine of necessity. Scoon also publicly verified 

his request for intervention on the island. This also supports the idea of humanitarian 

intervention and protection of nationals as written in the UN Charter (See appendix). 

UN Intervention for Humanitarian Purposes 

     The United Nations is an international organization that facilitates international laws as 

written in its charter. Within the charter, there is a Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights(Appendix D) that contain the legislative rights to security, politics due process, liberty, 

equality, welfare, and the protection of groups. The military coup that seized power under 

Deputy Prime Minister Bernard Coard violated the human rights of security, politics, and due 

process when ordering the shoot to kill curfew, lack of sound governmental authority,  and the 

imprisonment of Prime Minister Maurice Bishop.  Robert J. Beck wrote,  

Scoon’s written invitation referred to serious violations of human rights and bloodshed, 

the lack of internal security in Grenada, the grave and dangerous situation, and the desire 

for a return to democratic rule, his request could plausibly be invoked to bolster the 

intervention to protect nationals, the humanitarian intervention, and the pro- democratic 

intervention justifications. (282)  

President Reagan was within the boundaries of international law to protect the citizens of the 

United States located on Grenada because Article 51 of the UN Charter states,  



 

Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective 

self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations, until the 

Security Council has taken measures necessary to maintain international peace and 

security. Measures taken by Members in the exercise of this right of self-defence shall be 

immediately reported to the Security Council and shall not in any way affect the authority 

and responsibility of the Security Council under the present Charter to take at any time 

such action as it deems necessary in order to maintain or restore international peace and 

security. ( UN Charter, art 51) (See Appendix B/C). 

Scoon’s invitation supports there was an armed attack by the coup and lives were endangered 

thus allowing the United States to intervene in self defense of its nationals. 

     Even though the United Nations Security Council was resolute that the invasion of Grenada 

violated international law, its past practice shows otherwise.  The argument of past practice or 

precedents in use of force by the United Nations Security Council can be used to support the 

invasion of Grenada.  Giorgio Bosco was part of the Italian diplomat services for over forty 

years. He has taught international organization at the University of Genoa. Bosco has published 

several articles on international legal disputes. Giorgio Bosco determines the Security Council’s 

former approaches to use of force when protecting human rights,  

Given the link Humanitarian emergency- threat to peace the Security Council has the 

power to adopt such measures as foreseen in Chapter VII, i.e. Those not implying the use 

of force (Article 41) and also those implying the use of armed force (Article 42)......the 

Security Council has shown a tendency to establish a direct connection to the threat of 



 

peace and protection of fundamental human rights, and to justify the intervention on the 

ground of gross violation of these rights. (59)  

This shows that the Security Council has previously justified intervention by use of force for the 

protection of human rights and peace.  

 

 

UN Doctrine of Protection of Nationals 

Article 51 of the United Nations charter allows for the protection of nationals if an armed 

attack occurs. Since, after the military coup, the Grenadian government was in chaos and the 

only airport in Grenada was closed, US nationals were unprotected and threatened by the 

militaries shoot to kill curfew. Tom Ruys is a lawyer who teaches humanitarianism and 

international law at the Catholic University of Leuven. In the article on the  study of the Doctrine 

of Protection of Nationals, Ruys writes, “This doctrine suggests that States are allowed to 

forcibly intervene in other countries for the protection of their nationals abroad, subject to the 

following (cumulative) conditions: (1) there is an imminent threat of injury to nationals; (2) a 

failure or inability on the part of the territorial sovereign to protect them, and; (3) the action of 

the intervening State is strictly confined to the objective of protecting its nationals.” (7) The 

United States invaded Grenada during Operation Urgent Fury to rescue the US citizens on the 

island. Only by invitation of Governor General Sir Paul Scoon, did the United States help restore 

law and order to Grenada. According to Beck, Scoon addressed Prime Minister of Barbados with 

a formal letter stating,  



 

You are aware that there is a vacuum of authority in Grenada following the killing of the 

Prime Minister and the subsequent serious violations of human rights and bloodshed. I 

am therefore seriously concerned over the lack of internal security in Grenada. 

Consequently I am requesting your help to assist me in stabilizing this grave and 

dangerous situation. It is my desire that a peacekeeping force should be established in 

Grenada to facilitate a rapid return to peace and tranquillity and also a return to 

democratic rule. In this connection I am also seeking assistance from the United States, 

from Jamaica, and from the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States through its current 

chairman the Hon. Eugenia Charles (Prime Minister of Dominica) in the spirit of the 

treaty establishing that organization to which my country is a signatory. (Gilmore, 1984, 

p. 95)  

This letter proves that the United states acted on the request of the Governor and his concerns of 

human right violations and security.  John Norton Moore is a Professor at the University of 

Virginia and is an expert on international law, national security law and the law of the sea. 

Moore states,  

The Grenada mission is also a paradigm of lawful humanitarian protection-both           

protection of nationals and humanitarian protection of non nationals or humanitarian           

intervention-in conformity of Articles 2(4) and 51of the UN Charter. The context            

includes uncertainty as to whether any coherent group was in charge, cessation of             

government functions, a draconian shoot on sight curfew applied to civilians, closure of             

the airport, reports of continued civil strife, a community of threatened non Grenadian             

including about a thousand Americans as well as nationals from several OECS countries,             



 

at least 18 confirmed deaths and substantial diplomatic efforts to protect the threatened             

communities by measures short of force.( 156)  

By December 1983, law and order was restored to Grenada and the US left Grenada to govern 

itself. This indicates President Ronald Reagan had no desire to govern Grenada as he was 

internationally accused. 

 

 

Conclusion 

     The research question investigated in this essay is, to what extent was President Ronald 

Reagan’s invasion of Grenada a justified action? The inquiry presents the lawful support that 

President Ronald Reagan did not violate international laws when the United States invaded 

Grenada.  Trevor N. Dupuy indicated, “In the final analysis, the U.S. intervention in Grenada 

revealed that the use of military power, tempered by effective and determined leadership, 

remains a valid tenet of international politics.” This shows that President Reagan acted within the 

international laws when he ordered the invasion of Grenada as seen in the UN Charter in regards 

to humanitarianism and protection of nationals. President Ronald Reagan was justified for the 

invasion for the reasons of threat of danger to US citizens, violation of human rights after a 

military coup, and the buildup of Cuban military on Grenada. 

     An unresolved question in regard to the invasion is how the Grenadians felt about the 

invasion. This could have influenced how the world perceived the invasion. There is very little 

written on this subject. Had the subject been explored indepthly with real life interviews, it is 



 

possible a better understanding of how the threat of life and chaotic government affected their 

lives. This could have supported the need of intervention by the United States. 

     The thesis was proven because of the Articles of the UN Charter that pertain to human rights 

and the protection of nationals and the past practice of the United Nation Security Council. The 

success of proving the thesis came from the sources of historians with respectable degrees and 

the primary source of the United Nations Charter. The quality of the sources led to an in depth 

investigation of the subject.  
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