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8. 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
The salutary effects of Just Cause extended well beyond the isthmus…It made a crucial 
difference in Colombia, where…democracy’s survival was by no means certain…It also 
convinced the Sandinista government that there were consequences to stealing an election, 
and strengthened the resolve of Nicaraguan citizens to stand up and be counted on their 
election day. The invasion also had a profound effect on the Organization of American States 
and was directly responsible for the historic Santiago declaration in June of 1991. 
 

James Baker III1 
 
 

For President Bush—a man widely criticized as recently as a month ago for his purported 
timidity, a man assailed on Capitol Hill and elsewhere for failing to fully support an attempted 
coup against General Noriega only in October, a man still portrayed in the Doonesbury comic 
strip as the invisible President—showing his steel had a particular significance.  Whatever the 
other results of this roll of the dice in Panama, it has shown him as a man capable of bold 
action, especially coming, as it did, on the heels of his Malta summit talks with Mikhail S. 
Gorbachev and his surprise initiative toward China. 
 

The New York Times 
December 21, 19892 

 
 
 

Operation Just Cause was a smashing success in military and political terms.3  

Noriega had been toppled and taken into custody, his PDF was utterly decimated, and Endara 

and company were installed as the new “democratically elected” government of Panama.  

George Bush had, with one rapid brush stroke, painted a portrait of himself as a bold, 

decisive leader unafraid to use force and willing to back up rhetoric with action.  

Additionally, he had provided the world with a clear demonstration of the effectiveness of 

                                                 
1Baker, p. 194. 
2R.W. Apple, “War: Bush’s Presidential Rite of Passage,” The New York Times, December 21, 1989, p. A1. 
3Devroy and Tyler, p. A1.  U.S. firepower sparked fires in poorer sections of Panama City which, along with 
stray bullets and bombs, killed many civilians.  Some counts put the death toll as high as 5,000; the Pentagon 
admitted only 516 killed, over 75 percent of whom were civilians.  See Waltraud Morales, "U.S. Intervention 
and the New World Order: Lessons from Cold War and post-Cold War Cases," Third World Quarterly, Vol. 
15., No. 1, (1994), p. 84. 
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U.S. power. 

The administration offered four central reasons to explain why it had undertaken 

Operation Just Cause: to protect American citizens, support democracy, bring Noriega to 

justice, and ensure the security of the Panama Canal under treaty obligations.4  The safety of 

U.S. servicemen and their families received the most attention in official explanations.  In his 

televised address announcing the invasion, President Bush explained that  

Noriega declared his military dictatorship to be in a state of war with the United States and 
publicly threatened the lives of Americans in Panama.  The very next day, forces under his 
command shot and killed an unarmed American serviceman; wounded another; arrested and 
brutally beat a third American servicemen...That was enough. General Noriega’s reckless 
threats and attacks upon Americans in Panama created an imminent danger to the 35,000 
American citizens in Panama.  As President, I have no higher obligation than to safeguard the 
lives of American citizens.5 
 
 

Bush’s letter to Congress regarding the affair reiterated the administration’s official 

explications: 

 
On December 15, 1989, at the instigation of Manuel Noriega, the illegitimate Panamanian 
National Assembly declared that a state of war existed between the republic of Panama and 
the United States.  At the same time, Noriega gave a highly inflammatory anti-American 

