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INTRODUCTION 

On the night of December 20, 1989, 26,000 U.S. troops crossed into Panamanian 

territory from the U.S.-controlled Canal Zone to depose and capture Panamanian dictator 

General Manuel Antonio Noriega.  The invasion, codenamed “Operation Just Cause,” 

combined overwhelming forces on the ground with vastly superior firepower that easily 

overcame the ill-equipped and poorly trained Panama Defense Forces (PDF).  Within 

hours organized resistance to U.S. forces evaporated.  It was not until two weeks later, 

however, that Noriega, who had taken refuge in the Vatican Embassy during the invasion, 

finally surrendered to General Maxwell Thurman, commander of the U.S. Southern 

Command (Southcom).  Noriega was then extradited to Miami to stand trial for drug 

trafficking.   

Operation Just Cause was the biggest deployment of U.S. ground troops since the 

Vietnam War and represented a turning point in the use of military force.  Since the U.S. 

defeat in Vietnam, American policymakers had been constrained by the so-called 

“Vietnam Syndrome,” a reluctance to use force in situations in which U.S. national 

interests were at stake.  Recent interventions in Lebanon and Grenada had failed to 

completely dispel Vietnam’s powerful ghosts.  Moreover, since the end of World War II, 

U.S. foreign policy had been guided by the prerogatives of the Cold War, with every 

international conflict framed by a bi-polar worldview.  Operation Just Cause was the first 

U.S. intervention since 1945 that did not rely on these Cold War arguments to justify 

U.S. involvement in the internal affairs of other countries.  

This action against Noriega was all the more startling because he had long been a 

tool of the United States in its conflict with the Soviet Union.  Noriega began working 
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with the United States in the 1960s, but his promotion to head of the intelligence branch 

of the Panamanian National Guard in 1970 increased his influence with American 

officials.
1
  After becoming the head of the PDF in 1983, Noriega worked closely with the 

administration of President Ronald Reagan in its covert war against the Sandinista regime 

in Nicaragua, supplying arms and aid to the U.S.-backed Contras.  Noriega’s importance 

to the Reagan administration reached its peak as the CIA increased its efforts against the 

Sandinistas in 1983-1984.
2
   

Because of Noriega’s importance as an ally in furthering Reagan’s policies in 

Central America, the Reagan administration looked the other way when Noriega fixed the 

results of a May 1984 election.  The election pitted longtime Panamanian politician and 

three-time president, Arnulfo Arias, against Noriega’s preferred candidate and former 

vice president of the World Bank, Nicolas Barletta.  When Noriega realized that Arias 

had beaten Barletta by at least 30,000 votes, he ordered the counting be stopped.
3
  Rather 

than condemn the election fraud, Reagan sent Secretary of State George Shultz to 

Barletta’s inauguration.  Upon his arrival, Shultz said that he looked forward to “a new 

opportunity for progress and national development…as he [Barletta] strives to strengthen 

the democratic process at home.”  Shultz proclaimed that an end to the bloody conflicts 

sweeping through Central America could only “be achieved by democratic means and by 

cooperation in defense of democracy.”
4
  

                                                 
1
 Walter LaFeber, The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1989), 195. 
2
 Ibid., 199. 

3
 Ibid., 196-197. 

4
 George Shultz, “Arrival Remarks, Panama City, October 10, 1984,” U.S. Department of 

State Bulletin, December 1984 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1985), 88. 
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Moreover, allegations about Noriega’s ties to narcotics trafficking first came to 

light in 1972 during the administration of President Richard Nixon, but ultimately, no 

action was taken against him.  Despite Noriega’s connections to drug trafficking, he 

proved a valuable ally in the Drug Enforcement Agency’s (DEA) efforts at stopping the 

flow of narcotics into the United States. American officials publicly praised Noriega’s 

efforts, so much so that John Lawn, the head of the DEA under President Ronald Reagan 

sent Noriega six separate letters between 1982 and 1987 commending him for his help in 

combating drug trafficking.  In addition to these accolades, it is estimated that Noriega 

received over $322,000 from both the CIA and the U.S. Army over the course of his long 

relationship with the United States for his cooperation in interdicting the flow of 

narcotics and his intelligence-gathering capabilities.
5
  

In spite of his longstanding relationship with the United States, when Noriega 

attempted to steal another election on May 7, 1989, the administration of President 

George H.W. Bush condemned this “scandalous and bloody rape” of democracy and 

intensified discussions about overthrowing Noriega.
6
  Why did the United States 

suddenly turn on a former ally and launch an invasion to remove him from power?  In a 

statement to the nation on the morning of December 20, 1989 President Bush laid out his 

reasons for the toppling Noriega: “The goals of the United States have been to safeguard 

the lives of Americans, to defend democracy in Panama, to combat drug trafficking, and 

                                                 
5
 LaFeber, The Panama Canal, 196, 203; John Dinges, Our Man In Panama: The Shrewd 

Rise and Brutal Fall of Manuel Noriega (New York: Times Books, 1991), ix.  
6
 Address by Ambassador to the OAS, Luis Einaudi, December 22, 1989, in Current 

Policy no. 1240 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1989), 3. 
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to protect the integrity of the Panama Canal treaty.”
7
  Echoing Bush in a speech to the 

United Nations Security Council the same day, Ambassador Thomas R. Pickering 

condemned Noriega and his “ruthless cabal” that “repeatedly obstructed the will of the 

Panamanian people which had been expressed in free elections.”  He also invoked self-

defense against drug trafficking that threatened “the survival of democratic nations.”
8
   

This concern for human rights and democracy in Panama was fairly recent among 

U.S. policymakers.  Noriega was not the Latin American strongman with the worst track 

record on human rights.  As John Dinges has noted in his book on Noriega’s relationship 

with the United States, “the scale of murder and repression in Panama under Noriega was 

far from the killing, torture and disappearances carried out during much of the same 

period in Chile, Argentina, El Salvador and Guatemala with considerably less U.S. 

official condemnation.”
9
  The Bush administration launched this invasion because the end 

of the Cold War allowed the United States greater freedom of movement in international 

affairs.  The administration seized the opportunity to overthrow a troublesome ally to 

advance its foreign policy goals at the end of the Cold War and to illustrate the new types 

of threats facing the United States.  

This thesis will explore the reasons for the shift in U.S. policy from lauding 

Noriega as a valuable U.S. ally in the region to condemning him as one of the worst 

dictators to stalk the earth.  The fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 sounded the 

death knell of communism in Eastern Europe, and as Soviet satellites collapsed, the Bush 

                                                 
7
 “Address to the Nation Announcing United States Military Action in Panama, 

December 20, 1989,” in Public Papers of the Presidents: George Bush, 1989, vol. II 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1990), 1722. 
8
 Thomas R. Pickering, “Panama: A Just Cause,” in Current Policy no. 1240 

(Washington: U.S. Department of State Bureau of Public Affairs, 1989), 1-2. 
9
 Dinges, Our Man In Panama, 317. 
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administration began to conceptualize a vision of the world based on cooperation and 

multilateral action while maintaining U.S. leadership, what Bush termed “a new world 

order.”
10

  The invasion of Panama to oust Noriega was the precursor to First Gulf War 

that repelled Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, set the stage for U.S. 

interventionism in the post-Cold War era, and built the foundation on which Bush sought 

to establish his new world order.   

The invasion also represented the first major application of the Powell Doctrine, 

named for then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell, that established 

criteria for the deployment of American troops.  The Powell Doctrine called for the 

United States to use overwhelming force to achieve a clearly defined objective with 

public support and an exit strategy.
11

  Because of the successful application of the Powell 

Doctrine, the invasion of Panama helped to restore faith in the American military and 

confidence in military interventions.  In his autobiography, Powell notes that “the 

reputation of the American armed forces was on the line.”  In addition to the American 

failure in Vietnam, in recent years, “Desert One, the bombing of the Marine headquarters 

in Lebanon, the messy Grenada invasion, and the shootdown of the Iranian airliner had 

all contributed to skepticism about the U.S. military and its leadership.”
12

  Operation Just 

Cause allowed the military to create a new image of itself in the post-Cold War world of 

an effective, mobile, and tactical force able to defend the nation’s interests.  

                                                 
10

 George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1998), 370. 
11

 David F. Schmitz, Brent Scowcroft: Internationalism and Post-Vietnam War American 

Foreign Policy (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011), 138. 
12

 Colin L. Powell with Joseph Persico, My American Journey (New York: Random 

House, 1995), 430. 
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Noriega’s antagonistic behavior allowed the Bush administration to attempt the 

exorcise the ghost of Vietnam and lay the foundations for its new world order within the 

context of the demise of communism in Eastern Europe and the weakening of the Soviet 

Union.  The invasion of Panama was the Bush administration’s first effort in its quest to 

define a post-Cold War foreign policy. 

 

Historiography 

The Panama invasion has been little discussed in terms of its larger significance 

for U.S. foreign policy at the end of the Cold War.  In their joint memoir, Bush and his 

National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, omit the Panama invasion due to space 

constraints in their hefty work.
13

  Bush and Scowcroft instead chronicled incidents such 

as a mysterious five-hundred-pound chocolate cake delivered to the White House in an 

unmarked box from a small town in the Soviet Union to celebrate Bush’s election.
14

  

More recent accounts of Bush’s life also skim over the Panama invasion.  In his new 

biography of Bush, Destiny and Power: The American Odyssey of George Herbert 

Walker Bush, Jon Meacham devotes only two pages to the invasion.
15

  These omissions 

are troubling because U.S. interventions of any scope send reverberations around the 

world.  The invasion of Panama is worthy of serious consideration because of its timing, 

the complex reasons for intervening, and its impact on the Bush administration’s foreign 

policy. 

                                                 
13

 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, xi. 
14

 Ibid., 36. 
15

 Jon Meacham, Destiny and Power: The American Odyssey of George Herbert Walker 

Bush (New York: Random House, 2015), 388-389. 
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Most interpretations of those who have written on the invasion tend to focus on 

Operation Just Cause as another in a long line U.S. interventions in Latin America with 

exclusively regional implications.  For instance, Howard J. Wiarda argues that the 

primary goals of U.S. foreign policy in Latin America during the Cold War were 

“stability, anticommunism, and access to the region’s markets and resources, [and] 

promoting democracy has been chiefly a means to achieve those ends.”  He also asserts 

that these “attempts to promote democracy abroad have helped perpetuate and reinforce 

condescending, superior, and patronizing attitudes toward Latin America.”  This superior 

attitude has often led to the United States viewing Latin America as an “experimental 

laboratory” in large part because “the United States generally does not perceive the 

region to be of crucial importance” and “Latin American countries cannot retaliate.”
16

   

Operation Just Cause could be seen as simply another paternalistic attempt to 

democratize a Latin American country, rather than an invasion with global implications.  

The end of the Cold War allowed the Bush administration to abandon the 

previous U.S. policy of support for right wing dictators to prevent the spread of 

communism to Third World nations.  As David F. Schmitz writes, “from the end of 

World War I to the 1960s, American policymakers supported authoritarian regimes that 

promised stability, anticommunism, and economic trade and investment opportunities for 

the United States.”
17

  This policy of support for authoritarian dictators found a receptive 

                                                 
16

 Howard J. Wiarda, “Can Democracy Be Exported? The Quest for Democracy in U.S.-

Latin American Policy,” in The United States and Latin America in the 1980s: 

Contending Perspectives on a Decade of Crisis, Kevin J. Middlebrook and Carlos Rico, 

eds. (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, 1986), 336, 328. 
17

 David F. Schmitz, Thank God They’re On Our Side: The United States and Right-Wing 

Dictatorships, 1921-1965 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 

304. 
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audience in the Reagan administration with the publication of an article by Jeane 

Kirkpatrick in Commentary in which she argued that “totalitarian leftists who allied 

themselves with Cuba and the Soviet Union were worse than authoritarian rightists; that 

authoritarian regimes…were easier to reform or even replace than were those of the 

totalitarian type; and that even from the point of view of their own people the totalitarian 

regimes were worse because they provided no opportunity to their populations to alter 

their internal systems.”
18

  With the end of the Cold War in sight, however, the United 

States no longer needed to pursue this policy of stability and support of authoritarian 

dictators.  Thus, armed intervention against Noriega, a “third-rate dictator” in the eyes of 

Colin Powell, became an increasingly viable option.
19

 

 Other historians have argued that the invasion was a product of U.S. fears about 

the transfer of the Panama Canal to a government controlled by Noriega.  Under the 

terms of the Carter-Torrijos treaty ratified in 1977, control of the Panama Canal would 

pass to Panama in 2000, with administration of the Panama Canal Commission turned 

over to Panamanian leadership in 1990.  In his book on the history of the Panama Canal, 

Walter LaFeber notes that “General Colin Powell…warned that the United States would 

not give either more operating control in 1990 or full control in late 1999 to a government 

controlled by Noriega.”
20

   

 Some have contended that the United States stumbled into the invasion of 

Panama, with decisions to escalate the conflict made with no overall strategy.  John 

                                                 
18

 Howard J. Wiarda, American Foreign Policy Toward Latin America in the 80s and 

90s: Issues and Controversies from Reagan to Bush (New York: New York University 

Press, 1992), 24. 
19

 Powell, My American Journey, 425. 
20

 LaFeber, The Panama Canal, 214.  
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Weeks and Phil Gunson argue that Operation Just Cause “resulted more from blunders 

and miscalculation than grand design.”
21

  John Dinges employs a similar argument, 

asserting that “the decision to force Noriega from power was not the result of any 

considered policy drafted by experts measuring the costs, benefits, and alternatives.  In 

fact, the Reagan and Bush administrations seemed to improvise as they went along, 

reacting to events in Panama and adapting to a building furor of antidrug sentiment in the 

United States.”
22

  

 Finally, there are a few who do point to the influence of the end of the Cold War 

on the decision to invade of Panama.  In his biography of Colin Powell, Christopher D. 

O’Sullivan writes that the decline of the Soviet Union and the check on American 

influence in the world allowed the United States to “engage in post-Vietnam 

interventions” and “removed America’s remaining inhibitions” about the use of force.  In 

Panama, the Bush administration “felt compelled to intervene against the regime of 

former ally Manuel Noriega on a scale that Washington had been reluctant to reach 

during the preceding struggle against the Sandinistas in Nicaragua.”
23

  The end of the 

Cold War thus allowed the United States to act with more freedom in the use of military 

force to as a means to further its foreign policy priorities.    

 Greg Grandin has gone a step further than O’Sullivan in arguing the global 

importance of Operation Just Cause.  He contends that one “can’t begin to fully grasp the 

slippery slope of American militarism in the post-9/11 era—how unilateral, preemptory 

                                                 
21

 John Weeks and Phil Gunson, Panama: Made in the USA (London: Latin American 

Bureau, 1991), 66. 
22

 Dinges, Our Man in Panama, 317. 
23

 Christopher D. O’Sullivan, Colin Powell: A Political Biography (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2009), 72. 



 10 

‘regime change’ became an acceptable foreign policy option, how ‘democracy 

promotion’ became a staple of defense strategy, and how war became a branded public 

spectacle—without understanding Panama.”
24

  He goes on to say that Panama was such a 

stark deviation from previous U.S. interventions because the United States “overthrew 

not just Manuel Noriega but what, for half a century, had been the bedrock foundation of 

the liberal multilateral order: the ideal of national sovereignty.”
25

   

While Grandin is correct that the Bush administration’s ousting of Noriega was 

not due to bumbling and had importance well beyond Panama, it is ahistorical and 

incorrect to imply that multilateralism was a feature of the Cold War, that regime change 

had not been a viable—and oft-used—foreign policy option before Panama, and that 

democratization was not part of U.S. policy or rhetoric during the Cold War period.  The 

United States unilaterally aided and abetted regime change in Guatemala, the Dominican 

Republic, and Chile, among other nations, and rhetorically promoted democracy as the 

bedrock of U.S. foreign policy.  

Strategic considerations at the end of the Cold War were the primary motivations 

behind the invasion of Panama.  While the security of the Panama Canal was a priority 

for U.S. policymakers, the manufactured threat that Noriega posed to the Canal was used 

as a public justification and was not one of the primary factors behind the decision to 

invade.  The interpretation that Bush stumbled into the invasion without a coordinated 

plan obscures the very intentional policy escalation the Bush administration pursued, 

beginning with economic sanctions and ending with the use of force.  Finally, Bush did 

                                                 
24

 Greg Grandin, “How the Iraq War Began in Panama,” TomDispatch.com, December 

21, 2014.  
25

 Ibid. 
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use anti-drug sentiment in the United States to build support for the invasion and justify it 

to the public, but the U.S. government had known for years about Noriega’s involvement 

with drug trafficking. 

The end of the Cold War gave the United States greater freedom of movement in 

international affairs, and, with the erosion of the verities of the Cold War, there was no 

better time to oust Noriega from power.  According to Timothy Naftali, “the acceleration 

of world events had a liberating effect on Bush’s characteristic caution.”
26

  However, this 

kind of unilateral U.S. invasion could only have occurred in Latin America where the 

United States has exercised hegemony ever since the Monroe Doctrine established a U.S. 

sphere of influence in the Western Hemisphere in 1823.  The greater freedom and 

confidence brought on by the end of the Cold War fueled by U.S. paternalism toward 

Latin America enabled the Bush administration to take forceful action to rid Panama of 

Noriega in the first post-Cold War U.S. intervention and their first step on the path of 

building a new world order.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26

 Timothy Naftali, George H.W. Bush (New York: Times Books, 2007), 88. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

A GOOD NEIGHBOR 

 

 

 Ever since the nation’s founding, U.S. policymakers and elites have viewed Latin 

America as being firmly in the U.S. sphere of influence.  American leaders believed that 

it was necessary for the United States to exert influence over Latin American affairs to 

compete with European imperialism and establish the United States as a great power in 

its own right.
1
  This attitude led to the promulgation of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 in 

which President James Monroe declared that “we owe it, therefore, to candor, and to the 

amicable relations existing between the United States and those [European] powers, to 

declare that we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their political system 

to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.”
2
  The Monroe 

Doctrine provided the basis for much of the next century to justify U.S. interventions in 

Latin America to protect U.S. interests. 

 

U.S.-Latin American Relations Before the Cold War 

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, in the face of European incursions in 

the Western Hemisphere and growing instability in the Caribbean Basin, President 

Theodore Roosevelt issued his famous corollary to the Monroe Doctrine.  The Roosevelt 

Corollary stated:  

Any country whose people conduct themselves well can count upon our 

hearty friendship, but chronic wrong-doing, or an impotence which results 

in a general loosening of the ties of society, may in America, as elsewhere, 

                                                 
1
 Peter H. Smith, Talons of the Eagle: Dynamics of U.S.-Latin American Relations (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 17. 
2
 James Monroe, quoted in Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 18. 
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ultimately require intervention by some civilized nation, and in the 

western hemisphere the adherence of the United States to the Monroe 

Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant 

cases of such wrong-doing or impotence to exercise international police 

power.
3
 

 

Rather than allow European intervention or regional unrest, Roosevelt pledged that the 

United States would act to redress any misconduct by Latin American nations.  This 

notion of the United States as the policeman of Latin America ideologically confirmed 

U.S. hegemony in the hemisphere and led to over thirty military interventions between 

1905 and 1934.
4
 

 President Woodrow Wilson maintained a strong U.S. presence in Latin America 

by framing intervention in terms of the promotion of democracy, a trope that many future 

presidents would echo.  Wilson proclaimed that the United States was the friend “of 

constitutional government in America; we are more than its friends, we are its 

champions.”
5
  Wilson also expounded a doctrine of self-determination after World War I, 

declaring that “national aspirations must be respected; peoples may now be dominated 

and governed only by their own consent.  ‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase.  It is 

an imperative principle of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril.”
6
  

Despite his high-minded rhetoric, Wilson oversaw several U.S. interventions in Latin 

America, dispatching U.S. troops to Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Panama, and 

Nicaragua, among other nations.
7
 

                                                 
3
 Theodore Roosevelt, quoted in Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 36. 

4
 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 35-36, 50. 

5
 Woodrow Wilson, quoted in Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 51. 

6
 Woodrow Wilson, “Address to Congress on International Order,” February 11, 1918, 

online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=110448. 
7
 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 51. 
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While the foremost goals of U.S. policy in Latin America throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were the advancement of U.S. commercial and 

political interests, there was also an element of missionary zeal in the spreading of 

American democracy to the more benighted parts of the world.  Smith has argued that 

“during the nineteenth century this belief [in democracy] served to legitimize imperial 

behavior and dignify unseemly consequences.”
8
  This justification for U.S. involvement 

in the region, beyond practical economic and political considerations, persisted 

throughout the next century.  Similarly, Wiarda asserts that the United States used the 

guise of democracy for “self-serving purposes” and to maintain “U.S. hegemony in the 

area.”
9
  

 The ostensible end to military intervention in Latin America came with the 

presidency of the Democratic Roosevelt.  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt pledged in 

his 1933 inaugural address that he “would dedicate this Nation to the policy of the good 

neighbor—the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects 

the rights of others—the neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity 

of his agreements in and with a world of neighbors.”
10

  The Good Neighbor policy 

recognized that “political intervention and democratic proselytization…were ineffective 

and that the costs were greater than the benefits.”
11

   

The promulgation of the Good Neighbor policy came at a time when most major 

European powers were reducing their influence in Latin America because of more 

                                                 
8
 Ibid., 38. 

9
 Wiarda, “Can Democracy Be Exported?” 327. 

10
 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Inaugural Address,” March 4, 1933, online by Gerhard Peters 

and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=14473. 
11

 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 64. 
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troubling political developments clouding the European skyline.  Moreover, the policy 

recognized that the United States could apply economic leverage to influence Latin 

American affairs and that military intervention was no longer the only tool to further U.S. 

interests.  The Good Neighbor policy “sharply modified the Monroe Doctrine.  More 

particularly, it amounted to a rejection of the 1904 Roosevelt Corollary, which had 

proclaimed that the United States possessed not only a right to intervene—but also a 

moral duty.”
12

  Despite its rejection of military interventions in Latin America, the Good 

Neighbor policy did not spell an end to U.S. interference in the region. 

   

The Cold War Comes to Latin America 

 

 In many ways, U.S. attitudes toward Latin America during the Cold War were 

extensions of previous U.S. policies in the region.  The United States rejected the 

interference of the Soviet Union, an extra-hemispheric power and sought to promote U.S. 

values and institutions among Latin American nations.  However, the Cold War was a 

conflict of global proportions, and thus, Latin America assumed importance for U.S. 

policymakers vis-à-vis the global fight against Soviet communism.  Moreover, the Cold 

War created a completely new existential threat to the United States and introduced a 

fundamentally different set of assumptions into the policymaking process.  Because of 

this powerful new threat to U.S. national security, the United States had to be prepared to 

fight a global war against the tide of Soviet influence in Third World countries. 

The United States emerged from World War II as the world’s most powerful 

nation.  While the economies of almost all the major European powers had been 
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decimated, the U.S. economy experienced unprecedented growth.  While millions of 

Europeans had died during the war and untold destruction had been wrought on the 

European continent, the United States was spared such devastating loss of life and 

property.  The victory in World War II led to a widespread sense of optimism among the 

American public.  Americans saw this victory as a vindication of their way of life and of 

the superiority of their values and institutions.  The prosperity and material abundance 

that followed the end of the war reinforced this perception.  This confidence extended to 

U.S. actions in foreign policy, creating the imperative for U.S. leadership to extend the 

benefits of American society to the rest of the world.  The United States now had the 

opportunity for world leadership that it had abdicated at the end of World War I, and 

many believed it should seize that chance.   

