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At the beginning of the 20th century, U.S. foreign policy developed several key
directions, among which the Latin American policy was particularly significant. A major
milestone in this policy, under the leadership of President Theodore Roosevelt, was the
facilitation of Panama’s independence from Colombia and the subsequent construction of
the Panama Canal. In 1904, the U.S. government formally commenced the construction
of the canal. The first ship successfully transited the canal on August 15, 1914, marking
its operational opening. Through Roosevelt’s diplomacy, the United States established
control over the canal, significantly enhancing its strategic position not only in Latin
America but across the globe, allowing its naval forces to move efficiently between the
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. This development had profound implications for the future

geopolitical and economic influence of the United States.

Keywords: Balance of Power, Monroe Doctrine, Clayton-Bulwer Treaty, Hay-

Pauncefote Treaty, Strategic Interests

Until the beginning of the 20th century, isolationist tendencies prevailed
in American foreign policy. Subsequently, two major factors led to the United

344



© 33393360

States becoming involved in global politics: its rapid rise in power and the gradual
disintegration of the international system centered in Europe. It was in the hands
of Theodore Roosevelt that the reins of governance fell, enabling him to lead the
United States out of isolationism and into active participation in world affairs.
Roosevelt firmly believed that the United States should play a decisive role in
global politics.

Roosevelt was an outstanding politician who carefully studied the balance
of power. He insisted that the United States fulfill an appropriate role in
international politics, justifying this with national interests. He believed that a
global balance of power would be impossible without the inclusion of the United
States.

Until the early 20th century, American foreign policy was relatively simple
in essence: to carry out its mission while avoiding entanglement with Europe. As
a result of such a policy, the United States decided to exclude European power
politics from the Western Hemisphere. The Monroe Doctrine, proclaimed in
1823, effectively turned the ocean separating the United States and Europe into
a defensive moat, similar to that of a medieval fortress. By the late 1880s, the
United States began building its navy, which was still smaller than those of Chile,
Brazil, and Argentina as of 1880. Throughout the 19th century, Great Britain was
considered the greatest threat to American interests, and its Royal Navy posed a
serious strategic danger.

At the beginning of the 20th century, several key directions emerged in
U.S. foreign policy, among which Latin America held primary importance. The
central event of Roosevelt’s policy in this regard was the separation of Panama
from Colombia and the construction of the canal.

To achieve its goals, the United States already possessed a strong navy
based along both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. The need arose to transfer
naval forces rapidly between the two oceans. This idea had been circulating
among entrepreneurs and military circles since the mid-19th century. During
the Spanish-American War, it became necessary to transfer the cruiser Oregon
from the Pacific to the Atlantic Ocean, a journey that took nearly two and a half
months.

In 1898, President McKinley clearly stated that an interoceanic canal must
be constructed under American control. One of the main obstacles for the United
States was British interest in the region. As early as 1850, the United States and
Great Britain had signed the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty (Dobson 1976, 72).

According to this agreement, both countries pledged not to establish
control over Nicaragua or any part of Central America where a canal might be
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constructed. The treaty granted equal rights to both parties regarding the canal.
As long as the United States lacked a strong navy, it was forced to tolerate this
agreement.

After the Civil War, the United States began a diplomatic struggle to
annul the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty. In 1876, the U.S. signed an agreement with
Nicaragua, allowing both parties to equally benefit from any route connecting the
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. However, the agreement required the annulment of
the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty, which was only officially achieved in 1901(Beale
1986, 67).

During this period, France obtained a concession to build the canal.
Ferdinand de Lesseps, the builder of the Suez Canal, became involved in the
project. Two routes were considered: one through Nicaragua and another through
Colombia, specifically the Isthmus of Panama.

Since Panama was part of Colombia at the time, Lesseps favored the
Colombian route due to its shorter distance and faster construction timeline.
The Universal Interoceanic Canal Company was established and received $100
million—something the United States could not accept.

In 1880, President Harrison declared before Congress that “the United
States seeks to build a canal under its own control and will not yield this to any
European power” (United States Congress. S. 1954, 1014-1015).

Secretary of State Evarts attempted to reach an agreement with Colombia
under which the United States would guarantee Colombia’s sovereignty while
playing a leading role in canal-related concessions. However, Colombia refused.

The United States then recalled the 1846 treaty with New Granada (later
Colombia), which allowed Americans free transit across the Isthmus of Panama
in exchange for guaranteeing sovereignty and neutrality.

In 1881, President Garfield supported his predecessors’ position and urged
Secretary of State Blaine to seek annulment of the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty.
Despite negotiations with Britain, these efforts failed.

Subsequently, Secretary Frelinghuysen attempted direct negotiations with
Nicaragua for canal construction under joint control, but President Cleveland
halted this initiative, as he sought to avoid tensions with Britain.

The French Panama Canal Company eventually went bankrupt after
spending $400 million, much of which was lost to corruption. This led to
investigations and legal proceedings.

With one competitor eliminated, the United States focused its efforts on
Britain. Ultimately, Britain conceded, and in November 1901 the Hay-Pauncefote
Treaty was signed, recognizing the United States’ right to construct and control
the canal, replacing the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty.
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Debate then began within the United States over whether the canal should
be built in Nicaragua or Panama. The Panama route prevailed, and efforts were
made to convince Colombia.

In 1902, the U.S. Congress allocated $40 million to purchase French
company assets. Colombia was offered $10 million upfront and $100,000 annually,
with a canal zone under U.S. jurisdiction. However, Colombia’s Senate rejected
the treaty.

Roosevelt interpreted this as an attempt to raise the price. By late 1903,
he had already made his decision. On November 3, 1903, with U.S. support, a
revolt in Panama led to its independence from Colombia. The new republic was
immediately recognized by the United States.

Under the subsequent treaty, Panama granted the U.S. a perpetual lease
over a 16-kilometer-wide canal zone. In return, the U.S. paid $10 million and
$250,000 annually.

In 1904, construction began under the U.S. War Department. John Stevens
served as chief engineer, and Colonel George W. Goethals supervised the project.
Despite harsh tropical conditions, modern medical services ensured worker
safety.

The Panama Canal officially opened on August 15, 1914, when the ship
Ancon passed through it. The canal is 81.6 km long, of which 65 km runs over
land. Transit typically took 7-8 hours, with a minimum of 4 hours.

Later, the United States paid Colombia $25 million as compensation. For
Roosevelt, this was initially seen as a setback, but President Woodrow Wilson
viewed it as a means to improve relations with Latin America.

At the beginning of the 20th century, Latin America was a key direction
of U.S. foreign policy. Roosevelt’s support for Panama’s independence and the
construction of the canal were crucial to U.S. strategic interests. He prioritized
practical action over political debate, as reflected in his famous statement:
“If I had waited for the debates of politicians, it might have taken 50 years to
build the canal. I preferred to build it first and let them talk afterward.” (La Feber
1979, 167).

This approach exemplifies Roosevelt’s principle of decisive action. The
construction of the Panama Canal significantly strengthened the global position
of the United States, both militarily and economically.

Through Roosevelt’s diplomacy, the United States built the Panama
Canal, greatly improving its strategic position worldwide. It enabled rapid naval
movement between oceans, which was essential for future American plans.
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