                                                 
4“Transcript of Bush’s Address on the Decision to Use Force in Panama,” The New York Times, December 21, 
1989, p. A19; George Bush, “Developments Concerning National Emergency with Respect to Panama,” 
Message from the President Transmitting a Report on Developments Since his Last Report of October 19 1989, 
Concerning the National Emergency With Respect to Panama, Pursuant to 50 U.S.C. 1641(c) and 1703(c), 101st 
Congress, 2nd Session, House Document 101-183, Committee on Foreign Affairs, (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 
May 1, 1990); George Bush, “Letter to the Speaker of the House and Representatives and the President Pro 
Tempore of the Senate on United States Military Action in Panama, December 21, 1989,” Reprinted in Vitas 
and Williams, National Security, p 181; Devroy and Tyler, U.S. Forces Crush Panamanian Military, p. A33; 
Lawrence Eagleburger, “The Case Against Panama’s Noriega,” Statement before the Permanent Council of the 
Organization of American States, Washington D.C., August 31, 1989, Current Policy, no. 1222, (Washington, 
DC: United States Department of State, Bureau of Public Affairs, 1989); Thomas R. Pickering and Luigi R. 
Einaudi, “Panama: A Just Cause,” Statements by Thomas R. Pickering, U.S. Permanent Representative to the 
United Nations, before the UN Security Council in New York on December 20, 1989, and Luigi R. Einaudi, 
U.S. Permanent Representative to the Organization of American States (OAS), before the OAS in Washington, 
D.C., on December 22, Current Policy, No. 1240, (Washington, DC: United States Department of State, Bureau 
of Public Affairs, 1990); “President Bush’s Address to the Nation Announcing United States Military Action in 
Panama,” Papers of the Presidents of the United States, Bush, 1989, Vol. II, pp. 1722-1727. Reprinted in Vitas 
and Williams, National Security, pp. 177-178; United States General Accounting Office, Panama: Issues 
Relating to the U.S. Invasion, GAO-NSIAD-91-174FS, (Washington, D.C.: GAO, April, 1991). 
5Bush’s Address Announcing Action, in Vitas and Williams, National Security, pp. 177-178. 
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speech.  A series of vicious and brutal acts directed at U.S. personnel and dependents 
followed these events.  On December 16, 1989, a U.S. Marine officer was killed without 
justification by Panama Defense Forces (PDF) personnel.  Other elements of the PDF beat a 
U.S. Naval officer and unlawfully detained, physically abused, and threatened the officer’s 
wife.  These acts of violence are directly attributable to Noriega’s dictatorship, which created 
a climate of aggression that placed American lives and interests in peril.  These and other 
events of the past two years have made it clear that the lives and welfare of America citizens 
in Panama were increasingly at risk, and that the continued safe operation of the Panama 
Canal and the integrity of the Canal Treaties would be in serious jeopardy if such lawlessness 
were allowed to continue.  Under these circumstances, I ordered the deployment of…U.S. 
Forces to Panama…to protect American lives, to defend democracy in Panama, to apprehend 
Noriega and bring him to trial on the drug-related charges for which he was indicted in 1988, 
and to ensure the integrity of the Panama Canal Treaties.6 
 
 

The President added that “[t]he deployment of U.S. force is an exercise of the right of self 

defense recognized in Article 51 of the United Nations Charter and was necessary to protect 

American lives in imminent danger.”7  Article XXI of the Organization of American States 

treaty—which grants the United States the right to protect its citizens, military installations, 

and institutions in Panama—and the Panama Canal Treaty—which empowers the United 

States to protect and defend the canal and its use by all nations—were also cited in 

administration explanations.8 

Ultimately, however, the analysis and evidence presented in this thesis suggest that 

the key explanatory variable that drove the Bush administration to intervene militarily in 

Panama was its concern with its international and domestic political credibility.  By 

December 1989, the White House’s apparent inability to effectively deal with small-time 

dictator Manuel Noriega had become a symbol of the administration’s inability to manage 

global affairs at a crucial moment in history.9  With dramatic changes remaking the face of 

                                                 
6Bush, Letter to the Speaker, in Vitas and Williams, National Security, p 181. 
7Ibid., p 181. 
8Devroy and Tyler, U.S. Forces Crush Panamanian, p. A33. 
9According to Harold Molineu, “Noriega had become an important test of strength…For Washington, it was a 
matter of U.S. influence in Panama and the region.  p. 245. 
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global politics, President Bush and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft worried that 

their foreign policy was viewed by allies and enemies alike as “dry and undramatic.”  They 

later wrote that this, coupled with “eased superpower tensions [and] Gorbachev’s intense 

public relations campaign prompted some European political leaders to question” U.S. 