The other side of this optimism in the immediate aftermath of the war was a fear 

bordering on paranoia of the Soviet Union, the only other power that could compete with 

the United States on the global stage after the destruction of World War II.  There existed 

a conviction among U.S. policymakers that Soviet communism was monolithic, 

expansive, aggressive, and fundamentally antithetical to American political and economic 

institutions.  Any conflict no matter how small was seen through the prism of a bi-polar 

worldview as a perfidious expansion of Soviet influence to the rest of the globe.  As such, 

U.S. policymakers sought to contain Soviet influence, creating organizations like the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 

(SEATO) to politically and economically isolate the Soviet Union. 

 As part of its policy of containing Soviet influence, the United States actively 

promoted stability in rapidly decolonizing Third World nations.  American policymakers 
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feared revolution in these developing countries because they believed that the political 

foment created by these social upheavals would allow for Soviet incursions into these 

nations.
13

  The Cuban Revolution in 1959 that brought Fidel Castro to power heightened 

these fears of revolution and created the imperative for American policymakers to avoid 

another communist nation in the Western hemisphere.  As David F. Schmitz has written, 

“it would be difficult to overstate [President John F.] Kennedy’s fixation with Castro and 

his determination, at almost any cost, to prevent another successful communist revolution 

in the Western hemisphere.”
14

  Fears of instability in Third World countries and the 

expansion of Soviet power prompted the United States to play an active role in Latin 

America for the duration of the Cold War. 

  Special Assistant to President Kennedy, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. exemplified the 

anxiety that communism would appear more attractive to Latin American countries in a 

memo to the president on the state of Latin American affairs.  Schlesinger wrote that “the 

hemisphere level of expectations continues to rise—stimulated both by the increase in 

conspicuous consumption and by the spread of the Castro idea of taking matters into 

one’s own hand.”
15

  This idea was known as the “revolution of rising expectations,” and 

it compelled the United States to implement some sort of aid program that would enable 

Latin American nations to modernize their economies in the image of the United States.  

In response to Schlesinger’s warnings, Kennedy announced a massive economic 

stimulus program known as The Alliance for Progress.  The Alliance for Progress 
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promised investment of $100 billion over a ten-year period to support infrastructure 

projects in Latin American countries.
16

  The program was designed to create “change 

from above rather than revolution from below” and “focused on agrarian reforms and 

improvements in housing, education, and health opportunities as the best means to 

combat communism.”
17

  American officials saw economic modernization and 

democratization as inherently intertwined.  The Alliance would create economic change, 

and in so doing, create stable democratic governments that would counter communist 

expansion in the region.  The Alliance for Progress was, however, “always connected to 

the administration’s primary focus of containing Castro.”
18

  

 In addition to economic efforts to stymie the tide of communist threats in Latin 

America, the United States supported anticommunist right-wing dictators and worked to 

subvert regimes that Washington believed were unstable or leftist.  The United States 

backed anticommunist dictators such as the Somoza family in Nicaragua, Augusto 

Pinochet in Chile, and Omar Torrijos in Panama all for the sake of preventing the kind of 

revolutionary instability that Washington feared.  The other side of this policy was 

undermining potentially unstable or communistic—but constitutionally elected—leaders 

like Juan Bosch in the Dominican Republic and Salvador Allende in Chile, both of whom 

were deposed by military coups that were either supported or encouraged by the United 

States.
19

  President Jimmy Carter strove to reverse this decades-old policy with a foreign 
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policy based on human rights, but many of the gains made by his administration were 

subsequently reversed when Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980. 

 

The Reagan Years 

Reagan took office during a period of profound anxiety in the United States.  

Americans were fatigued by the “national malaise” and “self-flagellation” of the post-

Vietnam War years and wanted an optimistic message of national greatness that Reagan 

provided.  Reagan rejected the notion of limits on American power that the Vietnam War 

had revealed and revived Cold War hostilities that U.S. presidents since Richard Nixon 

sought to mitigate with policies like détente.  Reagan condemned the Soviet Union an 

“evil empire” and pledged to expand the fight against communism and restore American 

global preeminence by dismantling détente and initiating the largest peacetime military 

buildup in U.S. history.
20

   

Reagan believed that Central America was the most critical battleground in the 

resuscitated Cold War, and it became the center of Reagan’s foreign policy during his 

time in office.  His fears of Soviet influence in the region prompted a return to a more 

interventionist foreign policy.  Reagan pursued covert operations to destabilize the 

government in Nicaragua and support the military dictatorship in El Salvador.  Reagan’s 

policies, however, were not without their critics, as many in Congress and the press 

questioned the need for an expanded U.S. commitment in the region.  William 

LeoGrande has argued that the vociferous debate around U.S. actions in Central America 

during the 1980s was “an extension of the debate over Vietnam.  For the Reagan wing of 
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the Republican Party, Central America was, first and foremost, an area of struggle 

between Communism and Democracy.  Those who, like Ronald Reagan, regarded 

Vietnam as a ‘noble cause’ worried that the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ was interfering with 

America’s ability to resist Soviet encroachments in the Third World.”
21

  Reagan and his 

advisers were prevented from escalating the U.S. role in Central America mostly because 

of the legacy of Vietnam.  In spite of the powerful lessons of Vietnam, the administration 

continued to use legal and illegal tactics to fight the Cold War in Central America. 

In 1979, a revolutionary group known as the Sandinista National Liberation Front 

overthrew the last ruling member of the Somoza dynasty, the longtime U.S. ally in 

Nicaragua.  Although the Sandinistas called for moderate reforms to their country, such 

as a mixed economy and a non-aligned foreign policy, they asked for foreign aid from 

many different nations, one of which was the Soviet Union.  The Reagan administration 

was ardently opposed to the Sandinista government, condemning it as a Marxist regime 

and a Soviet client state.  As soon as he took office in 1981, Reagan authorized covert 

action to depose the Sandinistas, marking the beginning of the Contra war that lasted for 

the entire duration of Reagan’s presidency.
22

   

American policy toward Nicaragua during the Reagan administration was 

inextricably related to its policy toward El Salvador.  El Salvador was controlled by U.S.-

supported dictator José Napoleón Duarte whose regime was being challenged by a leftist 

guerilla force known as the Farabundo Martí Front for National Liberation (FMLN).  
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Reagan and his team of foreign policy advisors mistakenly viewed the conflict in El 

Salvador in terms of the East-West struggle between Soviet-sponsored guerillas and the 

U.S.-backed military junta.  This perception was aided by revelations that the Sandinista 

regime in Nicaragua was sending aid to the FMLN.  The Sandinistas’ support of the 

FMLN only heightened Reagan’s antipathy toward them and played a significant role in 

his decision to initiate the covert war in Nicaragua and eliminate this bastion of support 

for the Salvadoran rebels.  Simultaneously, the Reagan administration increased its 

support for Duarte and the Salvadoran military despite evidence of gross human rights 

abuses, including the brutal rape and murder of four American nuns by the Salvadoran 

military in December 1979.
23

 

Three major themes emerge in examining Reagan’s Latin American policy.  The 

first was continuity in U.S.-Latin American relations.  Reagan’s policies were 

emblematic of U.S. paternalism toward Latin America and the application the Monroe 

Doctrine of opposing extrahemispheric intervention.  Second, Reagan’s policies in Latin 

America were clearly informed by the imperatives of the Cold War.  Waging covert wars 

against sovereign governments, supporting authoritarian dictators, and employing the 

rhetoric of an East-West conflict were all part and parcel of U.S. Cold War policy since 

the end of World War II.  The final theme was the analogy that members of Congress, the 

press, and the American people drew to the American experience in Vietnam.  Much of 

the dissent toward Reagan’s policies was motivated by fears that El Salvador or 
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Nicaragua would soon become another Vietnam if U.S. troops were deployed.  This 

constraint represented the fundamental discontinuity between earlier American policy 

and American policy after the Vietnam War. 

 

United States-Panamanian Relations 

 United States-Panamanian relations have been inextricably connected with these 

two parallel contexts of U.S. policy toward Latin America and U.S. foreign policy in the 

Cold War.  In his book on United States-Panama bilateral relations, Walter LaFeber 

argues that “the interest of North Americans in Panama…grew naturally out of their 

quest for continental and commercial empire.”  Serious U.S. interest in the country began 

in 1825 when several wealthy businessmen announced the creation of a company to 

construct a canal across the Panama isthmus.  This company failed to fully materialize, 

but LaFeber notes that Panama’s appeal occurred during “the midpoint of the most 

expansionist half-century in United States history.”
24

   

The United States considerably consolidated its power in Panama over the next 

half century.  An 1846 treaty with Colombia, which had ruled Panama since it seceded 

from Spain in 1821, guaranteed transit rights across Panama to the United States.  The 

completion of a railway across Panama in 1855 further solidified U.S. economic power in 

the country.
25

   

American interest in the construction of an isthmian canal had also persisted 

during this time, but dire economic conditions in the 1890s created an immediate 

economic impetus to expand access to markets for U.S. exports.  Additionally, the 
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annexation of Hawaii and the concession of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines in 

1898 established the United States as a Pacific power and provided ports for ships 

traveling through the Canal as well as a naval bases to protect American shipping, 

coaling stations, and a communications network.  Theodore Roosevelt was a strong 

supporter of such a canal.  In 1903, Roosevelt and his secretary of state John Hay began 

negotiations with the Colombian government for the right to build a canal across Panama. 

Panama had been a veritable colony of Colombia since 1821, and Panamanian 

nationalists had long chafed under Colombian rule, a convenient political fact that 

Roosevelt exploited when the Colombian government proved uncooperative in the 

negotiations.
26

  

When the Colombian government refused to agree with the terms that Roosevelt 

and Hay laid out, Roosevelt chose to pursue another route.  Philippe Bunau-Varilla, a 

former agent of Ferdinand de Lessep in his ill-fated attempt to build an isthmian canal in 

Panama and an instrumental participant in securing Congressional authorization for the 

construction of a canal, began talks with Hay and other high-level U.S. officials about the 

possibility of moving forward without Colombian acquiescence.  From these discussions 

emerged an argument that the 1846 treaty with Colombia would allow the United States 

to act unilaterally to protect its transit rights should an armed insurrection arise.  To 

create the conditions for such an intervention, Bunau-Varilla contacted Panamanian 

revolutionaries to convey to them that Washington would support a Panamanian bid for 

independence.  On November 2, 1903, the revolutionaries launched an armed—but 

bloodless—rebellion against Colombia.  When Colombia attempted to send troops to 
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suppress the revolt, they were swiftly cowed by the presence of U.S. troops and ships.  

The revolutionaries proclaimed an independent Panamanian republic, and Roosevelt’s 

plan could finally move forward.
27

 

Treaty negotiations began almost immediately, with Bunau-Varilla acting as 

Panama’s envoy to Washington.  While the treaty guaranteed that the United States 

would “maintain the independent of the Republic of Panama,” it granted the United 

States the exclusive right to build and maintain a canal in Panama and the right to 

exercise authority “in perpetuity” over lands and waters deemed necessary for the 

protection and maintenance of the Canal as “if it were the sovereign of the territory 

within which said lands and waters are located to the entire exclusion of the exercise by 

the Republic of Panama of any such sovereign rights, power or authority.”
28

  The treaty 

gave the United States license to intervene at will to protect its interests in the Canal 

Zone, created a veritable U.S. protectorate in Panama, and became the basis of 

Panamanian nationalism and anti-United States sentiment throughout the twentieth 

century.  If the government rejected the treaty, Panama faced the imperial might of the 

United States one side or the vengeful wrath of the Colombians on the other.   

To add to the humiliation of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty, U.S. authorities in 

Panama abolished the Panamanian army and disbanded Panamanian courts in the Canal 

Zone in 1904, which further undermined Panamanian sovereignty and reinforced 

Panama’s dependence on U.S. protection from external threats.  Over the course of the 

first half of the twentieth century, Panama was treated with the same paternalism that the 
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U.S. evinced toward the rest of Latin America.  The United States sent troops to Panama 

nine times to put down domestic unrest.  The first major military intervention occurred in 

1918 to put down riots that erupted after fraudulent elections.  Over Panama’s protests, 

U.S. troops remained until 1921.
29

   

The United States supported the white oligarchy in its quest to promote stability 

in Panama and to protect its interests in the Canal Zone.  Panama, like many Latin 

American countries, was a deeply stratified society based on race and class.  At the top of 

the social hierarchy were the white oligarchs, referred to by Panamanians as rabiblancos, 

or “white-tails.”  These white oligarchs controlled Panama’s urban centers and dominated 

economic and political life.  At the bottom of the Panamanian social hierarchy were the 

mestizos and mulattos who were largely confined to rural peripheries.  Mestizos and 

mulattos have largely been excluded from economic and political life and have been 

victims of racial discrimination throughout Panamanian history.
30

 

Since the adoption of the 1903 treaty, Panama several times appealed to U.S. 

presidents to renegotiate its terms to restore some semblance of Panamanian sovereignty.  

In 1936, in accordance with his policy to be a good neighbor to Latin American 

countries, Franklin Roosevelt repudiated the right of the United States to unilaterally 

intervene in Panama.  At the same time, however, he indicated his determination to 

exercise control over the Canal Zone by other means.  He declared that the United States 

“would continue to act as a ‘trustee for all the world’ in maintaining the Canal.”
31

 

                                                 
29

 Ibid., 57. 
30

 Ibid., 49-52. 
31

 Ibid., 67; Roosevelt, quoted in LaFeber, The Panama Canal, 67. 



 26 

Panama again attempted to renegotiate its relationship with the United States with 

a new treaty in 1955.  José Remón, the former head of the National Guard, came to power 

in 1952.  He swiftly initiated a series of reforms designed to strengthen Panama’s 

economy and increase the standard of living of its citizens.  Remón recognized that this 

process would have to include the United States, so he sought to negotiate another treaty 

with President Dwight D. Eisenhower.  Like Roosevelt, Eisenhower was unwilling to 

compromise on the U.S. right to control the Canal Zone and stipulated that any new 

treaty would need to come at minimal cost to the United States.  The final draft of the 

treaty that the two countries signed abrogated the exclusive right of the United States to 

railroad and highway construction, among other small concessions, but the treaty did not 

reflect any change in the basic relationship between the United States and Panama and 

maintained U.S. sovereignty in the Canal Zone.
32

  

 The most significant step toward restoring Panamanian sovereignty and acquiring 

control over the Canal came with the Carter-Torrijos treaty that was signed on September 

7, 1977.  Omar Torrijos was an important leader in the Panamanian National Guard who 

came to power in a military coup in 1968 after the elected president Arnulfo Arias tried to 

limit the Guard’s power.  As was the case with many military coups in Latin America, the 

United States supported Torrijos and the National Guard in the hope that they would 

bring stability to Panama.  Torrijos promptly outlawed political parties, dissolved the 

National Assembly, and gave the National Guard almost unlimited political power in a 

new constitution ratified in 1972.  Although he ensured the political primacy of the 

National Guard in Panama, Torrijos did hope for eventual democratization of the country, 
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while still preserving the Guard’s strength.  Despite the questionable means by which he 

assumed power, Torrijos was a hero of many Panamanian nationalists and made the 

recovery of the Canal his regime’s foremost goal.  He also initiated a radical series of 

reforms known as torrijismo, which included the nationalization of electricity and 

communications and of the banana, sugar, and cement sectors.
33

   

 Torrijos raised international awareness of the canal issue through a UN Security 

Council session in Panama City in 1973.  While the United States vetoed a resolution that 

was favorable to the Panamanians, Torrijos succeeded in revealing the control that the 

United States exerted over Panamanian affairs.  Bowing to international pressure, the 

United States sent a mission to Panama to negotiate the framework that would eventually 

lead to the 1977 treaties.  These negotiations were hotly contested in the 1976 

presidential election.  Republican candidate Ronald Reagan lambasted incumbent 

President Gerald Ford for “giving up our ownership of the Panama Canal Zone.”  Reagan 

argued that the Canal Zone was “sovereign United States territory every bit the same as 

Alaska or the states that were carved from the Louisiana Purchase…. We bought it, we 

paid for it, we built it, and we intend to keep it.”
34

  

 President Jimmy Carter resumed treaty negotiations with Torrijos after defeating 

Gerald Ford in 1976.  The negotiations resulted in a landmark treaty that pledged to 

restore nominal Panamanian sovereignty and control over its internal affairs.  The United 

States agreed to hand over operation of the Canal to Panama by the year 2000.  In the 

meantime, operations would continue under a joint operating commission consisting of 
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five U.S. and four Panamanian citizens with control of the commission given to Panama 

in the year 1990.  Additionally, the United States would maintain the neutrality of the 

Canal, but it retained the right to intervene if the Canal were threatened.  Finally, and 

perhaps most symbolically, a memorandum of understanding issued with the treaty 

declared that the United States would not interfere in the internal affairs of Panama.
35

 

 Torrijos did not live long to enjoy his victory, however.  He was killed in a plane 

crash on July 31, 1981.  After his death, a power struggle ensued among his closest 

subordinates, one of whom was Manuel Antonio Noriega, who had moved steadily 

through the ranks under Torrijos to become the head of Panama’s intelligence services. 

Noriega did not assume power immediately, but he began to consolidate his resources to 

become Torrijos’ replacement.
36

 

 

Conclusion 

 The U.S. relationship with Panama was emblematic of its relationship with the 

rest of the region.  Expansionists in the early United States sought to increase U.S. 

commercial power and began that process through the consolidation of transit rights 

across the isthmus.  American troops intervened in Panama on numerous occasions to 

maintain order and defend U.S. commercial interests, just as they did in the rest of Latin 

America.  Franklin Roosevelt extended his good neighbor policy to Panama while 

continuing the U.S. control of the Canal.  During the Cold War, the United States 

supported the National Guard and Torrijos as part of a policy of maintaining hemispheric 

stability and preventing the expansion of Soviet communism into Latin America.  This 
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continuity between U.S. policy in Panama and in the rest of Latin America compelled 

U.S. policymakers to work with and support Manuel Noriega as he rose to become the 

most powerful political actor in Panamanian politics. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

NORIEGA AND THE UNITED STATES: A SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP 

 Manuel Antonio Noriega’s tempestuous relationship with the United States was 

one based on power and intelligence, from Noriega’s time as a cadet in a Peruvian 

military academy informing on left-leaning pupils and professors to his reckless decision 

to declare war on the United States on December 15, 1989.  In his dealings with the 

United States, Noriega was never motivated by any particular ideology or set of 

principles, but rather a desire for self-preservation and a need to rise above his station.  

Noriega worked as a double—even triple—agent for most of his career, providing 

intelligence to the CIA and the 470
th

 Military Intelligence Brigade of the U.S. army, 

while also informing on U.S. intelligence activities to the Cuban and Sandinista 

governments.  The U.S. relationship with Noriega was doomed to tragic failure, as the 

man who was once an invaluable asset in advancing U.S. foreign policy objectives in 

Central America became a political liability for George Bush and the target of the Bush 

administration’s first major test of its post-Cold War foreign policy. 

 

A Life in Brief 

Noriega was born on February 11, 1934 in one of Panama City’s poorest 

neighborhoods to Ricuarte Noriega and Moreno, a domestic who worked in the Noriega 

household.  Noriega was born into the lowest of the Panamanian classes.  Not only was 

he poor, but he was also a mestizo, a mix of Indian, black, and Spanish blood that 

prevented him from entering the circles of the light-skinned, wealthy Panamanian 

oligarchy, something Noriega would struggle to overcome and resent for the rest of his 
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life.  Ricuarte Noriega refused to claim paternity and sent his son and the mother to live 

in her hometown.  Moreno died of tuberculosis when Noriega was four or five, leaving 

him the care of a local schoolteacher who saw to his education.
1
  

 According to his contemporaries, Noriega was never a brilliant student, but he 

was bright, hardworking, and bookish.  His classmates described him as an introvert who 

would spend hours reading about the exploits of great Latin American military heroes.  

Noriega performed well enough in his studies that he earned a spot at the National 

Institute, one Panama’s best public high schools.  While there, Noriega was introduced to 

his hitherto unknown half brother Luis Carlos Noriega, who set him on his path to 

political involvement.  Thanks to Luis Carlos, Noriega joined the socialist party and 

espoused the nationalistic, anti-U.S. sentiment of the student body.  Although Noriega 

never became a leader in the movement, he was certainly an enthusiastic and studious 

participant in its political activity, transforming himself from a quiet introvert into an 

occasional orator with a nationalistic message.
2
 

 Noriega desperately wanted to attend medical school but lacked the family 

connections and the money that in Panama were required to do so.  After graduating from 

the National Institute, Noriega found himself working as a laboratory technician in a 

Panama City hospital.
3
  One day, a former classmate, and one of Noriega’s future 

commanding officers, came into the hospital for an exam.  He was attending a military 

academy in Mexico, and his success prompted Noriega to consider that path for himself.  