leadership.  Closer to home, pending elections in Nicaragua and the growing strength of the 

cocaine cartels presented additional challenges that demanded demonstrations of U.S. 

resolve.  The administration desperately needed, felt Bush and Scowcroft, to “show...the 

Western vision of the future.”10 

But White House efforts to assert U.S. leadership and steer the course of global 

events at the Cold War’s end were frustratingly handicapped by the mess in Panama.  For the 

first year and a half of the Bush administration, Noriega had unabashedly challenged the 

White House at every turn without suffering any reprisals beyond economic sanctions.  By 

1989 the Panama imbroglio was a black hole that sapped the administration’s energy, focus, 

and resolve.  But worst of all, felt key administration officials, by painting the administration 

in a bad light, the affair was working to weaken the entire architecture of U.S. post-Cold War 

foreign policy.  Key passages in the memoirs of Colin Powell, for instance, describe a sense 

that pervaded the White House that Noriega, “a third rate dictator,” was “thumbing his nose 

at the U.S.”11  Accounts by administration members reveal that Powell felt this sort of 

challenge to U.S. credibility, coming as it did at a watershed moment in global affairs, was 

intolerable, an “affront” that demanded that the administration send a powerful signal.  As 

the Washington Post reported, these officials related that by December 1989 Powell felt that 

                                                 
10Bush and Scowcroft, p. 57; p. 112. 
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Noriega had “gone over the line” and that it was time for the administration to “put a shingle 

outside our door saying, ‘Superpower Lives Here.’”12  Bush, in the meantime, had begun to 

take Noriega’s defiance as a personal challenge to his credibility as president.”13 

Administration foreign policy goals in Central America and elsewhere had been 

mired down by the Noriega drag-effect even prior to Bush’s first day in office.  In October 

1989, perceptions of a U.S. policy fumble in Panama had come as the momentum of 

democratic revolution in Europe and the Soviet Union dramatically picked up its pace.  

Noriega’s theft of Panama’s May 1989 elections had ruled out the possibility that democratic 

elections might provide an answer, and the U.S. failure to support the coup attempt against 

Noriega effectively killed the chance that a similar attempt would be soon in coming again.  

Given the dénouement of the Cold War, the United States was now free as never before to 

employ force internationally without fear of Soviet reprisal. As the new year—and a new 

era—dawned, Bush and his team decided that the time had come to demonstrate that the 

United States was indeed the leading superpower it claimed to be. 

Operation Just Cause, coming on the heels of a successful superpower summit at 

Malta, not only put an end to the Noriega problem—it also showed the world that George 

Bush could play tough when he wanted to.  Many observers judged that the President’s 

action had helped restore U.S. international credibility at a turning-point in world affairs; the 

invasion was widely interpreted as a signal that Bush was not afraid to wield military force as 

                                                                                                                                                       

11Colin Powell with Joseph Persico, My American Journey, (NY: Ballantine Books, 1996), p. 425. 
12Woodward, Conversion, p. A31. 
13Franklin and Shepard, p. 172; Conniff, pp. 162-163; Dowd, Doing the Inevitable, p. A5. 
*  
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a foreign policy implement, that he did indeed have the resolve to forge his new world order.  

The New York Times, for instance, wrote that Just Cause had shown Bush to be “a man 

capable of bold action,” while the Washington Post observed that “Bush's use of military 

force could have the additional benefit of causing Washington's two ideological adversaries 

in the hemisphere—Cuba and Nicaragua—to be more cautious about actions that run 

contrary to U.S. interests.”14 

Despite the expected grumbling over U.S. gunboat diplomacy, post-invasion 

developments in Latin America were read by the Bush team as proof that they had won an 

important battle in Panama.  For example, Noriega’s cancellation of Panama’s 1988 elections 

had threatened U.S. goals for nearby Nicaragua—an electoral defeat for the Sandinistas—

and, on a larger scale, called into question the credibility of U.S. support for democracy in 

Latin America, eastern Europe, and other regions in transition.  When the Sandinistas were 

unseated in Nicaragua’s elections and peacefully relinquished power, however, the 

administration read it as a sign that Just Cause had helped convince the FSLN not to 

intimidate anti-Sandinista voters or steal the elections.15  According to James Baker, “[t]he 

President’s decision to strike a blow for democracy sent a powerful signal that, like his 

predecessor, George Bush was willing to commit the military might of our country to protect 

vital American interests and support democratic principles in the Americas.”16  President 

Bush put it this way: 

 

                                                 
14Apple, War: Bush’s Presidential Rite, p. A1; John M. Goshko and Al Kamen, “A New U.S. Willingness to 
Use Force?” The Washington Post, January 5, 1990, p. A8. 
15Baker, p. 194. 
16Ibid., p. 178. 
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Panama was another chapter in a great epic, an act of free men and women in the Revolution 
of ‘89—a revolution that also swept the East and that is now sweeping the globe. Because of 
Panamanians whose yearning for freedom is so strong that they will brave beatings to go to 
the polls, because of young Americans whose commitment to freedom is so strong that they 
will brave death to fight for it—it is because of them that the day of the dictator truly is over. 
And the revolution continues. The people have spoken in Nicaragua. When they speak in 
Cuba and Haiti, our Western Hemisphere will be entirely within the compass of freedom.17 
 
 

Panama, said Bush, was an example of the United States’ continued role as the world’s 

leading protector of democracy.  “The people of that nation,” he explained, “needed us to 

stand with them to defend their struggle for democracy and for the opportunities that 

Americans have enjoyed for over 200 years.”18 

Washington’s war on drugs appeared to get a shot in the arm after Just Cause as well.  

In his memoirs, James Baker notes that “[Noriega’s] dictatorship…undermined [U.S.] 

efforts…to combat narcotics trafficking” in the Americas.19  When Noriega was captured, 

however, Bush asserted that his arrest and extradition to the United States sent “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.”20  After the former dictator was 

sentenced, Bush declared that “[t]he sentence imposed today on Manuel 

Noriega…demonstrates that international drug felons are not above the law, no matter how 

great their wealth, their status, or their armed might….Americans and our allies abroad have 

reason to be proud.”21 

And just a little over one week after the ouster of Noriega, the United States—in what 

                                                 
17George Bush, “Remarks at a Presentation Ceremony for the Panama Campaign Streamer at Fort Myer, 
Virginia, March 8, 1990,” Bush Presidential Library Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
18Ibid. 
19Ibid., p. 178. 
20George Bush, “Remarks Announcing the Surrender of General Manuel Noriega in Panama, January 3, 1990,” 
in Vitas and Williams, National Security, p. 183. 
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Newsweek termed “a show of force unthinkable only a year or two ago”—stationed a Navy 

carrier task force off the Colombian coast in order to track drug shipments.22  Two months 

later, the presidents of the United States, Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia met in Cartegena to 

discuss hemispheric drug production and trafficking and announced the formation of what 

Bush called “an unprecedented alliance against the drug trade...the first anti drug cartel.”  

The president went to Colombia, he said, “to make the point as clear as I could that 

[Colombia does] not and will not stand alone; they will have the steady and sustained support 

of the United States.”23  A month later, Bush proclaimed that “[t]he White House has 

declared war on [drugs].  And the only enemy response we’ll accept is unconditional 

surrender.” 24 

As Bush and his top aides saw it, regional objectives included in the administration’s 

public explanations—democratization and the drug war, for instance—were not necessarily 

to be tangibly effected by a strong U.S. action in Panama, but would certainly experience an 

ancillary impact.  The linchpin linking the political expression of force in Panama and 

collateral effects elsewhere was credibility.  Successful interventions like Just Cause, in the 

eyes of the Bush team, would improve the international credibility of the United States and, 

as a result, favorably affect other foreign policy initiatives in Latin America and elsewhere. 