It so happened that his brother, Luis Carlos, had obtained a diplomatic position at the 
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Panamanian embassy in Peru.  Noriega asked Luis Carlos to use his connections to win 

Noriega a scholarship to the Chorrillos Military Academy in Peru, launching Noriega’s 

military career.
4
  

 After he returned to Panama from the military academy in 1962, Noriega’s career 

briefly stagnated, and he began drinking and womanizing.  In the fall of 1962, Noriega 

was accused of raping and beating a prostitute, but future dictator and leader of the 

National Guard Omar Torrijos Herrera recognized Noriega’s potential as an officer and a 

valuable asset and intervened on his behalf.  Torrijos’s role in rescuing Noriega from 

disciplinary proceedings helped to establish Noriega’s loyalty to the popular leader and 

began their close relationship that would ultimately lead to Noriega’s inclusion in 

Torrijos’s inner circle of advisers.  After the incident with the prostitute, Torrijos 

appointed Noriega as the head of the intelligence branch of the National Guard in the 

Chiriquí province, which Torrijos then commanded.  The CIA helped Torrijos establish 

this extension of his command in 1964-1965, and Noriega proved himself very capable of 

administering it and helping the CIA in their intelligence gathering activities.  While he 

was stationed in Chiriquí, the CIA sent Noriega first to Fort Gulick in the Canal Zone and 

later to Fort Bragg to receive counterintelligence training, a subject at which his 

instructors said he excelled.
5
 

 The 1968 coup that overthrew the constitutionally elected president Arnulfo Arias 

allowed Noriega an opportunity to further distinguish himself and advance through the 

ranks of the National Guard.  Torrijos and other prominent officers were worried that 

Arias had plans to dismantle the apparatus of the National Guard and transition power to 
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the civilian government.  Torrijos immediately enlisted Noriega’s help in terrorizing and 

intimidating the Arnulfistas, as Arias’s supporters were known.  When Arias won the 

election by a landslide and made good on his promise to challenge the power of the 

National Guard, Torrijos acted promptly to oust Arias in a bloodless coup.  He had been 

in office for eleven days.
6
  

 Noriega proved invaluable in ensuring the success of the coup and in suppressing 

an Arnulfista guerilla uprising that lasted until December 1969.  However, he had to 

again prove his loyalty to Torrijos when, on December 15, 1969, some officers in the 

National Guard attempted a coup against Torrijos.  Noriega was forced to choose sides, 

and ultimately decided to support his mentor, though not without some delay.  Torrijos 

was in Mexico as the coup began to unfold, and Noriega became the vital link to his 

successful return to Panama.  Noriega declared his loyalty to Torrijos and mustered the 

Chiriquí garrison to resist the coup.  When Torrijos landed in Panama the next day, 

Noriega secured a landing zone and met Torrijos with an armed contingent of men to 

escort him triumphantly into Panama City.  Again rewarded for his loyalty to Torrijos, 

who had by then completely consolidated his power at the head of the National Guard 

and solidified his popularity among the Panamanian people, Noriega was promoted to 

lieutenant colonel and appointed to be the head of G2, the intelligence branch of the 

National Guard, in August 1970.  This position was the perfect fit for Noriega, who 

expanded G2’s operation—with the help of the CIA—to become a powerful intelligence 

gathering apparatus.
7
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 After Torrijos’s death in a plane crash in July 1981, there was an immediate 

power struggle among his most likely successors for control of the National Guard.  The 

primary conflict was among four high-ranking officers: Lieutenant Colonels Roberto 

Díaz Herrera, Rubén Darío Paredes, Armando Contreras, and Noriega.  The four colonels 

devised a tentative power-sharing agreement whereby each would command the National 

Guard and then resign to run for president and make room for his successor.  This 

agreement was short-lived, however, as Paredes, Díaz Herrera, and Noriega “retired” 

Contreras, allowing Noriega to ascend to control of the National Guard in August 1983, 

which he renamed the Panama Defense Forces.  Noriega subsequently undermined 

Paredes’ bid for the presidency by turning the Panamanian left and Washington against 

him and withdrawing the support of the government-backed Partido Revolutionario 

Democrático (PRD) in the upcoming May 1984 elections.
8
   

 Noriega selected the former Vice President of the World Bank and University of 

Chicago-trained economist Nicolás Ardito Barletta to be the PRD’s candidate.  Against 

Barletta was the indefatigable Arnulfo Arias.  When it appeared that Arias would win the 

election, the PDF slowed the voting process and bribed judges on Panama’s electoral 

commission to falsify the election results.  Despite the PDF’s disregard of the democratic 

process and U.S. intelligence that proved Arias’s victory, President Reagan sent Secretary 

of State George Shultz and Vice President George Bush down to Panama for the 

inauguration at which Shultz spoke of the “new opportunity for progress and national 

development” that Barletta’s inauguration offered.
9
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 Shortly after Barletta took office, Noriega faced a political crisis that precipitated 

massive domestic opposition to his grip on power and also revealed his repressive 

techniques to many in the United States.  Hugo Spadafadora, a longtime political rival of 

Noriega’s and also a close associate of Torrijos, began speaking out against Noriega’s 

rule.  When Spadafadora was returning to Panama from Costa Rica on September 13, 

1985, PDF soldiers detained his bus and arrested him.  The next day, a farmer found his 

headless body sticking out of a ditch.  Panama rarely saw this kind of extreme political 

violence, and Spadafadora’s graphic murder shocked the nation.  Barletta immediately 

called for an independent investigation of the murder, which led Noriega to remove him 

from power on September 26 and replace him with the more pliant Vice President Eric 

Arturo Delvalle.
10

  

 Noriega further fanned opposition sentiments against him when he chose to 

“retire” his longtime rival Lieutenant Colonel Díaz Herrera.  Noriega removed Herrera on 

June 5, 1987, but instead of slipping quietly into his forced retirement, Díaz Herrera 

began to speak with the press on topics ranging from Noriega’s drug trafficking 

operations to his role in Spadafadora’s death.  Díaz Herrera’s accusations against Noriega 

incited the opposition political parties and precipitated the largest demonstrations in 

Panamanian history.  Noriega sent forces to suppress the protestors and authorized them 

to use tear gas and bullets.  Díaz Herrera’s allegations also instigated a middle class 

movement against Noriega, called the Civic Crusade, led by the president of Panama’s 

Chamber of Commerce.  Moreover, the violence and increasing instability in Panama 

caused over $1 billion in capital flight from the county, which severely weakened the 
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economy.  The street protests and their violent suppression along with moderate middle 

class opposition signaled an impending change in Panama’s political landscape.
11

 

 

Noriega and U.S. Intelligence 

After the Cuban Revolution in 1959, American policymakers fixed their attention 

on Latin America and looked to recruit promising young agents to supply intelligence on 

potential revolutionaries in the region, particularly among Latin American militaries.  As 

a young, ambitious cadet at the Chorrillos Military Academy, Noriega was well 

positioned to advance his career through this new opportunity.  He began his decades-

long relationship with the United States by informing on “leftist” instructors and students 

and channeling this information to U.S. intelligence agencies through Luis Carlos at the 

Panamanian embassy.  One U.S. intelligence official remarked of Noriega that he was 

“the perfect find: smart, devious, amoral, resourceful, and reliable.”
12

  

Noriega provided intelligence to the United States throughout his association with 

Torrijos and his time commanding the intelligence wing of the National Guard in the 

Chiriquí province.  It was not until Noriega was promoted to head of the G2, however, 

that he established an official liaison relationship with U.S. intelligence services.  

Torrijos placed Noriega in charge of interfacing with U.S. officials because of his deep 

mistrust of dealing with them personally, thus allowing Noriega to gain important 

contacts within the CIA and Southcom.  In fact, the CIA believed Noriega to be such a 

useful asset that he was put on the payroll.
13
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The CIA also provided funds to Noriega to expand his operations within G2 to 

include departments in psychological warfare, civilian repression, and electronic 

eavesdropping and free training for over three hundred agents between 1973 and 1982.
14

  

By augmenting Noriega’s extensive reach as head of the intelligence service, the United 

States was also ensuring a check on Torrijos’s power.  Although the United States had, at 

least tacitly, supported the coup against Arias in 1968 because of concerns about stability 

in Panama and Arias’ potential lefties sympathies, Torrijos’s blend of socialism and 

nationalism and his friendly relations with Cuba created fears in Washington that he 

would align to closely with Castro in Cuba.
15

 

In spite of U.S. support for Noriega, revelations about Noriega’s drug smuggling 

activities came to light in 1971 and 1972.  The United States had begun antinarcotics 

activities in Panama under the Nixon administration’s war on drugs.  In 1970, the 

predecessor of the DEA, the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD), set up 

an office in Panama and began to investigate Panamanian officials who it believed were 

involved in abetting the flow of illegal narcotics from South America to the United 

States.  Federal agents set to work investigating drug trafficking in the government, and 

gathering information on and issuing eventual indictments against Joaquín Him 

González, deputy chief of Panama’s civil aeronautics authority and Moisés Torrijos, 

Omar Torrijos’s older brother and Panamanian ambassador to Argentina.
16

 

 Under pressure from the Nixon administration to wage a tougher war on narcotics 

operations in Panama, Director of the BNDD John Ingersoll commissioned an options 
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paper in February 1972 that discussed ways of stopping Noriega’s role in narcotics 

trafficking in Panama.  The options listed ranged from discrediting Noriega by leaking 

information about his involvement in a plot to assassinate Torrijos to arranging for 

Noriega’s “total and complete immobilization.”  All of these options were discarded, 

however, after Ingersoll flew to Panama several times in 1972 to pressure Torrijos into 

taking a tougher stance against drug interdiction.  In fact, Noriega pledged that he would 

personally oversee all antinarcotics operations in Panama.
17

  

 Noriega was also too valuable an asset for the Nixon administration to allow an 

indictment against him to move forward.  He was providing invaluable intelligence on 

Cuba by taking advantage of Panama’s close connection with the country.  Noriega also 

proved his usefulness in an international incident with Cuba in which a Spanish-born 

Miami resident was involved in a shootout with Cuban gunships and eventually captured.  

President Nixon became personally involved in the efforts to free him.  Panama sent a 

diplomatic mission to Cuba, and Noriega helped to secure the Spaniard’s release.
18

  

 Despite Noriega’s close relationship with U.S. intelligence agencies, he was 

intimately involved in Torrijos’s plan to regain control of the Panama Canal for 

Panamanians.  To maintain international focus on the Panama Canal Treaty negotiations 

in 1976 and 1977, Noriega engineered anti-U.S. demonstrations while simultaneously 

supplying vital intelligence about those demonstrations to Southcom.
19

  In the fall of 

1976 after difficulties with the treaty negotiations, Noriega engineered the bombing of 

three sites in the Canal Zone to demonstrate to the United States that Panama was serious 
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about reclaiming its control of the Panama Canal.  Finally, Noriega managed to infiltrate 

an extensive U.S. bugging operation of all Panamanian officials involved in the treaty 

negotiations in an incident later known as the “Singing Sergeants Affair,” when a 

disaffected American soldier sold copies of the audio transcripts to Noriega.  It was after 

these incidents that Noriega had his first encounter with then CIA Director George 

Bush.
20

 

 Bush was forced to confront Noriega at a meeting between the two men in 

Washington in December 1976.  Bush delivered a mild scolding to Noriega, telling him 

that he and Torrijos would have to change their tactics if they desired good relations in 

the future.  However, because neither President Ford nor Carter wanted an international 

incident during a presidential transition, Bush delivered no strong reprimand for 

Noriega’s role in the Singing Sergeants Affair or the bombings.  In fact, Bush maintained 

Noriega’s salary from the CIA.
21

 

 Although Noriega’s pay was briefly suspended during the Carter administration 

due to its emphasis on human rights in foreign policy, he continued to be a useful asset.   

After the overthrow of the Shah of Iran in early 1979, Torrijos offered him asylum in 

Panama and put Noriega in charge of security to protect him from potential threats.  

Around the same time, however, the Sandinistas overthrew the Somoza regime in 

Nicaragua, and Torrijos rushed to their aid.  He ordered Noriega to give the Sandinistas 

any extra equipment and arms from the National Guard and established a link with Cuba 

for a more permanent channel to supply arms to the Sandinistas.
22
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This arms smuggling operation ultimately led to a congressional inquiry into 

Noriega’s illicit activities in June 1979 and almost resulted in an indictment against him.  

Noriega and Torrijos denied the accusations, and administration officials defended 

Torrijos in the hearings.  Carter did not want to undermine the already contentious 

Panama Canal Treaties and give conservatives in the Senate an excuse to revive the issue.  

After months of stalling from the Department of Justice, the indictment of Noriega for 

smuggling arms to the Sandinistas eventually died in bureaucratic oblivion.
23

 

 

Reagan’s Policy Toward Noriega 

  When Ronald Reagan became president in 1981, Central America had exploded 

into conflict.  The Sandinistas had taken power in Nicaragua and a civil war raged El 

Salvador, fueling the fires of the Reagan administration’s fears about the possibility of 

communist infiltration in the highly volatile region.  These two conflicts prompted a 

massive amount of U.S. aid to support the regime in El Salvador and unseat the 

Sandinista government in Nicaragua.  While Noriega developed close ties with the 

Sandinistas after his role in Torrijos’s arms smuggling operation, he also provided much-

needed assistance to the Reagan administration in its covert war against them in the early 

1980s by channeling arms and money to the Contras, a U.S.-backed guerilla force 

operating in Nicaragua against the Sandinistas.  He also agreed to allow the United States 

to establish a facility to train Contra guerilla fighters in Panama.  Additionally, Southcom 
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became the hub for anti-Sandinista activity in Central America, and Noriega did not 

object to the increased military activity in and around the Canal Zone.
24

   

In addition to the violent conflicts in Central America, the drug trade had greatly 

expanded by the beginning of the 1980s.  One of the largest drug cartels in Latin 

America, the Medellín cartel based out of Colombia, formed in 1981.  In response to 

rising demand for cocaine in the United States, there was a commensurate demand for 

people willing to transport it.  John Dinges notes that “from a purely financial point of 

view, a venture capitalist could not have chosen a better moment than the cusp of the 

1980s to get in on the ground floor of the exploding cocaine industry.”
25

  At the same 

time that Noriega was assisting the Reagan administration in its war against the 

Sandinistas and the DEA in its war on drugs, he was also accepting bribes from the 

Medellín cartel for his help in transporting drugs throughout the Western Hemisphere.
26

  

However, Noriega maintained the façade of cooperation with U.S. officials.  As late as 

the spring of 1987, the PDF enthusiastically participated in Operation Pisces with the 

DEA, which resulted in the arrests of 115 traffickers and the seizure of 10,000 pounds of 

cocaine and $49 million in assets.
27

 

Though he had developed close connections with the CIA and the DEA, Noriega 

also began a relationship with one of Reagan’s NSC staffers, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver 

North.  Noriega became directly involved in the Contra war when on March 6, 1985, 

bombs detonated simultaneously in Managua.  North had devised the plan, and Noriega’s 

operatives had carried it out.  The bombing was designed to demonstrate to the 
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Sandinistas that the Contras could wreak havoc anywhere.
28

  Noriega’s usefulness was 

associated with the continuing conflict in Nicaragua, and the Reagan administration 

continued to look the other way regarding Noriega’s involvement in drugs in exchange 

for his assistance in bringing down the Sandinista government.    

 

The Tide Turns 

 After Barletta’s ouster and the installment of Vice President Delvalle in 1985, the 

Reagan administration began to face more public pressure to act in the face of Noriega’s 

clear violation of democratic principles.  An opinion piece in The New York Times 

admonished the administration to “strike Panama from the list of restored Latin American 

democracies that the United States has been celebrating” because, the author argued, “in 

a democracy, the military is not expected regularly to depose or impose presidents, as the 

Panamanian National Guard has done five times in three years.”  In response to growing 

pressure, the Reagan administration cut Panama’s aid from $40 million to $6 million, but 

the administration was reluctant to take a harder line with Noriega for fear of disrupting 

its efforts against the Sandinistas and potentially endangering the security of the Canal.
29

   

 Instead, the administration continued its efforts to quietly pressure Noriega to 

disengage from drug trafficking.  In late 1985, Reagan’s newly appointed National 

Security Adviser, Vice Admiral John M. Poindexter, flew down to Panama to tell 

Noriega to sever his ties to drug trafficking operations.  However, Poindexter also wanted 

greater cooperation from Noriega in undermining the Contadora peace process that had 
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begun in 1983 and was designed to bring about a cease-fire in Nicaragua.  When Noriega 

refused, sources claimed that Poindexter “raised questions about an alternative to the 

Panamanian general” after returning from his trip and set about organizing opposition to 

Noriega within the administration.
30

 

 More articles began to surface in the press about Noriega’s connection with drug 

trafficking.  Perhaps the most influential of these appeared on June 12, 1986 in The New 

York Times entitled “Panama Strongman Said to Trade in Drugs, Arms, and Illicit 

Money.”  In the article, Seymour Hersh attacked the Reagan administration by revealing 

Noriega’s connection with “illicit money laundering, and drug activities” and his double-

dealings in “providing intelligence information simultaneously to Cuba and the United 

States.”  Despite this knowledge, “officials in the Reagan administration and past 

Administrations said in interviews that they had overlooked General Noriega’s illegal 

activities because of his cooperation with American intelligence and his willingness to 

permit the American military extensive leeway to operate in Panama.”  Underscoring the 

administration’s willingness to disregard Noriega’s involvement in unsavory activities, 

one American diplomat was quoted as saying that “it’s precisely because we have long-

term strategic interests in Panama, with the canal, that it’s important to have reliable 

people we can deal with.”
31

   

 In addition to public opposition and growing hostility within some quarters of the 

Reagan administration, there was also a concerted effort in Congress to find an 

alternative to Noriega.  Senator Jesse Helms, a very conservative Republican from North 
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Carolina, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and ardent opponent of 

the 1977 Panama Canal treaties led the charge against him.  Helms convened hearings of 

the Foreign Relations Committee in the spring of 1986 to hear evidence of Noriega’s 

involvement in the death of Hugo Spadafadora and his other illicit activities.  Helms was 

assisted by an unlikely partner, Democratic Senator John Kerry from Massachusetts.  

Kerry, also on the Foreign Relations Committee, convened his own hearings on Noriega 

in his subcommittee on Terrorism, Narcotics, and International Communications.  

Helmes’s and Kerry’s efforts culminated in S.J. 267: A Joint Resolution in Support of 

Democracy in Panama that was proposed on March 4, 1988 but was ultimately 

defeated.
32

 

 Colonel Díaz Herrera’s damning accusations against Noriega regarding his 

involvement in drug trafficking and Spadafadora’s murder in June 1987 removed many 

of the remaining excuses that the Reagan administration could use in its defense of the 

Panamanian strongman.  Because of the unprecedented backlash against Noriega in 

Panama and the violent protests that rocked the country for four days after the 

accusations were made public, the Reagan administration called on Panamanian 

authorities to investigate Díaz Herrera’s shocking charges of murder and drug trafficking 

against Noriega.  After Noriega imprisoned over six hundred political opponents in July 

1987 and sent troops to put down street protests, the Reagan administration could no 

longer justify its support for Noriega.
33

  

 The Reagan administration moved economically, legally, and politically against 

Noriega.  In July 1987, the administration suspended all aid to Panama.  In December of 

                                                 
32

 Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator, 180. 
33

 LaFeber, The Panama Canal, 205. 



 45 

the same year, the administration eliminated Panama’s sugar quota and instructed its 

representatives at the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to vote 

against further loans to Panama.  In March 1988, the administration increased the 

pressure on Noriega by removing trade preferences for Panama and placing all payments 

from the Panama Canal Commission—a significant source of revenue—in an escrow 

account set up by Delvalle’s lawyers.
34

  Unfortunately, the sanctions crippled the 

Panamanian economy and weakened more moderate critics of the regime within the 

banking and financial communities.  Finally, on April 8, Reagan declared a national 

emergency with respect to Panama, citing the “unusual and extraordinary threat to the 

national security and foreign policy of the United States constituted by the actions and 

policies of the Noriega/Solis regime of Panama.”
35

 

Concurrently to economic sanctions being enacted, the long-suppressed efforts by 

U.S. attorneys to indict him on drug trafficking charges were allowed to move forward in 

the spring of 1987.  On February 4, 1988, Noriega was indicted by grand juries in Tampa 

and Miami.  The charges alleged that Noriega had been received over $4.6 million for 

laundering cartel money and for providing landing strips and equipment for drug 

traffickers in Panama, and that he had shipped substantial amounts of marijuana and 

cocaine into the United States.
36
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 Shortly after the indictments were issued, President Delvalle, after meeting with 

senior officials in the State Department, attempted to oust Noriega by announcing his 

resignation as the head of the PDF.  In response, the Noriega-controlled National 

Assembly fired Delvalle and replaced him with the education minister, Manuel Solís 

Palma.  Although Delvalle had been installed as president under similar circumstances 

following the ouster of Nicolás Barletta, Reagan announced that the United States would 

“recognize President Delvalle as the lawful head of government in Panama” and that 

“General Noriega would best serve his country by complying with the instruction of 

President Delvalle to relinquish his post.”
37

  

 In light of all these pressures on Noriega, the Reagan administration began to 

negotiate with him about the potential for his graceful departure from power.  Noriega 

initially agreed to step down in August 1988 and leave Panama in exchange for the 

administration dropping the indictments against him and lifting economic sanctions.  

However, in late May 1988, Secretary of State Shultz announced that Noriega “would not 

carry through with the arrangements his representatives had negotiated.  No further 

negotiations are contemplated.”  In response to the question of what to do next, one 

administration official said that “everyone understood that if the negotiating track did not 

work, the only alternative would be more drastic action.”  When asked about the potential 

use of military force, Shultz responded that “the United States has performed with great 

restraint.  We have not used our military resources or bases or presence in any way at 

all,” but did not rule it out as an option in the future.
38
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The Campaign of 1988 

 

 As the Reagan administration attempted to force Noriega from power, Reagan’s 

Vice President George Bush was in the process of making his own bid for the White 

House.  Bush secured the Republican Party nomination on August 18, 1988 and made a 

strong anti-drug policy one of the centerpieces of his platform.  Americans who identified 

drugs as the most serious problem facing the United States had grown from 2% in 

January 1985 to 27% in May 1989, thus creating a political imperative for Bush to take a 

hard anti-drug stance.
39

  Moreover, because of revelations about Noriega’s involvement 

in drug trafficking, Bush’s involvement with Noriega during his time as the Director of 

the CIA under Ford and as Vice President came under increasing scrutiny.  Frederick 

Kempe observed that in Bush’s campaign, “Noriega was a tar baby.  Any way you 

touched him, you got stuck.”  As such, the Bush campaign asked the Reagan 

administration to “put Noriega on the back burner” until the election was over.  American 

officials at Southcom and the American embassy in Panama were instructed not to do 

anything that might exacerbate the situation.  Unfortunately, these instructions only 

encouraged PDF forces to harass U.S. troops and personnel and increased Noriega’s 

confidence that he could defy the United States.
40

 

 In a September debate between Bush and his opponent, former Massachusetts 

governor Michael Dukakis, the first question was about drugs in the United States, and 

Dukakis wasted no time in raising Bush’s connection with Noriega.  Bush argued that the 

drug problem in the United States was due to a “deterioration of values” that could be 
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solved by “[instilling] values into the young people in our schools,” while also being 

“tougher on those who commit crimes.”  Dukakis immediately seized on the issue of 

values, responding that “our leaders must demonstrate those values from the top” and 

criticizing the Reagan administration for “dealing with a drug-running Panamanian 

dictator.  We’ve been dealing with him; he’s been dealing drugs to our kids.”  Bush 

retorted that “seven administrations were dealing with Mr. Noriega” and claimed that it 

was the “Reagan-Bush administration that brought this man to justice.”  Bush also denied 

the charges that U.S. officials knew about Noriega’s involvement with drug trafficking 

before the indictments were issued, saying that “there was no evidence that…Mr. Noriega 

was involved in drugs.”
41

 

 Because drugs had become such a potent issue in the campaign, Bush could not 

publicly admit to his official knowledge of Noriega’s drug running activities.  Moreover, 

he was running on a “zero tolerance” policy for drug dealers and promised to tell “the 

dealers: whatever we have to do we’ll do, but your day is over, you’re history.”
42

  Despite 

Bush’s strident anti-drug rhetoric and his best attempts to dissociate himself from 

Noriega, the issue remained with him throughout the first days of his presidency.   

Drugs, however, were neither the foremost reason for the Reagan administration’s 

reversal of support for Noriega nor the Bush administration’s ultimate decision to invade 

Panama.  What began as a long and mutually beneficial relationship between Noriega and 

the United States became a politically toxic liability for both Reagan and Bush.  Once 

Noriega refused his continued cooperation in the Regan administration’s zealous 
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campaign to oust the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, he lost the immunity under which he had 

operated for so long.  Moreover, the allegations by members of the press and Colonel 

Díaz Herrera sparked a public reaction against Noriega that the Reagan administration 

could no longer ignore.  

 

Conclusion 

 Noriega’s relationship with the United States was an instance of what historian 

William Appleman Williams called “the tragedy of American diplomacy,” a case of 

American interventionism that sowed the seeds of its own subsequent failure.
43

  Over the 

course of three decades, the United States, in the pursuit of other foreign policy 

objectives, created the man who would later present an “unusual and extraordinary threat 

to the national security and foreign policy of the United States.”
44

  Because of fears of 

instability in Central America and threats to the security of the Panama Canal, U.S. 

intelligence agencies developed a close relationship with Noriega and strengthened the 

mechanisms of repression in the country.  Moreover, in exchange for his services, U.S. 

officials were willing to overlook Noriega’s involvement with drug trafficking and arms 

smuggling until it was no longer politically palatable to do so.  The policy of protecting 

and strengthening Noriega was perfectly consonant with U.S. foreign policy throughout 

the Cold War. 

This tragedy culminated the Bush administration’s later decision to use force to 

accomplish what Reagan had begun.  For Bush, the issue of drugs and the strong public 
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opposition against Noriega gave his administration a variety of options in pursuing 

Noriega’s departure from power, including the use of massive military force.  More 

importantly, however, the continued crisis in Panama jeopardized the Bush 

administration’s overall foreign policy goals to pragmatically manage the revolutionary 

change occurring in Eastern Europe.  As Noriega continued to threaten this goal, a 

military solution to resolve the case of the troublesome Panamanian strongman became 

an increasingly viable option.
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CHAPTER THREE 

A NEW AMERICAN INTERNATIONALISM 

George H.W. Bush entered the White House on January 20, 1989 promising to 

“make kinder the face of the Nation and gentler the face of the world.”
1
  This statement 

offered a mild rebuke of the Reagan years of revived Cold War tensions with the Soviet 

Union and an aggressive and divisive policy in Central America.  Having served as a 

congressman from Texas, head of the U.S. Liaison Office in China, ambassador to the 

UN, director of the CIA, and Reagan’s Vice President, Bush had a wealth of experience 

in public service and foreign affairs.  Bush made foreign policy the focal point of his 

administration because of his own personal interest in international affairs and the rapidly 

accelerating pace of world events in 1989.   

Bush’s worldview was informed by the lessons of World War II.  He believed the 

lessons of Munich demonstrated that aggression by dictators had to be stopped by a firm 

international response with steady U.S. leadership.  He also believed in working through 

multilateral channels, such as the UN, to resolve diplomatic crises, while using the unique 

position of the United States as a benevolent superpower guided by universal and 

enlightened values to be a leader among nations.   

The lessons of the Vietnam War also informed Bush’s beliefs of the U.S. role in 

international affairs.  For Bush, Vietnam demonstrated the need for the prudent use of 

military force, the formulation of clearly defined and achievable objectives, and the need 

for broad-based public support.  Bush lamented that Vietnam had “created an adversarial 
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sense of cynicism” in the United States, and he sought to dispel these ghosts by arguing 

in his inaugural address that “no great nation can long afford to be sundered by a 

memory.”
2
 

Bush was a realist in foreign affairs, combining caution and pragmatism that 

allowed him to effectively manage the rapid change that took place during his presidency.  

Jon Meacham writes that conservatism for Bush “entailed prudence and pragmatism.  

[He] eschewed the sudden and the visionary.”  Bush acknowledged that it “was difficult 

for me to give dramatic speeches on my vision for the nation,” but he was “certain that 

results, solid results that would lead to a more peaceful world, would be far better than 

trying to convince people through rhetoric.”  He objected to the Reagan administration’s 

strong conservative ideology and the rhetorical construction of the Soviet Union as an 

“evil empire.”  Rather, Bush wanted to work with the Soviet Union and other nations “to 

make the world a better, safer place.”
3
  

 Bush’s foreign policy team in his new administration reflected his pragmatic view 

of foreign policy.  For his National Security Adviser, Bush selected Brent Scowcroft, a 

retired lieutenant general in the U.S. Air Force with a Ph.D. in International Relations 

from Columbia University.  Bush and Scowcroft had known each other since the Ford 

administration when Scowcroft served as the National Security Advisor.  Scowcroft more 

than anyone in Bush’s administration helped to craft a post-Cold War foreign policy 

based on their shared principles and view of the United States as an exceptional nation.  

Scowcroft called himself “an enlightened realist” who “was not bound by strict categories 

or ideological commitments.”  Realism for Scowcroft meant “a recognition of the limits 
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of what can be achieved.  It’s not what your goals are, but what you can realistically do.”  

He believed that it was necessary “to strike some balance between the limits of realism 

and idealism.”
4
 

 David F. Schmitz writes that the “key tenets of Scowcroft’s thinking, shaped by 

the Second World War, were that national security policy had to protect the nation from 

aggression, provide international stability, control arms while maintaining preparedness, 

and shape an international environment that was conducive to Americas goals and 

needs.”  At the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the international order that had 

defined the thinking of U.S. policymakers since the end of World War II, Scowcroft 

sought to craft a “post-Cold War foreign policy that would provided consistency and 

stability in American policy making in the new international environment, that would 

defend the internationalist position from challenges and criticisms, and that would buffer 

the conduct of diplomacy from the turbulence of domestic politics.”
5
   

 Bush and Scowcroft shared a vision of a post-Cold War world shaped by the 

thinking of a new American internationalism.  They sought to establish a “new world 

order” that was characterized by multilateral action, collective security, and the 

deterrence of interstate aggression.  While the term “a new world order” was not 

officially used until after Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 

1990, Bush and Scowcroft laid out the broad rhetorical framework for this vision in the 

1988 presidential campaign and throughout 1989.  Even though Bush and Scowcroft 

were much more interested in managing developments in Eastern Europe and improving 
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relations with the Soviet Union, the events in Panama that were occurring simultaneously 

cannot be separated from this vision of a post-Cold War world.    

 

Bush and the 1988 Campaign 

 In July 1988, E.J. Dionne, Jr. of The New York Times called the presidential 

campaign of 1988 “ a contest with a passion for caution.”  Both George Bush and 

Michael Dukakis provided relief from the ideological rancor of the 1980s, but they “offer 

little in the way of daring promises.”  Dionne identified the primary issues of the 

campaign as being “the concerns of a cautious, inward looking country.”  The lack of 

extreme ideological conviction on the part of both candidates appealed to voters, and 

Bush sought to capitalize on these sentiments by casting himself as being a highly 

experienced and competent public servant, particularly in the realm of international 

affairs.
6
   

Dukakis did not share Bush’s record, and throughout the campaign, Bush 

criticized him for being “weak and naïve on foreign policy and defense.”  The central 

tenets of Dukakis’ foreign policy agenda included the reduction of nuclear weapons that 

had been built up under Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), the cessation of 

hostilities in Central America, and the promotion of human rights in foreign 

policymaking.  In a speech in Corpus Christi, Texas, Bush claimed that Dukakis’ 

proposals deviated from the political “mainstream” of the post-World War II bipartisan 

consensus that the United States “would have to build an effective deterrent, based on 

unsurpassed military force and the demonstrated will to use it.”  Bush further argued that 

                                                 
6
 E.J. Dionne, Jr., “Spirit of ’88; America Is Ready For a Contest With a Passion for 

Caution,” The New York Times, July 3, 1988. 



 55 

Dukakis’s views on foreign policy “amount to a rejection of America’s role as a world 

leader and a repudiation of the Truman Doctrine and the vision of John Kennedy.”
7
 

Bush consistently denigrated Dukakis’s inexperience in foreign affairs and 

repeatedly claimed that Dukakis’s policies would threaten the security of the United 

States and dilute American leadership.  In the second debate between the two men on 

October 13, Bush told the moderators that being a good president was “a question of 

values, not likabilty or lovability.  It’s a question in foreign affairs of experience: 

knowing world leaders, knowing how to build on a superb record of [the Reagan 

administration] in arms control, because you’d know exactly how to begin.”  Bush argued 

that he, unlike Dukakis, had learned from experience that “making unilateral cuts in the 

defense system is not the way that you enhance the peace” becasue “it is only the United 

States that can stand for freedom and democracy around the world.”
8
 

In contrast to Dukakis, Bush stressed that he would guide America’s foreign 

policy with a steady and firm hand.  In a speech in Chicago on August 2, 1988, Bush 

promised the crowd that his policy toward the Soviet Union “would avoid swings 

between unjustified euphoria and exaggerated pessimism.”  He also advocated the 

combined use of diplomatic and military power to help “douse regional flashpoints” that 

would emerge as new threats to global security.  Finally, he told the crowd that the 
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United States needed “experienced and creative leadership to help [the United States] 

move toward a bipartisan new American internationalism.”
9
  

The 1988 Republican platform reflected Bush’s views on a strong defense and 

continued American leadership in the 1990s.  The platform referred to Bush’s desire for 

“peace through strength” as a “proven policy” under which the Reagan administration 

had “modernized our forces, revitalized our military infrastructure, recruited and trained 

the most capable fighting force in American history.”  In addition to maintaining strong 

conventional forces, the platform expressed its support for the deployment of SDI.  The 

Strategic Defense Initiative, more commonly known as “Star Wars,” was an anti-ballistic 

missile system that would offer protection from a nuclear missile attack by “a rogue 

nation” and would change the “emphasis of our deterrent from nuclear offense to non-

nuclear defensive weapons and [provide] the only real safeguard against cheating on 

offensive arms control agreements.”
10

 

 This policy of peace through strength was designed to enable the United States to 

exercise a leadership role in the
 
twenty-first century.  The platform stated that “the world 

expects the United States to lead,” but American leadership could only be possible by 

striving for the Republicans’ foreign policy objectives: “defending the United States of 

America and its people; protecting America’s vital national interests abroad; and 

fostering peace, stability and security throughout the world through democratic self-

determination and economic prosperity.”  To accomplish these goals, the platform 
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claimed, “our policies must be built upon three basic pillars: strength, realism, and 

dialogue.”  These three tenets captured Bush’s vision of foreign policy and were largely 

consistent with the way that he would conduct foreign policy once in office.
11

   

The platform further argued that American national security was dependent upon 

the emergence and support of democratic nations.  It asserted “that our nation has a 

compelling interest to encourage and help actively to build the conditions of democracy 

wherever people strive for freedom,” for when “democracies are established in the world, 

America will be safer.”  Supporting democracy would be especially important in Latin 

America, where “the Republican Party reaffirms its strong support of the Monroe 

Doctrine as the foundation for our policy throughout the Hemisphere, and pledges to 

conduct foreign policy in accord with its principles.”  To put “an end to subversion” in 

Latin America, the United States should “seek not only to provide for our own security, 

but also to create a climate for democracy and self-determination throughout the 

Americas.”
12

   Invoking the Monroe Doctrine as a means to combat extra-hemispheric 

subversion was designed to send a message to the Soviet Union that the United States 

would continue to oppose its influence in the region.   

In the sprit of promoting democracy in Latin America, the platform devoted a 

paragraph on Panama and the conflict with Noriega, emphasizing its importance as a 

campaign issue.  The authors of the platform suggested that “Panama now poses a 

different challenge to the regional progress made over the past eight years.  Our policy 

must be as firm with respect to military authoritarianism and narco-terrorism as it is with 

communist tyranny and guerrilla subversion.”  The platform rhetorically linked Noriega 
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with communist governments in Eastern Europe and Latin America, just as it compared 

democratic movements across the globe.  This rhetorical construction thus placed 

Noriega in the same category as communist dictators in Eastern Europe, suggesting 

similar policies toward both groups.  Finally, the platform stated that “Republicans 

believe that an active, engaged America, clear of purpose and steady in action, is 

essential to continued progress in Latin America.  Passivity and neglect are a sure 

prescription for the reversal of freedom and peace in Latin America.”
13

 

An active American role in world affairs would be even more crucial when 

confronted with the uncertainty of future relations with the Soviet Union.  In an editorial 

in The New York Times in August 1988, A.M. Rosenthal wrote that Ronald Reagan had 

presented Bush with a puzzle: “How will you now persuade Americans that [foreign 

affairs experience] is still of top importance, at the very time President Reagan himself 

sees the Soviet Union as more and more cooperative, boasts of his friendship with 

Mikhail Gorbachev and clearly thinks Soviet threats are fading rapidly?”  Moreover, how 

could Bush “convince the American people that it is still in their best interests to keep 

spending hundreds of billions of dollars each year to hone the U.S. military guard against 

the Soviet Union?”  Bush told Rosenthal in a private conversation that he “will make it 

clear that the U.S. is the leader of the free world, not just another player in the universe of 

multilateral consultation and timidity, which is how Mr. Bush sees the Dukakis foreign 

policy.”
14
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Ultimately, Bush did convince voters that he was the best candidate to move the 

United States forward into the 1990s, and on November 8, 1988, he was elected the forty-

first president of the United States in a landslide vote.  It was only after Bush was elected, 

however, that he realized the magnitude and rapidity of the global change and the true 

complexities of shifting relations with the Soviet Union and developing reform 

movements in Eastern Europe. 

Eastern Europe and Relations with the Soviet Union 

When Bush took office in January 1989, the familiar trappings of the Cold War 

were still in place.  The Berlin Wall stood as a reminder of the East-West division in the 

heart of Europe as did the continuing presence of Soviet troops in Eastern European 

countries.  However, after forty-four years of confrontation between the United States 

and the Soviet Union, there was the possibility for a major breakthrough in relations 

between the two superpowers.  These relations had been steadily improving since 

Mikhail Gorbachev had taken office as the Soviet premier in 1985.  Gorbachev had 

softened Soviet rhetoric against the United States and had implemented policies of 

“perestroika” in 1986 and “glasnost” in 1988 to liberalize the crumbling Soviet economy 

and create more openness and transparency in the Soviet government.  Gorbachev 

recognized the economic and political weakness of the Soviet system and initiated these 

reforms in an attempt to avert its collapse.  Additionally, Gorbachev indicated limited 

support for reform movements in communist-controlled countries like Poland and 

Hungary.  He also repudiated the Brezhnev Doctrine in the summer of 1989, which had 

established the Soviet right to intervene in Eastern Europe if the Warsaw Pact nations 

attempted to dissociate themselves from Soviet control.   
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Scowcroft wanted the Bush administration to be at the forefront of changes taking 

place in Eastern Europe as a result of Gorbachev’s reforms.  He knew that communist 

governments in the Warsaw Pact nations lacked legitimacy and that they were “an 

imposition from that outside and would be overthrown as soon as the opportunity 

presented itself.”  Thus, he believed that the United States should seek to promote change 

in Soviet satellites to bring about a peaceful end to the Cold War.  In their joint memoir, 

Bush and Scowcroft wrote that “the long-run framework of the Bush foreign policy was 

very deliberate: encouraging, guiding, and managing change without provoking backlash 

and crackdown.”  Bush and Scowcroft sought to avoid an “outcome with a bitter, 

defeated Soviet Union that would remain hostile to the West and continue to be a 

destabilizing force in the world.”  Bush wrote that the United States “had an obligation to 

be a responsible catalyst, where possible, for democratic change in Eastern Europe.  We 

could support freedom and democracy, but we had to do so in a way that would not make 

us appear to be gloating over Gorbachev’s political problems with Party hard-liners as he 

moved away from the iron-fisted policies of his predecessors.”
15

  

Scowcroft wanted the administration to focus its energy on promoting the 

liberalization of Poland in particular.  Whereas U.S. support for individual states had 

previously been determined by their distance from the Soviet Union, as in the case of 

Yugoslavia and Romania, Scowcroft wanted to change the calculus to support states that 

pursued policies of internal liberalization.  After uprisings in 1981 and the declaration of 

martial law, the communist government in Poland had never been able to fully regain its 

hold on power.  Scowcroft believed that Poland would see some of the most dramatic 
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change because of the government’s lack of legitimacy and opposition from the labor 

union Solidarity and the Catholic Church.
16

   

While these developments in Eastern Europe appeared promising, members of the 

administration viewed them with varying degrees of skepticism.  Secretary of Defense 

Dick Cheney thought that because the Soviet Union was showing signs of distress, the 

administration “ought to continue the hard-line policies which had brought us and it to 

this point.”  Secretary of State James Baker, on the other hand, believed in Gorbachev’s 

“sincerity about reform.”  Scowcroft occupied a middle ground.  He was suspicious of 

Gorbachev, believing that he “remained a communist, perhaps not completely wedded to 

the notion of inevitable conflict between the two systems, but quite prepared to take 

advantage of us whenever the opportunity arose.”  Because he was “moving in our 

direction,” however, “he deserved our support.”  Scowcroft’s view ultimately won out, as 

the administration pursued a policy of cautiously supporting Gorbachev while urging him 

toward continual reforms.
17

    

In his speeches in the first half of 1989, Bush captured the magnitude of these 

changes and affirmed U.S. support for movements toward democratization in Eastern 

Europe and throughout the world.  In his inaugural address, Bush described the dawn of 

1989 as a time when “a new breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom seems 

reborn.  For in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over.  The totalitarian 

era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from an ancient, lifeless tree.”  Bush 

saw that “great nations of the world are moving toward democracy through the door to 

freedom” and that “the people of the world agitate for free expression and free thought 
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through the door to the moral and intellectual satisfactions that only liberty allows.”  

Bush promised that the United States was prepared to “offer new engagement” in the 

world “and a renewed vow: We will stay strong to protect the peace.  The offered hand is 

a reluctant fist; once made—strong and, can be used with great effect.”
18

  For Bush, 

American leadership in the world rested on continued military strength, which would 

allow the United States to assume its responsibility to protect and promote the spread of 

freedom.  These themes were the central tenets of the new American internationalism that 

Bush and Scowcroft were striving to create. 

Bush elaborated on the need for American strength in an address before a joint 

session of Congress on February 9, 1989.  In spite of economic prosperity at home and 

improving relations with the Soviet Union, Bush told the Congress that “we cannot rest.  

We’re a people whose energy and drive have fueled our rise to greatness.  And we’re a 

forward-looking nation.”  He continued by stating that “morale in our Armed Forces has 

been restored; our resolve has been shown.  Our readiness has been improved, and we are 

at peace.  There can no longer be any doubt that peace has been made more secure 

through strength.”  Bush rejected calls from some quarters for reduced defense 

expenditures as superpower rivalry diminished.  Bush emphatically told the Congress that 

“we cannot tolerate continued real reduction in defense….  I will not sacrifice American 

preparedness, and I will not compromise American strength.”  Bush rhetorically tied the 

forward progress of the nation and the assertion of American leadership in the world with 

continued military preparedness in a changing international climate.
19
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 Bush also affirmed that the United States would support nations moving toward 

democracy.  He stated that the Congress was lucky enough to “meet at a time of 

extraordinary hope.  Never before in this century have our values of freedom, democracy, 

and economic opportunity been such a powerful and intellectual force around the globe.  

Never before has our leadership been so crucial, because while America has its eyes on 

the future, the world has its eyes on America.”  The American response to this “great 

change in the world” would determine the vision for the next century.  Finally, Bush 

ended his speech by commenting on the change occurring in the Soviet Union.  Bush told 

the Congress that “prudence and common sense dictate that we try to understand the full 

meaning of the change going on there, review our policies, and then proceed with 

caution.”
20

  

The Bush administration’s ultimate goal was to move beyond the containment 

policy of the post-World War II era that had brought the Soviet Union to this historic 

point.  This policy included support for liberalization in Eastern Europe and peacefully 

integrating the Soviet Union into the international community.  In the first of a series of 

speeches designed to set out the framework for a post-Cold War foreign policy, Bush 

affirmed his support for the developments in Poland.  Speaking before a large Polish-

American audience in Hamtramck, Michigan, Bush told the gathering that Americans 

“are not mildly sympathetic spectators of events in Poland,” affirming an active U.S. role 

in encouraging the momentous political change taking place there.  Bush pointed to these 

historic changes by calling attention to the “suppression of freedom in Eastern Europe, 

sustained by the military power of the Soviet Union” for “almost half a century” that was 
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now being challenged by “the potency of democratic ideals: of free speech, free elections, 

and the exercise of free will.”  Bush told his audience that he was “encouraged by the 

sound of voices long silent and the sight of the rulers consulting the ruled.”  He 

commended the “new thinking in some aspects of Soviet foreign policy.  We are hopeful 

that these stirrings presage meaningful, lasting, and more far reaching change.”
21

   

Bush told his audience that securing lasting change in Eastern Europe was of the 

utmost importance to ensure a peaceful end to the Cold War.  He reminded the crowd that 

“the Cold war began in Eastern Europe, and if it is to end, it will end in this crucible of 

world conflict.”  Thus, it was with “prudence, realism, and patience” that “we seek to 

promote the evolution of freedom.”  The reforms taking place in Poland and elsewhere 

were a natural part of this evolution and “a watershed in the postwar history of Eastern 

Europe.”  Finally, Bush issued a call to action, saying that “if we’re wise, united, and 

ready to seize the moment, we will be remembered as the generation that made all Europe 

free.”  This speech exemplified the cautiously optimistic tone that the administration 

chose to adopt in supporting the reform movements in Eastern Europe.  His use of the 

words “prudence” and “patience” indicated his hopes for gradual change.  Bush did not 

declare an end to the Cold War, nor did he pressure Gorbachev to move at a faster pace.
22

 

Bush further enumerated the administration’s policy of moving beyond 

containment in a speech crafted by Scowcroft at Texas A&M University commencement 

ceremony on May 12, 1989.  Bush reminded the assembled graduates that  “no generation 

can escape history” and commented on the historic changes that were sweeping the globe.  
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He then confirmed the success of containment that had undergirded most of U.S. foreign 

policy in the post-World War II era.  He spoke of the “wise men” who crafted the policy 

of containment that had compelled the Soviet Union to “turn inward and address the 

contradictions of its inefficient, repressive, and inhumane system.”  These men, Bush 

said, “were right” and “the Soviet Union is now publicly facing this hard reality.”  Bush 

told the crowd that “containment worked because our democratic principles and 

institutions and values are sound and always have been.  It worked because our alliances 

were, and are, strong and because the superiority of free societies and free markets over 

stagnant socialism is undeniable.”
23

 

  Because containment worked, Bush argued, the United States needed an 

innovative policy to integrate the Soviet Union into a community of nations and move 

away from Cold War hostilities.  Bush declared that “we are approaching the conclusion 

of an historic postwar struggle between two visions: one of tyranny and conflict and one 

of democracy and freedom.”  To maintain a successful U.S. foreign policy beyond the 

Cold War, however, Bush wanted to “move beyond containment to a new policy for the 

1990’s—one that recognizes the full scope of change taking place around the world and 

in the Soviet Union itself….  We seek the integration of the Soviet Union into the 

community of nations.”  Ultimately, Bush said, “our objective is to welcome the Soviet 

Union back into the world order.”
24

 

This goal could only be accomplished, however, if the Soviet Union continued on 

the path of reform.  Even though the Soviet Union “says that it seeks to make peace with 
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the world and criticizes its own postwar policies…a new relationship cannot simply 

declared by Moscow or bestowed by others; it must be earned.”  For the Soviet Union to 

improve its relations with the United States, Bush said, it must “reduce [its] forces” in 

Europe, “support self-determination for all the nations of Eastern Europe and central 

Europe…, work with the West…toward diplomatic solutions to these regional disputes 

around the world…, achieve a lasting political pluralism and respect for human rights,” 

and finally “join with us in addressing pressing global problems, including the 

international drug menace and dangers to the environment.”
25

   

Despite positive developments in U.S.-Soviet relations and the prospects for 

increased cooperation, Bush cautioned his audience that “many dangers and uncertainties 

are ahead.”  He reminded the graduates that “we must not forget that the Soviet Union 

has acquired awesome military capabilities.”  Even as the United States “seeks peace, we 

must also remain strong.  The purpose of our military might is…to deter war…to 

convince the Soviet Union that there can be no reward in pursuing expansionism…that 

reward lies in the pursuit of peace.”  Even with these caveats, Bush expressed hope for a 

new era of cooperation.  He concluded the speech by telling a story of an American 

soldier during World War II who shook hands with Soviet troops “at the bank of the Elbe 

River.  Once again, we are ready to extend our hand.  Once again, we are ready for a 

hand in return.  And once again, it is time for peace.”
26
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“New World of Freedom” 

 All of these themes would ultimately become the bedrock of the Bush 

administration’s “new world order.”  While the genesis of the term supposedly occurred 

on Bush’s fishing boat Fidelity following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 

August 1990, Bush had laid out the central tenets of this vision of the post-Cold War 

world in this series of speeches in the first half of 1989.  In its final iteration, the new 

world order was founded on the premise of peacefully integrating the Soviet Union into 

the community of nations to stand by the United States in deterring interstate aggression, 

engaging the international community in collective action, eliminating chemical 

weapons, and working through multilateral organizations to resolve international crises.   