                                                                                                                                                       

21George Bush, “President Bush’s Statement on the Sentencing of Manuel Noriega,” in Vitas and Williams, 
National Security, p. 184. 
22 Newsweek, Abyss, p. 26. 
23George Bush, “The President’s News Conference Following the Drug Summit in Cartagena, Colombia, 
February 15, 1990,” Bush Presidential Library Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/); Pastor, 
George Bush and Latin America, p. 378. 
24George Bush, “Remarks at an Antidrug Rally in Santa Ana, California, March 2, 1990,” Bush Presidential 
Library Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
*  
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Indeed, the White House assessed that in invading Panama it had sent a message 

which had impact not just in Central America, but globally as well. As former Bush advisor 

Richard Haass explains, 

 
in the post-Soviet world there is little danger of any conflict leading to the global level as was 
feared during the Cold War, but this does not mean that all situations have become discrete 
and all decisions can be isolated.  ‘Walking away’ from a limited use of force will convey the 
impression to adversaries that perseverance and escalation will pay.  The sudden withdrawal 
of the United States from Beirut in 1984 almost certainly had an impact on Saddam’s thinking 
six years later; events in Somalia affected the calculations of Haiti’s military.  It is quite 
possible that Bosnia, Somalia, and Haiti will have an impact on how the Clinton 
Administration is perceived in other places at other times.  On the other hand, Grenada is 
believed by some observers to have had a sobering effect on Marxist Nicaragua and Cuba; 
although hard to prove, this is consistent with the point that any decision involving the use of 
force will have repercussions that transcend the immediate circumstances.25 

 

And according to James Baker, the “salutary effects of Just Cause” had 

 
extended well beyond the isthmus…[and] made a crucial difference in Colombia, where the 
Medellín cartel’s campaign of political assassination had just claimed its third presidential 
candidate and democracy’s survival was by no means certain. The President’s resolve in 
Panama was a tonic that gave the Colombian government the courage to stand up to the cartel. 
It also convinced the Sandinista government that there were consequences to stealing an 
election, and strengthened the resolve of Nicaraguan citizens to stand up and be counted on 
their election day. The invasion also had a profound effect on the Organization of American 
States and was directly responsible for the historic Santiago declaration in June of 1991, in 
which the nations of the hemisphere endorsed a U.S.-drafted resolution committing the OAS 
to collective action anywhere democracy was threatened in the region. Without that 
declaration, the OAS would have been extremely reluctant to have endorsed economic and 
political sanctions against Haiti, or to have opposed coups in Peru and Guatemala.26 

 

In the same vein, President Bush painted the U.S. victory over Noriega as a victory for 

democracy world-wide.  In his January 31, 1990 State of the Union Address, Bush named 

Panama first in a list of watershed developments that included transitions in Poland, 

Czechoslovakia, and East Germany: 

 

                                                 
25Haass, p. 81. 
26Baker, p. 194. 
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The events of the year just ended, the Revolution of ’89, have been a chain reaction, changes 
so striking that it [sic] marks the beginning of a new era in the world’s affairs. Think back—
think back just some 12 short months to the world we knew as 1989 began [sic]. One year—
one year ago, the people of Panama lived in fear, under the thumb of a dictator. Today 
democracy is restored; Panama is free.27 
 
 

A month later, Bush declared that 

[s]omething is happening in the world—something new, something powerful, something 
wonderful...And today the wind rushing down from the mountains is not the fierce menace 
called the Santa Ana wind, but the new breeze that I spoke about when taking office a year 
ago.  It has swept around the world, bringing new hope in Europe, new hope in Africa, new 
hope in the Americas.  Vaclav Havel, free at last.  Nelson Mandela, free at last.  And 
Nicaragua and Panama, free at last.28 

 
 

For the Bush administration, Just Cause—as a signal of restored American 

credibility—reverberated throughout the entire architecture of U.S. foreign policy, to positive 

effect.  The invasion’s perceived favorable impact on the president’s international credibility 

had a similar impact on George Bush himself.  Prior to December 1989, caution was the 

hallmark of Bush’s foreign policy; after 1989, however, he gave an impression of confidence 

previously unseen, and his overseas initiatives became markedly more dynamic. 

The administration’s concern with George Bush’s domestic political credibility was 

another key factor that shaped the policy mix that led to Operation Just Cause.  For most of 

Bush’s first year in office, there was a sense within the administration that the president’s 

seeming powerlessness in the face of the Panamanian dictator’s defiance was undermining 

public attitudes regarding his presidency and costing him support in Congress.29  During his 

bid for the presidency in 1988, Bush had criticized U.S. policy toward Noriega in order to 

combat doubts regarding his past involvement with the strongman, demonstrate his 

                                                 
27George Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union, January 31, 1990,” 
Bush Presidential Library Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
28Bush, Remarks at an Antidrug Rally. 
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commitment to the drug war, and distinguish himself from Ronald Reagan.  However, once 

in office, as domestic criticism of his foreign policy vision mounted and his administration 

proved unable to do anything about Noriega, that tactic had backfired.  “If we had known we 

would win the election by so much,” Bush’s former campaign advisor, Secretary of State 

Baker, later said in private, “we would not have dug such a deep hole for ourselves.”30 

 Operation Just Cause proved to be a potent remedy: at the domestic level, the 

invasion was highly successful in putting many questions to rest regarding Bush’s mettle.  

According to GOP strategist Lee Atwater, Operation Just Cause was a “political jackpot…the 

political version of Babe Ruth pointing to the fence…The President laid it out, one, two, 

three, four, and then he knocked it out of the stadium.”31  Indeed, Just Cause not only 

repaired the President’s credibility in Congress and among the American public, it catapulted 

it to previously unimaginable levels.  Senate Majority leader George Mitchell, an outspoken 

Bush critic, judged that the invasion had been “made necessary by the reckless action of 

General Noriega,” and his counterpart in the House, Speaker Tom Foley, agreed.32  “Finally, 

at last, they did it,” said House Armed Services Committee Chairman Les Aspin (D-Wis) in 

relief.  Another leading Democrat, Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman Sam Nunn 

(D-GA), also expressed his  support for the invasion.33  Edward Kennedy, Richard Gephardt, 

and Al Gore, in turn, also were quick to issue statements backing the president’s action.  A 

                                                                                                                                                       

29Devroy, Bush to Aides, p. A23; Bush and Scowcroft, p. 47. 
30Woodward, Commanders, p. 86. 
31Oreskes, President Wins Bipartisan Praise, p. A1. 
32Quoted in Mervin, p. 168; Helen Dewar and Tom Kenworthy, “Congress: Decision ‘Was Made Necessary By 
the Reckless Actions of General Noriega,’” The Washington Post, December 21, 1989, p. A35. 
*  
*  
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month after the invasion, Bush received a standing ovation from the Democrat-controlled 

Congress during his State of the Union address when he told them: “One year ago the people 

of Panama lived in fear under the thumb of a dictator.  Today democracy is restored.  Panama 

is free.”34  At one post-invasion press conference, an astute journalist asked Bush if Just 

Cause had “neutralized the Democrats on foreign policy? Is this the last time [Senate 

Majority Leader] George Mitchell can ever accuse you of having a timid foreign policy?” 35 

In media circles, even the harshest of the President’s critics lauded the President’s 

aggressive solution to the Panama debacle. 36  David Broder, for instance, dubbed Just Cause 

“an intervention that made sense,” while Paul Gigot wrote that “[b]y provoking George Bush 

into decisive action, the Panamanian rogue has taken us back to the future of the uses of 