Although Bush had alluded to the fact that 1989 was the dawn of a new era, the 

rhetoric that the United States was entering into a “new world” first appeared during a 

commencement speech to the Coast Guard Academy on May 24, 1989.  Like in his 

earlier speeches at Hamtramck and Texas A&M, Bush commented on the “final chapter 

of the communist experiment” and repeated many of the same themes of moving beyond 

containment.  However, in this speech, Bush talked about the changes that resulted from 

this decline as bringing a “new world into clear focus.”  Inspired by “the ascendancy of 

the democratic idea,” never before “has the hope of freedom beckoned so many—trade 

unionists in Warsaw, the people of Panama, rulers consulting the ruled in the Soviet 

Union.”  Bush told the graduates that the United States “stronger really than at any point 

in the postwar period,” which would enable it and its allies “to shape a new world.”
27
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Bush then proceeded to lay out what this new world would look like.  It would 

consist of “a growing community of democracies anchoring international peace and 

stability, and a dynamic free market system generating prosperity and progress on a 

global scale.”  However, “this new era cannot unfold in a climate of where conflict and 

turmoil exist.  And therefore our goals must also include security and stability: security 

for ourselves and our allies and or friends, stability in the international arena, and an end 

to regional conflicts.”  To achieve these ends, the United States needed a “dynamic and 

adaptive strategy…. We must be strong economically, diplomatically, and…militarily—

to take advantage of the opportunities open to us in a world of rapid change.”  Moreover, 

Bush repeated his goal of “integrating the Soviet Union into the community of nations,” a 

task “every bit as ambitious as containment was at its time.”
28

  

In spite of the Soviet Union’s powerful military capabilities, Bush believed that 

regional conflicts would pose the greatest threat to global security in the twenty-first 

century.  Regional powers were “rapidly changing the strategic landscape.  In the Middle 

East, in south Asia, in our own hemisphere, a growing number of nations are acquiring 

advanced and highly destructive capabilities.”  These nations had the potential to create 

the conditions for “armed insurgencies, terrorists, and…narcotics traffickers—and in 

some regions, an unholy alliance of all three.”  To combat the dangers of these states, the 

community of nations “must check the aggressive ambitions of renegade regimes.”  Their 

strategy would have to include “an effective deterrent” by “convincing our adversaries 

that the cost of aggression against us or our allies is simply unacceptable.”
29
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Bush’s speech to the United Nations General Assembly on September 25, 1989, 

expanded the rhetoric of a “new world” into a “new world of freedom.”  Bush told the 

delegates that today “there’s an idea at work around the globe, an idea of undeniable 

force, and that is freedom.”  The advance of this ideal “is evident everywhere: in central 

Europe, in Hungary, where state and society are now in the midst of a movement towards 

political pluralism and a free market economy.”  However, Bush stated, “freedom’s 

march is not confined to a single continent or to the developed world alone.  We see the 

rise of freedom in Latin America where one by one, dictatorships are giving way to 

democracy.”  Throughout the globe one could “see the outlines of a new world of 

freedom,” a direct rhetorical precursor to the new world order.
30

 

Despite the shift toward a new world of freedom, Bush stated, some dictators 

stood in the way of this inexorable process.  Bush said that “freedom’s work remains 

unfinished….  Some regimes still stand against he tide.  Some rulers still deny the right of 

the people to govern themselves.”  These regimes, though, were feeling increasing 

pressure to yield to the will of their people.  This process was culminating in “an 

ideological collapse: the demise of the totalitarian idea of the omniscient, all-powerful 

state.”  If the international community chose to stand with the United States to support 

these fledgling democracies, “a new world of freedom is within reach.”
31

  

This new world of freedom was “not a world in where a few nations live in 

comfort while others live in want.”  It would be a world in which chemical weapons were 

banned so as to avoid their presence in “regional conflicts,” where the next generation of 
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conflicts would take place.  Indeed, Bush admonished his audience that “regional 

conflicts may well threaten world peace as never before.”  To combat the menace of 

regional conflicts, the United States would assume a leadership role that “is and will be 

highly public,” but sometimes “we [will] work quietly behind the scenes.  But always, we 

are working for positive change and lasting peace.”  Bush exhorted the assembled 

delegates to “make this new world of freedom the common destiny we seek.”
32

   

 Events in Eastern Europe unraveled at an unforeseen pace, yet these 

developments appeared to vindicate the Bush administration’s policy of pragmatism and 

caution and seemed to herald the inauguration of a new world of freedom.  In October 

and November 1989, the established order in Eastern Europe began to unravel.  On 

October 18, Erick Honkeer of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) was forced to 

resign as thousands of East Germans attempted to flee the country for places like West 

Germany and Hungary.  On November 9 the East German government announced that it 

would relax border restrictions with West Germany.  Thousands of East Germans flocked 

to the border between the two countries and started crossing into West Berlin in droves.  

In an unprecedented break with the past, East German soldiers did not move to stop them 

as they walked across the ground where many before them had been shot and killed.  

Later that day, the Berlin Wall fell.
33

 

 

The Malta Conference 

 After the destruction of the Berlin Wall, Bush and Scowcroft energetically 

undertook to establish more personal contact between Bush and Gorbachev and decided 
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to arrange an in-person meeting for late 1989.  With a conscious allusion to the signing of 

the Atlantic Charter in 1941 by President Franklin Roosevelt and British Prime Minister 

Winston Churchill, the Malta Conference between the two leaders in early December 

1989 was designed to address a wide range of bilateral issues, including, as Bush wrote, 

pushing Gorbachev “to stop meddling in Central America.”  Bush and his advisers also 

wanted to understand Soviet reactions to Gorbachev’s reforms, particularly among 

communist party hardliners.  Bush began the meeting by proposing a bilateral summit for 

sometime in June of 1990, discussing the potential of granting the Soviet Union “most 

favored nation status,” expressing his frustration with Soviet policy in Central America, 

and announcing his goal of eliminating chemical weapons.
34

  

Soviet influence in Central America was a delicate issue in these discussions 

between Bush and Gorbachev.  Bush and Scowcroft wrote that “the biggest thorn in US-

Soviet relations remained Central America, where the Soviets still supported their client 

Nicaragua and, through it and Cuba, the guerillas in El Salvador.  President Bush had 

scarcely ever communicated with Gorbachev without bringing up Central America or 

Cuba, or both, and we had made a point of pushing him for progress on Nicaragua.”
35

   

 After Bush had finished outlining his agenda for the meeting, Gorbachev shifted 

the discussion to the long-term relationship between the two superpowers and the 

implications of the gradual diminution of Cold War hostilities.  Gorbachev told Bush that 

“we have to address completely new problems…. Now the question is whether we should 

approach these problems as in the past.”  He went on to stress that the two countries must 
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establish “new patterns of cooperation to take account of new realities.”  Bush reminded 

Gorbachev that the United States was attempting to do just that by not responding to the 

changes in Eastern Europe with “flamboyance or arrogance that would complicate Soviet 

relations,” by not “[jumping] up and down on the Berlin Wall.”  Gorbachev 

acknowledged this and told Bush that “we have seen that, and appreciate that.”  In one 

terse sentence, the Soviet premier vindicated the policy of cautious pragmatism that Bush 

and Scowcroft had pursued over the past several months.  Both Bush and Scowcroft were 

pleased by the outcome of Malta, both claiming that the talks laid the groundwork for 

future collaboration between the two countries and the eventual foundation of a new 

world order.
36

 

 

Conclusion 

 At the beginning of 1989, no one could have predicted the eventual dissolution of 

the Soviet Union in 1991 that would fundamentally shift the global balance of power.  

Bush and Scowcroft sought to manage the beginning of this process by encouraging 

reform movements within communist-controlled countries that would allow liberalization 

to succeed without provoking violent transitions of power.  They were largely successful.  

The Soviet Union did not intervene in Poland when the communist regime brought the 

Solidarity movement into the government in free elections, and the Berlin Wall, the 

longstanding symbol of the Cold War, fell peacefully.  Bush and Scowcroft sought the 

integration of the Soviet Union into a community of nations that, with the influence of 
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U.S. leadership, would usher in a new world order based on collective security, 

deterrence of interstate aggression, and collaboration between the two superpowers.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE FIRST POST-COLD WAR INTERVENTION 

 The use of overwhelming force during Operation Just Cause contrasted sharply to 

the administration’s caution in managing the events in Eastern Europe.  If Central 

America was a point of concern for U.S.-Soviet bilateral relations, why did Bush abandon 

his characteristic caution at the risk of provoking a strong Soviet condemnation of U.S. 

actions in Panama?  If Bush were so intent upon Gorbachev’s renunciation of the 

Brezhnev Doctrine, why did he order an invasion that violated the principles of self-

determination that he championed throughout his speeches?  The invasion of Panama fit 

Bush’s rhetorical support of democracy as well as his vision for continued American 

preparedness in the wake of superpower confrontation.  Moreover, the invasion 

definitively demonstrated to the world that the United States would act swiftly and 

decisive to “douse” regional conflicts that were viewed as the greatest threat to national 

security in the post-Cold War era.  Finally, the invasion was an implicit response to 

critics who argued for reductions in defense spending in the wake of the Cold War.  

Operation Just Cause was the first post-Cold War intervention that served as a trial of the 

Bush administration’s vision of a new American internationalism. 

The Bush administration acted decisively to overthrow Noriega for two main 

reasons.  First, Noriega threatened the credibility of the United States by defying the 

Bush administration’s efforts to depose him, and by extension, the Bush administration’s 

ability to craft an effective post-Cold War foreign policy and exert influence on the 

momentous changes in Eastern Europe.  Second, events in Panama provided an 
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opportunity for the United States to demonstrate to the world that it was prepared to meet 

the challenges of an uncertain international environment at the end of the Cold War.  

Moreover, the Panama invasion took place in a context in which Congressional 

leaders and many Americans were calling for a reduction in military defense spending 

that they believed would come with the end of the Cold War.  The Bush administration 

sought to combat these calls for a “peace dividend” by re-conceptualizing threats to U.S. 

national security that would require an equally strong defense but a more agile U.S. 

military that could be quickly mobilized to protect U.S. national interests.  The crisis in 

Panama and the decision to use military force demonstrated to the American people that 

regional flashpoints would indeed endanger global security and require a responsive and 

flexible military.   

 

Bush’s Policy in Central America 

When Bush became president, one of his main priorities was to rebuild bipartisan 

consensus around foreign policy decisions that had been shattered during the vitriolic 

debates about President Reagan’s Central America policy during the 1980s.  The Bush 

foreign policy team was far more interested in managing developments in Eastern Europe 

and shaping the post-Cold War world than continuing Regan’s policies that fostered 

continued unrest and fighting.  Baker claimed that the struggle for democracy in Central 

America, exemplified by the conflict between the Sandinistas and the Contras in 

Nicaragua, “was our country’s Vietnam of the 1980s.”  Baker expressed his distaste for 
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the Reagan administration’s morass in the title of this chapter in The Politics of 

Diplomacy: “Rebuilding Bipartisanship: Lancing the Central American Boil.”
1
  

Baker feared that continued hostility between Bush and the Congress over Central 

America would inhibit the president from crafting a foreign policy independent of 

Reagan’s.  Baker wrote that Central America was “the continuing obstacle to 

bipartisanship” and that “any hopes for a diplomatic solution [in the region], much less 

achieving a bipartisan foreign policy, were doomed unless Central America was removed 

from its domestic political context.”  Baker sought to reframe the debate about aiding the 

Contras as one of “democratic principles” in Nicaragua because it was difficult “to 

maintain public support for a rebel army’s effort to overthrow a government.”  This did 

not mean, however, that the Bush administration renounced its support for the Contras or 

the objective of deposing the Sandinista government.  Because abandoning the Contras 

was “morally and politically unconscionable to [Baker]…we would ask for humanitarian 

aid only to keep them intact as a credible deterrent in the event of diplomatic stalemate.”
2
  

The administration achieved a compromise with Congress on March 24, 1989 that 

continued support for the Contras and moved beyond the vitriol of the Reagan years 

between Congress and the president.  The compromise called for $50 million in 

humanitarian aid to the Contras through the 1990 elections while the administration 

agreed to discard the policy of overthrowing the Sandinista government by force.  Baker 

believed that this victory would enable the Bush administration to devote its attention to 

more pressing issues like U.S.-Soviet relations, but more importantly, it “gave [the 
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United States] a powerful piece of leverage with which to challenge the Soviets to apply 

Gorbachev’s new thinking to continued Nicaraguan aid.”  In other words, the bipartisan 

compromise allowed Baker and Bush to pressure the Soviets to discontinue their aid to 

Nicaragua and establish a more positive approach to diplomacy in Central America.  The 

Panama crisis, however, would test the Bush administration’s ability to define a coherent 

and lasting policy toward Central America and the rest of the world.
3
   

 

The May 7 Elections: A Turning Point 

On May 7, 1989, thousands of Panamanians turned out to vote despite 

intimidation and threats of physical violence by Noriega’s paramilitary troops known as 

Dignity Battalions.  When the regime became doubtful that its candidate, Carlos Alberto 

Duque, could legitimately win the election, it stopped counting ballots and declared him 

the winner.  Teams of international observers, including one led by former Presidents 

Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford, declared these results fraudulent.  The nullification of the 

elections sparked large protests in Panama City led by the opposition presidential 

candidate, Guillermo Endara, and vice presidential candidates Guillermo “Billy” Ford 

and Ricardo Arias Calderón.  In response, Noriega ordered the Dignity Battalions to 

suppress the demonstrations.  Live television coverage showed Endara being struck on 

the forehead with a metal pipe.  Another image that was blazoned on news networks 

around the world showed a member of the Dignity Battalion attacking Billy Ford as he 

staggered from his car, covered in the blood of his bodyguard who had been shot at point 
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blank range.  Needless to say, these shocking images prompted a strong response from 

the Bush administration and international condemnation.
4
    

The May 7 elections were a major turning point in U.S. policy toward Noriega 

and forced the Bush administration to reevaluate its policy and tactics for removing him 

from power.  The administration escalated its efforts beyond the economic sanctions that 

the Reagan administration had imposed and began to contemplate the use of military 

force as a viable option.  In a 2009 interview with the Miller Center, Scowcroft said that 

the elections, “which were hijacked in the most outrageous, confrontational 

way…fundamentally changed our attitude toward Panama.”
5
  

Up until the elections, the Bush administration had mostly continued the policies 

of the Reagan administration.  On April 6, 1989, Bush had extended the state of 

emergency with respect to Panama for another year, citing the “unusual and extraordinary 

threat to the national security and foreign policy of the United States” that Noriega still 

posed.  Economic sanctions remained in place, and Bush reiterated that the goal of these 

sanctions was to “support…a return to civilian constitutional rule and the development of 

an apolitical military establishment in Panama.”  As the elections drew closer, Bush 

exhorted Noriega to allow “free and fair elections on May 7
th

” so that Panama “can again 

take its rightful place in this hemisphere’s community of democratic nations.”
6
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Despite Bush’s call for a free and fair election, the administration knew that it 

would be fraudulent but had to wait until the official results to condemn them and shift its 

policy.  The administration strongly encouraged delegations from the United States and 

other countries to observe the elections to make sure there were witnesses to the regime’s 

undemocratic methods.  In a May 5 memo from Baker to the president on the U.S. 

response to the Panamanian elections, he wrote that the Department of State “is 

encouraging and assisting a number of observer missions from the U.S.” including 

several “Congressional observer missions.”  Additionally, “we have been encouraging 

friends and allies around the world to play an active role in support of the elections…. 

Assuming all potential observers are able to enter Panama, we currently expect the total 

number to be about 150, more than enough to certify regime fraud.”
7
   

An April 24 memo from the CIA to the National Security Council conveyed the 

negative ramifications of a weak U.S. response in the aftermath of these stolen elections.  

The memo began by stating that “in the absence of a major US initiative following a 

fraudulent regime victory in the 7 May elections, we expect Defense Chief Noriega to 

have little difficulty in consolidating his grip on Panama and eliminating organized 

opposition to him.”  Although the CIA believed that Noriega would feel pressure from 

elements in the PDF to “resolve bilateral tensions with the US…we believe he probably 

will turn his attention to the search for a rapprochement but may calculate that his ability 

to determine the electoral outcome will lead Washington to resign itself to an 

accommodation with him.”  With Noriega’s “confidence boosted by the elections, he will 
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continue to see little reason to offer major concessions or to negotiate himself out of 

power.”  The memo also expressed fears that “Noriega will probably look increasingly to 

Cuba, Nicaragua, and Libya for economic, military, and intelligence assistance, although 

he will continue to proceed cautiously to avoid antagonizing anti-Communist officers in 

the Defense Forces and alarming the business community.”  Moreover, without a forceful 

U.S. reaction, “most Latin American governments…will move quickly to recognize the 

new administration.”
8
 

A strong U.S. response to a victory of Noriega’s candidate was crucial, especially 

if organized opposition to his rule within Panama collapsed.  Baker’s May 5 memo noted 

that “if Noriega successfully represses the internal political opposition in the aftermath of 

a stolen election, we will no longer be able to rely on active internal dissent as a means of 

keeping pressure on the regime.  There is likely to be one last plea for U.S. action; failing 

a decisive U.S. response, most opposition elements will opt for accommodation or simply 

fade away.  This will be followed, sooner or later, by Latin/international acceptance of a 

de facto Noriega regime.”
9
   

This outcome was unacceptable to the administration.  International acceptance of 

Noriega’s regime would confirm U.S. impotence in its own sphere of influence.  

According to Baker, the advantages of strong action by the Bush administration included 

“strong public support in U.S. and Panama for moving decisively against Noriega, and 

Congressional desire to resolve issue could combine to foster bipartisanship, renew 

internal opposition to Noriega in Panama, and employ May 7 election as a potential 
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triggering device.”  Baker acknowledged that “public support for strong anti-drug policy 

gives Administration a virtually free hand to move against Noriega.”  The administration 

could appeal to the public’s anti-drug sentiment to build a case against Noriega and freely 

formulate its response to the fraudulent elections.  Finally, the memo stated that the “PDF 

is not monolithic and not a happy institution; troops’ morale suffering from economic 

pinch, possibility of facing off against their own people.”
10

  The recognition that the PDF 

was not personally loyal to Noriega opened up the possibility of working with other 

elements in the PDF to foment a coup to depose Noriega. 

The major problem that the paper identified was that the “failure to resolve the 

Panama situation by September 1 ([the] end of Delvalle’s term) will confront the 

Administration with fallout from a perceived foreign policy failure and a renewed fight 

over the 1977 Panama Canal Treaties, with strong negative implications for U.S. Central 

America policy and the Administration’s general ability to shape U.S. foreign policy.”
11

  

Noriega refusal to yield to U.S. pressure would undermine Baker’s desire to reframe the 

discussion on U.S. policy in Central America around democratic values and self-

determination.  More importantly, the administration recognized that a failure to secure a 

democratic transition of power in the Western Hemisphere could threaten the 

administration’s power to guide the delicate process of liberalization in Eastern Europe. 

Because accommodating Noriega in the wake of stolen elections was politically 

untenable for Bush, Baker set out a series of policies that the administration should take 

to exert pressure on Noriega and compel him to step down.  The memo stated that the 

goals of the administration after the elections would be to “increase uncertainty by 
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Noriega and within Panama Defense Forces regarding U.S. intentions, demonstrate U.S. 

resolve, avoid any actions or statements which would reassure Noriega or the PDF,” and 

“avoid making any threats in the absence of decisions to back them up.”
12

  

Baker recommended that Bush deliver a statement sometime after the election to 

confirm that the results were fraudulent and denounce the Noriega regime.  This 

statement would “deal with several matters: the withdrawal of dependents, military 

reinforcements, recall of the ambassador and continued draw down of the embassy’s 

staff, continuation of economic sanctions and U.S. protection of its Treaty rights.”  The 

withdrawal of dependents and U.S. citizens living outside of U.S. military bases would 

“send a signal to Noriega and the PDF to create uncertainty in their minds concerning 

U.S. intentions.”  Officials from the State Department and the NSC believed that the 

withdrawal should take place within thirty days “in order to send the correct signal of 

creating uncertainty regarding U.S. intentions.”  A withdrawal period exceeding thirty 

days would, according to State and the NSC, “tend to reassure the PDF that the U.S. was 

not considering military options.”  To increase Noriega’s uncertainty about U.S. 

intentions to use force, the memo called for the reinforcement of existing troops in 

Panama with a brigade-sized force, which “should be announced with minimal 

explanation as to the purpose so as either to avoid threats or reassurances.”
13

  

In addition to increasing Noriega’s uncertainty about U.S. intentions, tougher 

economic sanctions were necessary.  The objectives of tightening economic sanctions 

were twofold: psychological and financial.  The psychological impact of the sanctions 

would “tell Noriega supporters that the economy will get worse as long as Noriega 
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remains in power.”  The financial objective was to “deprive regime (PDF in particular) 

and its supporters of income.”  Despite these psychological and financial pressures, 

however, the memo argued that the biggest drawback of toughening sanctions was that 

“economic sanctions alone will not force Noriega out.  The regime can continue to cut 

expenses to match cuts in revenue.”  Moreover, existing sanctions had not been 

particularly successful because “we have not vigorously enforced our sanctions.”
14

 

Additional sanctions would be less effective because the regime had “recovered” 

from the initial “psychological blow” that the first round had caused.  While “imposing 

further sanctions…would hurt the regime…the shock value has lessened.”  Another 

major problem that Baker identified was the fact that “most options for additional 

sanctions would hit the economy directly and only indirectly affect Noriega and the 

regime.”
15

  The memo recognized that economic sanctions by themselves would not 

ensure Noriega’s departure from power, but more puzzlingly, acknowledged that the U.S. 

government had not been especially stringent in enforcing them.  The memo essentially 

eliminated the option of relying on economic sanctions to force Noriega from power 

because it called attention to the inefficacy of existing sanctions and acknowledged that 

the implementation of new ones would not further the administration’s objectives. 