American power and the responsibilities of democracy.”37 

In turn, the public reaction was resoundingly positive.  Polls showed that Bush’s 

decision to use force enjoyed a higher level of support than Reagan’s invasion of Grenada 

and bombing of Libya.  ABC News found that 80 percent of those surveyed approved of Just 

Cause; according to CBS polls, 74 percent of Americans felt the invasion was justified; more 

significantly,  Bush’s overall approval rating rose to 76 percent in the wake of Just Cause, the 

                                                                                                                                                       

33Dewar and Kenworthy, Congress: Decision, p. A35. 
34Oreskes, President Wins Bipartisan Praise, p. A1; Dewar and Kenworthy, Congress: Decision p. A35; Bush 
quoted in Queiser Morales, p. 84. 
35Unidentified reporter, “The President’s News Conference, January 5, 1990,” Bush Presidential Library Online 
Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
36See, for example, David Broder, “Panama: An Intervention That Made Sense,” The Washington Post, January 
14, 1990, p. B7. 
37Paul Gigot, “Get Ready to Use Democracy’s Gunboats Again,” The Wall Street Journal, December 22, 1989, 
p. A6. 
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best rating for any president at that point in his term since John Kennedy.38  As the Wall 

Street Journal explained, “[b]eyond the foreign policy objectives, [the Panama] invasion 

provides President Bush with new political momentum, displaying him as decisive and tough 

and blunting criticism that his sense of prudence precludes bold action.”39 

The positive domestic response to the use of force in Panama was bolstered by the 

fact that many Panamanians clearly supported the action.  Thomas Mann, director of 

governmental studies at the Brookings Institution, told the New York Times that “[f]or 

American citizens to see Panamanians cheering American soldiers for their liberation, is, I 

think, going to leave a mark on our politics that isn’t likely to be erased for some time.”40  

The end result, the Washington Post reported, was that: 

 
President Bush, riding a wave of public support for the U.S. invasion of Panama, is nearing 
the end of his first year in office as one of the most popular presidents of the post-war era, 
according to a Washington Post-ABC News Poll…According to the poll, 50 percent of those 
interviewed said they most trusted the GOP to do a better job coping with the country’s 
biggest problems…79 percent said they approved of the job Bush has done as president. This 
was 6 points higher than the best showing of Ronald Reagan during his eight years as 
president.41 
 
 

The Bush team’s logic that foreign policy successes could have positive domestic political 

consequences had proved true.  When asked by a reporter what he attributed his 

extraordinarily high year-end approval ratings to, Bush replied: “I think we’ve managed to 

take proper roles of leadership in the changing world.  I think our policy that resulted in 

unprecedented free and democratic elections in Nicaragua was sensible.  I feel I had strong 

                                                 
38Dewar and Kenworthy, Congress: Decision, p. A35; Michael Oreskes, “Approval of Bush, Aided by Panama, 
Hits 76 Percent in Poll,” The New York Times, January 19, 1990, p. 11. 
39 Michel McQueen and David Shribman, “Bush Wins Praise for Ordering Panama Invasion,” The Wall Street 
Journal, December 21, 1989, p. A6. 
40 Oreskes, President Wins Bipartisan Praise, p. A1. 
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support from the American people on what we had to do in Panama.” 42 

 The success of Just Cause clearly gave Bush a rallying point to use to build domestic 

support for his foreign policy.  In a speech on January 12, for example, he told his audience: 

 
[I]n this world of change, one thing is certain: America must be ready. And as excited as I am 
about the changes moving toward a more peaceful Eastern Europe, America must be strong. 
And a strong America means not only a strong economy; it still must mean a strong defense, a 
ready and highly effective defense force. And if proof of that were ever needed, we saw it in 
that superb, beautifully coordinated operation last month—we saw it in the courage of our 
troops in Panama...Abroad, for more than 40 years, three generations has [sic] stood steadfast 
in an often hostile and tumultuous world. Firm in our belief in America’s destiny as leader of 
the free world, our spirit did not falter; our troops did not flinch. And today, after the 
watershed events of 1989, the free world that we’re leading is growing bigger all the time...in 
the past months we saw democracy restored to the brave people of Panama...And we took 
pride in the skill...of American soldiers. The Panamanian operation was conducted by...the 
best trained troops in the world...And somehow, it is more than coincidence, in the same 
month, we hear that the bald eagle—the American bald eagle—may soon come off the 
endangered species list. How about that?43 
 

The new domestic support that Bush leveraged out of Operation Just Cause, in turn, 

helped him breathe new life into his foreign policymaking.  Both Bush and Baker 

acknowledged that one of the greatest threats to U.S. international credibility was the 

domestic effect of the Vietnam War on the presidency and its ability to express U.S. power 

overseas.  They felt that when Congress worked against the White House on foreign affairs, 

U.S. credibility overseas suffered as a result.44  As Baker put it, “most foreign leaders are 

themselves politicians, frequently elected or members of some ruling party [who] 

view…through political eyes [and] respect counterparts who can work domestically in order 

                                                                                                                                                       

41 Richard Morin, “Poll Shows Rising Support for Bush, Republicans,” The Washington Post, January 1990, p. 
A9. 
42George Bush, “Interview by Jim Angle of National Public Radio, March 16, 1990,” Bush Presidential Library 
Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
43George Bush, “Remarks to the Chamber of Commerce in Cincinnati, Ohio, January 12, 1990,” Bush 
Presidential Library Online Archives, (www.csdl.tamu.edu/bushlib/papers/). 
44Hilsman, et. al., p. 72. 
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to deliver internationally.”45  Similarly, in his inaugural address, Bush had declared: “we 

must ensure that America stands before the world united…We need compromise; we’ve had 

dissension….It’s been this way since Vietnam [but] when our fathers were young [] our 

differences ended at the water’s edge…To the world...we offer new engagement and a 

renewed vow; We will stay strong and united to protect the peace.”46  

In Bush and Baker’s view, any adversary—whether a first world nation or a guerrilla 

leader in the bush—would not fear U.S. power if they saw that the U.S. electorate was 

opposed to putting it into play, while allies would question the wisdom of alignment if aware 

that Congress were opposed to U.S. involvement overseas.  This was the logic which drove 

the first major Bush administration foreign policy initiative, the Bipartisan Accord on Central 

America, and it fed into the decision to unseat Noriega as well.  After Just Cause, Bush and 

Baker judged that they had gone a long way toward putting the Vietnam Syndrome and the 

divisions over U.S. Central America policy behind them, and could move on to tackle global 

issues with solid domestic support.  Baker later wrote that “in breaking the mind-set of the 

American people about the use of force in the post-Vietnam era, Panama established an 

emotional predicate that permitted us to build the public support so essential to the success of 

Operation Desert Storm thirteen months later.”47 

 

Almost a century before Operation Just Cause, Theodore Roosevelt constructed a top-

of-the-line naval force that helped the United States assume a position of global power.  His 

                                                 
45Baker, p. xv. 
46“President Bush’s Inaugural Address, January 20, 1989, Historic Documents of 1989, (Washington D.C., 
Congressional Quarterly Inc., 1990), p. 47. 
47Baker, p. 194. 
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policy of limited interventions and the corollary that guided him, backed by that credible 

naval force, was largely successful in blocking European intervention in the Americas.  

George Bush’s 1989 invasion of Panama was a message, like TR’s before him, sent at a 

moment when U.S. relations with the rest of the world were undergoing dramatic 

redefinition.  While Just Cause was partly intended to reverse negative domestic opinions 

regarding Bush’s leadership, it also was meant to signal overseas that U.S. power was alive 

and well, and to establish new foreign policy momentum for the administration.  And 

whether the invasion actually convinced enemies and allies to take George Bush seriously—

or simply convinced Bush that they did—its success surely paved the way for his later 

decision demonstrate on a grander stage, in the Persion Gulf, the credibility of the United 

States' leadership of a re-configured Western alliance. 