Despite the drawbacks of enacting new economic sanctions, however, the administration 

ultimately eliminated Panama’s sugar quota and prohibited the inspection of Panamanian-

flagged vessels at U.S. ports in November 1989.   

Regarding U.S. rights under the Panama Canal Treaties, Baker recommended that 

Bush should “announce a tougher stance, stressing the U.S. intends to assert and protect 
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its Treaty rights.”  American rights under the 1977 Treaties included the broadly defined 

right to protect and defend the Panama Canal and provide for its operation and 

maintenance.  After Bush issued his condemnation of the elections, the memo stated that 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff should “direct the development of military plans designed to 

back up this announcement with appropriate actions…. Active exercise of our rights, 

including our right to move our forces freely throughout Panama, would be involved.”  

These steps to “exercise and defend our rights would be designed to minimize the risk of 

confrontation, although possibility of such an outcome cannot be completely avoided.”  

In these exercises, U.S. troops “could use force to compel PDF respect for such 

movement, if necessary.”  While this order did not allow U.S. troops to use deadly force, 

they could ask for explicit authorization to do so “if necessary to effect movement” on 

the isthmus.
16

  

American rights under the 1977 Treaty also allowed the United States to protect 

its citizens from “unwarranted invasions of privacy” by Panamanian officials.  If that 

right was jeopardized or if Panamanian “law enforcement is not adequately protecting 

U.S. citizens and their property,” then “U.S. forces may intervene.”  These “emergency 

circumstances do not yet exist, but if the situation deteriorates and the [National 

Command Authority] approves aggressive intervention, U.S. forces could take measures 

to protect U.S. citizens and their property.”  Bush formally authorized military maneuvers 

to protect U.S. treaty rights in National Security Directive (NSD) 17 on July 22, 1989.
17

  

These exercises were clearly designed to be provocative and contained the inherent risk 

of confrontation that could lead to a full-scale military intervention.
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In addition to the efforts to intimidate PDF troops, Baker also recommended that 

the State Department deliver a “private, but recognizably authoritative message to key 

PDF officers, utilizing multiple channels and in advance of any public announcement 

regarding the U.S. intention to exercise its Treaty rights.”  The message would “state that 

the U.S. intends to exercise its Treaty rights, that we will not reach an accommodation 

with Noriega, and that the bilateral relationship and the situation in Panama will continue 

to deteriorate until the PDF takes the necessary steps which allow Panama to begin the 

process of reintegrating itself into the democratic community.”
18

  This message was 

designed to encourage a coup against Noriega by PDF officers who would be more 

amenable to reforming the institution and working with the United States to support the 

transition to a democratic government in Panama.  

The final action that Baker suggested was for the State Department to issue a 

diplomatic demarche to “Latin Americans and others…to solicit coordinated action by 

our allies aimed at continuing Noriega’s isolation.”  If these efforts did not yield a 

desirable level of multilateral cooperation, “our aim…should be at least quiescent 

understanding and tacit support by the Latin Americans and other interested allies of our 

policy course.”
19

  This recommendation not only reflected Bush’s personal style of 

diplomacy, but also demonstrated the Bush administration’s desire to build a coalition 

against aggressive states before taking unilateral action.  

Publicly, Bush took a much stronger stance against Noriega after the elections.  In 

a press conference aboard Air Force One on May 13, Bush delivered a statement in which 

he said of the PDF that “they have a very useful role to play, and they will in the future of 
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Panama have a very useful role to play.  The problem is not the PDF, per se; the problem 

is Noriega.”  When asked by reporters if he was encouraging a coup, Bush responded by 

saying that “I would love to see them get him out.  We’d like to see him out of there.”  

He said that there would be “instant normalization” of relations if “they get rid of 

Noriega.”  The people of Panama, Bush said “rose up and spoke in a democratic 

election,” and the “will of the people should not be thwarted by this man and a handful of 

Doberman thugs.”
20

  

Another reporter remarked that Bush had “struck out” so far in its attempts to 

remove Noriega from power and asked if Bush had “any other options.”  Bush responded 

that he did not, but he called the elections a “new ingredient in Panama.”  Bush told the 

reporters that “you have not heard the Church as indignant as it is now.  You have not 

seen the EC [European Community], our friends in Europe, speaking up and denouncing 

what happened.  And I think the Japanese weighed in on this.  So, I think this is a very 

different climate now and one much more conducive to possible change.”  Bush said that 

the international community now considered Noriega to be an “outlaw.”
21

   With that 

statement, the Panama crisis assumed global importance.  In the wake of the May 7 

elections, the Bush administration had initiated a fundamental shift in policy to 

aggressively promote regime change in Panama by whatever means necessary.  
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Using Force 

Bush did have another option for removing Noriega that he did not reveal to 

reporters.  The administration had formulated contingency plans to use force against 

Noriega even before the election took place.  The question was when and if to use force 

and in what form.  Opinions varied in the administration about whether this option would 

resolve the crisis in Panama.  In his autobiography, Baker writes that he feared “Noriega 

had been emboldened by the inability of our government to force his ouster through 

economic sanctions, and that military action might prove necessary.”  He wrote that the 

Pentagon had been opposed to military action during the Reagan administration, but even 

Admiral William J. Crowe, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under Reagan and now 

Bush, acknowledged that the dimensions of the Panama situation had changed 

dramatically.
22

   

Baker’s memo to the President for options in the wake of the elections presented a 

number of “strategic alternatives” for removing Noriega via a military intervention, 

known as the “Prayer Book” series.  The memo outlined several options that included the 

“accommodation track” to either “wait Noriega out,” “accommodate to the regime,” or 

“disengage.”  In the option to wait Noriega out, the “non-recognition, non-

accommodation policy would continue, but [the] U.S. would not take direct action to oust 

Noriega.”  Pursuing this policy would leave the administration open to “public and 

Congressional criticism…,[invite] Congressional efforts to manage policy…,[surrender] 

initiative to Noriega,” and “[undermine] U.S. policy objectives in Central America.”
23
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If the administration chose to accommodate Noriega it “would recognize [the] 

new regime, resume official contacts with civilian and military officials, end sanctions, 

release frozen assets and Treaty payments, and return to the status quo ante of January 

1988.”  Accommodating Noriega would enable him “to perpetuate [his] repressive, 

criminal regime,” and communicate to the “Sandinistas, Central American democracies 

and internal opposition that U.S. is unable to protect its interests.”  However, the benefit 

of this option was that it did not “risk military confrontation with PDF and attendant 

dangers.”  The final option of disengaging completely from Panama was damaging to 

U.S. interests because it was “politically unacceptable in U.S.,” and most importantly, 

“compromises U.S. leadership role, global interests and objectives.”
24

 

 The second track that the memo detailed was the “pressures track” that involved 

removing Noriega through varying degrees of force or the threat of force.  The first 

option was to “organize and execute a large-scale military operation to remove Noriega 

from power, neutralize the PDF until it could be reformed and reconstituted under new 

leadership, and foster democratic transition.”  The memo expressed serious concerns 

about this option because an operation of such proportions “requires major commitment 

of U.S. resources, including long-term commitment of resources to reform and support 

the PDF,” the “operation has potential to extend over weeks, if not months,” and any 

large-scale deployment of troops “assumes U.S. casualties.”  This contingency plan was 

called “Blue Spoon,” the operation that would eventually be renamed “Just Cause.”
25

   

Internationally, an invasion “would evoke an extremely negative response in 

Latin American and throughout the Third World, perhaps extending to U.S. allies” and 
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“would awaken anti-U.S. opinion in Panama and revivify Panamanian dependency, 

complicating efforts to negotiate PDF reform and democratic transition.”  In domestic 

politics, a large-scale invasion “would sharply polarize U.S. domestic opinion, [and] 

provide a range of opportunities for attacks on [the] Administration.”  The only positive 

outcome that the memo identified was that a U.S. invasion would “advance U.S. interests 

and objectives.”
26

 

 The second option under the “pressures track” was the possibility of “[mounting] 

a snatch operation to seize Noriega.”  American troops “assisted by PDF forces loyal to 

Delvalle, would seize Noriega through a snatch operation in response to Delvalle request 

to arrest Noriega.  U.S. military forces would block PDF attempts to intervene.”  This 

suggestion was “risky and complex” with the “possibility of exposure and failure” and, 

like a large scale invasion, “assumes U.S. casualties.”  Unlike the massive use of force, 

this option required fewer resources and an “operational phase [that] is relatively short” 

that would allow “USG agencies to normalize operations relatively quickly.”  While this 

approach could also “resuscitate Panamanian dependency” it would be “to a lesser degree 

than [the use of large-scale force].”  The international response was likely to remain the 

same, however, “which would be very costly if [the] operation failed, [but] likely to abate 

quickly if it succeeded.”  The reaction in the United States “would probably depend on 

success or failure of the operation.”
27

 

 The third choice was for the United States to “organize [a] PDF coup using covert 

and other means…to depose Noriega and transfer power within the PDF to anti-Noriega 

forces.”  Like the previous two options, this one was “risky and complex” with the 
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“scope of action beyond unilateral U.S. control” and a “high possibility of leakage, [and] 

penetration by Noriega forces.”  If the coup failed, it could “degenerate into a shoot-out 

among PDF/paramilitary force with substantial loss of life and property damage” and 

“invite severe repression, [and] longterm damage to anti-Noriega forces.”  Failure would 

also “bring international condemnation,” which would be a “severe embarrassment to 

USG.”  If successful, however, the coup would “evoke less criticism than [either massive 

force or a snatch operation]” and would leave the PDF “responsible for Noriega’s fate.”
28

   

 The final option outlined in the memo was Noriega’s removal from power “by 

[the] credible threat of use of military force.”  The United States “would make all 

preparations necessary to make the U.S. use of force credible, while issuing all 

appropriate assets to bring Noriega to a negotiated departure and stimulate PDF action to 

remove him.”  Although this option would hopefully “encourage opposition; open up 

choices for all Panamanians; unsettle PDF; [and] raise [the] threshold of uncertainty for 

Noriega,” it “won’t work as a bluff.”  For the threat to be truly credible, the Bush 

administration would have to be willing to actually employ military force.  If the 

possibility of U.S. action was successful in disturbing the PDF, it could “resolve the 

Noriega problem through PDF action.”  Furthermore, this option “maximizes subsequent 

choice of alternatives if PDF does not act or PDF coup fails.”
29

  The approval of the 

aggressive assertion of U.S. treaty rights through troop exercises and the reinforcement of 

Southcom to destabilize Noriega indicated that the administration initially chose this 

track before resorting to the use of massive force.  
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No matter how Noriega was removed from power, the question of the indictments 

against him remained.  A section of the memo from Baker called “The Dilemma of the 

Indictments” established that “the indictments against Noriega were obtained without 

allowing foreign policy and other concerns to be addressed by State and Intelligence 

agencies.”  The indictments remained “a central issue in the formulation of U.S. policy 

decisions on Panama.”  Baker outlined several options of how to proceed: “make 

sustained effort to pursue indictments and prosecution….  Leave indictments standing but 

do not pursue,” or “drop the indictments.”  Should the administration pursue them, it 

would “lend substantial credibility to the seriousness of the Administration’s war on 

drugs.”  Enforcing the indictments meant that Noriega would have to be brought to the 

United States to stand trial.  In order to “give the operation legitimacy,” President 

Delvalle would have to authorize it, but it would risk “casualties in carrying out the arrest 

operation.”
30

 

 If the administration chose to not pursue the indictments, it would only be 

“predicated on a negotiated agreement that [Noriega] depart power and leave Panama for 

an agreed period.”  However, he would have to be assured that “we would not seek 

extradition.”
31

  This option was politically unacceptable for Bush because the 

administration would face a firestorm in the Congress and domestic public opinion.  It 

would also seriously undermine the administration’s credibility with regard to its drug 

policy.  Obviously, the administration upheld the indictments.  Bush excoriated Noriega 

as an indicted drug dealer as the administration stepped up its efforts to secure his 

removal from power and bring him to the United States to stand trial.  
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 On May 11, 1989, Bush announced that he was sending an additional 1,881 troops 

to Panama to reinforce the garrison at Southcom.  While Secretary Cheney and Admiral 

Crowe supported the measure, the commander of Southcom, Fred Woerner, opposed the 

deployment and was resistant to aggressive U.S. actions in Panama.  As Bob Woodward 

notes, Woerner’s reluctance to acquiesce to the troop deployment was “one of the few 

times in his career that Crowe had encountered a commander who resisted additional 

forces.”  However, Woerner was forced to accept the troop deployment and carry out the 

proposed troop exercises to assert U.S. Treaty rights.  These maneuvers had the desired 

effect, and Noriega reportedly warned his troops to act with extreme caution to avoid 

provoking a more aggressive American response.  Even though the circumspect Woerner 

had carried out his orders, Cheney concluded that he had “gone native,” and began to 

think about replacing him.
32

 

 He selected General Maxwell Thurman, or “Mad Max” as he was known in the 

army, to be Woerner’s successor.  Thurman had been considered for the position of the 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to succeed Crowe, but Cheney believed that his 

skillset would be more suited for the crisis in Panama.  The decision to fire Woerner was 

made in early July while Crowe was on a trip to the Soviet Union, and when he returned 

to protest, Cheney claimed that Scowcroft had approved it.  Woerner and Cheney agreed 

that he would serve until the end of September when Max Thurman would take over.
33

   

This change in the command of Southcom highlighted the Bush administration’s 

understanding that, despite the risks, the United States would have to use some kind of 

force against Noriega to resolve the situation.  When the occasion did arise, the 
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administration wanted someone who would faithfully execute the “Blue Spoon” 

contingency plan.  

 

Multilateral Diplomacy 

In conjunction with U.S. military maneuvers to pressure Noriega to step down, 

the administration focused on building international support for U.S. policy in Panama.  

The administration’s goal in these international consultations was to explain to 

hemispheric and global leaders that U.S. policy in Panama was to promote democracy, 

protect U.S. national interests, and uphold the Panama Canal Treaties. 

As noted earlier, a central component of Bush’s and Scowcroft’s vision of the 

post-Cold War world involved international collaboration through multilateral 

organizations to achieve diplomatic solutions to interstate aggression.  After the May 7 

elections, Bush set about building up support for U.S. policy toward Panama.  While this 

support never took the form of asking for a military or financial commitment from other 

countries, as it did in the Gulf War, it still spoke to Bush and Scowcroft’s internationalist 

vision of collective action guided by American leadership. 

In response to the results of the May 7 elections, the State Department wrote a 

“head-of-state demarche [that] would be helpful in developing an international response 

to election fraud and a stolen election on May 7.”  The administration feared that many 

U.S. allies merely saw this issue as a “bilateral problem between Panama and the U.S.” 

and failed “to understand what we are about in Panama.”  Because of concerns about the 

willingness of U.S. allies to support its policies in Latin America, “a head-of-state 

demarche would help educate our friends and allies…and perhaps succeed in eliciting 
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individual responses from them.”  Although these “individual responses would not have 

the impact of collective action,” they “would still serve to increase pressure on Noriega 

and his supporters.  More importantly in the long run, the demarche would help prepare 

our allies for additional actions we might decide to take to protect our interests.”  The 

Bush administration wanted other governments to be prepared should the United States 

be compelled to intervene unilaterally against Panama.
34

 

The demarche emphasized several key things.  The first was that the United States 

“will not recognize a regime dominated by Noriega, and [is] prepared to increase the 

pressure on him to step down and allow the restoration of democracy.”  It warned that if 

“necessary, we will take other actions to protect our interests and hasten the end of the 

Noriega regime, but we want to avoid unilateral action if possible and find a collective 

solution to the problem.”  Finally, it urged solidarity among democratic nations, stating 

that “we believe that collective rejection of the fraudulent May 7 election, and collective 

refusal to recognize the Duque puppet regime, will have a powerful effect on the military 

officers and the handful of powerful civilians who support Noriega and weaken his grip 

on them.”
35

 

Another major international hurdle for the Bush administration was the meeting 

of the foreign ministers of the OAS on May 17.  Baker wrote in a memo to Bush that the 

United States needed a “public and a private strategy” for dealing with the OAS.  He 

believed that the United States should not expect too much from the meeting.  Latin 

American anxieties about U.S. interventionism “will possibly temper any resolution that 
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might emerge from the meeting.  If we set our public goals too high about the content of 

the resolution, and fall short of it, the meeting will be seen publicly as a repudiation of 

the United States.”  Instead, Baker wanted to keep the focus on Noriega and the May 7 

elections.  He wanted to highlight “the fact that the hemisphere came together to demand 

this meeting is an enormous defeat for Noriega” because “the last time such a Foreign 

Ministers’ meeting was held was in 1982.”  Moreover, with international attention 

focused on the election fraud, Baker felt that “our publicly stated goal should be: We 

hope and expect that the OAS will take a stand on Panama.  That would be a repudiation 

of the Noriega regime.”
36

 

 Privately, Baker wanted to secure strong language to demand Noriega step down.  

He told the president that “we are working hard to ensure the strongest possible 

resolution out of the meeting.”  He highlighted the use of multilateral diplomacy and 

sought to persuade the other OAS ministers “that this is an enormous opportunity for 

them to demonstrate that consultation and multilateral diplomacy through the OAS can 

achieve results.”  Baker praised Bush’s consultations with foreign leaders, writing that his 

efforts to reach out to foreign leaders after the elections “have helped create a much more 

favorable climate for our diplomacy.”  Baker warned, however, that the resolution might 

be weaker than the administration would like because of the OAS commitment to non-

interventionism.  He apprised Bush of the “tradeoff between going for a maximum 

resolution and risking defeat (or a close vote), and going for a larger vote and risking a 

watered-down statement.”
37
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 The final resolution contained a generally favorable outcome for the 

administration.  The resolution affirmed that “the true significance of American solidarity 

and good neighborliness can only mean the consolidation on this continent, within the 

framework of democratic institutions, of a system of individual liberty and social justice 

based on respect for the essential rights of man.”  As Baker had predicted, it also 

reiterated the principle of non-intervention by stating that “no State or Group of States 

has the right to intervene, directly or indirectly, for any reason whatever, in the internal or 

external affairs of any other States.”  However, the resolution explicitly condemned “the 

grave events and the abuses by General Manuel Antonio Noriega in the crisis of the 

electoral process in Panama” that could “unleash an escalation of violence” and that 

“have abridged the right of the Panamanian people to freely elect their legitimate 

authorities.”  The situation in Panama “could seriously endanger international peace and 

security.”
38

   

 The resolution resolved to dispatch the Foreign Ministers of Ecuador, Guatemala, 

and Trinidad and Tobago on a “mission of promoting…conciliation formulas for arriving 

at a national accord that can bring about, through democratic mechanisms, a transfer of 

power in the shortest possible time, and with the full respect for the sovereign will of the 

Panamanian people.”  The OAS further “[exhorted] the Government of Panama to 

cooperate fully in the implementation of this resolution” and “[urged] the authorities and 

all political forces in Panama to refrain from any measure or act that could aggravate the 

crisis.”  Finally, in a thinly veiled reference to the United States, the resolution called on 

“all States to refrain from any action that may infringe the principle of nonintervention in 
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the internal affairs of States.”  In a statement after the session had concluded, Baker told 

the press that the administration was “pleased with the OAS resolution” and emphasized 

that the “language to condemn Noriega by name was introduced by Latins.”
39

    

In the wake of the head-of-state demarche and the OAS meeting, Bush wrote a 

personal letter to hemispheric leaders, stressing the fundamental elements of U.S. policy 

and the extent to which U.S. national interests were at stake.  Bush emphasized the duty 

of the United States and other democratic nations to support and uphold the process of 

democratization in other nations.  The spread of liberty was a truly global phenomenon, 

and “events around the world from Eastern Europe to the Philippines leave little doubt 

about the determination of ordinary people everywhere to achieve democracy and a better 

life.  Nowhere has freedom been more broadly or more persistently sought than in the 

countries of the Western Hemisphere.”
40

   

Because of states that were “hostile to democratic institutions and eager and 

willing to subvert them if the opportunity presents itself…the democratic community 

must be clear and unified about the signals it sends when democratic institutions are 

threatened anywhere in the hemisphere.”  If these nations “signal that the subversion of 

free elections by military power such as has occurred in Panama bears no cost nor exacts 

any sanctions, if instead, we merely voice rhetorical opposition, but then resort to normal 

relations with an illegitimate regime, we send a dangerous signal throughout the 

hemisphere that could in fact encourage other groups and individuals hostile to elected 
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government to take similar actions.”
41

  Like at Munich, a weak response from democratic 

nations would encourage hostile countries to continue their aggressive behavior against 

other states.  

Due to the dangerous implications of the appearance of appeasement in the face 

of challenges to democratic values, “the United States will not send such a signal[,] for it 

would be destructive of our shared hopes and commitment to strengthening democratic 

governments.”  The negative ramifications would not be limited to the Western 

Hemisphere.  Lukewarm support for democracy anywhere in the world by the United 

States would have an unintended effect in Eastern Europe and elsewhere.  Bush finished 

the segment on promoting democracy by asking hemispheric leaders to “ensure that the 

signals it sends concerning the theft of democracy in Panama make it clear without a 

doubt that the democratic community in the Americas is committed to the survival and 

success of democracy and united in its opposition to those who would subvert democratic 

government.”
42

 

Finally, the penultimate paragraph of the letter included an ominous mention of 

the Panama Canal Treaties, noting that “the United States also has a responsibility to 

uphold the 1977 Panama Canal Treaties and to safeguard the objective of the Treaties: an 

efficient, secure and neutral Canal accessible on terms of equality to all nations.  The 

Canal, the Treaties and the prospects for stability, prosperity and democracy in Panama 

are inextricably linked.  These links will be the basis for our decisions and our actions in 

the weeks and months to come.”  This statement had two major implications: The United 

States would invoke the Panama Canal Treaties to justify further action in Panama, and 
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more importantly, the United States could use unilateral measures to do so, regardless of 

the response of hemispheric leaders.  The administration was hopeful that it could build a 

hemispheric and international consensus around the benefits of regime change in Panama, 

or at least tacit support for U.S. policy, but if it could not, it would proceed to protect its 

national security interests.
43

 

The completion of the OAS mission to Panama was set for mid-July but then 

extended to late August when the commissioners failed to come to a solution.  However, 

by the August 24 meeting of the OAS, the work of the commission had still yielded no 

results.  At U.S. urging, the OAS had established that the resolution of the Panama crisis 

was contingent on Noriega’s departure from power, the formation of a transitional 

government by September 1, new elections, and the lifting of economic sanctions against 

Panama.  Noriega, however, refused to work with the commission and, as Deputy 

Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger said in an address to the ministers, failed to 

“define any formula, any scenario, any set of circumstances under which he would be 

willing to remove the primary obstacle to resolving the crisis.”
44

   

In his speech, Eagleburger raised Noriega’s role in drug trafficking, calling it a 

threat to democracy in the hemisphere.  He called the war against drugs “a war as deadly 

and as dangerous as any fought with armies massed across borders, the survival of 

democracy is at stake.”  Combatting arguments about undue intervention in Panamanian 

affairs, Eagleburger condemned Noriega for “[wrapping] himself in the flag of 

Panamanian sovereignty while the drug cartels with which he is allied intervene through 
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this hemisphere.”  Noriega’s alliance with these cartels, Eagleburger argued, was 

“aggression as surely as Adolf Hitler’s invasion of Poland 50 years ago was aggression,” 

and “it must be brought to an end.”
45

   

Eagleburger concluded by telling the ministers that if the OAS mandate for 

Noriega to form a transitional government and step down by September 1 had not been 

met, “then the Noriega regime will have declared itself to be an outlaw among civilized 

nations, and we should treat it accordingly.”  Until Noriega acquiesced to these demands, 

“every member of this body has an obligation to support the mandate of the OAS, to 

defend human rights in Panama, to combat the alliance of drug traffickers with the 

Noriega dictatorship, and to isolate this outlaw regime.”  If the OAS shirked this duty, it 

would “send a terrible, a dangerous signal to the enemies of democracy and the drug 

traffickers in our hemisphere.  The people of Panama and the whole world will be 

watching.”  The September 1 deadline came and went, and Noriega remained in power.  

Economic sanctions remained in place, Southcom forces continued their provocative 

maneuvers, and the Bush administration prepared for further action.
46

   

 

The October 3 Coup 

 The October 3 coup attempt against Noriega finally pushed the administration to 

act.  Due to the presence of U.S. troops, Noriega had initially exercised caution during 

the summer.  Now his behavior became increasingly unpredictable.  As William Crowe 

said to Thurman in mid-August, “Noriega is proving he is an asshole.”  Crowe warned 

him that “you’re very much liable to have to go fight down there.  And if you have to go 
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fight—you better make sure you’re ready.”  On the night of September 30, Thurman 

received word that the CIA station had been contacted by the wife of PDF officer Major 

Moises Giroldi, who claimed that her husband was planning a coup against Noriega for 

the following morning.  She told the CIA that Giroldi requested U.S. assistance to block 

the roads leading into Panama City to prevent Noriega loyalists from sending 

reinforcements during the coup attempt.
47

   

While this may have seemed like a blessing for Bush, the CIA reported to 

Thurman that they were unsure about Giroldi.  He was a senior PDF officer, but he had 

helped Noriega crush a coup attempt in March 1988 and had assisted in jailing and 

torturing the coup plotters.  Other than that, they had little further information.  Thurman 

immediately reported this development to Washington and asked for further guidance.  

For Colin Powell, who had just been confirmed to replace Crowe as the Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff, this was his first test.  After receiving word from Thurman about the 

coup attempt, Powell phoned Cheney who called Scowcroft who then called the 

president.  All agreed that they did not have enough information to fully support Giroldi. 

Bush did, however, authorize Thurman to block two of the roads that Giroldi had 

requested because the administration could make it appear to be an exercise of U.S. treaty 

rights.  Because Giroldi had not expressly confirmed his commitment to democratic 

principles and because of uncertainties about Girioldi himself, the administration did not 

commit forces to support the coup.  Lacking decisive U.S. support, the coup attempt 

failed and Giroldi was executed.
48
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The Bush administration’s inaction in supporting the coup provoked a firestorm 

of criticism at home.  Congressional leaders who were pressing the administration to be 

more aggressive in its Panamanian policy were outraged.  Republican Senator Jesse 

Helms called the administration a bunch of “Keystone Kops,” who displayed “a total lack 

of planning.”  Senator Sam Nunn, a Georgia Democrat wryly observed that “we have to 

foresee our policy of encouraging a coup might succeed, and we ought to be prepared.”  

Congressman Dave McCurdy from Oklahoma stated that the administration’s inaction 

“makes Jimmy Carter look like a man of resolve.”
49

 

The press also excoriated the administration’s handling of the incident.  An article 

in The New York Times claimed that the administration had established the conditions 

that the rebels would issue “a declaration of democratic principles and an appeal for 

international backing” if they wanted broad American support, but had never 

communicated those to Giroldi.  Southcom too was “reluctant to get involved in an 

operation that they thought had little chance of success and might serve only to provoke 

criticism of the United States.”  Furthermore, Bush had only authorized the military to 

block roads that went through U.S. bases, which the administration could frame as 

“securing United States installations.”
50

   

After this fumble by the administration, Bush told the National Security Council 

that “amateur hour is over” and that he wanted “some follow-through planning.”
51

  Baker 

called the failed coup a “watershed for American policy toward Panama and Noriega” 

because the President ordered “intensive contingency planning to make sure the next 
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chance to topple Noriega wasn’t wasted.”  Baker said that the Bush team “vowed never to 

let another such opportunity pass us by.”
52

  

It was clear to Powell and Cheney, however, that with “the prestige of President 

Bush and the United States on the line,” the military could not risk “participating, even 

indirectly or by implication, in the installation of another power-hungry self-seeker.” 

Powell, therefore, concluded that only a military intervention would attain U.S. goals in 

Panama and that Operation Blue Spoon had to be expanded to be “more ambitious.”  

Furthermore, he now believed that any U.S. use of force in Panama would have to aim 

for the total elimination of the PDF, not just Noriega.  Only then could legitimate civilian 

rule be restored.
53

   

Surprisingly, U.S. policy toward Noriega apparently remained the same in the 

wake of the coup.  What had changed was the willingness to use force should the 

situation arise.  A memorandum to Carnes Lord, the Vice President’s assistant for 

National Security Affairs, stated, somewhat optimistically, that “in the aftermath of the 

failed coup of October 3, Noriega is extremely vulnerable to additional military and 

economic pressures.”  It did acknowledge, however, that “there are no guarantees of 

success without direct U.S. intervention,” but “there is a reasonable prospect that 

intensified pressures will lead to change from within Panama.”  The memo argued that 

the troop exercises to assert U.S. Treaty rights had been the most successful of the 
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pressures adopted after the May 7 elections.  The maneuvers “have put Noriega on the 

defensive and have caused the PDF to react in places and at times of U.S. choosing.”
54

   

In spite of their success in increasing uncertainty among the PDF, Noriega had 

used the exercises “as a centerpiece for his propaganda internally and internationally, and 

recently there have been some indications of a PDF adjustment to the exercises and a 

possible popular resentment occasioned by the timing and locale of some of these 

exercises.”  Even so, the Policy Coordinating Committee believed that U.S. troops should 

continue the military exercises with the understanding that they “be carried out within the 

full scope of our Treaty rights.  Heighten Noriega’s uncertainty, keeping him and the 

PDF off balance in new and creative ways.  Avoid…engendering significant additional 

criticism beyond those minimal levels already seen in Latin America and Panama.  

Exploit the existing disarray and demoralization within the PDF,” and finally, 

“emphasize in a dramatic way that Noriega’s continuation in power is a threat to the 

survival of the institution.”
55

  These were not new or creative ways to put pressure on 

Noriega.  What had changed was the will to use force in the event of a confrontation with 

PDF troops that would precipitate Noriega’s ouster.  

Realizing that the botched coup attempt could have serious political repercussions 

for his presidency, Bush stepped up his anti-Noriega rhetoric.  After having a benign cyst 

removed from his hand on October 6, Bush gave an interview with reporters on the 

situation in Panama.  The first question for Bush about the coup asked if Bush felt that he 

“blew it” as critics had claimed.  Bush responded by telling the reporters that he and his 
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administration “reviewed all the information, and I don’t see anything now that would 

have had me make a different decision then.”  He repeated that he wanted “to see Noriega 

out of there.”  This message was familiar, but when asked if he would assist another coup 

attempt with military force, Bush simply said that he “would not rule out any option.”
56

  

The contingency plan for the use of force that had been formulated in May would be 

employed.  The only question was when.   

 

“We’ve Had Enough” 

 A series of tense months followed the October coup as the Bush administration 

hoped for another chance to act against Noriega.  On December 15, 1989, the Noriega-

controlled National Assembly declared war on the United States, a development that was 

emblematic of Noriega’s increasing unpredictability.  The next day, a group of four U.S. 

marines who were on leave in Panama City sped through a PDF roadblock after taking a 

wrong turn near the Commandancia.  Noriega’s forces opened fire, and a stray bullet 

pierced the interior of the car and mortally wounded Lieutenant Robert Paz who died 

shortly before reaching the hospital.  A lieutenant in the Navy and his wife who were on 

their way back to the Canal Zone witnessed the shooting and were detained by PDF 

forces.  The soldiers beat the lieutenant and threatened his wife with sexual violence but 

released them both the next morning.  Bush dictated to his diary: “We’ve had enough….  

We cannot let a military officer be killed, and certainly not a lieutenant and his wife 
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brutalized.”
57

  These two events gave Bush the probable cause that he needed: an 

outstanding declaration of war that threatened the safety and operation of the Panama 

Canal and a seemingly serious threat to American citizens in Panama.  As Baker wrote, 

the administration had “just been handed the reason for doing what we should have done 

in October.”
58

 

 In his autobiography, Colin Powell notes that it was a “strange time to prepare for 

war” and recalls “hurrying down a festively decked corridor of the White House” on 

Sunday, December 17 to a meeting of Bush’s chief advisers.  He describes President 

Bush sitting in an armchair wearing one sock that said “Merry” and the other, 

“Christmas” as they convened to discuss their options in the wake of the marine officer’s 

death.  The primary objective of the operation, according to Powell, was to eliminate 

Noriega and the PDF.  The successful destruction of the PDF as an institution would 

mean that the United States “would be running the country until we could establish a 

civilian government and a new security force.”
59

 

 Powell said that the discussion focused mostly on the number of casualties that 

U.S. forces might incur.  After Powell explained the details of the military operation to 

the group, Scowcroft spoke and told the President that “there are going to be casualties.  

People are going to die.”  Scowcroft also asked Powell about what would happen if “we 

go through all this and we don’t nab Noriega?  That makes me nervous.”  Powell 

admitted that there was the possibility of Noriega escaping into the jungle and launching 

a guerilla counterattack from there, but he also said that using massive force was actually 
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less risky than a surgical strike to remove Noriega.  When pressed for casualty estimates 

by the president, Powell responded that “I can’t be more specific.”  Finally, after 

significant discussion, Bush said simply, “Okay, let’s do it….  The hell with it.”
60

   

Powell wanted to put one finishing touch on the invasion plans.  He thought that 

the name Blue Spoon “might be fine as a code name to hide an operation, but it was 

hardly a rousing call to arms when the time came to go public.  You do not risk people’s 

lives for Blue Spoons.”  He and Thurman eventually settled on the name “Just Cause” 

because “even our severest critics would have to utter ‘Just Cause’ while denouncing us.” 

Just after midnight on December 20, Guillermo Endara was secretly sworn in as President 

of Panama at Fort Clayton in the Canal Zone, and at one in the morning, U.S. troops 

began the operation to overthrow Noriega.
61

   

 

Justifying The Invasion 

The invasion began with the largest combat airdrop since World War II of over 

four thousand Army Rangers to neutralize Omar Torrijos airport and the Sierra Tigre 

power station and to prevent PDF troops from reinforcing Panama City.  The bulk of 

American forces moved into Panama City to strike at the heart of Noriega’s operations: 

the Commandancia.  The heaviest fighting took place just outside of Noriega’s 

headquarters, where columns of tanks and armored cars supported rifle companies to 

smash their way in, capture Noriega, and destroy the PDF’s center of operations.  

Fighting in and around the Commandancia occurred until six o’clock when the Rangers 

were finally able to occupy what remained of the compound.  They discovered that 
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Noriega had escaped after being alerted of the imminent invasion the night before.  Once 

PDF resistance crumbled, American troops began the hunt for Noriega.
62

   

At 7:40 the next morning, Bush went on television to announce the U.S. action in 

Panama.  He stated clearly that the goals of U.S. policy in Panama had been “to safeguard 

the lives of Americans, to defend democracy in Panama, to combat drug trafficking, and 

to protect the integrity of the Panama Canal treaty.”  Although “many attempts have been 

made to resolve this crisis through diplomacy and negotiations[,] all were rejected by the 

dictator of Panama, General Manuel Noriega, an indicted drug trafficker.”  He told the 

public that he took this action, “only after reaching the conclusion that every other 

avenue was closed.”  The declaration of war against the United States and the killing of 

the American marine “created an imminent danger to the 35,000 American citizens in 

Panama.”  Because the president had “no higher obligation than to safeguard the lives of 

American citizens,” Bush “directed our Armed Forces…to bring General Noriega to 

justice in the United States.”
63

 

Bush told the American people that he had contacted the bipartisan leadership of 

Congress and spoken with leaders in Latin America, the Caribbean, and other U.S. allies 

since the start of military operations.  He assured the public that the United States 

intended to withdraw its forces from Panama “as quickly as possible” and expressed his 

grief for those Americans who “lost their lives in defense of their fellow citizens, in 

defense of democracy.”  He told the public that “key military objectives have been 
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achieved” and “most organized resistance has been eliminated,” but cautioned that “the 

operation is not over yet” because General Noriega had not been apprehended.  

“Nevertheless,” Bush continued, “yesterday a dictator ruled Panama, and today 

constitutionally elected leaders govern.”  Bush ended on an optimistic note, saying that 

he hoped “the people of Panama will put this dark chapter of dictatorship behind them 

and move forward together as citizens of a democratic Panama.”
64

  

 Due to the speed of starting the operations after the killing of the U.S. marine, the 

president was unable to reach all allies prior to the start of hostilities, but he did speak 

with many foreign leaders to justify U.S. actions in Panama.  In a conversation with 

Francois Mitterand of France shortly after his speech to the public, Bush said that he had 

“tried very hard to consult with hemispheric leaders, and other leaders…to peacefully 

resolve the situation and help bring democracy to Panama.”  However, after the 

declaration of war, the death of the marine, and the sexual harassment of the navy 

lieutenant’s wife, Bush “decided we had to take military action to protect the lives of 

Americans and to restore democratic government to Panama.”
65

   

Justifying the invasion based on Noriega’s involvement in drug trafficking is 

strangely absent from these phone calls and demonstrates that drugs were used purely as 

a way to build domestic support for the invasion.  In response to Bush’s justifications, 

Mitterand brought up the need for the “United States to position to be clearly expressed 

regarding the…war against drugs” and reminded Bush that “the democracy element is 
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important, but not sufficient, because there are lots of dictatorships in the world, and it 

does not justify acting against all of them.”
66

 

Baker gave a press conference shortly after Bush’s statement, and an hour later, 

Powell and Cheney delivered a joint briefing to reporters at the Pentagon.  All repeated 

similar themes to justify the invasion. Baker told reporters that “our foreign policy goals 

in Panama have been clear, and they have been consistent.  We have sought to help the 

Panamanian people build an authentic democracy.  We have been committed to full 

implementation and remain committed to full implementation of the Panama Canal 

Treaties.”  When asked if he believed the operation would be a success without capturing 

Noriega, Baker said that “the President laid down four objectives, one of which was to 

protect American lives…one of which was to assist a democratically elected government 

down there in fulfilling its international responsibilities; another of which was to seize 

and arrest an indicted drug trafficker; and yet another of which was to defend the 

integrity of the United States rights under the Canal Treaties….  [T]he bulk of those 

objectives has been achieved.”
67

   

Baker justified the legality of the invasion by invoking “an inherent right of self-

defense, as recognized in Article 51 of the United Nations Charter, and Article 21 of the 

OAS Charter, which entitles us to take measures necessary to defend our military 

personnel, United States nationals and U.S. installations….  Furthermore, the United 

States has both the right and, for that matter, the duty to protect and defend the Canal 
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under Article 4 of the Panama Canal Treaty, to which the Government of Panama, of 

course, gave its consent.”
68

 

 Powell and Cheney echoed Baker’s justifications about using force.  Powell told 

reporters that the administration’s purpose was “to protect Americans, to protect the 

integrity of our treaty, to restore democracy in Panama, and bring justice to the fugitive, 

Mr. Noriega.”  Since Noriega had not been captured during the initial phase of the 

operation, one reporter asked if he might “make life miserable for the U.S. forces down 

there.”  Powell, with a conscious nod to the legacy of Vietnam, sought to assuage the 

worry that American troops would become bogged down in a protracted guerilla conflict 

in the jungles of Panama by arguing that “it’s been some years since Mr. Noriega, the 

fugitive, has been seen in the jungle, living in the jungle.  He’s used to a different kind of 

lifestyle, and I’m not quite sure he would be up to being chased around the countryside 

by Army Rangers, Special Forces and Light Infantry units.”
69

 

 In the international arena, the U.S. ambassadors to the UN and the OAS delivered 

speeches to explain the use of unilateral military action.  On December 20, UN 

Ambassador, Thomas Pickering began his address by justifying U.S. action under Article 

51 of the UN Charter.  American forces had “exercised their inherent right of self-defense 

under international law by taking action in Panama in response to armed attacks by forces 

under the direction of Manuel Noriega.”  This display of force was “designed to protect 

American lives as well as to fulfill the obligations of the United States to defend the 

integrity of the Panama Canal Treaties.”  Pickering then laid out the case against Noriega, 
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invoking the May 7 elections when the people of Panama “voted to end a brutal 

dictatorship.”  These aspirations for democracy were “met with Noriega’s iron pipes and 

rifle butts, hired mobs, and prison cells” while the world looked on.  Like Eagleburger’s 

speech in August, Pickering called Noriega’s drug trafficking “aggression against us all” 

that “threatened the survival of democracy in the Western Hemisphere.”  He concluded 

by stressing that military force was the “last option…after exhausting the full range of 

available alternatives.”
70

 

 Luigi Einauid, the U.S. ambassador to the OAS, delivered a similar speech before 

that body on December 22.  Einaudi reminded the OAS that they were “living in historic 

times, a time when a great principle is spreading across the world like wild fire.”  This 

global revolution did not mean that the United States would “intervene in favor of 

democracy where we are not welcomed;” the United States would not be “gendarme of 

democracy.”  Rather, the United States acted “for legitimate reasons of self-defense, and 

to protect the integrity of the Canal Treaties.”  Einaudi also noted that the action was 

necessary, in part, due to the failure of the OAS to “do anything about Noriega’s 

scandalous and bloody rape of democracy.”  While the OAS continued to seek a 

compromise with Noriega, the simple fact remained that “you cannot reason with a 

dictator” or “ask him to relinquish peacefully that which he has obtained through bloody 

and unspeakable means.”
71
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 Einaudi concluded with a veiled threat should the OAS condemn the U.S. action 

in Panama.  He asked the assembled delegates if “this organization [is] now prepared to 

forfeit the respect which it has earned in the eyes of the American people and the moral 

authority which it enjoys throughout this hemisphere by challenging the just verdict that 

history has decreed upon Manuel Noriega?”  He called upon the OAS to fall on the right 

side of history “in the name of all those throughout the Americas who have struggled, 

fought, and died for freedom” against repressive dictators like “Somoza, Duvalier, 

Marcos, and, more recently, Honecker, Zhivkov, and Husak.”  Einuidi thus emphasized 

the global nature of the move toward democracy and condemned dictators supported by 

the United States and the Soviet Union in the same breath.
72

 

 The hunt for the former Panamanian dictator continued for the next two weeks 

with no success.  American troops were so eager to find Noriega that they accidentally 

broke into the house of the Nicaraguan ambassador, almost causing a diplomatic crisis.  

Finally, U.S. officials learned that Noriega had asked for sanctuary inside the Vatican 

Embassy.  American troops set up shop outside of the embassy and blared rock music 

around the clock, featuring classics like “Nowhere to Run” by Martha and the Vandellas 

and “Big Shot” by Billy Joel, to make conditions inside the embassy so unbearable that 

he would have to surrender.
73

  Finally, on January 3, 1990, after pressure from the Papal 

Nuncio and U.S. troops, Manuel Noriega, emerging from the embassy in a clean dress 

uniform, surrendered to Max Thurman.   
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 Bush announced Noriega’s capture in an address to the nation the same day.  He 

thanked the Vatican for its cooperation and stated that “the United States is committed to 

providing General Noriega a fair trial.”  However, Noriega’s capture “should send a clear 

signal that the United States is serious in its determination that those charged with 

promoting the distribution of drugs cannot escape the scrutiny of justice.”  Apprehending 

Noriega “marks a significant milestone in Operation Just Cause.  The U.S. used its 

resources in a manner consistent with political, diplomatic, and moral principles.”  The 

president confirmed that “the first U.S. combat troops have already been withdrawn” and 

“others will follow as quickly as the local situation permits.”  The United States, Bush 

said, was “engaged in the final stages of a process that includes the economic and 

political revitalization of this important friend and neighbor, Panama.”  He ended his 

remarks by thanking those who fought in combat and the Americans and Panamanians 

who “sacrificed much to restore democracy to Panama.”
74

 

 Though Noriega had surrendered to American troops, thus marking the 

completion of all of the objectives the administration had set out, Bush used his State of 

the Union Address on January 31, 1990 to officially announce the final withdrawal of 

American combat troops, stating that “well before the end of February, the additional 

numbers of American troops…will be back home.”  Bush called 1989 “a singular 

moment in history” like other dates “that divide all that goes before from all that comes 

after.”  Bush compared 1945 to 1989 as one of those moments because it had “provided 
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the common frame of reference, the compass points of the postwar era we’ve relied upon 

to understand ourselves.”
75

   

Nineteen eighty-nine, Bush said, had upended the Cold War order.  The events of 

the “Revolution of ’89…have been a chain reaction, changes so striking that it marks the 

beginning of a new era in world’s affairs.”  Bush asked Congress to “think back…just 12 

short months ago” when “the people of Panama lived in fear, under the thumb of a 

dictator,” when Lech Walesa, the leader of the Solidarity union in Poland “declared that 

he was ready to open a dialog with the Communist rulers of that country,” when 

“freedom’s playwright, Václav Havel, languished as a prisoner in Prague,” and when 

East German President Erich Honecker “predicted the Berlin Wall would last another 

hundred years.”
76

 

Now in Panama “democracy is restored; Panama is free.  Operation Just Cause 

has achieved its objective.”  In Poland, “members of Solidarity lead the Polish 

Government” with “the future of a free Poland in their hands.”  Václav Havel was now 

President of Czechoslovakia, and the Berlin Wall had fallen.  These “remarkable events,” 

Bush declared, “fulfill the long-held hopes of the American people” and “validate the 

longstanding goals of American policy, a policy based on a single, shining principle: the 

cause of freedom.”  In the midst of these developments stood the United States, “at the 

center of a widening circle of freedom—today, tomorrow, and into the next century.”  

Although the United States was poised on the brink of the next century, the world which 
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it would enter “is a new world of challenges and opportunities” with a “need for 

leadership that only America can provide.”
77

   

For the past forty years, Bush said, “America and its allies held communism in 

check and ensured that democracy would continue to exist.  And today, with communism 

crumbling our aim must be to ensure democracy’s advance, to take the lead in forging 

peace and freedom’s best hope: a great and growing commonwealth of free nations.”  In 

the nations of Latin America, Asia, and Africa, Bush called for the “full flowering of free 

governments and free markets” and told Congress that it was “time to offer our hand to 

the emerging democracies of eastern Europe so that continent—for too long a continent 

divided—can see a future whole and free.”  Bush affirmed his commitment to “endorse 

and encourage a peaceful process of internal change toward democracy and economic 

opportunity.”  In this time of “great transition, great hope, yet great uncertainty,” the 

United States must pursue “the cause of peace” by being “strong enough and secure 

enough to defend our interest and our ideas” that inspired “this Revolution of ’89.”
78

 

 

Conclusion 

 The American invasion of Panama was the first post-Cold War intervention and 

the first chance for the Bush administration to build a new world order.  It was also a 

turning point in the use of military force since the Vietnam War.  The United States had 

gone into Panama with overwhelming force with seemingly legitimate justifications 

having exhausted all other possible policy alternatives.  The administration had employed 

economic sanctions, multilateral diplomacy, and the credible threat of U.S. military 
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intervention all to no avail.  Bush had used personal diplomacy to build broad 

international support for U.S. policy and condemnation of Noriega.  Finally, the Bush 

administration had deployed a highly mobile U.S. military to restore democracy in 

Panama and eliminate a dictator who threatened American national security.   

 Noriega was a tragic figure.  He achieved success and notoriety by cooperating 

with the United States throughout the years of superpower confrontation in Central 

America, as successive administrations appeared indifferent to Noriega’s illicit behavior 

and obvious corruption.  The end of the Cold War marked the end of Noriega, as U.S. 

policymakers determined that new threats would come from those like Noriega and not 

the daunting military capabilities of the Soviet Union.  By 1989, Noriega was in the 

wrong place at the wrong time.  There was no denying that Noriega was corrupt, 

oppressive, and brutal, but compared to other regimes in Latin American and elsewhere, 

he was no different than many dictators that the United States had and still supported.  

Noriega had merely outlived his usefulness as an ally and had instead become a more 

useful enemy.  He was a political liability for Bush at a time when anti-drug sentiment in 

the United States was at its peak and the promotion of democracy was a central 

component of U.S. foreign policy.  Moreover, Noriega perfectly fit the profile of new 

threats that would emerge to endanger global security in the twenty-first century.  

 

 

 

 

 



 118 

CONCLUSION 

Operation Just Cause marked the twentieth U.S. intervention in Panama in the 

long and tumultuous relationship between the two countries.  A total of twenty-four 

American soldiers died in the invasion, and estimates on the number of Panamanian dead 

range from the military’s official count of several hundred to human rights organizations’ 

claims of thousands.  The economic sanctions levied against Panama had a devastating 

effect on the economy, causing a 16% drop in GDP from $4.3 billion in 1987 to $3.6 

billion in 1989.  Unemployment had increased to over 25% from under 12% in 1987.  

The severe political and economic uncertainty caused by U.S. political pressures on the 

Noriega regime had created a severe erosion of confidence, a contraction of bank credit, 

and a drop in government expenditures.  Furthermore, American bombing during the 

firestorm that was unleashed on Panama City decimated the El Chorillo slum and 

displaced thousands of the nation’s poorest citizens who lived in already precarious 

conditions.
79

  

In spite of these grim statistics, the Bush administration triumphantly 

characterized the invasion as a success.  All of the clearly defined mission objectives had 

been achieved, the invasion had been enormously popular both in Panama and in the 

United States, and international criticism had been largely muted.
80

  Furthermore, the 

invasion of Panama allowed the Bush administration to resist calls to significantly reduce 

defense expenditures and drastically reshape the American armed forces.  In fact, the 
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largest deployment of troops since the Vietnam War had largely restored American 

confidence in the ability of the United States to use force to protect American national 

interests.  Finally, the administration’s campaign to demonize Noriega as a threat to 

American national security successfully laid the groundwork for what would become the 

rogue state doctrine that the Bush administration would invoke when waging its 

campaign against Saddam Hussein in 1990-1991.  Operation Just Cause was the first 

post-Cold War intervention that illustrated to the international community the importance 

of deterring aggression, if not through multilateral channels, then through a firm U.S. 

response, and proved to the American people the moral imperative of creating a new 

American internationalism.   

 

The Peace Dividend 

 The idea of a peace dividend first emerged at the end of the Vietnam War, when 

some believed that the end of hostilities would signal a reduction in military spending and 

a subsequent reinvestment in social programs, a decrease in taxes, or a reduction of the 

government deficit.  Historian Paul Kennedy described a similar principle in The Rise 

and Fall of the Great Powers published in 1987.  In it, he posited a theory of “imperial 

overstretch” which held that great powers suffered relative decline if they maintained 

high levels of spending and international commitments over an extended period of time.
81

 

The phrase made a rapid resurgence at the end of 1989 as the Soviet Union’s precarious 

economic and political condition became increasingly apparent.  
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While the Bush administration was forced by fiscal realities to request a lower 

than desired defense budget for 1991, the administration sought to counter proposals for 

what they believed were misguided calls for a peace dividend.  Scowcroft in a memo to 

the president laid out the case for a level of defense expenditures that reflected the 

realities of the post-Cold War world.  Scowcroft began the memo by acknowledging that 

the “FY 1991 defense budget will be smaller than previously planned, and…this is 

largely the result of fiscal pressures.  That said, we should recognize that how we 

characterize the strategic rational underpinning the FY 1991 defense budget in 

Congressional testimony and public statements may have as telling an effect on national 

security as the budget itself.”  Scowcroft believed that the administration would have to 

rationalize the defense budget based on geostrategic considerations.  He wrote that the 

administration’s characterization of these new considerations would “help shape the size 

and content of the defense program” and impact “the perceptions of friends and 

adversaries about the nature of the American assessment of and engagement in a ‘post-

containment’ world.”
82

 

Scowcroft told the president that the administration must walk a fine line between 

presenting a realistic defense budget while also ensuring its capability to meet emerging 

threats.  He wrote that “if we exaggerate the fiscal pressures, the Hill could have a field 

day savaging your defense budget request at the same time that it flails the 

Administration for the lack of a coherent strategy.”  This approach would also open up 

the administration “to the criticisms that we are oblivious to the revolutionary changes 
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that are happening all around, or at least have no plan for seizing new opportunities and 

meeting new challenges.”  The National Security Advisor wanted to avoid characterizing 

the necessary defense cuts as the product of a more favorable security environment.  He 

believed that this claim would lead to more vociferous calls for a peace dividend and 

would risk “triggering a spiral of Allied cuts” in NATO defense budgets that could 

severely jeopardize the security environment in Europe.
83

    

In the final assessment, Scowcroft wrote that the administration “should 

characterize the defense budget request as the first step in restructuring our defense 

program and military capabilities in ways that position us for ongoing and prospective 

changes in the security environment.”  If the administration took this approach, it would 

“help ensure that reductions are properly shaped by a changing strategic landscape whose 

implications the Administration has assessed.”  Scowcroft believed that this strategy 

would preempt calls for a peace dividend, reassure the NATO allies that the United States 

would not unilaterally cut its defense expenditures, and present the administration as 

realistically assessing the geopolitical environment in the context of finite resources.
84

 

Scowcroft went on to outline the key themes that the administration should 

emphasize when making its case to Congress and the American people.  The first of these 

themes was that “American power has been an important precondition to the positive 

changes we are witnessing in Soviet behavior and elsewhere in the international 

environment.  This is a difficult period of transition in which we must sustain our strength 

and use it wisely to encourage continuation of the change it has fostered thus far.”  

Second, he believed that Bush should highlight that “our defense program is responsive 
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to…emerging trends, but is keyed to currently changing realities, not hoped-for futures.”  

In the face of this uncertain international environment, “our forces must continue to deter 

the Soviets, but also have increased utility for other, more likely, conflicts.”  Because 

these kinds of conflicts would be the greatest threat to global stability, “we envisage our 

active forces being smaller, more global in their orientation and having a degree of 

agility, readiness and sustainability appropriate to the demands of likely contingencies.”  

The budget that the administration was proposing “begins building toward these kinds of 

forces in a responsible way.”  Scowcroft hoped that a public relations campaign from the 

President and other administration officials to repeat these themes would allow “the 

Administration to occupy some strategic high ground and use it as a defensible position 

from which to dampen unrealistic expectations for an immediate and large peace 

dividend.”
85

  

Bush obliged Scowcroft and mounted an energetic campaign to refute calls for a 

peace dividend.  The president characterized defense cuts as a reassessment of the 

geostrategic environment to meet emerging threats—i.e. unstable and aggressive dictators 

like Noriega.  Bush essentially revived the rhetoric of “peace through strength” and 

identified threats to national security that the United States would face in the coming 

decade.  In a speech to troops in Barstow, California, Bush rejected proposed reductions 

in military spending by citing the success of Operation Just Cause.  Bush told the troops 

that “lasting peace stems from strength,” which would only be possible through 

continued military preparedness.  Bush said that as the United States entered the 1990s, it 

“is shaping its military to meet a changing international environment, one that may be 
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potentially safer, but one that will almost surely have its share of uncertainties and 

dangers.”  He told the soldiers that “America must always be prepared to fight for 

freedom and security” and that when the United States intervenes militarily, “I need to 

know, as I did in Panama, that you are ready and you are ready now.”
86

 

 Bush echoed these themes in a speech to the Commonwealth Club in San 

Francisco.  He told the group that the U.S. defense strategy must change in response to 

threats to U.S. security.  He reminded his audience that “new threats are emerging 

beyond the traditional East-West antagonism of the last 45 years.  These contingencies 

must loom larger in our defense planning.”  Bush then went on to reference “the threats 

of Libyan and Iranian terrorism” and the “liberation of Grenada and Panama” as 

examples of the kinds of challenges the United States would face in the coming decade.  

He believed those who spoke of “the peace dividend” were ignorant of “the short-term 

cost of peace.”  As a rebuke to these critics, he said that the American people “had 

always been willing to pay the price of peace.”
87

 

Bush and Scowcroft already had an idea of what these new threats would be and 

justified the administration’s defense budget based on the assumptions laid out in a 

document called “National Security Strategy for the 1990s.”  On March 3, 1989, Bush 

had signed National Security Review 12, which raised questions and issues for the 

administration to consider as it moved into a strategic assessment of threats to national 

security in the wake of superpower confrontation.  Bush began with the assumption that a 
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strong military was crucial to ensure America’s strength.  He wrote that the “rebuilding 

of American military strength has served as an essential underpinning to our past 

success.”  Bush argued that “it would be reckless to dismantle our military strength and 

the policies that have helped make the world less dangerous, and foolish to assume that 

all dangers have disappeared.” Recognizing, however, that the United States was 

operating in an era of finite resources, Bush directed that the review consider that “our 

ability to meet our defense objectives and to pursue our defense strategy will be 

significantly affected by the resources available.”
88

 

The final product, prepared by the Deputies Committee of the National Security 

Council, was released on March 1, 1990.  The “National Security Strategy for the 1990s” 

began by noting how America’s post-World War II foreign policy was vindicated by 

recent events.  The introductory paragraph stated that “the challenge of an aggressive, 

repressive Soviet Union was contained by a system of alliances, which we helped create, 

and led.”  The Soviet Union was forced to “turn inward to face the internal contradiction 

of its own deeply flawed system—as our policy of containment always envisioned.”  The 

United States would not let this historic opportunity pass, “nor will we shrink from the 

challenges created by new conditions.  Our response will require strategic vision—a clear 

perception of our goals, our interests, and the means to achieve and protect them.”
89

 

This document laid out several key tenets for American leadership in the post-

Cold War world.  The United States must act to “deter any aggression that could threaten 

its security and, should deterrence fail, repel or defeat military attack and end conflict on 
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terms favorable to the United States, its interests and allies.”  The United States and its 

allies should work to “maintain stable regional military balances to deter those powers 

that might seek regional dominance” and “aid in combatting threats to democratic 

institutions from aggression, coercion, insurgencies, subversion, terrorism, and illicit drug 

trafficking.”  Finally, the United States should assume a global leadership role to “make 

international institutions more effective in promoting peace, world order, and political, 

economic and social progress.”
90

  

While Third World conflicts would no longer “take place against the backdrop of 

superpower competition…, many will, for a variety of reasons, continue to threaten U.S. 

interests.  The erosion of U.S.-Soviet bipolarity could permit and in some ways 

encourage the growth of these challenges.”  The United States now faced the danger of 

“highly destructive regional wars…made even greater by the expansion of the armed 

forces of regional powers and the proliferation of advanced weaponry.”
91

  Superpower 

confrontation had created stability, or at least predictability, in the world’s balance of 

power.  What became known as “rogue states” with potential nuclear capabilities and 

regional influence injected a volatile new element in international affairs.  Saddam 

Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 would prove this document to be 

remarkably prescient. 

 

The Gulf War: The Second Post-Cold War Crisis 

On August 2, 1990, Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait with over 

600,000 troops and declared it to be under Iraq’s control.  In their memoir, Bush and 
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Scowcroft described Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait as the first “the first post-Cold War 

crisis” and cited the administration’s response to the invasion and the build up to the 

Persian Gulf War as one of their most impressive foreign policy accomplishments.  The 

administration mustered a coalition of nations to condemn the invasion, impose economic 

sanctions on Iraq, mobilize troops, and subsidize the majority of the operation to repel 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait.  The administration also secured a UN resolution of 

condemnation and an authorization to use force should Hussein fail to withdraw his 

troops.  Perhaps most importantly for Bush and Scowcroft, they convinced the Soviet 

Union to issue a joint statement condemning Iraq, to which it provided a substantial 

amount of aid.  This communiqué was such a milestone that Baker described the day the 

language was finalized as being “the day the Cold War ended.”  Bush and Scowcroft 

called it a “watershed of history.”
92

 

Bush and Scowcroft believed that this crisis would allow their vision of a new 

world order to come to fruition.  If the United States and the Soviet Union jointly 

opposed the invasion of Kuwait, Scowcroft reasoned, “the Security Council could then 

perform the role envisioned for it by the UN framers.  The United States and the Soviet 

Union could, in most cases, stand together against unprovoked interstate aggression.”  

Scowcroft argued that the term was meant only to provide a framework for “aggression 

between states,” but it has since been “broadened beyond recognition.”  However, Bush 

himself promoted it rhetorically as being a much broader framework for a post-Cold War 

order.
93

 

                                                 
92

 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, xii, 354; Baker, The Politics of Diplomacy, 

1. 
93

 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 355. 



 127 

For Bush and Scowcroft, the Gulf War corroborated their warnings about the rise 

of regional powers as a threat to global security and provided a rationale to pursue 

collective action to deter Hussein.  In speech to the 45
th

 General Assembly of the UN on 

October 1, 1990, Bush argued that the movement “towards a new world order and a long 

era of peace” required a 

partnership of nations that transcends the Cold War: a partnership based 

on consultation, cooperation, and collective action especially through 

international and regional organizations; a partnership united by principle 

and the rule of law and supported by an equitable sharing of both cost and 

commitment; a partnership whose goals are to increase democracy, 

increase prosperity, increase the peace, and reduce arms. 

 

Saddam Hussein’s “present aggression in the Gulf is a menace not only to one region’s 

security but to the entire world’s vision of the future.  It threatens to turn the dream of a 

new international order into a grim nightmare of anarchy in which the law of the jungle 

supplants the law of nations.”  Bush’s vision of the world included a strong role of 

American leadership, and Bush pledged that United States “would perform its duty to 

“[maintain] global security, [and] promote democracy and prosperity.”
94

   

In his State of the Union address on January 29, 1991, Bush laid out his case for 

war with Iraq, incorporating the lessons of Munich and expanding upon the emergence of 

a new world order.  Bush argued that the implications of U.S. action were not confined to 

this one crisis, but rather were the foundations of “a big idea: a new world order, where 

diverse nations are drawn together in common cause to achieve the universal aspirations 

of mankind—peace and security, freedom, and the rule of law.”  This “community of 
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nations has resolutely gathered to condemn and repel lawless aggression.  Saddam 

Hussein's unprovoked invasion—his ruthless, systematic rape of a peaceful neighbor—

violated everything the community of nations holds dear.”  Bush invoked the Munich 

analogy by declaring that “we have resisted the trap of appeasement, cynicism, and 

isolation that gives temptation to tyrants.”
95

   

Bush also reiterated the need for continued U.S. leadership to guide an uncertain 

world into the next century.  Bush called American leadership “indispensible” in a 

“rapidly changing world.”  The United States had the moral duty to “serve the world as 

an inspiring example of freedom and democracy” and project those values into the “next 

American century.”  This promise would only be possible, however, if the United States 

could “seize this opportunity to fulfill the long-held promise of a new world order, where 

brutality will go unrewarded and aggression will meet collective resistance.”
96

 

Operation Desert Storm was a huge success.  Coalition troops made quick work of 

the occupying Iraqi forces, declaring the ground war over after 100 hours with only 148 

U.S. casualties.  Bush’s popularity skyrocketed to an all-time high of over 89% of 

Americans approving of Bush’s job performance.  Because of the quick victory, the 

minimal loss of life, and the process by which the administration built up public and 

international support, Bush triumphantly claimed that the United States had “kicked the 

Vietnam Syndrome.”
97
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The Gulf War’s success was made possible by the restored confidence in the 

American military after the invasion of Panama.  The tenets of the new world order that 

Bush enumerated during the Gulf War were not new.  Bush had formulated these themes 

in his earlier speeches in 1989 and had applied many of its tenets during the Panama 

crisis.  Moreover, for the Bush foreign policy team, there was a ladder of escalation to 

deal with troublesome dictators that they had developed during the Panama crisis: begin 

with economic sanctions, work through multilateral channels to increase pressure on the 

antagonistic regime, and use overwhelming military force as a last resort.  These 

fundamental lessons that the administration learned from the Panama invasion would 

form the bedrock of what became known as the “Powell Doctrine.”  

 

Just Cause and the Legacy of Vietnam 

The legacy of Vietnam is one of deep trauma that has informed all American 

military interventions since the last American troops withdrew from Saigon in 1973.  The 

war created a financial crisis in the 1970s, precipitated a crisis of confidence in the 

government and the armed forces, and revealed the limits on American power.  During 

and after the war, Congress passed measures like the War Powers Resolution that were 

designed to limit the autonomy of the Executive Branch in engaging the United States in 

foreign wars.  The American people were also reluctant to provide their full support for 

military interventions when U.S. national interests were not clearly at stake.   

The administration’s initial reluctance to use force against Noriega was due to the 

fears about military intervention in Central America that, as William LeoGrande argues, 
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was a continuation of the debate over Vietnam.
98

  The Bush administration was fearful of 

initiating an invasion that lacked strong public support and risked failure.  Additionally, 

the administration feared the risk of high American casualties, which it believed would 

inevitably lead to a loss of public support.  Protracted engagement with significant loss of 

life would also create Congressional opposition to the administration’s policy and prompt 

Congressional attempts to manage foreign policy.  Finally, a failed military intervention 

with high U.S. casualties in Bush’s first year as president would be politically disastrous 

and would jeopardize the administration’s ability to conduct foreign policy.  Fears of 

Congressional micromanagement of U.S. foreign policy and the loss of public support 

because of high casualties and a prolonged military operation spoke to the potent 

influence that the Vietnam Syndrome continued to exercise on U.S. policymakers. 

What is particularly important to note was that the men who were responsible for 

orchestrating the Panama invasion were almost all men of the Vietnam generation.  Colin 

Powell had served two tours of duty in Vietnam and wrote resentfully in his 

autobiography of the many mistakes that were made in the pursuit of a policy that “had 

become bankrupt.”  Thus, Powell vowed that when it came time for the men of that 

generation “to call the shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in halfhearted warfare for 

half-baked reasons that the American people could not understand or support.”
99

   

These men were now calling the shots.  Army Chief of Staff General Carl Vuono, 

Max Thurman’s second in command General Marc Cisneros, and Thurman himself had 

all served multiple tours of duty in Vietnam.  Bob Woodward writes that in the build up 

to the invasion of Panama, Vuono “had vivid memories of Vietnam, where the civilian 
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leadership hadn’t been willing to commit the force necessary to accomplish the military 

objectives.  Panama, unlike Vietnam, had to be done completely and with sufficient force 

to ensure that the troops did not get bogged down.”
100

  The men who had so internalized 

the lessons of Vietnam were determined to avoid a similarly devastating quagmire in the 

jungles of Central America.   

The invasion of Panama helped to restore American confidence in the ability of 

military intervention to achieve foreign policy objectives.  Powell said of the invasion 

that  “the reputation of the American armed forces was on the line.  Desert One, the 

bombing of the Marine headquarters in Lebanon, the messy Grenada invasion, and the 

shootdown of the Iranian airliner had all contributed to skepticism about the U.S. military 

and its leadership.”  Because of the Panama invasion, “the American people supported 

the action and were again proud of their armed forces.”
101

  More importantly, the lessons 

that Powell learned from Panama became the core tenets of the Powell Doctrine:  

The lessons I absorbed from Panama confirmed all my convictions over the 

preceding twenty years, since the days of doubt over Vietnam.  Have a clear 

political objective and stick to it.  Use all the force necessary, and do not 

apologize for going in big if that is what it takes.   Decisive force ends wars 

quickly and in the long run saves lives.  Whatever threats we faced it the 

future, I intend to make these rules the bedrock of military counsel.
102

  

 

These were the fundamental tenets of the Bush administration’s strategy in the Gulf War.  

The administration build up public support, created a coalition of nations, amassed 

sufficient force, clearly articulated a defined objective, and resisted urges from 

neoconservative circles to march to Baghdad and depose Saddam.   

  

                                                 
100

 Woodward, The Commanders, 163. 
101

 Powell, My American Journey, 430. 
102

 Ibid. 



 132 

Conclusion 

 What is clear about Operation Just Cause is that the Bush administration did not 

stumble into an ill-advised military invasion with no clear strategic goal.  The invasion 

was one of global importance with global implications.  The Bush administration 

deliberately planned to use force against Noriega after exhausting a series of planned 

policy alternatives.  The Panama invasion was not, however, a complete break from the 

past.  It did not initiate an era of unilateral American military interventions—many of 

those had happened in the past—and it was not the first time that the United States had 

violated the sovereignty of another nation.  In fact, the invasion of Panama was both a 

break with and continuation of American foreign policy.  It was the first American 

military intervention to rely on post-Cold War justifications, but it was still undergirded 

by American paternalism toward Latin America and the promotion of democracy.  This 

invasion could not have happened anywhere else in the world, and Noriega provided an 

excellent reason to intervene. 

Manuel Antonio Noriega was the perfect scapegoat.  He was easy to demonize in 

the American public, he was an amoral and corrupt drug trafficker, and in the words of 

Colin Powell, he was nothing more than a “third-rate dictator thumbing his nose at the 

United States.”
103

  Noriega’s ouster raises questions that this thesis does not pretend to 

answer.  A majority of the American people supported the U.S. action, and, interestingly 

enough, so too did a majority of Panamanians.  In fact, before launching the invasion, the 

Bush administration made sure that it had the invitation of the Endara government to do 

so.  While the invasion was in clear contravention of international law and had vast 
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implications in terms of respect for national sovereignty, the Panamanian people 

supported it.   

The restraint demonstrated by the Bush administration offers lessons even today, 

as the United States finds itself mired in seemingly endless war in the Middle East that 

was initially justified based on the promotion of democracy.  The nation must learn that 

the zeal to spread the blessings of liberty is not always desired by others or achievable.  

While the United States does have a beneficial role to play in the world, the country must 

recognize that there are limits on American power.  And finally, the United States must 

understand that not all dictatorships can be overthrown in the selective promotion of self-

determination.  
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